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• 
Foreword 

Katherine 0 'Brien 0 'Keeffe 

The publication in 1981 of Kevin Kiernan's Beowulf and the Beowulf 
Manuscript marked a new stage in the academic history of the poem 
and its manuscript, though as usually happens with such departures, its 
significance is more easily recognized in hindsight. In the years since, 
the controversies generated by the arguments in this book have been 
enormously productive both for Beowulf scholarship and for the 
discipline in general. And while few books in the subject can claim to 
provoke engaged discussion for fifteen years after their publication, 
Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript is such a book. 

Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript was in 1981, and continues to be, 
an unsettling book in several ways. To a discipline that values the 
antiquity of its documents, Kiernan argues many uncomfortable things. 
While the manuscript had long been recognized to belong to the later 
end rather than the beginning of the Anglo-Saxon period, the text of 
Beowulfhad been claimed to be among the earliest of the records of 
English culture. (Until fairly recently, the prose texts that traveled with 
it in the Nowell Codex-the Life of St. Christopher, the Wonders of the East, 
and the Letter of Alexander to Aristotle-dealing with prodigies and mon
sters, had received scant notice, and the fragmentary poem judith had 
received only slightly more.) But Beowulf, from the nineteenth century 
on, had been invested with considerable nationalist pride as an English 
epic that antedated those of other vernacular cultures, and if the poem 
dealt with matters Scandinavian, it nonetheless was seen to evince 
recognizable English national virtues. Indeed, at the moment Tolkien 
initiates the modern phase of Beowulf criticism, removing the appella
tion "epic" from the poem, he reiterates the investment of the past: "It 
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[the pietas of the poet] would seem to have been part of the English 
temper in its strong sense of tradition .... "1 Such virtue coincided, 
perhaps not accidentally, with the popular construction of King Alfred 
as a nation builder, and for many years it seemed only reasonable that 
the composition of the poem had to antedate the terrible Viking 
depredations that began in the late eighth century and whose cultural 
consequences Alfred had tallied in his preface to his translation of the 
Regula pastoralis. In Beowulf, then, it seemed possible to trace the 
earliest moments of what would be England and to hear the voice of 
one of the earliest of the nation's poets. 

Kiernan's book amounts to an attack on every dimension of the 
picture I have just outlined. The fruits of his sustained examination of 
the manuscript were a multipronged argument that appears on the 
face of it simple enough: that the Southwick Codex is a Middle English 
composite of two late Old English manuscripts; that Beowulf, originally 
produced as a separate booklet, was later added to the prose texts, 
themselves copied as a separate booklet; that to this composite Judith 
was added later; that the first folio of the dragon section (foi. 179 in the 
Zupitza foliation-another point in dispute) is a palimpsest executed 
by the second scribe at some time after the initial writing of the 
manuscript, a point that revised and extended Tilman Westphalen's 
1967 argument; that the dating of the manuscript should be perhaps 
two decades later than we now accept. Yet simple these arguments are 
not, and if accepted, they would remove the poem from its traditional 
interpretative frame. 

The radical implications of Kiernan's arguments on the significance 
of the palimpsest were immediately obvious. Although Liedertheorie had 
had its moment of dissection in the nineteenth-century approach to 
the poem (to reemerge briefly in certain oral formulaic arguments), in 
general Beowulfscholars have routinely regarded the poem as a unified 
whole, ascribing to it a poet ('''the' Beowulfpoet") with the full run of 
poetic virtues in embarrassed lieu of a name. Whatever the usefulness 
of this practice, it both arises from and reinforces a Romantic reflex to 
see the text as the product of a single (and extraordinary) poetic mind. 
The work of that poetic mind, whether ascribed to Northumbria in the 
Age of Bede or Mercia in the earlier eighth century, was assumed to 

l. J. R. R. Tolkien, "Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics," Proceedings of the 
British Academy 22 (1936): 245-95 at 266. 

http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=8599
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have undergone a lengthy history of transmission that accounted for 
various dialect forms in the predominantly late West Saxon poem and 
various errors. The history of editing Beowulf (whether epitomized in 
the apparatus of Klaeber's edition or analyzed in its formative stages in 
Birte Kelly's lengthy study in Anglo-Saxon England) is thus in large 
part a narrative of error and its correction.2 

In this context, Kiernan's extended interpretation of the damaged 
fo1. 179 comes as a shock. Rejecting arguments that the overwriting on 
this folio is the result of freshening up rubbed text, Kiernan instead 
regards the rubbing as a deliberate act of rewriting. His account of the 
evidence reads fo1. 179 as a boundary between two originally separate 
poems, joined for the first time by the second scribe of the Nowell 
Codex. This offer of paleographic support for earlier proposals of a 
composite text (for example, by Schiicking and Magoun) does much 
more than recast Liedertheorie. Kiernan's proposal makes the scribe a 
thoughtful and participatory editor/author or, in another way of think
ing, displaces the hypothesized poet in favor of the actual scribe. The 
attention to the pattern of scribal correction elsewhere in the manu
script that Kiernan's reading demands requires a corollary investment 
in the authority of scribal readings. In a sense, Kiernan's defense of the 
care taken by the scribes in correcting the manuscript asks that greater 
probability be assigned to the accuracy of such corrections. But the 
scribe's ascendancy comes with a price, that being the attendant defla
tion of the importance of the modern editor. Kiernan's challenge to 
editors of Old English remains apposite today. Indeed, in the past 
fifteen years interest in the practices of editing Old English has left the 
pages of dry-as-dust scholarship for the lively disagreement of conserva
tive and conjectural editors on the conference circuit.3 

Perhaps less radical but just as unsettling was Kiernan's bold pro
posal of a date after 1016 for the making of the poem. This is not to say 
that the discipline had remained in agreement about an eighth-century 

2. Fr. Klaeber, ed., BeowulJ and The Fight at Finnsburg, 3d ed. (Boston: D. C. Heath, 
1950) and Birte Kelly, "The Formative Stages of BeowulJTextual Scholarship: Part I," 
Anglo-Saxon England 11 (1983): 247-74 and "The Formative Stages of BeowulJ 
Textual Scholarship: Part II," Anglo-Saxon England 12 (1984): 239-75. 

3. See, for example, D. C. Scragg and Paul E. Szarmach, eds., The .clliting of Old 
English: Papers from the 1990 Manchester Conference (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1994) 
and Michael Lapidge, "Textual Criticism and the Literature of Anglo-Saxon En
gland" Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library 73 (1991): 17-45. 
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terminus a quo-far from it. In 1980 the University of Toronto hosted a 
conference on the dating of Beowulf, and the volume that issued from it 
showed an impressive range of opinion, including a number of essays 
suggesting both relatively late dates and the possibility of friendly 
feelings (in some parts of England) toward (some) Danes even after 
the mid-eighth century.4 Ker's generally accepted dating for the manu
script is "s. x/xi" though Ker acknowledges that his dating is designed 
to accommodate a quarter-century error at either end.5 For this reason, 
Kiernan's proposed dating actually falls within the posited limits of 
Ker's paleographic opinion. Yet Kiernan's argumem seems to have 
been more disturbing than what a twenty-year revision in copying 
would warrant. Suggesting that the national poem was enthusiastically 
composed while a Dane had usurped the throne undercut the poem's 
"English" character not a little, and dating the poem to the reign of 
Cnut read away more than just the poem's antiquity. 

In perhaps no other area, however, has Kiernan's book made so 
marked a contribution as in forcing us to reexamine the manuscript 
itself for the information it can offer us. In the aftermath of Kiernan's 
work on Beowulf, it is impossible to be satisfied with traditional readings 
and resolutions of cruces made from photography or with the unaided 
eye. If Kiernan's work gives the lie to a cavalier dismissal of the manu
script evidence and its scribes' acumen, it also reminds us that pho
tographic facsimiles can be deceptive, the product of a fairly limited 
technology. Even the ultraviolet technology available to the Zupitza/ 
Davis facsimile could not go far enough to aid in the resolution of 
vexed readings, as Kiernan has reemphasized since 1981. Kiernan has 
continued to break new ground in bringing high-intensity light to bear 
on the manuscript and, most recently, digital image processing.6 His 
ongoing work on the poem, as editor of the British Library's e-Beowulf 
Project, promises to produce a new kind of edition using digital tech
nology, one that is both diplomatic and pictorial. 

Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript situates itself at the focal point of 

4. The Dating of Beowulf, ed. Colin Chase (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1981). 

5. N. R. Ker, Catalogue of Manuscripts Containing Anglo-Saxon (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1957, reprinted 1991). 

6. See, for example, Kevin S. Kiernan, "Digital Image Processing and the Beowulf 
Manuscript," Literary and Linguistic Computing 6, no. I (1991): 20-27. See also his 
paper on the e-Beowulf project at: http://www.uky.edu/-kiernan/welcome.htm!. 
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traditional philological arguments on the making of a text. Its call to 
return to the manuscript for evidence, its argument for a radically 
foreshortened transmission of the text (given Kiernan's advocacy of an 
eleventh-century combination and editing of earlier narratives), and its 
attendant emphasis on scribal choice and competence, all ask a re
valuation of the accuracy and even usefulness of that most delicate of 
modern editorial tasks, emendation. In counterpoint (and perhaps 
despite itself), the book is part of the most current interests in Old 
English scholarship: its attention to the materiality of text, its disregard 
of the pieties of the romantic vision of the author, its collapsing of the 
"author" with the scribe, and its arguing for particular attention to the 
niceties of scribal versions (and the controversies these positions en
gendered) opens a space for further work on the poem along a 
number of poststructuralist lines. 

It is a pleasure to greet the timely republication of Beowulf and the 
Beowulf ManUScript. With its wider availability the book is bound to 
excite new discussions, new controversies, new partisans, and new 
objectors. Not only has Kiernan's book begun the conversation on the 
further life of the poem, it promises to keep it going. And while it is 
possible to remain in doubt about various inferences Kiernan draws 
from his evidence, what cannot be doubted is the impact this book has 
had on Beowulfstudies. Quite simply, it is impossible to engage Beowulf 
seriously without engaging the arguments Kiernan sets forth in this 
book. For any work of scholarship that is a remarkable achievement. 
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• 
Re-Visions 

In the fifteen years since the first edition of Beowulf and the Beowulf 
Manuscript, the dating of Beowulfhas remained a highly charged, con
troversial topic, and the study of Old English manuscripts in general 
has flourished. Although determined proponents for any time between 
the eighth and the eleventh century make a consensus on the dating of 
Beowulf perhaps more unlikely today than ever before, the early 
eleventh-century manuscript remains our only primary evidence for 
whatever theories we have about the ultimate origin of the poem. 

The most important recent controversy concerns the paleographical 
dating of the manuscript. In "Beowulf come lately: Some Notes on the 
Palaeography of the Nowell Codex," David N. Dumville gives a new 
interpretation of Neil Ker's dating notation, s. X/XI, for the handwrit
ing of the Beowulfmanuscript. According to Dumville, the handwriting 
of both scribes must fall somewhere between 997 and 1016, specifically 
between the midpoint of the reign of iEthelred the Unready and his 
death. I His interpretation pointedly excludes the reign of Cnut the 
Great for the time of the manuscript and so also for the composition of 
the poem (63). In making his case Dumville "represents, in a sentence, 
the progression of argument" in Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript: 
"Kiernan sought to establish that the poem was composed in the reign 
of Cnut, king of England 1016-35, and then to show that the 
manuscript-evidence fitted admirably with this, while that of language 
did not disagree" (49 and n. 5). Pivoting on the word "then," his 
sentence actually reverses the progression of my argument, which is 
entirely predicated on Ker's paleographical dating of the manuscript. 
On the first page of chapter one I say, "Paleographical dating places the 

Copyright © 1996 by Kevin S. Kiernan. 
I. Archiv fur das Studium der neueren Sprachen und Literaturen 225 (1988): 49-63. 
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[xvi] Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 

MS at the end of the 10th century or the beginning of the 11 th, or, 
roughly speaking, between the years 975 and 1025" (13). Cnut the 
Great only came into the picture because his reign falls within Ker's 
fifty-year dating range. 2 

Dumville also maintains that I have not confronted "the evidence of 
paleography-as opposed to codicology-in the search for a date for 
Beowulf' (49-50). On the contrary, my discussion of the palimpsest on 
folio 179 depends on an exhaustive paleographical study of all letter
forms by Tilman Westphalen.3 I underscore his results with a paleo
graphical description of the letter a: 

The development of the a form is the most convincing of all: it has gone from 

a sharp quadrangular form to a rounded triangular form, resembling a 

modern cursive a. Its variants are either rounded or pointed at the top. The 

incipient development of this new letterform can occasionally be observed on 

other folios (when the left side of the quadrangular a is shorter than usual, 

for example), but the rate of occurrence on other folios is minimal. (BBMS 

223 n. 48) 

My paleographical discussion of the "quadrangular" letter a thus antici
pates Dumville's own discussion of the same letter as a defining feature 
of English Square minuscule: 

A form of Insular minuscule, its singular defining characteristic has always 

seemed to be the systematic use of a form of the letter a, found very 

occasionally in earlier Insular script, in which an open a is in effect topped by 

a separate and straight stroke .... However, definition of a script type by a 

2. The span from 975 to 1025 is a conservative interpretation of his dating 
notation. "All my dates are certainly not right within the limits of a quarter-century," 
Ker says. "I can only hope," he adds, "that not too many of them are wrong within 
the limits of a half-century." Catalogue of Manuscripts containing Anglo-Saxon (Oxford, 
1990), xx. 

3. Beowulf 3150-55: T'extkritik und Editionsgeschichte (Munich, 1967),58-69. The 
foliation best used for citations to Beowulfis the one written on the manuscript 
itself. For an explanation of the inaccurate official BL foliation, see the excellent 
article by Andrew Prescott, '''Their Present Miserable State of Cremation': The 
Restoration of the Cotton Library," forthcoming in Sir Robert Cotton as Collector, ed. C. 
J. Wright (British Library Publications). 
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single letter fonn is an unhappy task for, inevitably, there are many specimens 

of Square minuscule in which it fails to occur consistently or at all.4 

Elsewhere I anticipate his paleographical obselVation that, "if the work 
of Scribe A and Scribe B had been found in complete independence of 
one another, Hand A would have been dated's. XI in.' or's. XI I', while 
Hand B would probably have been dated's. X ex.'" (55). As I put it, 
without the transitional gathering uniting the two scripts, "paleogra
phers would have every reason to conclude that the two gatherings 
preselVing Beowulf's fight with the dragon had been copied many years 
before the five preselVing Beowulf's youthful exploits in Denmark" 
(257) . 

We do not seem so far apart, then, in our representations of the 
paleographical setting. While he at first takes me to task for assuming 
that the manuscript is really early eleventh century, rather than late 
tenth or early eleventh, Dumville comes to the same conclusion after 
arguing that the characteristics of the first scribe's handwriting are 
never found in datable tenth-century manuscripts. We do not agree 
that the appearance of late Square minuscule in the second part of 
Beowulf must be arbitrarily restricted to the first sixteen years of the 
eleventh century. Dumville says that "there is neither evidence nor 
need to attribute a lingering death to Square minuscule" (63), yet the 
occurrence of other manuscripts dated by Ker s. X/XI with late Square 
minuscule alongside recognizably eleventh-century hands constitutes 
such evidence. He also acknowledges that "within Hand B there is 
some evidence for scribal development and adaptation to more mod
ern forms" (50 n. 7). The evidence he alludes to here is the appearance 
of two later stages of the scribe's Square minuscule on folio 198 verso, 
the last page, and folio 179 recto and verso, the palimpsest. Even if 
DumviIle had evidence that the second scribe copied his part by 1016, 
late Square minuscule is not only lingering but actually developing into 
a rounder script in these later manifestations. 

A closely datable example of Square insular script sUlVives in a 
chirograph of Bishop Byrhteh of Worcester (1033-38) leasing land to 

4. "English Square minuscule script: the background and earliest phases," Anglo
Saxon England 16 (1987): 153. 
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his cnihtWulfm<rr.5 A chirograph is a contract executed in duplicate or 
triplicate on the same sheet of vellum with the word CYROGRAPHUM 

separating the copies. The parts are distributed to the donor and 
donee(s) by cutting the leaf through the word CYROGRAPHUM.6 In this 
case the bottom copy survives, for lower portions of the word appear at 
the top of the document. 

This late appearance coming from a main center such as Worcester 
suggests that the continued use of Square minuscule was deliberately 
nostalgic. The scribe's rejection of Caroline influence is evident 
throughout, but is particularly noticeable in the exclusive use of low 
insular s (29 times). The four-sided a has a number of variants, includ
ing flat-topped and somewhat rounded varieties (as in the case of the 
later hand on folio 179 of Beowulf), but there are no triangular forms. 
Although there is an incipient roundness to the script, which is proba
bly induced by the large size of the document, the overall aspect of the 
lettering on the page is "square," enhanced by the relatively short 
descenders and ascenders. This specimen oflate Square minuscule was 
written at the end of Cnut's reign or during the reign of his son, 
Harold Harefoot. 

Fortunately there is no reason to continue arguing over the interpre
tation of Ker's ambiguous dating notation of s. X/XI. A dozen years 
after the publication of his Catalogue, Ker unambiguously dated the 
Beowuifmanuscript between 990 and 1040, which includes the reigns of 
both Cnut and his son.7 As Ker says in his paleographical commentary 
on The Will of IEthelgifu, 

5. British Library Additional Charter 19,797 (Sawyer 1399). Its authenticity is not 
in doubt. There is a facsimile in Wolfgang Keller, Angelsiichsische Palaeographie 
(Berlin, 1906). 

6. On chirographs see H. D. Hazeltine, "General Preface," Anglo-Saxon Wills, ed. 
Dorothy Whitelock (Cambridge, 1930), xxiii-xxvi. 

7. The Will of lEthelgifu (Oxford, 1968),45-46. I added a reference to this in the 
reprint of "The Legacy of Wiglaf: Saving a Wounded Beowulf," Beowulf: Basic Read
ings, ed. Peter S. Baker (New York, 1995),218 n. 66. 
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The failure of Anglo-Saxon minuscule at the end of the tenth century led to a 

period of some fifty years, approximately 990 to 1040, during which there was 

great variety in the writing of books and charters in England, with some good 

writing and, especially in the vernacular, much rather poor imitative writing 

with no character of its own. In this period great differences are to be seen 

between the hands of scribes writing at the same time and in the same place, 

between, for example, the first and the second hand of Beowulf. ... These 

examples illustrate the impossibility of dating script of this period at all 

closely, and in particular hands which are either dully imitative like our 

scribe's or which have gone some way towards Caroline minuscule, like the 

first hand of Beowulf. ... (45-46) 

It was Ker's mature judgment, then, that the Beowulfmanuscript might 
well have been written during or even after the reign of Cnut. 

The relative rarity of manuscripts in which Square minuscule occurs 
alongside the new eleventh-century minuscule opens some intriguing 
possibilities about the provenance of the Beowulf manuscript. Another 
case is the Blickling Homilies manuscript (Princeton, Scheide Library 
MS 71), which Ker assigns the same date for the same reasons.8 It is 
clear that neither manuscript comes from a scriptorium where unifor
mity of script was enforced or even encouraged, for in both manu
scripts scribes with old-fashioned, Square scripts are paired with scribes 
with more up-to-date, Caroline tendencies. Scholars have known for 
over a century about the case of literary borrowing between the descrip
tion of Grendel's mere in Beowulfand St. Paul's vision of Hell in Homily 
16, and Rowland Collins has now shown in a convincing analysis of the 
parallel phrasing that the passages in Beowulfare based on the homily.9 
The closely related texts and the coincidental use of late Square min
uscule in the early eleventh century, if as rare as Dumville maintains, 
would be most easily explained if the two manuscripts derive from the 
same scriptorium. 

There are paleographical and codicological reasons to suspect that 
they do have a common provenance. In his discussion of the date of 

8. Catalogue, 454. There is a facsimile edited by Rudolph Willard, The Blickling 
Homilies, Early English Manuscripts in Facsimile 10 (Copenhagen, 1960). 

9. See Richard Morris, The Blickling Homilies of the Tenth Century, Early English 
Text Society o.s. 58,63, 73 (1880), vi-vii; and Rowland L. Collins, "Blickling Homily 
XVI and the Dating of Beowulf," Bamberger Beitriige zur Englischen Sprachwissenschajt 15 
(1983): 61-69. 
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the manuscript, Max Forster observed that "The hand of the second 
Beowulf scribe displays in overall appearance a striking resemblance to 
the first scribe of the Blickling Homilies, so that both must belong to 
approximately the same period."lo Forster undoubtedly recognized the 
many significant differences in specific letterforms, and Ker rightly 
omits the two manuscripts from his tally listing closely similar hands 
(lvii). Another difference is that the Blickling scribe was calligraphic, 
paying attention to the details of his letterforms, whereas the Beowulf 
scribe was almost crudely utilitarian. Their differences notwithstand
ing, anyone who has used both manuscripts cannot fail to be impressed 
by what Forster calls the "overall appearance"-the general propor
tions, the striking resemblance in the duct, the similarity in angle and 
width of the quill. Indeed, the similarities in general aspect are more 
immediately evident than the specific differences. At a glance one gets 
the uncanny impression of what the second scribe's part of the Beowulf 
manuscript looked like before the fire. 

Greatly contributing to the broad paleographical resemblance be
tween the first hand of the Blickling Homilies and the second hand of 
Beowulfis the virtually identical size of the writing grids. The grids of 
the Homilies were ruled for 21 lines of text (some pages contain 22 
lines, the extra line added without rulings); those of the first Beowulf 
scribe were ruled for 20 lines (with one gathering ruled for 22 lines, 
and another containing four consecutive pages with 21 lines of text); 
and those of the second scribe were ruled for 21 lines, like the Homi
lies. Even including three gatherings from the Homilies that have 
slightly longer grids (the 12th, 13th, and 14th), and two gatherings 
from Beowulf that have slightly wider ones (the last two), the approxi
mate numbers Ker gives for the Beowulf manuscript (ca. 175 x 105 mm) 
and for the Blickling manuscript (180 x 108 mm) would serve both 
manuscripts equally well. II In fact, no other manuscript in the more 
than 400 described in Ker's entire Catalogue comes as close to Beowulfas 
the Blickling Homilies manuscript in the combination of line numbers 

10. Die BeowulfHandschrift, Berichte fiber die Verhandlungen der Siichsischen Akademie 
der Wissenschaften zu Leipzig, philologlsch-historische Klasse 71 (1919): 43 (my trans
lation). 

1 I. The shrinkage of the vellum from fire damage in the Beowulfmanuscript is 
negligible, except along the right margin. There is, of course, considerable varia
tion in the hand-drawn rulings in both manuscripts, but sometimes the rulings 
between manuscripts are identical in measurement. 
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and grid size. If both manuscripts derive from the same scriptorium, its 
one telling uniformity was that it produced books with text faces of the 
same relative size, even when the rulings vary from 20-22 lines per 
page. 

A more subtle codicological similarity between the two manuscripts 
is that all four of the scribes are quite inconsistent in the way they 
arrange the hair and flesh sides of the vellum sheets within gatherings. 
Ker regards sheet arrangement as a criterion of both date and prove
nance (xxv). Hair and flesh sides often contrast noticeably in color and 
texture, and the normal insular practice for manuscripts of this period 
was to place hair sides against hair sides, and flesh sides against flesh 
sides, to obscure the contrast on facing pages. 12 Our scribes ignore this 
trend. The same odd mixture of format occurs in the Blickling Homi
lies manuscript as in the Beowulfmanuscript: sometimes the contrast of 
hair and flesh sides is carefully obscured, while sometimes it is 
deliberately displayed, with flesh on the outside of all leaves in a 
gathering in the Homilies, and hair on the outside of all leaves in 
Beowulf (second scribe, and first scribe, first gathering). This shared 
lack of uniformity, also evident in the ill-matched script, begins to look 
like a distinctive feature of a particular provincial scriptorium. 

While all of the evidence is circumstantial, it seems rash to ignore 
these textual, paleographical, and codicological coincidences. If we 
admit the possibility that the two manuscripts were copied at different 
times in the same scriptorium, the Blickling manuscript provides a 
specific literary source for Grendel's mere as well as a specific locale for 
the composition of Beowulf. The Blickling manuscript has ties going 
back to the Middle Ages to Lincoln,13 in the heart of Danish Mercia, 
where Scandinavian traditions would be strong and where the dialect 
of Old English would be influenced by its Anglo-Danish speakers. 

The Blickling Homilies manuscript is a composite codex, put to
gether to some extent in coherent booklets, presumably so that one 
section might be used apart from or at the same time as other sections. 

12. See Rowland L. Collins, "The Blickling Homilies," Anglo-Saxon Vernacular 
Manuscripts in America (New York, 1976),52-57; and D. G. Scragg, "The homilies of 
the Blickling manuscript," Learning and Literature in Anglo-Saxon England, ed. Mich
ael Lapidge and Helmut Gneuss (Cambridge, 1985),299-316. 

13. Lincoln officials recorded their nominations and elections in its margins for 
several centuries, beginning in 1304. See J. W. F. Hill, Medieval Lincoln (Cambridge, 
1965),291-92,400-401; and Willard (48). 
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For example, Homily 4 is self-contained in the fourth and fifth gather
ings, whereas Homilies 5 and 6 are inseparable in the next two gather
ings. To create these coherent booklets, the scribe had to abandon his 
normal practice of using four-sheet gatherings. He used a single folded 
sheet for gathering five, all that he needed to finish the homily.14 
Similarly, the scribe added a sheet to gathering seven in order to make 
a separate unit for the two following homilies. The first scribe of the 
Beowulfmanuscript seems to have made a separate booklet of Beowulfby 
taking a sheet from the preceding four-sheet gathering and using this 
bifolium as the first gathering of the poem. 

Previous descriptions of the Nowell Codex assumed that the first two 
folios of Beowulf were the last two folios of the preceding prose collec
tion. A variety of evidence, including the worn appearance of its first 
page and an account of the codex before the fire of 1731, persuaded 
me instead that the scribe took pains to start Beowulf with a fresh 
gathering. ls The most compelling evidence was that both scribes 
carefully corrected copying errors in Beowulf, while no one even 
seemed to notice egregious errors in the prose part of the codex. 
Because both scribes treated Beowulf as if it were a separate book, I 
looked for ways in the collation of the vellum sheets that the first scribe 
might have separated the poem from Alexander's Letter to Aristotle, the 
last prose text. A collation of the hair and flesh patterns showed that 
the prose codex, not counting the last controversial gathering, was 
constructed of five, three, four, and four sheets. Both of the four-sheet 
gatherings, however, had nonconjugate leaves at the third and sixth 
positions, showing that the scribe had in both cases augmented origi
nal three-sheet gatherings. In this light three-sheet gatherings were the 
norm, making it natural for the scribe to end the prose codex with a 

14. Willard's collation is authoritative, because he studied the gatherings with 
the binding removed in the mid-1950s, when the facsimile was in preparation. 
Scragg (1985) nonetheless rejects his description of the fifth gathering, asserting 
that it is two nonconjugate leaves rather than a bifolium. My own collation (1980, 
1983) corroborates Willard's description, a single folded sheet (with flesh on the 
outside). 

15. The clear "Vi" at the bottom of the page is possibly in the same early modern 
hand and ink as "Laurence Nouell 1563" on folio 91 (93) recto; if so, it predates 
Cotton's ownership and may be a quire signature supplied by Nowell himself. In 
any case, having failed with special lighting and image processing to read anything 
following "Vi," I no longer believe that "Vi[telliusl A IS" was once there (133-34). 
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three-sheet gathering if that was all that was needed to finish Alexander's 
Letter. Collation of the following ten leaves indicated that, if Beowulf 
began a new codex, the scribe most likely augmented an original four
sheet gathering (the norm in the Beowulfmanuscript) to a five-sheet 
gathering by adding nonconjugate leaves at the fourth and seventh 
positions. 

Based on a careful measurement and collation of all the rulings on 
these and surrounding folios, however, I revised this view in 1982. As I 
reported that year at a special session on my book at the Modern 
Language Association, 

The first two sheets of the three-sheet gathering, fols. 123 + 128 the outside 

sheet and fols. 124 + 127 next, were almost certainly ruled one on top of the 

other, since the top sheet has strong, primary rulings, while the second sheet 

has virtually invisible ones. The third, or inside sheet (fols. 125 + 126) was 

ruled separately, since its rulings are again strong. The leftover sheet used for 

the first four pages of Beowulf (fols. 129 + 130) was also ruled separately, as its 

unusually heavy rulings, perhaps the heaviest in the codex, clearly reveal. 

The rulings showed that the scribe apparently pulled a sheet from a 
four-sheet group already pricked but not yet ruled for the last prose 
gathering and used the single bifolium for the first gathering of 
Beowulf. The revised view explains why the measurements of the rulings 
on fols. 129 and 130 are closer to the measurements of the preceding 
pages than they are to the following pages. It also accounts for the 
uniquely heavy ruling on folios 129 verso and 130 recto, the facing 
pages of the proposed bifolium. 16 These rulings do not match up with 
the first two leaves of the last prose gathering. Nor do indentations 
from the heavy rulings on folio 129 verso carry through to 128 verso, 
the last page of the prose codex, as they should have done if the first 
two leaves of Beowulfwere part of a four-sheet gathering at the end of 
the prose codex. On the contrary, folio 128 was independently ruled, as 
the faulty ruling extending beyond the margin at the end of line 10 
unequivocally reveals. 

16. While proofreading in 1980, I mistakenly revised a comment that "primary 
rulings were made on the recto, not the verso of fo!' 130." My notes from the 
manuscript confirmed that the description was accurate, but in the context I 
thought I must have meant folio 129, the first folio of Beowulf. On what eventually 
became page 134, I therefore "corrected" 130 to 129 and added some seemingly 
relevant comments about the heavy ruling of folio 129 instead of 130. 
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Whether or not Beowulfwas copied as a separate codex, we should 
not lose sight of the more important fact that both scribes treated the 
poem, unlike the prose texts that precede it, as an important text 
worthy of their special attention. Both scribes carefully and repeatedly 
proofread their work and the second scribe even made corrections in 
the first scribe's section of the poem. Neither scribe proofread the 
prose codex. 

The intelligence and thoroughness of the scribal proofreading 
disproves the old notion that the language of Beowulf was somehow 
incomprehensible to the people copying the text in the early eleventh 
century. Linguistic tests for early dating seemed unassailable in the late 
1970s, when a well-known medieval journal turned down the advice of 
three referees to publish a version of my first chapter on linguistic 
dating. Yet if any consensus on time-honored Beowulf controversies has 
formed over the past sixteen years, it is that the language of the poem 
can no longer be used to date the poem early rather than late. The 
turning point was achieved in 1980 and 1981 by editors of the Diction
ary of Old English project, who did not take a stand on whether the 
composition of Beowulf was early or late, but only insisted that the 
linguistic tests were inconclusive and that the mixture of forms in the 
manuscript was not in fact unnatural in a late Anglo-Saxon scrip
torium. 17 Although some metrists in particular remain unconvinced, 
most published accounts now seem to agree that the language of the 
poem cannot be used to rule out a late dating. 

Old English metrical theory is historically tied to an early dating. Its 
practitioners have argued from the heyday of nineteenth-century phi
lology that metrical analysis can recover, or reconstruct, the ancient 
text supposedly ruined by the scribes of the Beowulf manuscript and 
their equally inept precursors in the inteIVening centuries. The argu
ment in a nutshell is that reconstructed early linguistic forms fit the 
meter of Beowulfbetter than the words that actually appear in the late 
Anglo-Saxon manuscript. Nineteenth-century philologists were thus 
devoted to the reconstruction of presumed earlier stages of the lan
guage, not to the examination of an existing language sUIViving in 

17. See Ashley Amos, Linguistic Means of Determining the Dates of Old English Literary 
Texts (The Medieval Academy, 1980); and Angus Cameron, Amos et aI., "A Recon
sideration of the Language of Beowulf," The Dating of Beowulf, ed. Colin Chase 
(Toronto, 1981),33-75. 
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manuscripts. In a sustained effort to revitalize this approach, R. D. Fulk 
has recently reaffirmed all the old dating arguments in A History of Old 
English Meter. 18 He even reformulates a neogrammarian sound law he 
calls Kaluza's Law,19 which he uses as a criterion of early date, even 
though it applies uniquely to Beowulf. Adopting the "presumed 
chronology" of the nineteenth-century philologists who established the 
dating arguments, Fulk seemingly eliminates the possibility of seeing 
alternative interpretations of the impressive amount of data he usefully 
assembles. 

The importance of metrical studies is that they can provide detailed 
linguistic insights otherwise hidden from us. It is unfortunate that in 
Anglo-Saxon studies these insights have always been channeled away 
from the manuscripts and the times that furnish them. The important 
observations made by metrists from the time of Sievers onward are not 
incompatible with late dating. It is widely if not universally agreed that 
most of our extant manuscripts, including Beowulf, are written in a 
standard Late-West-Saxon literary dialect used throughout Anglo
Saxon England in the early eleventh century. This literary dialect thus 
conceals in its standard spellings dialectal features of non-West-Saxon 
areas, just as our own standard literary dialect conceals, say, various 
pronunciations among British dialects. Late-West-Saxon spellings, in 
other words, do not reflect late non-West-Saxon pronunciations,just as 
the same spellings do not reflect early phonology. Close attention to 
meter can reveal some of these late pronunciations. For example, 
although the standard Late-West-Saxon literary dialect did not include 
uncontracted spellings of the infinitives for "do" and "go" (don and 
gan) , we can be confident that these words had disyllabic pronuncia
tions in Beowulfbecause the meter requires it. Similarly, the meter of 
Beowulf shows that some words spelled with two syllables were in all 
likelihood pronounced monosyllabically, despite their spellings. The 
nineteenth-century philologists interpreted this evidence as proof that 
the poem predated a sound change known as West Germanic parasit
ing, or epenthesis, the intrusion of a vowel before some resonant 
consonants like r. Another explanation, however, is that the pronuncia
tion reflects a North Germanic, or Anglo-Danish, dialect of Old English 

18. (Philadelphia, 1992). 
19. Max Kaluza's work on Old English meter is conveniently translated by A. C. 

Dunstan, A Short History of English Versification (London, 1911). 
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spoken in eastern England in the early eleventh century.20 Such a 
dialect of Old English would account as well for the continued allitera
tion of palatal and velar g ([y] and [g]) long after palatalization of g 
before front vowels took effect in West Saxon dialects. Historical lin
guists must begin to explore areas like the Danelaw for evidence of late 
non-West-Saxon phonology in late manuscripts. 

The name "Beowulf" itself may show the same Scandinavian influ
ence on the Old English dialect of the poem. The spelling "Biowulf," 
which occurs fourteen out of seventeen times in the second scribe's 
part of the manuscript, may attest a late North Germanic pronuncia
tion with a palatal glide, as the modern Danish spelling "Bjowulf" still 
does. In any case, the spelling provides previously unnoticed support 
for the thesis that the version of Beowulf that has come down to us was 
first put together from two different sources in the surviving manu
script. Close scrutiny of the three remaining eo-spellings of the name 
reveals that at least two of the cases, and probably all three, were later 
altered from original io spellings. The first eo spelling occurs on folio 
173rl4, the first time the second scribe uses the name after taking over 
from the first scribe. The eo is a correction, however, of a previous 
reading: 

The stages of this "correction" are revealing. The scribe first wrote io, 
and then in attempting to change it to eo mistakenly drew the high 
t'-head from the first side of the 0 instead of from the top of the i. While 

20. There are other possible explanations. As Geoffrey Russom says in a section 
on "Dating Paradoxes," "The relatively large number of examples requiring archaic 
forms ... may suggest that vowel contraction and epenthesis began to occur just 
before the composition of the poem. Such appearances may be deceptive. The 
Beowulfpoet employed a formulaic diction with a vocabulary and syntax characteris
tic in many respects of a much earlier period .... Underlying representations in a 
synchronic grammar of a given period sometimes correspond to forms that disap
peared from speech hundreds of years previously." Old English Meter and Linguistic 
Theory (Cambridge, 1987), 43. 



Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 
Kevin S. Kiernan With a new foreword by Katherine O'Brien O'Keeffe 
http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=8599 
The University of Michigan Press, 1997  

Re-Visions [xxvii] 

the ink was still wet, the scribe blotted out the mistake and correctly 
redrew the e-head where it belongs. 

The io spelling was not a mistake, as the fourteen additional exam
ples testify. The scribe apparently made the change to conform with 
the first scribe's practice. However, when the name next appears on the 
following page (173v20), the scribe has not only used the io spelling, 
but also a capital B for the first and only time, as if to assure us that the 
spelling "Biowulf" in this section of the manuscript is no mistake: 

The scribe also changes an original io spelling of the name on folio 
I 85v13 by imperfectly drawing an e over the original i-the e-head sits 
particularly uneasily on the underlying io. 

The only doubtful example comes from folio 179, where, according to 
Julius Zupitza, "all that is distinct ... was freshened up by a later hand." 
Farther down the page, however, there is a very clear example of an 
alteration of biom to beom (179r12). An Anglo-Dane would no doubt be 
more comfortable with the first spelling. 

While the triumph of nineteenth-century philology was its recon
struction of early linguistic forms not found in extant manuscripts, 
twentieth-century technology-in particular, fiber-optics, electronic 
photography, and digital image processing-are enabling us to recon
struct linguistic forms that are damaged or otherwise illegible in our 
surviving manuscripts. 2 ! Fiber-optic light provides a cold, bright light 

21. For an overview of techniques applied to Old English manuscripts, see my 
"Old Manuscripts / New Technologies," Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts: Basic Readings, ed. 
Mary P. Richards (New York, 1994),37-54; and "Digital Image-Processing and the 
Beowulf Manuscript," Computers and Medieval Studies, ed. Marilyn Deegan with 
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source that can be safely used for many purposes in reading manu
scripts. By holding it behind the nineteenth-century frames that pro
tect the burnt edges of the manuscript, for example, one can easily see 
whatever is covered by the frames. For ease of reference, the appendix 
in this edition provides a list of the hundreds of letters and parts of 
letters first revealed by this method. 22 Until the advent of digital 
technology, there was no practical way to reproduce the hundreds of 
backlit readings. With the aid of a digital camera and digital image 
processing, however, I am now preparing digital facsimiles of all of 
these covered readings as part of the Electronic Beowulf project. 

Manuscript studies will benefit in many ways from the development 
of digital technology. Unique manuscripts are by definition relatively 
inaccessible, sometimes as hard to get hold of as they must have been 
in Anglo-Saxon times, and curators are properly reluctant to subject 
them to unnecessary use. The most important recent development for 
scholars of manuscripts is the advent of inexpensive, high-resolution, 
full-color, electronic facsimiles. These new facsimiles are beginning to 
provide unprecedented access to manuscript resources for teaching 
and research. They will soon make it possible to undertake serious and 
reliable manuscript research-even to investigate the construction of 
gatherings, for example, Or to study parts of a text that are not visible 
under ordinary circumstances-without using and without needing to 
use the actual manuscript. They can let us see at high magnification 
dry-point rulings and glosses, the color and texture of vellum, changes 
in ink, scribal erasures and alterations, and countless other things 
without traveling to a distant library. The versatility of high-resolution 
electronic facsimiles in full color has surprisingly mitigated my closing 
caveat in the preface to the first edition that "paleographical and 
codicological facts must ultimately be evaluated, as they can only have 
been gathered, by direct and prolonged access to the MS ... " (xiii). 
While the unique Beowulf manuscript will always have the last word, 
extraordinary digital facsimiles may give us the first clear glimpse of 
important aspects of it in a thousand years. 

Andrew Armour and Mark Infusio, Literary and Linguistic Computing 6, no. 1 (1991): 
20-27. 

22. ''The state of the Beowulf manuscript, 1882-1983," Anglo-Saxon England 13 
(1983): 23-42. 
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• 
Introduction 

It may well be surprising that a study of Beowulf in conjunction with 
its unique MS represents a radical departure from all previous 
approaches to the poem. In fact, the BeowulfMs has scarcely been stud
ied at all. It still holds a wealth of undiscovered paleographical and cod
icological evidence, which, under ordinary circumstances, textual schol
ars would have uncovered and weighed long ago, as a matter of course, 
for the purpose of founding a reliable text. This evidence has remained 
safely hidden away because most editors of the poem have relied on 
photographic FSS of the MS, and, often enough, modern transcriptions 
of the FSS, rather than on the MS itself. Their tacit justification for this 
decidedly unorthodox procedure is that the MS cannot possibly hold any 
relevant textual evidence that FSS would not show as well. For, however 
variegated and contentious Beowulf studies are in all other respects, 
there was until very recently complete unanimity in the view that Beo
wulfis an early Anglo-Saxon poem preserved in a late Anglo-Saxon MS. 

The chronological gulf between the poem and the MS is usually 
reckoned to be two to three centuries. Under these circumstances, we 
are lucky to have an extant MS at all, but still rather unlucky to have 
such a late one. Surely, the broad paleographical features of a MS that 
ends an untraceably ancient transmission of the archetype are not tex
tually vital. Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript challenges the 
unproven premise that Beowulf is an early poem. It argues instead, 
ultimately on the basis of extraordinary paleographical and codicologi
cal evidence, that the poem is contemporary with the MS. 

The argument of the book is presented in three main stages. The first 
stage reconsiders the historical and linguistic evidence that has seemed 
to justify the neglect of the MS, and concludes that, historically and lin
guistically, both the poem and the MS could have been created in the 

[3] 
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early 11 th century. The second stage is an extensive physical description 
of Cotton Vitelli us A. xv., the composite codex in which the Beowulf 
MS now resides. The immediate relevance of this description is that it 
affords a clear view of the construction of the Beowulf MS, in relation 
to the construction of contiguous texts, and leads to the conclusion that 
the poem could have been copied in the early 11 th century as a separate 
codex. The third stage studies the Beowulf MS as a contemporary MS of 
the poem. A variety of paleographical and codicological evidence shows 
that the poem may have been still undergoing revision while the MS was 
being copied, and that it was again undergoing revision later in the 11 th 
century. In short, the evidence suggests that the actual creation of Beo
wulf, as we now know it, is partially preserved in the MS that has come 
down to us. 

This relatively straightforward argument is necessarily embedded in 
a long and complicated train of subsidiary arguments that can be fruit
fully summarized here. Part 1, "The Poem's Eleventh-Century Prove
nance," argues that the paleographical dating of the MS, roughly 
between 975 and 1025, can be safely placed on historical grounds after 
1016. Anglo-Saxon scri ptoria during the reign of iEthelred U nr<ed 
(978-1016) would not have copied a poem that praised the Danish 
Scylding dynasty, while the latest Scyldings, led by Swein Forkbeard, 
plundered and murdered throughout the country. By 1016 the Danes 
had conquered England. Swein's son, Cnut the Great, soon made 
England the center of his dynasty, and by the way provided a suitable 
historical context for copying a poem like Beowulf. But Cnut's reign 
(1016-1035) also provided an excellent environment for the creation of 
the poem, and we must not neglect the exciting possibility that the poem 
is contemporary with the extant MS. Until now, the origin of the poem 
has nearly always been restricted to the 8th century Or earlier on the 
rough historical grounds that a poem eliciting sympathy for the Danes 
could not have been composed by Anglo-Saxons during the Viking Age 
of the 9th and 10th centuries. Historically, at least, there is a better 
argument for an 11 th-century, post-Viking origin of the poem, since an 
8th-century poem would still have to be transmitted by Anglo-Saxons 
through the Viking Age. 

The great problem of accepting an early 11 th-century provenance of 
Beowulf is linguistic, not historical. On closer scrutiny, the linguistic 
arguments for an early date (or against a late date) are by no means 
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decisive. The specific linguistic tests of the poem's antiquity are espe
cially weak: the syntactical tests magnify the occurrence in Beowulf of 
some acknowledged archaisms found in unquestionably late verse; the 
phonetic-metrical tests are based on subjective interpretations of the 
meter that require sweeping, yet inconsistently selective emendations to 
unrecorded, early, linguistic forms; and the lonely phonetic-morpho log
ical-orthographical test is based on a MS "ghost." The most compelling 
linguistic evidence that Beowulf is an early poem that has endured a 
long and complex transmission is its rich mixture of linguistic forms. 
The language of the extant MS is basically Late West Saxon, but this 
base is permeated with apparent non-West Saxon isms and, more sig
nificantly, with earlier linguistic forms, all of which would seem to 
prove that the poem had passed through many dialect areas on the way 
to its present form. There are, however, other explanations for this mix
ture of forms that do not rule out an 11 th-century provenance, and do 
not even require a linguistically diverse transmission of the text. 

Late West Saxon was a standard literary dialect used throughout 
England in the early 11 th century. Complete orthographical uniformity, 
however, even in West Saxon territory, cannot be expected in an age 
before printing and formal dictionaries, and all Late West Saxon texts 
exhibit a natural mixture of forms, including some early forms. If the 
Beowulf MS was copied in non-West Saxon territory, there would be 
good reason to expect the occasional intrusion of late, non-West Saxon 
spellings in the text, as indeed is the case. The mixture of forms in the 
poem is further complicated by the fact that Anglo-Saxon poets of all 
periods shunned the language of prose, and consciously employed an 
artificial, archaic, poetic diction, whose roots were in Anglian territory. 
This fact explains the persistent occurrence of certain early, non-West 
Saxon forms beside the basically Late West Saxon language of the MS 

as a whole. Finally, if the poet and his two scribes each spoke a slightly 
different dialect, a confusing mixture of occasional spellings in the MS 

might well have been inevitable. An 11 th-century convergence of all of 
these factors in Beowulf explains the mixture of forms, and accordingly 
eliminates the need to presume a long and complicated transmission of 
the text. The 11th-century provenance of Beowulf is historically and 
linguistically possible. 

Part 2, "The History and Construction of the Composite Codex," 
prepares the way for a close analysis of the Beowulf MS. The composite 
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codex, known as British Library MS Cotton Vitellius A. xv., to which 
the Beowulf MS belongs, has never been fully described in English, and 
a full description is desperately needed. The only existing study (in Ger
man) is not only out of date and rather inaccessible; it is also demon
strably inaccurate in dating, foliation, and collation. Moreover, it is ren
dered practically worthless as a reference, because among its many other 
errors it mistakenly uses a foliation of the codex that was abandoned in 
1884, thirty-five years before the description of the codex was published. 
But a complete description of Cotton Vitellius A. xv. is needed for 
another, even more urgent reason. What is now the official foliation of 
the Beowulf MS is inaccurate, and it cannot be corrected without dis
cussing Cotton Vitellius A. xv. as a whole. A new description of the 
entire codex, then, has the practical advantage of facilitating references 
to the Beowulf MS. 

At present, it is very difficult indeed to make clear references to folios 
in the Beowulf MS, because a single, acceptable foliation has not been 
established. Thus, one FS uses the official foliation, a second FS uses a 
foliation written on the MS leaves, and a third FS uses the same MS foli
ation, while acknowledging the technical rectitude of the official folia
tion. As a result, it is not possible simply to refer, for example, to fo1. 
133 of the Beowulf MS, for it will not be clear which foliation it belongs 
to: fo1. 133 is the second leaf of the Beowulf MS in the official foliation, 
but the fourth leaf in the MS foliation. Even those scholars who accept 
the official foliation have not been able to ignore the MS foliation because 
of the FSS, and because the different numbers on the MS leaves always 
need to be explained. Consequently, those who accept the official foli
ation still use the MS foliation in tandem with it, so that fo1. 133 is nor
mally referred to as fo1. 133(130). Obviously, a complicated system of 
reference like this vitiates the purpose of a foliation. What makes mat
ters even worse is that the official foliation, in addition to perpetuating 
some of the errors of the MS foliation, has been pervasively wrong since 
a flyleaf that it counts was removed from the codex. All of these diffi
culties are easily resolved by abandoning the confusing official foliation 
and by correcting the MS foliation in the few places where it is wrong. 
Except for two numbers, the foliation written on the Beowulf MS is 
accurate. For convenience of reference it needs to be reinstated as the 
official foliation. 
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The inadequacy of the current official foliation is best explained by 
discussing the flyleaves of Cotton Vitellius A. XV., which account for the 
marked discrepancies between the official and the MS foliations. A 
description of these prefixed leaves is useful in itself, for they have not 
been fully or accurately represented before, but a knowledge of their 
contents helps justify a return to the MS foliation. In addition, one of the 
leaves contains a scrap of new information about the state of the Beo
wulf MS before the fire of 1731. This subject is further investigated in 
a separate section on the history of the multiple foliations of the com
posite codex. Until now, scholars have mistakenly thought that the com
posite codex was not foliated in its entirety until after the fire. The dis
covery of two distinct foliations before the fire provides startling proof 
that the Beowulf MS was missing a folio at the time. A study of the 
various foliations (six different ones are documented and dated) shows 
precisely how three different folios from Beowulf were shifted from 
place to place from the early 17th century to the late 18th century. 

To an extent, then, it is necessary to study Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. as 
a whole in order to establish a simple and accurate foliation for the 
Beowulf MS. The utter confusion in the current system of foliation, and 
the history of the many abortive efforts to provide a correct foliation, are 
good indications of the astonishing lack of interest scholars have shown 
in Cotton Vitellius A. xv. and the MSS that comprise it. The rest of Part 
2 is devoted to describing the physical makeup of the various MSS, and 
to defining their relation to the codex as a unit. To begin with, in Cotton 
Vitelli us A. xv. Sir Robert Cotton artificially combined two totally 
unrelated codices, a 12th-century collection known as the Southwick 
Codex, and an 11 th-century collection (which includes Beowulf) known 
as the Nowell Codex. This basic construction of Cotton's codex is self
evident. What is far more interesting, but not at all self-evident, is the 
basic construction of the Southwick and Nowell codices. The evidence 
shows that both are themselves composite codices. The original con
struction of the Southwick and Nowell codices has remained somewhat 
obscure to scholars because the fire of 1731 destroyed the threads and 
folds of the gatherings, reducing books to a stack of separate leaves. To 
recreate the Anglo-Saxon genesis of the book in which Beowulf was 
actually written, it is necessary to deduce the most probable construction 
of the original gatherings. 
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The task is comparatively simple in the case of the Southwick Codex, 
though no one before has ever deduced from the evidence at hand that 
the Southwick Codex is a Middle English composite of two late Old 
English MSS, copied by the same scribe at different times in his life. The 
original gatherings of these two MSS can be confidently reconstructed on 
the basis of sheet and quire signatures that were made in late Middle 
English times when the new book was rebound from old MSS. But there 
are no sheet or quire signatures on the leaves of the Nowell Codex, and 
the job of reconstructing the original gatherings is considerably more 
complicated. Strangely, the most reliable method of reconstruction has 
been used to identify only one gathering. Each vellum sheet has, of 
course, a hair and a flesh side, and the difference in color and texture 
between them is noticeable. Gatherings can be identified, usually with 
virtual certitude, by collating the hair and flesh sides of separate folios, 
to see if two leaves that are presumed to be two halves of the same folded 
sheet are in fact conjugate. The method is not infallible, because the 
pattern of hair and flesh sides occasionally permits alternative gather
ings, but usually there is other paleographical evidence that confirms 
one description over another. Moreover, the method can eliminate as 
impossible some established descriptions of the original gatherings; it 
can prove beyond doubt that some falsely paired folios are nonconjugate, 
and so could not once have been a single, folded sheet of vellum. 

A close study of the original gatherings of the Nowell Codex leads to 
a revolutionary view of the Beowulf MS. The usual view is that Beowulf 
was copied as the fourth item in a basically prose codex. The traditional 
description of the gatherings seems to confirm this view by showing that 
the scribe began copying Beowulf within the last prose gathering, mak
ing the Beowulf MS an inextricable part of the prose codex. But a close 
analysis of the hair-and-flesh patterns throughout the Nowell Codex 
reveals that the scribe could have begun copying the Beowulf MS on a 
new gathering, while distinct differences in format and in execution 
indicate that the prose codex and the Beowulf MS were originally copied 
as separate books. It now seems that the Nowell Codex became a com
posite codex in two stages: first, the Beowulf MS was combined with the 
prose codex, probably soon after Beowulf was copied; then, undoubt
edly, the Judith fragment was added on in early modern times at the 
end of this composite codex by ripping out a sheet from the BeowulfMs 
and using it as a cover for the late accretion. 
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The discovery that Beowulf was probably copied as a separate codex 
strengthens the argument that Beowulf is an 11 th-century poem pre
served in an 11 th-century MS. Certainly, it suggests that Beowulf was 
important to the scriptorium in which it was copied, and that it had an 
11 th-century audience who understood it and appreciated its merits. 
Textual scholars have always assumed that the poem was mechanically 
copied by scribes who, since they were largely ignorant of its meaning, 
were consequently lazy and inattentive. Yet one of the most striking 
indications that Beowulf at first existed as a separate codex emerges 
from the scribes' manifest efforts to provide an accurate copy of the 
poem. The first scribe carefully proofread his part of Beowulf, but did 
not proofread the prose texts; the second scribe carefully proofread his 
own part of Beowulf, and the first scribe's part, but again not the prose 
texts. Thus, the scribal proofreading of Beowulf alone strongly implies 
that the Beowulf MS once existed as a separate codex. More important, 
it is eloquent testimony that the scribes were neither lazy nor inattentive 
in copying the poem; on the contrary, they understood and appreciated 
it enough to want an accurate copy. In any case, Beowulf was obviously 
a special poem in the early 11 th century, and all the indications are that 
it was intelligently copied in our extant MS as a separate codex. 

Part 3, "The Beowulf Codex and the Making of the Poem," studies 
the MS as a separate codex from the entirely new perspective that the 
MS and the remarkable poem it preserves share the same 11 th-century 
origin. A belief in the absolute textual and paleographical authority of 
the MS has, to be sure, revolutionary implications for the study of the 
poem. Until now, it has been impossible to see the MS as anything other 
than a very late transcript of a very early poem, and this limited view 
has not only justified many scores of needless emendations, but has made 
the conscious neglect of paleographical and codicological evidence 
appear to be a sound editorial principle. By this view, the 11th-century 
scribes are so hopelessly distant from the archetype, and separated by 
so many intermediate copies, that they cannot have had any better 
knowledge of it than we do today. These assumptions are invalidated 
by postulating a contemporary MS. If Beowulfhad no appreciable trans
mission at all, the degree of corruption reflected in all current editions 
must be challenged, for the causes of deep-seated corruption are gone. 
Moreover, the fresh conviction that the MS has a good chance of being 
right where it was always perceived to be wrong has a liberating effect 
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on the most intractable cruces. At the same time, a rigorous textual con
servatism becomes an exciting means of discovering new and intriguing 
variations in alliterative and metrical patterns, most of which have gone 
unnoticed in Beowulf because of the doubtful assumption that an early 
poet would adhere mechanically to standard patterns. Only by rejecting 
those emendations and interpolations based solely on an arid application 
of "rules" can the individual style of a late, traditional poet be studied. 

The theoretical authority of the Beowulf MS is most effectively vin
dicated by the quality and extent of the scribal proofreading. There can 
be no doubt whatever that the MS was subjected to thorough and intel
ligent scrutiny, by both scribes, while the copying was in progress and 
after it was done. The nature of the proofreading firmly establishes the 
authority of the MS. The two scribes' written corrections and erasures 
unequivocally identify the kinds of errors each scribe was prone to 
make, and frequently show, as well, how alert the scribe was in the act 
of copying, for many corrections were made at the moment of the incip
ient error. The erasures (all of which were studied under ultraviolet 
light) are particularly informative in this respect, because the erased 
material can be used to recreate the causes of scribal error. All previous 
studies of scribal error in Beowulf are founded on editorial emendations, 
but this reasoning is circular, and hence untrustworthy. In most cases 
a conjectural emendation is only presumptive evidence of an error, and 
even when an error is certain, an emendation without the aid of another 
text is at best only a good guess at what the correct reading might have 
been. The scribes, on the other hand, have identified unquestionable 
errors, and have presumably corrected them on the authority of the 
exemplar. 

The vast evidence of scribal proofreading clearly illustrates the 
importance of a close paleographical investigation of the MS. Surely, no 
valid assessment of the reliability of the scribes (or the authority of the 
MS) can afford to ignore the scribes' written corrections and erasures, 
and yet no editor has ever taken them into account. On the contrary, 
there are several cases in all editions of the poem where a scribal cor
rection has itself been subjected to a conjectural emendation. In such 
cases we can be sure that the MS reading, however difficult it may be, 
is right, and the emendation is wrong. Paleographi'cal study of the 
scribes' work also reveals that the second scribe's connection with the 
MS was not limited to copying and proofreading. Apparently the MS 
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remained in the second scribe's possession, presumably as part of a 
monastic library, for this scribe continued to work with the MS long 
after he had originally copied it. He has restored readings that were 
later damaged through accident or by ordinary wear and tear, most 
notably on the last page of the MS, where he freshened up a badly faded 
text. But the most extraordinary instance of his later work is that he 
made a palimpsest of an entire folio, and copied on it a new text. 

The palimpsest provides startling paleographical evidence that Beo
wulf was revised in the course of the 11 th century, long after the original 
text was copied. It is certain that the entire folio, containing lines 2207 -
2252, was scraped and washed down after the binding of the MS, for 
the palimpsest is part of the outside sheet of a gathering, yet the vellum's 
surface contrasts sharply with its conjugate leaf. Scholars have long 
believed that all of the original text on the folio in question was fresh
ened up by a later hand, but a recent study has shown that the hand
writing is still in fact the second scribe's, in a later stage of development. 
In any event, there is no credible reason for the palimpsest other than 
revision. A full paleographical and codicological investigation supports 
this conclusion in various ways. An objective transcription of the new 
text on the folio discloses a number of anomalous linguistic forms, which 
can be interpreted as signs of later attrition in the standard literary 
dialect, a process that accelerated as the 11 th century advanced. A closer 
look at the badly damaged condition of the text, particularly at the tex
tual lacunas, shows that the revised text was shorter than the original 
text, that parts of the revised text were erased for some reason, and that 
a full restoration of the revised text was never carried out. 

The incipient state of the text on the palimpsest, and the fact that it 
contains in any case a late revision, opens the possibility that the Beo
wulf MS is in effect an unfinished draft of the poem. As incredible as it 
may seem, there is considerable paleographical and codicological sup
port for the view that the Beowulf MS actually preserves the last for
mative stages in the creation of the epic. Three lines of text thematically 
related to the new text on the palimpsest have been imperfectly, but 
deliberately, deleted on the next folio, verso. The erasing was never fin
ished, though it seems likely that the vellum was being prepared for a 
new text, as well. Presumably, both folios are part of the same revision. 
An analysis of the construction of the Beowulf MS provides a possible 
explanation for the purpose of this revision. The palimpsest begins a 
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self-contained unit of the MS. It is the first leaf of the last two gatherings. 
The number of sheets in these last two gatherings, the manner in which 
the sheets are arranged, and the number of rulings to the sheets, are 
unique in the Beowulf MS. It is possible, then, that this part of the MS 

formerly existed separately, and was artificially appended to the extant 
MS. If so, the revised text on the palimpsest may have been written to 
provide a smoother, more natural transition between the two, originally 
distinct, and perhaps even totally unrelated MSS. 

The theory is based on paleographical and codicological grounds, and 
it is defended with other paleographical and codicological facts. But it 
is surprisingly corroborated as well by the three-part structure of the 
poem: 

1. Beowulf's fights in Denmark with Grendel and Grendel's dam; 
2. His homecoming, and report to H ygelac; 
3. His fight with the dragon and his death in Geatland. 

Indeed, many critics have argued that the first and last parts once 
existed as separate poems, or oral narratives, and that the homecoming 
was composed at a later stage to link the Danish and Geatish narratives. 

The paleographical and codicological evidence leads to precisely the 
same conclusion. The palimpsest is the first folio of the dragon episode. 
And there is paleographical and codicological proof that the gathering 
immediately preceding the palimpsest, which holds the text of Beowulf's 
homecoming, was copied by the second scribe after he had copied the 
last two gatherings of the MS. The obvious conclusion is that the Danish 
and Geatish exploits of Beowulf were first brought together in the 
extant MS by the second scribe. The aesthetic fusion of these parts does 
not reflect a dim, romantic view of a non-Anglo-Saxon past, but rather 
a vivid imaginative response to chilling contemporary events. The fall 
of a great and noble hero, and the imminent extinction of the race he 
ruled, was well understood by this 11 th-century Anglo-Saxon who had 
recently seen the fall of Alfred's house and the subsumption of his home
land in the Danish empire. The second scribe begins to look like "the 
last survivor of a noble race," while the Beowulf MS, the treasure he 
continued to polish after the death of his old lord, no longer looks like 
a reproduction. 
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• 
The Poem's Eleventh-Century 

Provenance 

Beowulf we are told, was first written down sometime in the 7th or 8th 
century, in one of the Anglian parts of England; over the succeeding 
centuries it was transmitted through the major dialect areas, undergoing 
dialectal "translation" all the while, until it reached its present, Late 
West Saxon form in our single extant MS, Cotton Vitellius A. xv.! 
Paleographical dating places the MS at the end of the 10th century or 
the beginning of the 11th, or, roughly speaking, between the years 975 
and 1025.2 It is usually dated "for convenience," as Kemp Malone says, 

1. A classic statement of this theory of transmission is in Jane Weightman, The 
Language and Dialect of the Later Old English Poetry, p. v. It is the underlying 
assumption of all previous discussions of the language of Beowulf. 

2. These are loose limits, based on Neil R. Ker's dating of the script as "s. x/xi" 
in his Catalogue of Manuscripts Containing Anglo-Saxon, pp. xvii and 281. Within 
quarter-century limits, s. x/xi presumably means early 11 th century: Ker says that 
his list of MSS (pp. xv-xix) "is in three parts, in order to show how many of these 
principal manuscripts were written (1) before, (2) in, and (3) after the eleventh cen
tury" (p. xv), and MSS dated s. x/xi are in part 2; moreover, he explicitly says that a 
date "at the beginning ... of the half-century would be expressed as s. x/xi" (p. xx). 
Nonetheless, I have included the late 10th century in my reckoning because Ker also 
says, "All my dates are certainly not right within the limits of a quarter-century. I can 
only hope that not too many of them are wrong within the limits of a half-century" 
(p. xx). On some of the problems of dating the script, see Max Forster, "Das Alter 
der Schreiberhande," in Die Beowulf-Handschrift, pp. 36-46, who dates it between 
980 and 1020. Forster's preference for the late 10th century, "oder um das Jahr 1000 
herum" (p. 46), is based on an unacceptably restrictive dating of the first hand of The 
Blickling Homilies, which bears some resemblance to the second hand of Beowulf. Ker 

[13] 
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"circa A.D. 1000,"3 but historical considerations, to be discussed in a 
moment, make a date after 1016 most probable. A more precise dating 
of the MS does not, in itself, alter the main theory: the text of Beowulf 
is supposed to have endured the vicissitudes of three centuries or so of 
scribal transmission. There is good reason to believe, however, that Beo
wulf was created, not in the 7th or 8th century, but in the 11 th century, 
and that our extant MS adequately preserves the original creation. A 
review of the linguistic evidence, mainly the infamous "mixture of 
forms" that "points plainly to a checkered history of the written text,,,4 
shows that there is no reason to assume a complicated transmission for 
Beowulf at all. Taken together, the linguistic and historical evidence 
plainly point to an 11 th-century provenance for the poem, as well as for 
the MS. 

The arguments against a long and complicated transmission of Beo
wulf are, unfortunately, long and complicated. For clarity and ease of 
reference they are presented under four main headings: The Historical 
Context of the Extant Manuscript, The Linguistic Tests for an Early 
Date, The Late Literary and the Early Poetic Dialects, and The Mix
ture of Forms in Beowulf 

dates the script of the Homilies s. x/xi, and Rudolph Willard, the editor of the FS of 
the Homilies, dates the MS in the early 11 th century, following Ker (The Blickling 
Homilies, p. 13). Paleographical dating is not, of course, an exact science. After the 
middle of the 10th century, the dated charters become the chief guides for dating script 
(Ker, Catalogue, p. xx), and this guide can be precarious since the charters are likely 
to come from main centers where handwriting, under the strong influence of the 
Benedictine Reform, changed more rapidly than in backwater scriptoria. The danger 
is well illustrated in the BeowulfMs itself, where the second scribe writes a more old
fashioned script than the first by resisting the change toward caroline minuscule. 
Evidently the Beowulf scriptorium was not unduly influenced by the Reform, perhaps 
because it was a provincial ecclesiastical center, rather than a monastic center. 

3. Ed., The Nowell Codex, British Museum Cotton Vitellius A. xv., Second MS, p. 
11. Ker warns us that approximate year numbers like "c. 1000" are "not satisfactory 
dates for manuscripts datable only by their script and decoration unless we remember 
how approximate they must be" (p. xx). There has been a tendency among Beowulf 
scholars to interpret circa 1000 as a terminus ad quem for the MS, eliminating without 
foundation the early 11th century. 

4. Frederick Klaeber, ed., Beowulf and the Fight at Finnsburg, p. lxxxviii. Beowulf 
citations are from this edition unless otherwise noted. 
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Assuming that the paleographers are right in their estimates, it is vir
tually certain that the poem was copied sometime after 1016. It is, at 
least, highly unlikely that a poem so obviously sympathetic to the 
Danes, and indeed extolling them for their peaceful foreign policy, could 
have been copied in Late West Saxon during the calamitous reign of 
!Ethelred Unrxd, from 978 to 1016. Danish-English relations were 
never more hostile. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for the years of 
!Ethelred's rule is little more than a grim record of Danish invasions 
and English defeats. 5 In the 980s, with sudden raids all along the 
English coast, Danish Vikings sacked and murdered and plundered at 
will. In the 990s the Viking incursions escalated, the raiders beginning 
to take on, as F. M. Stenton observes, "the character of an organized 
army."6 At the start of the decade Byrhtnoo fell in the proud defeat at 
Maldon, and a new phase in Viking-English relations commenced 
when "it was determined that tribute should first be paid to the Danish 
men because of the great terror they were causing along the coast" (A.D. 

991). 
The tribute did not halt the terror for long. There was fighting and 

pillaging almost immediately afterward, and in 994 Olaf Tryggvason 
of Norway and Swein Forkbeard of Denmark descended with a com
bined force of ninety-four warships. It was, says Stenton, "the most for
midable invasion which England had experienced for half a century, 
and it was made more dangerous by the fact that some English nobles 
despairing, it would seem, of !Ethelred's government, were prepared to 
accept Swein as king" (Anglo-Saxon England, p. 378). Swein, who like 
Hroogar, traced his descent back to the legendary Scyld, would have to 
wait another eighteen years before "all the nation regarded him as full 

5. Chronicle references are by year, from Dorothy Whitelock et aI., eds., The 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. For two recent accounts of the Viking invasions of England 
and their aftermath, see H. R. Loyn, "The Course of the Scandinavian Invasions in 
England c. 954-c. 1100," in The Vikings in Britain, pp. 81-101; and Gwyn Jones, 
"Svein Forkbeard, Saint Olaf, Knut the Great," in A History of the Vikings, pp. 354-
386. 

6. Anglo-Saxon England, p. 376. 
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king" (A.D. 1013). And it is safe to say that in the intervening years 
there were very few Englishmen who would have been able to read or 
hear with equanimity of the founding of the Danish Scylding dynasty 
in the proem of Beowulf (lines 1-52).7 It is unimaginable that an 
English monastic or ecclesiastical establishment from any area would 
have engaged scribes to copy such politically untimely, if not topically 
repugnant, material. After an unsuccessful siege of London, Swein and 
his army, as the Chronicle laments, "went away from there, and did the 
greatest damage that ever any army could do, by burning, ravaging, and 
slaying, everywhere along the coast, and in Essex, Kent, Sussex, and 
Hampshire; and finally they seized horses and rode as widely as they 
wished, and continued to do indescribable damage" (A.D. 994). The 
damage was again halted by another enormous tribute, but again it was 
only a short time before the Vikings were back in England for more 
booty. The last decade of the 10th century ended in a series of devas
tating raids along the Wessex coastline. These were not years for 
Englishmen, least of all Anglo-Danes, to be openly betraying Danish 
sympathies in splendid epic poems.s 

Presumably it was to punish the expression of Danish sympathies in 
the Norse settlements in the kingdom of Strathclyde and the Isle of Man 

7. If the genealogy led to English, instead of Danish kings, it would be a different 
matter, for there is a tradition that includes Scyld in the line of West Saxon kings; but 
Healfdene and Hr08gar, needless to say, are not part of the line. See the Chronicle, 
A.D. 855, and especially Alistair Campbell, ed., The Chronicle of £thelweard, pp. 
32-33, where the genealogy ends with Beo, Scyld, and Scef, and the story of Scyld's 
arrival by ship at Skaney is applied instead to Scef. The Norse line of the Scylding 
dynasty, from Scyld to Swein Forkbeard's son, Cnut the Great, is traced in Arngrim 
Jonsson's Latin abstract of the SkiQldunga saga. See Rerum Danicarum Fragmenta 
in Jakob Benediktsson, ed., Arngrimi Jonae Opera Latine Conscripta, pp. 333-386. 
On the coincidence of the Anglo-Saxon and Norse genealogies see H. M. Chadwick, 
The Origin of the English Nation, esp. pp. 137 ff., and 252 ff. 

8. It should not be presumed that the Anglo-Danes were disloyal English subjects: 
they hated Viking raiders as much as their Anglo-Saxon countrymen did, and it was 
the Danelaw that provided Edmund Ironside's main force in his last stand against the 
Danish conquest. As Stenton says, the Anglo-Danes in the wars of the 11 th century 
"were ready to fight at any time for their ancestral liberties, but they continued to 
regard themselves as members of a united English state." "The Scandinavian Colonies 
in England and Normandy," p. 11. 
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that iEthelred ravaged these areas in the year 1000, while the Viking 
host was in Normandy.9 The traditional year 1000 thus seems a partic
ularly inauspicious time for Englishmen to be copying the Beowulf MS. 

The Danes were back harrying England in the following year, and 
peace was finally bought with £24,000 in A.D. 1002; but later in the 
year iEthelred himself broke the peace with a stupidly brutal royal 
order that accounts in large measure for his derogatory epithet. The 
Chronicle simply states that "the king ordered to be slain all the Danish 
men who were in England-this was done on St. Brice's day-because 
the king had been informed that they would treacherously deprive him, 
and then all his councillors, of life, and possess this kingdom after
wards." The St. Brice's Day massacre doubtless made iEthelred's fears 
prophetic: "According to a well-recorded tradition," Stenton writes, 
"the victims included Gunnhild, sister of King Swein of Denmark, then 
living as a hostage in England. It is highly probable that the wish to 
avenge her was a principal motive for his invasion of England in the 
following year" (Anglo-Saxon England, p. 380). At any rate there was 
no letup in the Danish assaults on the English kingdom for ten long 
years. They were years in which the Vikings grew rich on English pil
lage and tribute. In 1011 iEthelred was ready to pay for peace again, 
and the Chronicle takes grim stock of the vast extent of the Danish rav
aging for that year alone: 

They had then overrun: (i) East Anglia, (ii) Essex, (iii) Middlesex, (iv) 
Oxfordshire, (v) Cambridgeshire, (vi) Hertfordshire, (vii) Buckingham
shire, (viii) Bedfordshire, (ix) halfHuntingdonshire, (x) much of Nor
thamptonshire; and south of the Thames all Kent, Sussex, Hastings, Sur
rey, Berkshire, Hampshire, and much of Wiltshire. 

Later in the year iElfheah, archbishop of Canterbury, was captured; 
his martyrdom in the following year during a drunken orgy, when his 
Viking captors pelted him to death with bones from their meal, so dis
gusted many of the Danes that forty-five ships switched allegiance, and 

9. In addition to the Chronicle, see L. M. Larson, Canute the Great, pp. 37-38, 
and Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, p. 379. 
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under the leadership of Thorkel the Tall, promised fEthelred to defend 
his country as mercenaries. 10 

But even the atrocity of fElfheah's murder and the defection of a 
major part of the Danish fleet could not check the momentum of the 
Danish conquest of England. The Chronicle says that in the next year, 
1013, "King Swein came with his fleet to Sandwich, and then went very 
quickly round East Anglia into the mouth of the Humber, and so up 
along the Trent until he reached Gainsborough. And then at once Earl 
Uhtred and all the Northumbrians submitted to him, as did all the peo
ple of Lindsey, and then all the people belonging to the district of the 
Five Boroughs, and quickly afterwards all the Danish settlers north of 
Watling Street." When Swein went south of Watling Street only Lon
don resisted him, and London too submitted as soon as fEthelred fled 
to Normandy. Thus England was conquered, the Chronicle tells us, 
"until the happy event of Swein's death" on 3 February 1014, when the 
English councillors recalled fEthelred and solemnly, but shortsightedly, 
"proclaimed every Danish king an outlaw from England for ever." 
Within two years Swein's son, Cnut the Great, began his long and 
peaceful reign (1016-1035), which freed his subjects, for the first time 
in two centuries, from the constant threat of Viking raids. In view of 
the calm admiration for Hroogar and his Victory-Scyldings in Beowulf, 
it is safe to say that if the Beowulf MS was indeed copied in the late 10th 
or early 11th century, a date after 1016 is most likely. 

One can well understand how Beowulf would have gained popularity 
in the early 11 th century, during the reign of Cnut. In Beowulf the 
Danes are spoken of as a dynasty of unparalleled sovereignty and influ
ence, a true representation of the Danish realm in Cnut's time. The 
poem speaks of North Danes, South Danes, East Danes, and West 
Danes; Bright-Danes, Spear-Danes, and Ring-Danes; and Scyldings 
(Cnut's patronymic), Honor-Scyldings, Army-Scyldings, People-Scyld
ings, and Victory-Scyldings. Hroogar, like King Cnut, ruled Danes who 
were above petty raiding and pirating. Compared to the Danes, Beo
wulf's people are like Vikings-Weather-Geats, War-Geats, Sea-

10. Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, p. 384. There is a contemporary account of 
Thorkel's attempt to save fElfheah in the Chronicle of Thietmar of Merseberg, printed 
as an excerpt in Dorothy Whitelock, ed., English Historical Documents, J, 
c. 500-1042, p. 321. 
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Geats. Higelac dies on a Viking-type raid in which Beowulf valiantly 
participates. To be sure, the Northern stories in Beowulf find their 
analogues in the scaldic poetry that flourished during Cnut's reign. Lar
son notes, for example, that "before the onslaught at Stiklestead [1030] 
one of Saint Olaf's scalds recited the ancient Bjarkamal, the Old Norse 
version of Beowulf's last fight." As Larson says, "The four decades that 
the Norns allotted to Canute (995 ?-1035) are a notable period in the 
history of Northern literature: it was the grand age of Old Norse 
poetry .... Just when each individual tale was cast into the form that 
has come down to us is impossible to say; the probabilities are, however, 
that a considerable number of the heroic lays were composed in the age 
of Canute" (pp. 292-293). Famous scalds, the Northern counterparts 
of the Anglo-Saxon scops, often visited Cnut's court to recite songs in 
praise of Cnut,11 and no doubt also to recite ancient Scandinavian lays 
and sagas of heroes and dragons, of great families like the Volsungs, 
and of great nations like the Danish Scyldings. One can be sure that the 
English courts in the reign of Cnut would have known and appreciated 
the allusions to Northern stories in Beowulf far better than they would 
have in the reign of IEthelred, or for that matter in the reigns of any of 
the English kings preceding him.12 

Historically, both the creation of Beowulf and the copying of it 
become not only credible activities during the reign of Cnut, but desir
able and officially approbated efforts. The poem is permeated with 
Scandinavian interests. Antiquarians may prefer a poem deriving from 
the earliest periods of Anglo-Saxon life, but historically, and, as we shall 
see, linguistically, there is nothing that prohibits an early 11 th-century 
origin, while there is much in its favor. An 11 th-century poet would 
have had available to him the heathen Norse stories and the rich reli-

11. See Sighvat the Poet's "Tog-drapa," Othere the Black's "Knutz-drapa," and 
Thorarinn Praisetongue's "Tog-drapa" and "Hofuo-lausn," in Gudbrand Vigfusson 
and F. York Powell, eds., Corpus Poeticum Boreale, vol. 2, pp. 135-136, 155-156, 
159-162. 

12. R. W. Chambers uses the Northern allusions as indications of an early date in 
Beowulf, An Introduction, p. 487. The poem suggests otherwise: in the first two lines 
the poet says, "We have learned by asking about the glory of the Spear-Danes in days 
gone by." Bosworth-Toller and the Toller supplement gloss gefrignan, "to learn by 
asking," while Klaeber has "learn (orig. 'by inquiry')." The sources in Cnut's day 
were Cnut's court poets, traveling scalds, and Danish settlers. 
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gious tradition of Anglo-Saxon poetic style and method which come 
together so remarkably in Beowulf. The cultural milieu of early 11 th
century England is clearly suitable for the creation of a poem like Beo
wulf, and the cultural milieu of early 11th-century Denmark would 
have helped provide its setting. It is, in fact, the predominance of Danish 
interests in the poem that has led scholars to rule out a 9th- or 10th
century provenance. Only two scholars have dated the poem so late. 
Levin Schiicking's arguments for placing the poem in a Danelaw court 
around the year 900 recognize the undeniable Anglo-Danish character 
of the poem, but the government of the Danelaw was too recent and 
precarious, and too near Alfred's death, for an English poet, under com
mission, to be able to acquiesce so superbly. The language of the petty 
Danelaw courts, at any rate, was Norse, and if, as Schiicking suggests, 
the poem was made for the instruction of young Danish princes, one 
would expect fewer hapax legomena and less eccentric poetic language, 
in general. 13 

It is notable, however, that no direct linguistic evidence has been used 
to undermine Schiicking's thesis. If there were such evidence, Schiick
ing's dating the poem nearly two centuries beyond the traditional date 
would have been promptly discredited. Instead, his dating is merely 
countered by a rather fuzzy historical argument, which actually sub
stantiates an 11 th-century provenance. As Dorothy Whitelock puts the 
case, "So late a date [as Schiicking's] seems highly unlikely. The poem 
is surely pre-Viking Age." 14 Whitelock rightly doubts whether "the high 
terms of praise and respect with which the poet speaks of the Danes 
and their rulers" and the poet's "stress on the might and splendour of 
the [Danish] court" would have been possible "during the Viking Age, 
or whether his audience would have given him a patient hearing if he 
had. It is not how men like to hear the people described who are burning 
their homes, pillaging their churches, ravaging their cattle, killing their 

13. See "Wann entstand der Beowulf? Glossen, Zweifel, und Fragen"; and "Die 
Beowulfdatierung: Eine Replik." Of special interest in the latter is the discussion of 
words that suggest a much later date than the 8th century. Schlicking's date, for less 
cogent reasons, has recently been advanced again by Norman F. Blake, in an impres
sionistic revision in "The Dating of Old English Poetry," p. 26. See also Nicholas 
Jacobs, "Anglo-Danish Relations, Poetic Archaism and the Date of Beowulf A 
Reconsideration of the Evidence," whose arguments appeared too late for me to use. 

14. The Audience of Beowulf, p. 24. 
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countrymen or carrying them off into slavery" (Audience, pp. 24-25). 
However, what Whitelock overlooks in her otherwise cogent argument 
is the question of the transmission of Beowulf. Those who propose a 
7th- or 8th-century provenance for the poem neglect to discuss how it 
passed through all of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, including Alfred's, 
during the Viking Age of the 9th and 10th centuries. The current 
explanation for the mixture of linguistic forms in Beowulf requires that 
it first be composed in the 7th or 8th century, and then go through all 
of the major dialect areas in the following two or more centuries before 
reaching its Late West Saxon form. The same arguments against a 9th
or 10th-century origin work equally well against a 9th- or 10th-century 
transmission. If it is hard to conceive of an Anglo-Saxon poet in these 
centuries who would have composed Beowulf, it is just as hard to con
ceive of scriptoria throughout these centuries that would repeatedly 
engage scribes to copy a poem praising the people who were ravaging 
their country. It is even harder to imagine receptive audiences in North
umbria, Mercia, Wessex, or Kent, but these are the dialect areas that 
supposedly contributed the mixture of forms in the course of the poem's 
transmission. 

Thus, the historical evidence suggests a post-Viking date for the 
poem, as well as for the copy of it that has come down to us. Consider, 
for example, the following passage from Beowulf, in which the poet 
praises the Danes for the same qualities that made the Anglo-Saxons of 
the 9th and 10th centuries hate and fear them: 

WteS peaw hyra, 
ptet hie oft wteron an wig gearwe, 
ge tet ham ge on herge, ge gehwteper para 
efne swylce mtela, swylce hira mandryhtne 
pearf gestelde; wteS seo peod tilu. (1246b-1250) 

As Bosworth-Toller notes, the here (d. s. herge) "is the word which in 
the Chronicle is always used of the Danish force in England, while the 
English troops are always the fyrd, hence the word is used for devas
tation and robbery" (p. 532). It is inconceivable that this passage could 
have survived an Anglo-Saxon transmission through Northumbria, 
Mercia, Wessex, and Kent during the Viking Age. The Danish readi
ness for war, at home and in the here, became a virtue to the Anglo-
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Saxons, and the Danes themselves became a peod tilu, during the reign 
of Cnut, and surely not in the 9th and 10th centuries. The great improb
ability of a text of this nature being transmitted through the centuries 
of the Viking Age renders a 7th- or 8th-century origin equally unlikely. 
And, as Whitelock says, "if the poem is later than the time when Viking 
invasions began in earnest, about 835, it can hardly be placed before the 
tenth century, and even then it would have to be put, as Schiicking puts 
it, in the court of an Anglo-Danish king in the Danelaw" (Audience, 
p. 25). The simplest solution, that both the poem and the MS belong to 
the reign of Cnut the Great, has never been considered before, perhaps 
because it was not recognized that the paleographical dating of the MS 

placed it within Cnut's reign. Whitelock, for instance, believed that 
Cnut's reign was excluded: "It could hardly be located in English 
England until the reign of Cnut, and that is later than our surviving 
manuscript.,,15 Since Cnut's reign is not, in fact, later than the surviving 
MS, it is imperative to study the possibility that the poem was composed 
then, too. 

Like Beowulf, Cnut brought together Danish and Anglo-Saxon cul
ture the way no petty king of the Danelaw ever could have done. As his 
first official act as king of England he accepted the laws of King Edgar 
and promised to enforce them; he later issued laws of his own that were 
based on Anglo-Saxon legal traditions;16 from the start he honored the 
Anglo-Saxon church and its saints, many of whom had been martyred 

15. Ibid., p. 25; Whitelock wrote this before Ker placed the script s. x/xi. She 
perhaps relied on Wolfgang Keller's dating in the last decades of the 10th century 
(Angelsiichsische Palaeographie, p. 37), though Forster showed that Keller's reasons 
were paleographically untenable (Die Beowulj-Handschrift, pp. 41-42). Or she may 
have been following the popular "convenient" date, 1000. There is no ready expla
nation for Blake's exclusion of Cnut's reign, when he limits the Beowulj MS, and the 
other poetic codices, to the end of the 10th century ("Dating," p. 20). This inaccurate 
limitation affects his dating of the poetry. 

16. See A. J. Robertson, ed., The Laws o/the Kings 0/ England/rom Edmund to 
Henry I, pp. 137-219. The laws that Cnut himself enacted are based on those of his 
predecessors, and there is even frequent dependence on those of his old enemy, 
A:thelred. Whitelock has convincingly argued that Wulfstan, the author of the Sermo 
ad Anglos, wrote Cnut's laws, and as she says, "our estimate of Cnut's character is 
greatly affected if it can be established that he was so much influenced by the veteran 
archbishop who had loyally supported Ethelred and striven against the disorder of the 
reign." "Wulfstan and the Laws of Cnut," p. 451. 
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by his Viking countrymen;17 he outlawed all forms of heathenism in a 
law that would surely affect his Danish subjects more than his English 
ones;18 he made every effort to show his Anglo-Saxon subjects that he 
regarded himself as a legitimate Anglo-Saxon king, not as a foreign 
usurper; he even married iEthelred's widow, Emma, who may have 
been twice his age, to create a symbolic union between Danes and 
Englishmen. 19 He was a strong, internationally honored Christian king, 
and the first king of England who was able to bring an end to the con
stant threat from Viking raiders. Even those Anglo-Saxons who would 
have lamented, and resented, the fall of Alfred's house would have been 
happy with the stability that followed the disaster. Cnut's reign was no 
doubt a pleasant surprise for most Anglo-Saxons, and it can be for us, 
too, if its mighty cultural legacy was Beowulf 

The Linguistic Tests for an Early Date 

Though detailed historical arguments still need to be made for an 11 th
century provenance of the poem, as the matter now stands the general 
arguments for a pre-Viking date are no better than they would be for 
a post-Viking date. The difficulty of transmission through the Viking 
Age, however, tips the balance toward the Age of Cnut, and away from 
the Age of Bede. The linguistic, and pseudolinguistic, arguments for an 
early date seem far more formidable, because it seems, at first glance, 
that they are less open to doubts. By far the most persuasive case for an 
early date rests in the bewildering variety of linguistic forms, of uncer
tain date and dialect, embedded in the essentially Late West Saxon 
dialect of the preserved text. It is this conglomeration of forms that gives 

17. Notably St. Edmund and S1. lElfheah; see Larson's chapter, "Canute and the 
English Church," Canute the Great, pp. 162-179. 

18. Dorothy Bethurum points to the parallel between Wulfstan VI, 85-87, and 
Beowulf, lines 175-178, for the reversion to heathen practices (The Homilies of Wulf
stan, p. 296); elsewhere she notes the similarity between peodpreaum at line 178 of 
this passage from Beowulf and Wulfstan's "characteristic compounds in which the 
first member is used with intensifying force, such as peod- in peodsceaoa (p. 90 and 
n. 2). She might have added the use of peodsceaoa in Beowulf, lines 2278 and 2688. 

19. The marriage of Havelok and Goldboru in Havelok the Dane is perhaps based 
on the historical marriage of Cnut and Emma. 



Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 
Kevin S. Kiernan With a new foreword by Katherine O'Brien O'Keeffe 
http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=8599 
The University of Michigan Press, 1997  

[24] Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 

scholars concrete evidence that Beowulf has endured a long and com
plicated transmission through all the main dialect areas. This broad 
mixture of forms, together with an explanation for early and late cross
dialectal forms in an 11 th-century text, will be considered fully in the 
following sections. Here, a word must be said about the considerably 
less compelling linguistic tests that have helped keep the poem rooted in 
the 7th or 8th century. As Klaeber says, "Investigations have been car
ried on with a view to ascertaining the relative dates of Old English 
poems by means of syntactical and phonetic-metrical tests" (p. cviii). 
The first test has validity only for those scholars who assume from the 
start that Beowulf is an early poem; the second is probably valid in its 
metrical assumptions, but these assumptions do not lead inevitably to an 
early date for Beowulf. 

The syntactical test, as condensed by Klaeber, is this: "A study of the 
gradual increase in the use of the definite article (originally demonstra
tive pronoun), the decrease of the combination of weak adjective and 
noun (wisafengel) > the increase of the combination of article and weak 
adjective and noun (se grimma gcest)" (p. cviii). Most scholars, includ
ing Klaeber (see pp. cviii-cix and xcii), have realized that this test 
proves nothing. Long ago, Tupper astutely remarked on the use of the 
weak adjective without the article that "the survival of an archaic form 
in a poetical text is surely no proof of antiquity," and he noted the usage 
in the 10th-century poem, The Battle of Brunanburh. 20 Even Chambers, 
who felt that the relatively high proportion of this syntactical construc
tion in Beowulf pointed to its relative antiquity, admitted that "certain 
late texts show how fallible this criterion is. Anyone dating Maldon," 
he added, "solely by [this test) would assuredly place it much earlier 
than 991" (p. 106). The high incidence of the usage in Beowulf may be 
simply due to the poet's wish to be more archaic in a poem about gear
dagum than he would in a poem about contemporary affairs (like Brun
anburh and Maldon) or about religious subjects. Obviously, the test is 
not a test of dating but of chosen style. 

The phonetic-metrical test, despite its more compelling claims, is also 
inconclusive as a test for date. It attempts to show the relative antiquity 
of Beowulf by deducing primitive sound changes from what appears to 

20. Frederick Tupper, Jr., ed., The Riddles of the Exeter Book, p. lxxvii and note. 
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be faulty meter. 21 The argument is, chiefly, that some half-lines con
taining historical contractions can be metrically "restored" by introduc
ing hypothetical decontracted forms in place of the contractions. For 
example, line 2Sb reads man gejJeon, which has only three syllables 
rather than four; the meter is restored by deducing the presumptive 
archetype, *gejJihan, normally marked in the editions with a circumflex 
over the MS contraction: man gejJiOn.22 The phonetic-metrical analysis 
seems quite sound, but the chronological inference, the so-called test, is 
not only implausible but inconsistent with the general principles 
metrists have formulated for scanning the lines of the poem. It is highly 
unlikely that the Anglo-Saxons transmitted Beowulf over several cen
turies without realizing that linguistic change had ruined the meter. It 
is more plausible to assume that they understood the meter of their 
poetry and that, in a Type A line like man gejJeon, they naturally pro
nounced -]Jeon with two syllables rather than one. The first advantage 
of this explanation is that it accords so well with the similar metrical 
principles of syncopating medial vowels or of suppressing vocalic con
sonants whenever such pronunciations are metrically desirable. Thus, 
in recitation if not in spelling, syncopation and dissyllabic pronunciation 
produce identical Type C lines from apparent metrical aberrations: Ne 
seah ic eljJeodige (336b) and jJa git on sund reon (SI2b). If the met
rical rule holds for eljJeodige it also holds for reon. No doubt a trained 
Anglo-Saxon reader could readily detect when to pronounce a normally 
monosyllabic form like reon dissyllabically, for (with one exception) all 
of the forms in question occur in Type A or Type C lines, in contexts 
where dissyllabic forms (an arsis and thesis) are expected, and presum
ably required. 

21. For the seminal studies see Eduard Sievers, "Zur Rhythmik des germanischen 
Alliterationsverses: Erster Abschnitt, Die Metrik des Beowulf"; and Altgermanische 
Metrik, pp. 120-149. Yet as A. J. Bliss says of these causa metri changes, "The ques
tion is a singularly difficult one, since the necessity for emendation may seem at first 
sight to discredit the rule on which the emendation is based." The Metre of 'Beowulj,' 
p.4. 

22. Wrenn printed the hypothetical decontracted forms in his edition, but Bolton 
restored them to MS forms (without the circumflex) in the revised edition. Bolton's 
exemplary trust in the MS is remarkably shown by "a return to MS. forms where the 
sole or principal exception to them has been on metrical grounds." C. L. Wrenn, ed., 
Beowulf with the Finnesburg Fragment, 3rd ed., rev. W. F. Bolton, pp. 6 and 56. 
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A look at the evidence will illustrate how a knowledgeable reader is 
almost obliged to give the proper metrical pronunciation of the con
tracted forms. In Type A lines containing only three syllables one 
instinctively gives the natural metrical pronunciation, just as one 
instinctively pronounces final e in Chaucer when the meter requires it: 
man gepeon (25b), Jeorhseoc fleon (820a), mandream fleon (1264b), 
deapwic sean (1275b), hean huses (116a), ne(ln bidan (528b), age[n]d
Jrean (1883a). Metrical pronunciations are equally natural in the 
remaining Type A lines as well: metodsceaft slim (1180a), morporbed 
stred (2436b), beorh pone hean (3097b), Jeorran ond nean (839b), eam 
his nefan (881a), egesan aeon (2736a), and Denigafre(Jn (271a, 359a, 
1680b). Some of these contractions may still have been formally pro
nounced with two syllables. It is likely, for instance, that speakers of 
Old English recognized hean and nean as contractions, which would 
enhance metrical pronunciation, since the nominative forms heah and 
neah retain the final h lost in oblique cases and in derivatives. The Type 
C lines are even more conducive to metrical pronunciation than the 
Type A lines considered above. All of the Type C lines are off-verses/3 

with the stave immediately preceding the contractions, so that dissyllabic 
pronunciations of them are virtually unavoidable: on ftet ieon (1036), 
peet he me ongean slea (681), pa git on sund feon (512), pa wit on sund 
feon (539), ond orcneas (112), him pees Lifirea (16), neJne sinjrea 
(1934, peah de he foJ sze (682), peah de he geong sj (1831), penden 
ityt sj (2649), peer wees Hondscia (2076a), eet Wealhfteon (629), and 
swa hy neeJre man {jM (1048). In most of these cases the two vowels 
of the contracted form are an aid to the metrical pronunciation (sy and 
lyha have the variant spellings sie and liehO). Perhaps in a class by 
themselves are the Type C off-verses with the contracted forms doni 
deo and gan/geed. But speakers of Old English would certainly realize 
(by analogy) that these forms were contractions, and the Middle 
English evidence suggests that, despite the spellings, they were pro
nounced dissyllabically in some Old English dialects. In any case, the 
persistent occurrence of these contractions in the off-verse, right after 

23. An apparent exception occurs in the on-verse, peer wees Hondscio (2076), but 
there is no reason to assume that in the personal name -scio was pronounced mono
syllabically. The on-verse to befleonne (1003) is usually interpreted, by decontraction, 
as Type C, but it is more naturally read, with or without decontraction, as Type A. 
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the alliterative stress, more or less forces an informed reader to make 
the proper metrical pronunciation: hat in gan (386), on jlet (t) gt1!O 
(2034, 2054), ond on bt1!1 don (1116), swa sceal man (or mt1!g) don 
(1172,1534,2166), swa (he) nu git (bt or gen) detJ (1058, 1134, 
2859). The on-verse Da com in gan (1644) is exceptional, but can be 
read as Type A, with stress on the adverbs and monosyllabic pronun
ciation (as in 1163a) of gan. 

As an aid to scansion, editors would perhaps be wise to continue to 
use a circumflex over the relevant contracted forms, just as some use 
pointing to mark metrically syncopated or suppressed sounds. These 
diacritical marks, however, need not imply editorial emendation of the 
MS, for there is no compelling reason to believe that the forms themselves 
have any bearing on the date of Beowulf. The contractions would be 
naturally pronounced dissyllabically in Type A and C lines, even in an 
11 th-century poem, to maintain the prevailing rhythm. The one excep
tional Type D line, oferfleon fotes trem (2525a), well illustrates how 
unreliable and insubstantial the phonetic-metrical test is as a criterion 
of date: the same Type D line, without the anacrusis, occurs in the Bat
tle of Maldon (fleonfotes trym, 247a), composed sometime after the bat
tle was fought in the late 10th century.24 We may safely conclude that 
the line in Beowulf, like the rest of the lines containing contractions, 
need not have come about as the result of three centuries or so of sound 
changes and of consistently inept scribal transmission. 

In fact, the logistics of the supposedly long and complicated trans
mission of Beowulf have never been worked out, and some of the most 
problematic aspects of this standard theory of transmission need to be 
scrutinized. All of the linguistic tests for an early date necessarily begin 
with the long and complicated transmission as a premise. As an addi
tional linguistic test, for instance, Klaeber gingerly suggests that two 
forms may have survived the long transmission relatively intact-that 
is, without substantive modernization by redactors or scribes. "There is 
a possibility," according to Klaeber, "that in our only extant MS. a few 

24. For an early review of the pitfalls of the phonetic-metrical test, see Aldo Ricci, 
"The Chronology of Anglo-Saxon Poetry." In recent years metrical tests of date have 
steadily lost ground. As Blake says, "It has so far proved impossible for modern schol
ars to achieve a consensus of opinion on the problem of metre; we must disregard it 
as any guide to dating." "Dating," p. 16. Cf. Wrenn, Beowulf, rev. Bolton, p. 57; and 
Samuel Jay Keyser, "Old English Prosody," p. 347. 
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forms are preserved which would seem to indicate a date anterior to 
about 750 A.D., viz. wundini 1382 and unigmetes 1792" (p. cix). 
Actually, unigmetes is a very late form, showing, as Klaeber explains 
elsewhere, "a late transition of ge- to i- ... and analogical spelling ig 
(which is rather frequent in that portion of the MS.)" (p. lxxxii). He 
adds in a note, "That this ig should stand, by mistake, for an old or 
dialectal gi- ... is a far less plausible hypothesis." So much for unig
metes as a relic from the 7th or 8th century. The infamous form wun
dini will be discussed at length in a moment. The standard theory of 
transmission ought to be clarified first. 

The theory as it is applied to Beowulj can best be seen in Klaeber's 
discussion of the language of the poem (pp. lxxxviii-lxxxix). Klaeber 
confidently states that "the origin of the poem on Anglian soil [is 1 to be 
postulated on general principles," but admits that "a decision in favor 
of either Northumbria or Mercia as the original home cannot be made 
on the basis of the language." He goes on to say, then, that "before 
receiving its broad, general LWS. complexion, the MS.-at any rate, 
part of it-passed through EWS. and Kentish hands." We are thus left 
with "this mixture of forms, early and late, West Saxon, Northumbrian, 
Mercian, Kentish, Saxon patois," which Klaeber felt "points plainly to 
a checkered history of the written text as the chief factor in bringing 
about the unnatural medley of spellings." It is a reasonable deduction 
and, at first sight, the only possible one. Many of the spellings in Beo
wuljsimply could not have developed from standard Early West Saxon 
phonological forms, while they could have developed from standard 
Northumbrian, or Mercian, or in some cases, Kentish forms. So it was 
natural to assume that the mixture of forms was brought about in the 
course of a long and very complicated transmission, which must have 
included, in addition to a recension or two, modernization of forms and 
dialectal transliteration. 

This theory of the scribal transmission of BeowuLt which all editors 
of the poem share, necessitates some remarkably consistent and sophis
ticated blundering from the generations of scribes involved. If we take 
Klaeber's lists of linguistic forms seriously, we must assume that, for 
him, there was both a Northumbrian and Mercian version, though he 
says that the language cannot determine which version would have rep
resented the original. In either case, Klaeber believed that the poem 
passed through the two Anglian dialects, then through an Early West 
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Saxon version, and then through a Kentish version, before coming down 
to us in the Late West Saxon version of the preserved text. Taking into 
account only the first and last stages of the transmission, it is evident 
that Beowulf's textual history must have been very complicated indeed: 
it is enough to say that the early 11 th-century scribes have recorded a 
nearly complete, normalized translation from the original Anglian dia
lect to the present Late West Saxon dialect. But it is the evidence of the 
textual history itself that makes the theory so improbable, for how 
would Northumbrian or Mercian forms (whichever came first) survive 
the modernization of forms and the general dialectal translation over the 
three hundred years or more of scribal transmission? The theory pre
supposes a translating transmission of the text, in which, at each new 
stage of translation some forms from the previous stage were retained; 
in fact, it presupposes that the same forms from the first stage were for 
some reason retained as the poem passed through the dialects and 
through the centuries. 

It is worth stressing what the theory requires one to accept. Let us 
assume, for the sake of the argument, that Beowulf was originally com
posed in the 8th century in the Northumbrian dialect. Whenever it was 
"translated" into the Mercian dialect, the Mercian version retained 
some Northumbrian forms; whenever it was translated into Early West 
Saxon, this version continued to retain at least some of the same 
Northumbrian forms as well as some Mercian forms; when it was 
translated into Kentish, the Kentish version once again retained some 
of the same Northumbrian forms that had been retained by both the 
Mercian and Early West Saxon versions, as well as some Mercian 
forms that had been retained by the Early West Saxon version, and 
some forms from the Early West Saxon version. Finally, after about 
three hundred years, the Late West Saxon version, apparently for no 
other reason than to preserve the "checkered history of the written text" 
for modern editors, retained some of the Northumbrian forms also 
retained by the Mercian, Early West Saxon, and Kentish versions; some 
of the Mercianisms also retained by the Early West Saxon and Kentish 
versions; some of the Early West Saxon forms also retained by the Ken
tish version; as well as some Kentish features. 

It is virtually impossible to imagine how such a process of transmis
sion could have been sustained from dialect to dialect, from generation 
to generation, from scribe to scribe. Surely one good recension along the 
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way would have wiped out a century or two of the linguistic evidence 
from the history of transmission, as indeed has happened in the case of 
the MSS of Ccedmon's Hymn and Bede's Death Song. If we did not 
know the history of these poems we could not possibly deduce an early 
Northumbrian archetype from the Late West Saxon MSS25 But it is 
clear that the editors of Beowulf never closely consider the process of 
transmission, only the putative results of the process. These editors are 
not bothered by the fact that the text supposedly retains phonological 
evidence of its textual history, but preserves no ancient orthographical 
forms. For example, the hapax word wioer-rcehtes, "opposite" (3039), 
should be in normal Late West Saxon spelling wioer-rihtes or -ryhtes. 
Klaeber explains the case as an instance of Anglian smoothing of eo to 
e (12), an explanation that itself is complicated by orthographical vari
ation of 12 and e. He cites two examples of rceht- from the Lindisfame 
Gospel glosses, a 10th-century text (p. lxxv). What is so unsatisfying 
about this explanation is that it means that heterogeneous scribes from 
heterogeneous dialect areas transmitted accurately the phonological 
characteristics of a Northumbrian word to the extent that it appears in 
a Late West Saxon text in exactly the form in which it would appear 
in a Late Northumbrian text. Yet the early Northumbrian form would 
have been something like uuidir-reoctaes, or -rectaes after smoothing. 
Later, non-Anglian scribes would have to understand, at least vaguely, 
the meaning of the word to modernize the spelling to wioer-rcehtes. But 
if a Late West Saxon scribe understood the meaning of the word (and 
it is not a difficult word to interpret, despite its apparent rarity), why 
would he give it a non-West Saxon spelling? The answer that it devel
oped over the centuries, in non-Anglian territory, the same way that it 
developed over the centuries in Anglian territory is not compelling. 
Among other possibilities a simpler answer would be that the word had 
no Late West Saxon spelling, because it was a (late) Anglian loanword. 

It should be indisputable that sporadic indications of possibly late 
Northumbrian phonology cannot be used to prove an early Northum
brian provenance of the poem. Only evidence of early phonology, in the 
form of early spellings, can prove early provenance, but the practice of 
modernizing forms in the course of transmission obviously obliterates 

25. See E. V. K. Dobbie, The Manuscripts of C«dmon's Hymn and Bede's Death 
Song. 
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the evidence. The one scrap of evidence of this kind that has not been 
obliterated, according to Klaeber's last linguistic test, is wundini. Most 
editors of Beowulf realize the importance of this kind of evidence, as 
their resorting to the reading wundini illustrates. However, this form 
can be used to show how weak the linguistic argument is for a 7th- or 
8th-century origin of Beowulf. Basically, the argument is that wundini 
is a very early (ante c. 750) instrumental form, and as such is the single, 
surviving, orthographical vestige from the 7th- or 8th-century phono
logical-morphological archetype. The issue is an extremely important 
one as far as dating the poem in the early 8th century or the early 11 th 
century is concerned, and must be considered in some detail. The con
servative editors, Chambers, Wrenn, Wrenn-Bolton, and von Schau
bert,z6 all print wundini; less conservative editors, like Klaeber, emend 
to wundnum, but even Klaeber conceded in his second supplement that 
"it may, after all, be advisable to give wundini (instead of wundnum) 
as an archaic instrumental form a place in the text" (p. 467). So, of all 
modern editors, only E. V. K. Dobbie rejects wundini as a legitimate 
MS reading, commenting to the point that if wundini is correct, "it is 
odd that we have no other early endings of this sort in the poem. The 
emendation to wundnum puts less of a strain on probability."z7 

The critical consequences of accepting the reading wundini are 
nowhere more apparent than in Wrenn's edition, where the form is used 
as the chief linguistic evidence for dating the poem. Indeed, Wrenn's 
opening sentence broadly states that "archaic spellings and forms in the 
MS., such as wundini golde (1382), may imply that there was already 
a written form of Beowulf in the eighth century." And while this 
remark suggests that wundini is only one of many archaic spellings and 
forms implying an 8th-century provenance, Wrenn elsewhere admits 
that wundini is in fact "the only certain evidence for dating Beowulf 
before circa 750 on purely linguistic grounds" (Beowulf, p. 21, n. 2). 
Wrenn uses the evidence repeatedly throughout his introduction, and at 
one point even refers to it as "the much-discussed phrase" (p. 36). 
Wrenn is shaken by at least one major objection to the reading, for he 
freely admits "the improbability of such a fossilized form being pre
served through the two and a half or so centuries that must have passed 

26. Else von Schaubert, ed., Heyne-Schiickings Beowulf, pt. 1. 
27. Beowulf and Judith, p. 193n. 
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between its first appearance in the original Northumbrian (or Mercian) 
Beowulf and the making of the extant Classical Anglo-Saxon copy.,,28 
Nonetheless, the form remained for him "at least strong as a piece of 
evidence" for dating the poem around 750 (p. 35), and it is made to 
bear the main weight of Wrenn's entire linguistic argument. 29 

Chambers makes the conservative case for printing wundini more 
strongly than most other editors, because when he was writing most 
other editors were printing the emendation wundnum. His defense 
exemplifies the habit of editors of accentuating the results of scribal 
transmission while submerging the actual process. "It is strange," he 
complains, "that whilst recent editors frequently restore into the text 
ancient forms which the later scribes refused to admit, yet here, when 
the scribe, by a curious oversight, seems to have copied the early 8th 
century form wundini, 'with twisted gold,' most editors refuse to accept 
it, and modernize to wundnum." It was impossible, of course, for the 
scribe of the preserved MS to make this "curious oversight" using an 
8th-century exemplar, and the only alternative is that a series of scribes, 
who wrote in different dialects, committed the same curious oversight 
again and again in the course of three or more centuries of transmission. 
Chambers's comment that the last scribe "would hardly have copied the 
old form except through momentary inadvertence" is quite true, but it 
applies as well to the scribes of the 9th and 10th centuries, who are 
supposed to have preceded him. The sheer incredibility of this process 
of transmission did not occur to Chambers, for wundini in the preserved 
MS proved, to him, that "Beowulf must have been already written down 
in the 8th century and our MS. must be derived (no doubt with many 
intermediate stages) from this early MS." (pp. 69-70n, my italics). 

28. Beowulf, pp. 34-35; Kenneth Sisam points out that "it is doubtful whether a 
form wundini ever existed: in the recorded -numini, all the examples of which go back 
to a single late-seventh-century gloss, the stem is short." Studies in the History of Old 
English Literature, p. 36n. 

29. Bolton, in his revision of Wrenn's Beowulf, removes wundini from prominence 
in the first sentence of the introduction, yet the word haplessly comes to bear nearly 
all the weight of the linguistic argument, since Bolton also deletes Wrenn's obsolete 
metrical arguments (cf. Wrenn, Beowulf, p. 17 and Wrenn, Beowulf, rev. Bolton, 
p. 16). Without Wrenn's causa metri emendations "showing" early origin, wundini 
stands alone. On the other hand, Bolton (p. 27) deletes Wrenn's doubts (pp. 34-35) 
over the likelihood of wundini surviving a long transmission. See Fred Robinson's 
review of Wrenn-Bolton. 
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The long battle between conservative and conjectural critics on behalf 
of wundini and wundnum was really fought for nothing, for wundini 
is a MS ghost: it is not in the MS, as anyone who looks there carefully 
may see. 30 The first three minims after the dare ligatured at the top; 
the last minim is unligatured. The MS reads wundmi. The reading 
wundini was invented by Thorkelin, who knew enough Old English to 
know that wundmi could not possibly make sense (compare his writing 
inwatide for MS mwatide at line 2226b).31 Ever since, Thorkelin has 
been used as the authority for this reading, instead of the MS itself. The 
reason for this is that Julius Zupitza admitted Thorkelin's spurious 
reading into his FS transliteration,32 and nearly all editors, in turn, have 
founded their texts on Zupitza's FS, rather than on the MS.33 But Zupitza 
was nervous about the reading, as his note indicates: "dini or dmi MS. 
(cf. run-dmi A, wund-dini B), the d entirely covered (certainly not 
dum)." His nervousness was warranted. 

For a number of reasons it is certain that Wrenn used the FS instead 
of the MS in this case. In the first place, he never asserts that he himself 
read wundini in the MS, but only that it is "authenticated in the MS. by 
Thorkelin B as well as by Zupitza" (Beowulf, p. 34). In the second 
place, Wrenn says in his note to the line (p. 130) that the MS "has lost 
d of its wun[d]ini at beginning of line, but ini seem clear." The refer
ence to the lost d arises from the fact that in Zupitza's old FS, as Zupitza 
duly noted, the d was "entirely covered" by the edge of the paper 
mounting, and so could appear to be lost to the observer of the FS. If he 
had consulted the MS, Wrenn would not have made the error. 34 In his 

30. As Plate 1 and the Zupitza-Davis FS testify, the reading is perfectly clear in the 
FS, too. Donald K. Fry, who studied the MS in 1968, has written to me agreeing that 
wundmi is unmistakable in the MS. 

31. Kemp Malone, ed., The Thorkelin Transcripts of Beowulf, p. lOla. Thorkelin 
is markedly untrustworthy for the reading at 1382, which in his copy appears as 
wund/dini goldi (thus, in addition to a spurious d, there is an attempt to legitimize 
the inflection on wundini by matching it on goldi). His scribe (Thorkelin A) knew no 
Old English and confuses insular wynn and r (which are similar), but he is accurate 
otherwise in his reading, run/dmi golde (pp. 64a and 42). 

32. Julius Zupitza, ed., Beowulf, Reproduced in Facsimile. 
33. A notable exception is W. J. Sedgefield, ed., Beowulf, but as a conjectural editor 

the return to the MS was of less use to him than it might have been to a conservative 
editor. 

34. The error is unfortunately repeated in G. L. Brook's discussion of the form, 
wun[dJini (sic), in "The Textual and Linguistic Study of Old English," pp. 289-290. 
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"Preliminary Notice" Zupitza informs his reader that "the binder could 
not help covering some letters or portions of letters in every back page 
with the edge of the paper which now surrounds every parchment leaf. 
I grudged no pains in trying to decipher as much of what is covered as 
possible. When, in my notes, I simply state that something is covered, 
I always mean to say that, by holding the leaf to the light, I was able 
to read it nevertheless" (p. xix). In the new FS, edited by Davis, the edge 
of the paper covering the d has been cut away, and the d is now in plain 
view in both FS and MS. The point is not that Wrenn and most other 
editors have relied on the FS instead of the MS. It is that editors, begin
ning with Zupitza, have allowed Thorkelin to remain an authority for 
a crucial reading, a linguistic test used to date the text, that is not only 
disputed, but is flatly contradicted by the MS itself. As such *wundini 
is a conjectural reading, not a conservative one. 

A problem, of course, remains. What is one to make of MS wundmi? 
It will not do to lose an improbable, or even an impossible, reading like 
wundini only to gain a nonsensical reading like wundmi. The string of 
minims must be reinterpreted, but before doing so it is necessary to keep 
in mind that the false ligaturing and nonligaturing of minims is a com
mon occurrence in insular MSS. Scribes used pen and ink, and human 
hands, not type fonts, to achieve their letters, and minor slips of this 
nature are to be expected, and indeed are ubiquitous in all MSS. For 
example, in the last line of the same folio on which wundmi occurs, the 
MS "reads" inihtigan (see Plate 1), yet the word in question is without 
a doubt mihtigan (line 1398a). Here the scribe has failed to ligature the 
first two minims, yet no transcriber has ever been confused about the 
actual reading. It should also be clear, however, that wundmi cannot be 
reinterpreted as wundini, for there is no parallel form in this or any 
other MS of the period. Indeed, one must go back several centuries before 
any kind of parallel can be found. A case could be made for wundini 
only as long as it was considered the MS reading. On the other hand, it 
can be reinterpreted as wundnum, as has been done by those editors 
who reject wundini, since this interprets the four minims as nu, and 
emends to num on the assumption that the scribe failed to make the 
mark of abbreviation over the u. Thus, this conjectural emendation is 

Plate 1. Fa!. 160v: wun/dmi, lines 4 and 5; inihtigan, line 20. 
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a conservative attempt to establish an acceptable reading out of the com
bination of four closely adjacent minims. 

An acceptable reading can be obtained, however, without resorting 
to emendation if the four minims are construed as un rather than nu. 35 

The form wundun is a leveled form (or back spelling) of wunden. 
Wundun is recorded in the Bosworth-Toller as a leveled form of wun
don. Moreover, leveling is well attested in the BeowuljMs, as it is in the 
four great Old English poetic codices in general, which are all dated at 
roughly the same time (end of the 10th century, beginning of the 11 th). 
Kemp Malone lists hundreds of leveled forms from these codices in his 
article "When Did Middle English Begin ?,,36 He lists thirty-two exam
ples from Beowulj alone. An example of un for en occurs in the Exeter 
Book, Christ (line 527), where befengun is written for befongen. Besides 
avoiding an emendation (for a strong adjectival participle is not always 
inflected in oblique cases), there is sufficient reason to prefer wundun 
even to the plausible emendation, wundnum. It seems likely that wun
den-gold, "twisted gold," was used as a compound by the Beowulj poet 
(cf. lines 1193 and 3134, as well). Certainly, wunden- is never used 
elsewhere in Beowulf except in compound nouns: wunden-feax, wun
den-hals, wunden-mal, wunden-stejna. There can be no metrical objec
tion to wundun-golde in line 1382a, for it is prosodically identical to 
wunden-stefna in line 220a. Moreover, (-)gold is consistently used in 
Beowulf as a "mass" noun in the singular. Thus fattan golde ("with 
plated gold") is a variation of manegum malJmum ("with many trea
sures") in lines 2102-2103,just as wundun-golde ("with twisted gold") 
is a variation of ealdgestreonum ("with ancient treasures") in lines 
1381-1382. The compound mass noun fat-gold ("plated gold," line 
1921), furnishes a pertinent parallel to the possible compound wunden
gold, for fat-gold ultimately derives from a combination of the weak 
adjectival participle fated with gold; the loss of the participial suffix 
-ed is comparable to the weakening of the participial suffix -en in wun
dun-. The occasional spelling is yet another reason for dating the MS, if 

35. Wundun for MS wundmi is no more an emendation than mihtigan is for MS 

inihtigan at 1398 (fo!. 160v20). 
36. Cf. Albert H. Marckwardt, "Verb Inflections in Late Old English"; and David 

Armborst, "Evidence for Phonetic Weakening in Inflectional Syllables in Beowulj." 
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not the poem, in the early 11 th century.37 It cannot be argued, of course, 
that the scribe intended to write an occasional spelling. But it can be 
argued that he was confused by an occasional spelling in his exemplar, 
and so miscopied it, minim for minim, as wundmi. 

The linguistic tests of an early date for Beowulf, then, do not after 
all prohibit an 11 th-century provenance. The syntactical test uses an 
admitted archaism that is found in unquestionably late poems as if it 
were not an archaism at all. Statistics recording the frequency of archa
isms in individual poems may be interesting and enlightening, but they 
have no essential bearing on relative chronology. The phonetic-metrical 
test is based on a subjective interpretation of the meter, and recent stud
ies, also subjective but far more respectful of the MS, have undermined 
the authority of the phonetic-metrical test as a means for dating the 
poem. The single phonetic-morphological-orthographical test falls on 
*wundini, a figment of Thorkelin's imagination. What still needs to be 
explained is the "mixture of forms, early and late, West Saxon, North
umbrian, Mercian, Kentish, Saxon patois," which according to Klaeber 
and the standard theory of transmission, "points plainly to a checkered 
history of the written text as the chief factor in bringing about the 
unnatural medley of spellings." As we shall see, these linguistic data do 
not rule out an 11 th-century provenance for the poem either. 

The Late Literary and the Early Poetic Dialects 

The literary language in which Beowulf is written is, basically, stan
dard Late Old English, or what Randolph Quirk and C. L. Wrenn 

37. Karl Luick, in Historische Grammatik der englischen Sprache, vol. 1, pt.l, pp. 
489-490, assigned this type of leveling to the early 11th century; Malone used the 
examples from the poetic codices to show that leveling had already begun in the late 
10th century, but he ignored the chance that these codices might belong to the early 
11th century. The Junius MS, for instance, like the Beowulf MS, is dated by Old 
English scholars "at about the year 1000" (G. P. Krapp, ed., The Junius Manuscript, 
p. x); yet art historians give good reasons why it, too, should be dated in the reign of 
Cnut (Francis Klingender, Animals in Art and Thought to the End of the Middle 
Ages, pp. 187-188). It should be noted that Ker dates the script of the main hand 
s. x/xi (pp. xviii and 406), which as we have seen is misleadingly interpreted as "about 
the year 1000," and surely includes the early 11 th century. 
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refer to as the "classical OE koine" of the time of A-:lfric and Wulf
stan. 38 The mixture of linguistic forms in the poem, notably the older, 
cross-dialectal forms, arises from a variety of natural causes, which have 
no essential connection with the original date of the poem. Three causes, 
in particular, need to be specified and explained before we proceed to 
a detailed consideration of the forms themselves. In the first place, the 
spoken dialects in the early 11 th century, or for that matter throughout 
the Old English period, were never completely homogeneous. 39 All spo
ken dialects were mixed to some degree, and in an age before printing 
and formal dictionaries, this linguistic heterogeneity naturally induced 
occasional orthographical confusion in all written records, regardless of 
date or dialect. Second, Late Old English, in its literary manifestation, 
was essentially Late West Saxon, but this in itself has no geographical 
significance, for Late West Saxon was the literary language used 
throughout England in the early 11th century. Wherever it was used, 
but especially in non-West Saxon centers, it contained a mixture of 
forms, both early and late, from other dialects, just as our own literary 
dialect is highly eclectic and contains many archaic forms.40 The third 
cause for the mixture of forms in Beowulf accounts for most of the non
West Saxon archaisms: Old English poets from all periods and all 
dialect areas drew many of their synonyms, compounds, formulas, spell
ings, and syntactic constructions from an archaic poetic dialect of ulti
mately Anglian origin. This source contributed enough forms to Old 
English poems to give them all an archaic Anglian flavor, regardless of 
their real dates or dialects. Taken all together, an 11 th-century conver
gence in Beowulf of the standard literary dialect, the archaic poetic 
dialect, and the individual spoken dialect of the poet and his scribes, 
eliminates the need for a long and complicated transmission of the poem. 

The dialects of Old English are conventionally delineated as North
umbrian and Mercian (or the Anglian dialects), and West Saxon and 
Kentish. Linguists and the standard grammars recognize, however, that 
the spoken dialects of Old English were eclectic, or to put it differently, 
that there were far more than four spoken dialects in Old English times. 

38. Randolph Quirk and C. L. Wrenn, eds., An Old English Grammar, pp. 4-7. 
39. See, for example, G. L. Brook, English Dialects, p. 40. 
40. The main difference is that in the Old English standard literary dialect the 

mixture of forms was not yet crystallized, and varied from center to center. 
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For this reason Alistair Campbell, for example, explains in the intro
duction to his Old English Grammar that "it is not possible to draw a 
dialect map of England in the Old English period" (p. 10). All of the 
preserved records, particularly the late ones, point to linguistic diffusion 
rather than dialectal purity. David DeCamp has illustrated the inade
quacy of seeing the traditional dialects "as mere extensions of the dia
lects of the continental Germanic tribes before their migration to 
Britain." He stresses instead postmigration developments, on the 
assumption that "linguistic features can move from one area to another 
without mass migration of the speakers, through imitation of the speech 
of one area by speakers from another.,,41 And in discussing the four 
conventional Old English dialects, G. L. Brook gives the pertinent 
warning that "there were very few linguistic features of Old English 
that were to be found exclusively in anyone dialect, since dialectal forms 
were freely borrowed from one dialect into another" (English Dialects, 
p. 42). Accordingly, Northumbrian, Mere-ian, West Saxon, and Kentish 
are somewhat misleading terms, and as such have been used, mislead
ingly, to plot the supposed dialectal course of Beowulf's transmission. 

Unfortunately, we have no trustworthy records of Old English spo
ken dialects, since all of our records are written. The general unrelia
bility of late Old English written records as a reflection of late speech 
is well illustrated by the retention of traditional spellings long after the 
weakening of unstressed inflections.42 Still, perhaps it needs to be 
emphasized that it is a literary language, not a spoken one, that we must 
assess in Beowulf As R. M. Wilson has observed, "much of the diffi
culty [of dating and assigning dialects 1 appears to be due to the unwill
ingness of scholars to admit how little we do know of the different Old 
English dialects. They tend to ignore the possibility that some of the 
variations which hitherto have been treated as phonetic and dialectal 
may in fact be merely scribal, and they tend to ignore too the inevitable 
influence of one dialect upon another resulting in mixed dialects."43 
These tendencies are no doubt encouraged by traditional grammars, 

41. "The Genesis of the Old English Dialects: A New Hypothesis," pp. 355-356. 
42. For a pertinent warning against equating orthography and phonology, see C. 

L. Wrenn, "The Value of Spelling as Evidence," p. 17. 
43. "The Provenance of the Vespasian Psalter Gloss: The Linguistic Evidence," 

p.294. 
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which quite naturally emphasize phonology and morphology, and 
dialectal distinctions in phonology and morphology, rather than the con
fluence of dialectal features, or simple orthographical variation, in the 
written records. The standard grammars do recognize, of course, the 
fact of mixed dialects and of literary dialects. Campbell says of the iate 
literary dialect of the late 10th and early 11th centuries: "Even when 
West-Saxon had become a well-established literary dialect, and was 
used as something of a standard written language, many manuscripts 
display a considerable non-West-Saxon element in their orthography 
and inflexions" (Old English Grammar, p. 9). But it is not the aim of 
traditional grammars to describe mixed and artificial dialects, and lit
erary dialects cannot be studied in them. 

In fact, a comprehensive investigation of the late Old English literary 
dialect, with all of its local and scribal permutations, has yet to be writ
ten, but R. Vleeskruyer's pioneer work on the Mercian, or early Old 
English, literary dialect suggests some of the difficulties awaiting the 
investigator. He says that, "like any other 'standard' written language, 
it contained, no doubt, a variety of imported elements. The influence of 
Latin syntax and vocabulary is always in evidence in its records; but 
quite possibly Northumbrian and other English dialectal influence 
served further to modify it and to increase its stock of words and con
structions. Even phonology and inflections may have been incidentally 
affected by such borrowing.,,44 The old theories of transmission will only 
be an impediment to the study of the natural mixture of forms in lit
erary dialects, early and late, for the study will have to be founded on 
the mixture of forms in individual MSS. Vleeskruyer emphasizes that a 
mixture of forms played a necessary part in fashioning a flexible written 
language: "The West-Saxonisms in the early Martyrology manuscripts 
and the Mercianisms in Alfred's West Saxon are, after all, essentially 
the early symptoms of a process of extensive linguistic 'acculturation' 
that continued into the early Middle English period" (p. 62). And it is 
nearly impossible to distinguish regional characteristics in late texts, 
since Late Old English "and Transitional sound-changes that affected 
this West Mercian dialect were shared by the South-West; inversely, 

44. "The Mercian Literary Dialect," The Life of St. Chad: An Old English Hom
ily, pp. 39-62. Vleeskruyer ascribes the three prose texts preceding Beowulf in the 
Nowell Codex to the Mercian literary dialect (p. 55). 
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the L WS. religious vocabulary had incorporated many West Mercian 
terms" (ibid.). This linguistic acculturation was well advanced in the 
early 11 th century and is part of the gradual transition from Old to 
Middle English. 

Scholars do not doubt that the foundation of the Late Old English 
literary dialect was Late West Saxon, no matter where it was written. 
As Kenneth Sisam says, "The early 11 th century was the period in 
which West Saxon was recognized all over England as the official and 
literary language. The York surveys of about 1030 supply a good 
instance in local documents from the North. The prayers to St. Dunstan 
and St. iElfheah in MS. Arundel 155 give an equally striking example 
from Kent, for though they were certainly copied at Christ Church, 
Canterbury, into an official service-book, and were presumably com
posed and Englished at Canterbury, yet they are normal West Saxon. 
Dialect does break through, the more frequently as the eleventh century 
advances; but good West Saxon may be written anywhere in its first 
half" (Studies, p. 153). The intrusion of non-West Saxon isms can be 
illustrated by the language of the Worcester scriptorium in the late 10th 
and early 11th centuries. In discussing the MSS of Wulfstan's homilies 
"written at Worcester by the scribe Wulfgeat," Dorothy Bethurum says 
that "the forms of these five [MSS 1 confirm the opinion of most scholars 
that Wulfstan wrote conventional late West Saxon. There are a few 
dialectal features, but it is hard to determine whether they represent 
Wulfstan's own speech or the language of the Worcester scriptorium." 
Bethurum goes on to remark that "the scriptorium at Worcester, as 
Keller remarked, developed a literary patois containing a few Mercian, 
Anglian, or Kentish features which it imposed on all its texts."45 If the 
11th-century language of the Worcester scriptorium in Mercian terri
tory was basic West Saxon with an admixture of Mercian, Anglian, and 
Kentish features, a comparable mixture of forms in Beowulf cannot be 

45. The Homilies of Wulfstan, p. 50 (and n. 2, for corroborating views). See also 
Robert J. Menner, "Anglian and Saxon Elements in Wulfstan's Vocabulary." Else
where, Menner points out that iElfric, "whose works were once assumed to represent 
Late West Saxon in its purest form, borrowed copiously ... from the Anglian vocab
ulary." "The Vocabulary of the Old English Poems on Judgment Day," p. 584. For 
the rise of Late West Saxon as the foundation of the standard literary dialect see Hel
mut Gneuss, "The Origin of Standard Old English and iEthelwold's School at 
Winchester." 
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rightly used to prove that the poem was transmitted through several 
dialect areas over several centuries. 

So far, it is possible to argue that three, slightly different, mixed, 
spoken dialects of the poet and his scribes came together with the mixed 
literary dialect in the early 11 th century when Beowulf was composed. 
At this point the possibilities of their interrelationships seem infinite, 
but let us suppose, for example, that the poet came from a border area 
between English and Danish Mercia, his first scribe from Wessex, and 
his second scribe from Kent. The literary language of the monastic com
munity in Mercia to which all three belonged was, as is to be expected, 
standard Late West Saxon. The poet's literary borrowing would have 
been mainly from the Mercian sources in his monastic library, at least 
some of which (like the three prose texts that precede Beowulf in the 
Nowell Codex) would have been in the early Mercian literary dialect. 
Poetic texts in the library, like the poems by the earlier Mercian poet 
Cynewulf, would have helped school the poet in the traditional poetic 
dialect. Certainly this hypothetical situation would not be impossible, 
or even unlikely, in early 11th-century Mercia, and it would explain 
not only the mixture of Danish folklore and English verse technique, 
but the mixture of forms, early and late, Anglian, Kentish, and standard 
Late West Saxon. The crucial problem is to explain the archaisms, for 
only early forms, surely not a mixture, suggest a long transmission. It 
should be remembered that the standard literary dialect was itself man
ifestly archaic in its inflections, and it was in phonology, as well, as its 
continued use of digraphs after monophthongization shows. Wrenn 
points out in his classic essay '''Standard' Old English" that "the blend
ing of older and younger forms ... is not-as I have shown-entirely 
absent from the accepted 'Standard' O. E. of our orthodox grammari
ans: it is, to some extent, a factor in the natural writing of any scribe 
before the time of printing" (p. 87). The preponderance of archaic forms 
in Beowulf, however, is caused by the use of an archaic poetic dialect 
that all poets, early and late, employed to some extent. 

Beowulf, like most Old English poems, draws heavily upon a purely 
artificial language, usually referred to as the "poetic dialect," for many 
of its words and formulas. It is remarkable that most of the dialectal 
forms in Beowulf are poetic words, found exclusively in poetry, or only 
very rarely, and then very exceptionally, in prose. Klaeber's glossary 
conveniently employs a dagger to designate poetic words, a double dag-
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ger to identify hapax legomena, and various other symbols for other 
rare or unusual words. It is now generally admitted that non-West 
Saxon forms like heaoo-, alwalda, beado- and mece, for example, cannot 
be used for dialect tests (though some editors still use them) since they 
were all incorporated into a common, cross-dialectal, poetic word-hoard 
that could be used as well in Wessex as in Anglia, and as well in the 
11 th century as in the 7th or 8th. There are many other traditional 
words in this word-hoard that are misleadingly used in dialect tests of 
Beowulf's transmission. A poetic dialect for all Old English poetry was 
recognized from the earliest days of Anglo-Saxon studies,46 but the con
cept has never been applied with any rigor in attempts to establish the 
original dialects for most Old English poems, and certainly not for Beo
wulf Although no editor has yet denied the use of archaic poetic words, 
formulas, and syntactic constructions in Beowulf that are common to all 
the poetry, no editor has yet admitted that the use of what amounts to 
an archaic poetic dialect radically weakens, if it does not eliminate, the 
need for a complicated, and an ancient, transmission of the poem. 

The concept of an Old English poetic dialect has recently come under 
fire from Hans Schabram, as part of the conclusions reached in an 
impressive study of word geography based on prose documents.47 Scha
bram's attack needs to be discussed at this point in order to reaffirm the 
validity of a common, archaic, poetic dialect for all eras and areas of 
Anglo-Saxon England. Schabram learned from studying word groups 
used to render the idea of superbia, "pride," that Anglian prose invar
iably used the word group oferhygd-, while West Saxon (and Kentish) 
prose used the word groups ofermod-, modig-, and prut-. But he applied 
his discovery rather recklessly to poetic texts in a separate section enti
tled "Das Superbia Wortgut in der Poesie" (pp. 123-129). The dangers 
of this procedure had already been well summarized by Robert J. Men
ner: "The best studies of the differences between the Anglian and Saxon 
vocabularies have been deliberately based on prose texts and have 

46. Wrenn notes that George Hickes "discusses 'Dano-Saxon' ... and the 'Dialec
tus poetica' quite naturally." "'Standard' Old English," pp. 66-67. A clear expression 
of the concept of a poetic dialect is in some editions of Otto Jespersen, Growth and 
Structure of the English Language, for example, the ninth, pp. 50- 51. More recent 
views are cited below. 

47. Superbia: Studien zum altenglischen Wortschatz, vol. 1, Die dialektale und 
zeitliche Verbreitung des Wortguts. 
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adduced the poetic vocabulary only in confirmation of the results 
obtained from an examination of the prose .... As a consequence, with 
the materials readily available one can test the vocabulary of poetry for 
dialect only by the words it shares with prose, and the Old English 
poets' avoidance of prosaic words and cultivation of a distinct poetic 
vocabulary make this inconvenient."48 Menner goes on to discuss the 
"archaic and traditional character of Old English poetic diction," stress
ing the fact that the avoidance of prosaic expressions and the search for 
unusual words and compounds enhanced cross-dialectal borrowing. 
The circumstances make word geography an extremely uncertain cri
terion when applied to poetry. Menner adds the relevant point that "the 
Saxon poet, steeped in the poetic tradition, must sometimes have bor
rowed words from Anglian poetry that were not poeticisms at all, words 
that were used in Anglian prose but not in West Saxon prose" ("Vocab
ulary," p. 585 ). Yet, according to Schabram, the appearance of ofer
hygd- in a West Saxon poem would be certain evidence of its Anglian 
origin, or of its contamination by an Anglian scribe, or some sort of 
aberration. 

Without question, the evidence from the four word groups is far more 
complicated in the poetry than it is in the prose. Schabram oversimpli
fies the evidence when he says that only oferhygd- and ofermod- playa 
role in the poetry. It is not surprising, of course, that prut- is totally 
absent in Old English poems, regardless of their date and dialect. It was 
a loanword of the latter part of the 10th century, and Anglo-Saxon poets 
were always, as Schabram admits, anything but "fremdwortfreundlich" 
(p. 123). So the word prut- helps highlight the sharp distinction 
between the vocabulary of prose and poetry. The case is different with 
the native word group modig-. Modig (and its derivatives) appears with 
great frequency in the poetry, yet with a different meaning than it has 
in the prose. In poetry it generally means "high-spirited, courageous, 
brave" -that is, "proud" in the honorific sense. In prose it means 
"proud" in the deadly sense of the sin, superbia. Schabram demon
strates the distinction by citing examples from prose where Lucifer and 
the fallen angels are modig, and from verse, where God and the chosen 
are given the epithet (pp. 123-124, n. 2). But the evidence is not as 
unequivocal as Schabram suggests. In Judith, for instance, the poem 

48. "The Vocabulary of the Old English Poems on Judgment Day," pp. 583-584. 
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that follows Beowulf in the Nowell Codex, modig is used in the prosaic 
sense to describe Holofernes (lines 26 and 52), while it is used in the 
poetic sense to describe Judith (line 334).49 This case would seem to be 
a good example of an Anglian poet borrowing a word meaning that was 
used in West Saxon prose, but not in Anglian prose. One thing the 
distinct meanings for modig- show is that the old Anglian poetic mean
ing was part of an enduring "poetic dialect" that was intelligibly used 
by Late West Saxon poets (as Maldon testifies), even though the newer 
meaning was being used exclusively in West Saxon prose at the same 
time. 

Schabram's reasons for doubting the validity of a common poetic 
dialect of ultimately Anglian origin do not stand up under scrutiny. 
Using only the two word groups oferhygd- and ofermod- in his inves
tigation of the poetic texts, Schab ram showed that Anglian poems invar
iably used oferhygd-, while Southern poems seemed to use ofermod-. He 
concluded that "dieses Resultat steht eindeutig im Widerspruch zu der 
gerade in neuerer Zeit oft geausserten Vermutung, dass die ae. Dichter
sprache hinsichtlich ihres Wortschatzes im grossen und ganzen ein 
supradialektales Gebilde auf anglishcher Basis sei, eine Art poetischer 
Kunstsprache, die ihre ursprungliche lokale Eigenart im Laufe der Zeit 
weitgehend abgelegt habe" (p. 129). The nature of Schab ram's evidence 
for the use of ofermod- in West Saxon poetry cannot support this vast 
conclusion, which totally ignores the scores of words (including 
modig-) , compounds, formulas, and archaic forms and constructions, 
that are common to Old English poetry in general, from the earliest 
Anglian to the latest West Saxon poetry. Schabram's evidence that West 
Saxon poets invariably used ofermod- instead of oferhygd- is based on 
only three poetic texts: The Meters of Boethius, Genesis B, and The 
Battle of Maldon. The evidence is weak. 

The Meters of Boethius and Genesis B cannot be used as represen
tative West Saxon poems. Words from the ofermod- group appear in 
the Meters seven times, but these verses are a fairly faithful translation 
of an earlier prose translation of the Latin source. 50 Furthermore, the 
versifier, who may have been King Alfred, was in any case an amateur 

49. B. J. Timmer, ed., Judith. 
50. See G. P. Krapp, ed., The Paris Psalter and the Meters of Boethius, pp. xlv

xlviii. 
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poet, whose uneven use of the older "poetic dialect" was permeated, as 
Sisam has shown, by "a strong blend of contemporary West Saxon prose 
which is alien to the earlier poetry" (Studies, p. 297). Words from the 
prosaic ofermod- family in the Meters can be safely regarded as part of 
this blend. Genesis B, on the other hand, is not a good example of West 
Saxon poetry, because it is a faithful translation of an Old Saxon 
poem. 51 Like the Meters, it too uses words from the ofermod- group 
seven times, but it also uses oferhygd once. Schabram accounts for the 
appearance of oferhygd in this "West Saxon" poem by describing the 
word as a direct translation from Old Saxon: "Bedenkt man namlich, 
dass der Heliand im superbia-Bereich als Adjektive zwar ovarmod und 
of5armodig, als Substantiv dagegen ot5arhugd verwendet, so ist der 
Schluss berechtigt, dass die Vorlage der Genesis B in Vers 328 ot5ar
hugd bot" (p. 128). Notably, Schabram's explanation also accounts for 
the occurrence of ofermod- words in Genesis B. Surely a verse transla
tion of an Anglo-Saxon prose text by an amateur poet, or a faithful 
translation of an old Saxon poem, cannot be fairly used to typify West 
Saxon poetic usage. 

With this evidence gone, Schabram's case against a common poetic 
dialect of ultimately Anglian origin rests on an isolated occurrence of 
ofermode in The Battle of Maldon. The context explains its usage here: 

-Da se eorl ongan 
alyfan landes to fela 

for his ofermode 
lapere oeode. 52 

The West Saxon poet used the strongest word in his vocabulary for the 
pride that led Byrhtnoo to his defeat and death at Maldon. In this case 
the use of a prosaic West Saxon word is fully justified, and does not in 
the least undermine the wealth of evidence attesting a "poetic dialect" 
(used pervasively in Maldon) as part of a verse tradition that began 
early in the Anglian parts of England. 

The best accounts of the archaic poetic dialect are encountered in 
studies of the poetry itself, but the concept is not alien even to the tra-

51. As Krapp says, "The Anglo-Saxon translation follows the Old Saxon so closely 
that all thought of accidental similarity or mere imitation is excluded." The Junius 
Manuscript, pp. xxv-xxvi. 

52. E. V. K. Dobbie, ed., The Anglo-Saxon Minor Poems, lines 89-90. 
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ditional grammars. 53 Campbell's Old English Grammar provides an 
especially good summary: 

A lack of dialectal uniformity also characterizes the bulk of the extant 
Old English verse. This verse is mostly preserved in copies dating from 
c. 1000, and while these are predominantly late West-Saxon they are 
extremely rich in dialectal forms of various kinds. Although most of these 
non-West-Saxon forms can be classified as phonologically or morpholog
ically proper to one dialect or another, it is seldom possible to declare 
with confidence that a given poem was originally in a particular dialect, 
or even that it was non-West-Saxon. For example, the two poems on the 
victories of iEthelstan and Eadmund in 937 and 942 can hardly be 
regarded as non-West-Saxon in origin, but all the extant copies are rich 
in non-West-Saxon forms. There seems to have been, in fact, a "general 
OE poetic dialect," mixed in vocabulary, phonology, and inflexion, and 
an originally dialectally pure poem, which achieved general popularity, 
would in transmission become approximated to this poetic dialect, while 
new poems would be written down from the beginning with considerable 
indifference to dialectal consistency. (pp. 9-10) 

Theoretically, then, a poet using an archaic poetic dialect could have 
created Beowulf during the reign of Cnut the GreaL 54 

The theory is well illustrated in Wrenn's comments on The Battle 
of Brunanburh. The superior achievement of the Beowulf poet in the 
use of the common traditions should be viewed aesthetically, not chron
ologically. Wrenn says of The Battle of Brunanburh, a Chronicle poem 
that commemorates an English victory over Scandinavian raiders in 
937: "The poem abounds in phrases and formulaic expressions from the 

53. Especially Sisam in "Dialect Origins of the Earlier Old English Verse" and 
"The Authorship of the Verse Translation of Boethius's Metra," Studies, pp. 119-
139 and 293-297. Cf. the introduction to Wrenn's edition as well as A Study oj Old 
English Literature, pp. 35-37, 48 ff., 185-187; and especially Robert Menner's "The 
Vocabulary of the Old English Poems on Judgment Day," pp. 583-585. 

54. The aims of standard grammars, to describe the phonology and morphology of 
spoken Old English, preclude any systematic description of the poetic dialect, or for 
that matter, of the standard Late West Saxon literary dialect, the vagaries of which 
are primarily orthographical. Since purely orthographical variations are ignored in 
the standard grammars, the grammars are of rather limited use for explaining the 
mixture of forms in Beowulf 
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traditional earlier heroic poetry, in the use of the stylistic device of par
allel variation, and in forms which were by the tenth century archaic or 
dialectal, but which were felt to be proper to a deliberate revival of the 
ancient ways of heroic verse, where such forms were probably part of 
a traditional poetic vocabulary. Of the 146 half-lines in The Battle of 
Brunanburh one-seventh had already occurred in earlier verse."55 As 
Wrenn says, "For the literary historian ... it is important as a reminder 
that the ancient ways of verse were effectively revived and cultivated at 
so late a period. But in fact this kind of courtly verse continued to be 
produced parallel with the free popular verse right up to the Norman 
Conquest, as the relative correctness of the Chronicle poem on the 
Death of Edward the Confessor clearly demonstrates" (Study, p. 183). 
Since the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles were presumably well known in 
monastic centers throughout England, 11 th-century poets must have 
known Brunanburh, and other poems like it, and if they were better 
poets they would have produced better poems. Beowulf cannot be dated 
before Brunanburh solely on the assumption that early heroic poems 
were better heroic poems. Great poets have lived in unlikely times. 

The mixture of forms in Beowulf should no longer preclude the pos
sibility at least of dating the poem late. Klaeber had answered his own 
question, "How can this mixture of forms, early and late, West Saxon, 
Northumbrian, Mercian, Kentish, Saxon patois be accounted for?" 
with the old, unquestioned assumption of a very early date and of a 
long, complicated transmission. But, as we have seen, the question can 
be answered otherwise. The common literary language of the early 11th 
century known as Late West Saxon, or better as Late Old English, was 
itself a mixture of forms, early and late, with numerous cross~dialectal 
features, determined in large measure only by the idiosyncracies of its 
user and his scribes. And the acknowledged use of an archaic poetic 
dialect of ultimately Anglian origin, in tandem with the common liter
ary language of the early 11 th century, is all that is necessary to answer 
Klaeber's question in a simpler and more credible way. 

Klaeber himself makes, in passing, all of the concessions that are 
needed to vitiate his own theory of transmission: he admits that there 
was "an artificial, conventional standard, a sort of compromise dialect 
[that] had come into use as the acknowledged medium for the compo-

55. Study pp. 182-183. 
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sition of Anglo-Saxon poetry," though he accepts it "only in regard to 
the continued employment of ancient forms (archaisms) and of certain 
Anglian elements firmly embedded in the vocabulary of early Anglian 
poetry" (p. lxxxviii). This concession alone, which constitutes a good 
definition of the poetic dialect, would account for most of the mixture 
of forms in Beowulf But Klaeber also concedes that there was "occa
sional fluctuation between traditional and phonetic spelling"; a "pro
nounced Anglo-Saxon delight in variation" (orthographical variation is 
cited); "the mingling of dialects in monastic communities" (p. lxxxix, 
n. 2); that there are archaisms in the poem, forms like mece, beadu-, 
and heapu-, which, despite their dialectal origins, were "uniformly 
adhered to even in Southern texts" (p. lxxxviii); and that the individual 
scribes were undoubtedly responsible for many characteristic forms (pp. 
lxxxix-xci). A complicated transmission is simply not needed for an 
early 11 th-century poem, written in an eclectic, standard literary dia
lect, that itself admits archaisms and orthographical variations, and was 
thoroughly permeated by an archaic, poetic dialect that was also eclectic. 

There is sufficient reason for placing the poet's homeland, as sug
gested earlier, somewhere in Mercian territory. The language of Beo
wulf is literary Late West Saxon mainly, but the frequent intrusions of 
Mercianisms and the self-assured and skillful use of the Anglian poetic 
dialect argue strongly in favor of a Mercian provenance. If the poem is 
to be dated late, the persistent Mercianisms, and what appears to be a 
vestigial influence of the Old Mercian literary dialect (as defined by 
Vleeskruyer), stem from the poet and his reading. If he was an 11 th
century Mercian, the literary tradition of his region and, indeed, the 
contents of his monastic library were to a large extent in the Mercian 
literary dialect, even though it had been superseded by the Late West 
Saxon literary dialect. The older MSS were not discarded, it is safe to 
say. Vleeskruyer reasonably guesses that the Mercian literary dialect 
most likely grew "from the local speech of Tamworth and Lichfield, the 
administrative and ecclesiastical centres of the Mercian kingdom, which 
were within ten miles of each other" (p. 62). If the Beowulf poet came 
from this general area, too, in the heart of Mercian territory, there 
would be good reason for the conservative retention of some of the 
salient characteristics of the old literary dialect. Moreover, since both 
towns fall on or near the Danelaw boundary of Watling Street, Danish 
traditions would have had well over a century to ripen in English minds. 
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Surely many Danish stories were part of Anglo-Saxon folklore by the 
time of Cnut, and it is precisely in such areas as these that English 
receptiveness to Cnut's reign would have been quickest to develop. It is 
significant that when Swein made his great march south in the conquest 
of 1013, "it was not until he had crossed Watling Street into English 
Mercia that he allowed his men to harry the countryside" (Stenton, 
Anglo-Saxon England, p. 385). In all likelihood the Danish materials 
in Beowulf had matured in Danish Mercia and in the border areas 
between English and Danish Mercia long before Swein or Cnut 
arrived. 56 

The Mixture of Forms in Beowulf 

Still the most compelling argument against the historical eviden~e for 
an 11 th-century provenance of Beowulf appears implicitly in Klaeber's 
seemingly endless lists of "Non-West Saxon Elements" (pp. lxxiv
lxxxi). This mixture of forms must now be accounted for explicitly, in 
order to show, using the actual evidence, that Beowulf could have been 
produced in the early 11 th century. The following explanations for non
standard forms are not meant to be dogmatic or exclusive, but they are 
meant to be acceptable. A close examination of the amorphous mass of 
linguistic data assembled by Klaeber shows that the forms are actually 
indigenous to the Late West Saxon literary dialect or to the archaic 
poetic word-hoard, and that the residue should be seen as sporadic Mer
cian intrusions to be expected in a poem of Mercian origin. In other 
words, a literate, 11 th-century Mercian poet alone could have brought 
about the particular mixture of forms in Beowulf. Klaeber's formidable 
lists under non-West Saxon "Vowels of Accented Syllables" are con
fusing to work with, because he makes no attempt to distinguish exclu
sively between dialects. There are many problems that his method tends 
to obscure. Many of the forms are palpably orthographical, not pho
nological, and these forms need especially to be carefully distinguished. 
Others, such as personal names and emendations, cannot be used for 
dialect tests. Still others, as Klaeber freely admits, are Late West Saxon 

56. See C. E. Wright, The Cultivation of Saga in Anglo-Saxon England, esp. 
p. 136. 
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features. But the most befuddling aspect of the method is that it becomes 
nearly impossible to keep track of the various "dialect colorings" in the 
poem: one wants to know how much of a general Anglian coloring there 
is, how much of a Northumbrian, Mercian, Early West Saxon, and 
Kentish, and how much is early and how much is late. For this reason 
it will be well to found an analysis of the linguistic forms on P. G. 
Thomas's "Notes on the Language of Beowufh" which Klaeber justly 
calls a "convenient summary of dialectal forms" (p. clxv). However, any 
significant additions by Klaeber to Thomas's data will also be discussed 
in passing. 

Thomas organizes his linguistic material under the West Saxon ele
ment and the non-West Saxon element, and breaks down the latter 
under Anglian, Mercian, and Kentish subsections. He lists some het
erogeneous non-West Saxon elements first, without attempting to label 
them under any particular non-West Saxon dialect. The personal 
names from the so-called Northumbrian lists prove nothing about the 
linguistic origin of the poem. It is interesting, perhaps, to know from 
the 9th-century Liber Vitce ecclesice Dunelmensis that among the donors 
to the Durham church of St. Cuthbert were men named Biu[ u julf, 
Wiglaf, H yglac, Ingild, Heardred, Hama, Offa, and Herebald, though 
where the donors all came from in England is anyone's guess. 57 Equally 
inconclusive are the names in the 9th-century "Northumbrian" Geneal
ogies, which are in fact lists of bishops from throughout the country, 
and royal genealogies for Mercia and Kent, as well as Northumbria. In 
any event, scholars now know that the text is Mercian, and Sisam has 
argued for a Lichfield provenance. 58 Thomas cites only the names Finn, 

57. As A. Campbell says, "In using names for linguistic purposes it should always 
be remembered that in them archaic and dialectal forms tend to be crystallized, so that 
they do not reflect the dialect of the writers of the texts in which they are preserved." 
Old English Grammar, p. 5. The lists of names do show, however, the irrelevance of 
the forms of the personal names in Beowulf as a criterion of date. Chambers made 
much of the fact that the names in Beowulf are "in the correct English forms which 
we should expect, according to English sound· laws, if the names had been brought 
over in the sixth century, and handed down traditionally." Beowulf, p. 323. The 
argument does not affect the 11 th-century origin of the poem, for the names were 
transmitted by people, from generation to generation, not necessarily by poems. 

58. Sisam argues that "the bishops of Lichfield alone have been brought up to date, 
once between 828 and 836, and again at the end of the twelfth century." Studies, pp. 
5-6. Vleeskruyer adds that the handwriting is Mercian. (Life of St. Chad, p. 51). 
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Hroomund, and Iurmenric (Eormenric) from the Genealogies; he might 
have added W<ermund (Garmund) Hunfrio (Hunfero),59 Ecglaf, 
Heardred, Hengest, and Offa Rex.60 But, despite the Lichfield connec
tion, there is no reason whatever to reach any conclusions regarding 
dialect origins on the basis of personal names. 

The few cases Thomas cites of non-West Saxon grammatical forms 
are either weak evidence or no evidence at all. Thomas himself notes 
that examples of genitive singular in -as, instead of -es, occur in Late 
West Saxon; surely they are to be counted among the many leveled 
forms in the poem. The verbal forms haJu, haJo, Jul-l(£stu, haJast, and 
hafao, are poetic archaisms (Klaeber, p. lxxxvii), though an Anglian 
poet might be most likely to use them. Yet hafao and nafao occur occa
sionally in fElfric, too. The forms eaweo and ge-eawed are, Thomas 
says, "probably" non-West Saxon, while Klaeber says they are "prac
tically" non-West Saxon (p. lxxiii). Campbell points out that "a mark 
of Class III [verbs 1 is the appearance side by side of forms with and 
without ... i-umlaut of the root vowel," and he gives iewan/eawan as 
an example (Old English Grammar, pp. 339-340). With one exception 
this is the extent of Thomas's evidence of non - West Saxon grammatical 
forms, and not a single example was unquestionably non-West Saxon. 
Thomas is more certain of the exception, and says, "In the imperative 
'w<es' (407) we have a Northumbrian form"; but Klaeber is more accu
rate when he says that (£ for West Saxon e is "not infrequent in several 
Angl. texts, but sporadically found also elsewhere" (p. lxxiv). Frequent 
confusion between the graphs (£ and e is characteristic of Late Old 
English spelling-it is salient, for instance, in the works of fElfric
and is part of the transition from Old to Middle English spelling.61 

59. M. F. Vaughan, "A Reconsideration of 'Unferil,'" shows with good onomastic, 
paleographical, and phonological reasons that Hunferil (as the name always appears 
in the MS) should be given back his real name. 

60. Henry Sweet, ed., The Oldest English Texts, p. 168, lines 11, 21, and 29 
(twice), p. 170, line 93, and p. 171, lines 110,114,120, and 123. 

61. Late Old English spelling, and scribal spelling habits, are fully presented in 
Willy Schlemilch, Beitrage zur Sprache und Orthographie spataltengl. Sprachdenk
maier der Obergangszeit (1000-1150). Klaeber (in Beowulf) cites Schlemilch for the 
interchange of (f' and eon p. lxxvii, and elsewhere (for example, p. lxxv) admits its 
purely orthographical nature. DeCamp notes that fffor e"became a shibboleth ofthe 
standard West Saxon dialect, and so was more widely imitated than were other West 
Saxon features." "Genesis," p. 366. 
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Thomas lists the remainder of his general "Non-W.S. Element" 
under the following phonological headings: narrowing of mto e; absence 
of breaking; non-West Saxon breaking; absence of palatalization; non
West Saxon u- or a-umlaut. The bulk of the examples may well be 
orthographical, not phonological. Thus, narrowing of ee to e may again 
be Late Old English confusion between the two letters, at a time when 
they had become almost equivalent graphs. This is also characteristic of 
the Mercian literary dialect, and the phenomenon is perhaps ultimately 
to be ascribed to the mingling of dialects. Linguistic diffusion (not pho
nology) is certainly the explanation for the spelling mece in West Saxon 
texts, for as Klaeber says, "This, the invariable form in OE., had 
become stereotyped through its use in Anglian poetry" (p. lxxvii, n. 4). 
That the second scribe was aware of the spelling variation between ee 
and e is indicated by his use of a hooklike mark beneath the e's of bel 
(2126, beel elsewhere), reeed (1981, first e), and feeomie (2652), and 
beneath the tR of stReee (1989). Klaeber describes the interchange of 
seeee (600) and seeeee as characteristic of Saxon patois (p. lxxv) , an old 
theoretical subdia1ect that is now recognized as Mercian.62 G. I. Need
ham says of tR/e variation in his edition of IElfric: Lives of Three 
English Saints, "These spellings are probably better regarded as due to 
the late date of the MSS [mostly 11 th-century], than as dialectal features" 
(p. 7). The same caveat applies to the 11 th-century MS of Beowulf. In 
any case, purely orthographical variations between ee and e are 
undoubted features of the Mercian literary dialect and of standard Late 
Old English. 

The four other phonological headings are equally misleading. 
Thomas can cite only one example under "absence of breaking," where 
he describes the disputed word hard-fyrde (that is, -fyrdne, 2245), as an 
example of unbroken a before r + consonant. Zupitza's transcript of 
the MS reads hard-wyrlJne. The MS is badly damaged on this folio, and 
the letters in question are so faded that f may indeed be w, and d may 
be 0, as Zupitza says. If Zupitza is right, hard- must be emended to 
hord-, as all current editors have done. Consequently, Klaeber's only 
example of absence of breaking does not even exist in the MS and 

62. Vleeskruyer refers to Saxon patois as "an unhappy relic of the older confusion 
between Kentish and Mercian." Life of St. Chad, p. 54. See J. J. Campbell, "The 
Harley Glossary and 'Saxon Patois.'" 
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depends on a tortuous, and totally unneeded, emendation: "Original 
unbroken a before r + consonant is possibly hidden behind the MS. 

spelling brand in 1020, i. e. * barn [sic ]"63 Thomas and Klaeber's lonely 
example of non-West Saxon breaking of e before I + consonant occurs 
in seolja (3067), which may be considered a distinctly Anglian form; yet 
Vleeskruyer notes that "Crawford (p. 10) regards seolj as late West 
Saxon, which is true in so far as it occurs in Westernized late MSS" 

(p. 111, n. 4). Similarly, Thomas and Klaeber can cite only one word, 
(-)ga!st, as an example of non-West Saxon absence of palatalization, 
and this example is surely a ghost: in each case the meanings "spirit, 
sprite, demon" (that is, gast, gcest) fit the context as well as, if not better 
than, "stranger, visitor" (gist).64 Klaeber admits the ambiguity in his 
glossary (p. 338), and the confusion is nicely illustrated when one con
trasts Thomas's examples (lines 102, 1331, 1800, 1995,2073, 2312, 
2670, 2699) with Klaeber's (1800, 1893, 2312, 2670, 2699). There is 
more evidence of u- or a-mutation of e to eo and i to io (eo), but it is 
not clear to what extent the evidence is non-West Saxon. Vleeskruyer, 
following Luick, states that these mutations are common to all Old 
English dialects when the vowel is followed by r, I, or f (pp. 112 and 
113), and this exception disposes of much of the evidence. The remain
ing mutations of e to eo occur before dentals, which is "mainly non
West Saxon" (Vleeskruyer, p. 113), but probably "mainly" Mercian 
poeticisms (such as eodor, "protector, prince," eoten, "giant," and 
eotenisc, "made by giants"; and the poetic compounds, eoten-weard, 
"watch against a giant," meodo-benc, -heal, -setl, -scene, -wong, and 
meotod-sceaft, "decree of fate"). It would have been natural for an 11 th-

63. The MS reading brand has been ably defended by Sherman M. Kuhn, "The 
Sword of Healfdene"; and by Hertha Marquardt, "Fiirstenund Kriegerkenning im 
Beowulf" The MS reading is given in the editions of Wrenn-Bolton and von 
Schaubert. 

64. The only exception is a conjectural restoration at line 1893. Thorkelin A wrote 
ga's . .. , but the reading was not confirmed by Thorkelin B, which tells us that the 
upper corner had broken off by the time B made his transcript (see Zupitza's FS). A's 
reading here (on the verso, fol. 171) is suspicious, for both A's and B's readings for 
the upper corner on the recto suggest that the corner was already gone when A made 
his transcript (seodo A, seodda B-not seoooan). If the corner was gone when A tran
scribed fa!. 171 v, he may have metathesized sa'g . .. , by mistake, from sa'geatas in 
the upper corner of 170v. In any case, a phonological argument cannot rest on a con
jectural restoration. 
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century Mercian poet using a poetic dialect to contribute such forms to 
the poem. The cases of back mutation of i to io (eo) before dentals (and 
nasals) are not necessarily non - West Saxon, and examples are often 
found in late Old English MSS, as Vleeskruyer points out (p. 113). This 
is the extent of Thomas's broad delineation of non-West Saxon ele
ments. It is obvious that, so far, there is no linguistic basis for assuming 
a complicated transmission of the text. So far, it can still be claimed that 
the poem was written by an 11 th-century Mercian poet in standard 
Late Old English, with poetic and a few distinctively Anglian forms 
mixed in. 

Under the somewhat more specific "Anglian Element" (pp. 205-
206), Thomas lists six dialectal traits found in Beowulf: unbroken a 
before I + consonant; i-mutation of ea as e; i-mutation of ea before r 
+ consonant and before I + consonant; i-mutation of iu; smoothing of 
eu to e before rh and before h; and smoothing of ceo to ce before hand 
before rg. In all, Thomas lists ninety-two forms that according to him 
belong to the Anglian dialects (that is, Northumbrian or Mercian). 
Nearly half (forty-two forms) are examples of unbroken a before I + 
consonant. Frederick Tupper has rightly called this spelling the weakest 
of all weak arguments for Anglian provenance;65 it is certain that this 
feature cannot fairly be used in dialect tests, for it is found in all dialects, 
and is especially frequent in Southern poems. The words in Beowulf 
are mostly poetic. B. J. Timmer has pointed out that the cases in Judith 
(waldend, alwalda, and aldor and its derivatives) "should be seen as 
traditional words, appearing in WSax from the early Anglian poetry.,,66 
The same three words in Beowulf account for thirty-six of the forty-two 
cases cited by Thomas. Schlemilch shows that the variation between 
broken and unbroken forms exists in Late West Saxon texts (p. 27), 

65. "The Philological Legend of Cynewulf," p. 248. For a full discussion of this 
problem, see E. G. Stanley, "Spellings of the Waldend Group." 

66. Timmer assigns the mixture of forms in Judith to the language of the W orces
ter scriptorium Uudith, pp. 4-6). Sisam has complained, with some justice, that 
"Worcester tends to become a limbo for texts that show both Anglian and West Saxon 
forms"; Sisam was right to object that no one has yet "specified the mixture of dialect 
which is supposed to distinguish books produced at Worcester from those produced at 
other places near the old border between Mercia and Wessex." "Canterbury, Lich
field, and the Vespasian Psalter," p. 123, n. 2. Timmer speaks of the language of the 
Worcester scriptorium as if it were the standard literary dialect of England. 
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while Vleeskruyer marks the same variation as a characteristic of the 
Mercian literary dialect, and notes that its use in Early West Saxon 
"would seem to bespeak divergence of spelling practices rather than of 
phonology" (pp. 98-100). Spelling practice is undoubtedly behind the 
sporadic uses of unbroken forms in Wulfstan MSS (for example, wal
dend beside wealdend, as in Beowulf). The rich mixture of broken and 
unbroken forms from the "waldend group" in a late Old English poem 
suggests, as Stanley has shown, an Anglian poet, mixing Anglian pho
nology with hypercorrect West Saxon spelling-but the forms them
selves had become nondialectal. 

The same is generally true of the other "Anglianisms" Thomas iso
lates. He gives twelve examples of i-mutation of ea as e. Two examples 
are emendations and must be dismissed. Of the ten remaining cases, 
there are six word elements involved: eg-, elJ(e)-, -gesene, -hedige, 
leg-, and -nedlan. Vleeskruyer, citing Luick and Napier, states that eg
is "not distinctively Anglian, and may be late West Saxon" (p. 93). The 
next two word elements appear, alternately, in the same word: elJ
gesyne (1110) and ylJ-gesene (1244). The reversal of the mixture of 
forms here is more likely to occur from conscious variation, or laxity in 
the spelling tradition, than from remarkably coincidental scribal slips in 
the course of transmission. An orthographical explanation can also be 
given for leg-, which occurs in leg-draca (3040) along with the normal 
Late West Saxon form, lig-draca (2333); leg- is the usual spelling in 
the poetry, even in Late West Saxon poems (see Maldon, line 276). The 
two remaining cases are in poetic compounds (jJrea-nedlan, "sore dis
tress," and nilJ-hedige, "hostile," a hapax word), and may be reasona
bly ascribed to the Mercian poet. 

An occasional interchange between e and y also occurs in some words 
that Thomas assigns to Anglian i-umlaut of ea before r + consonant, 
though he acknowledges that a "similar phenomenon" is found in com
mon Late Old English. The cases of mutation before l + consonant in 
eldo and eldum, as well as in wcelm, all appear in the second part of 
the MS, after line 1939; these are possibly Kentish features, but the 
interchange of e (ce) and y (i) in these cases is characteristic of texts 
written in the Mercian literary dialect, and may be equally attributed 
to the Mercian poet (Vleeskruyer, pp. 72-73). The one certain case that 
Thomas cites of i-mutation of iu (eorres, 1447), and the few additional 
cases cited by Klaeber (p. lxxix) constitute another feature of the Mer-
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cian literary dialect, but as Vleeskruyer mentions, "This eo is sometimes 
found in late copies of West Saxon texts" (p. 112). The thirteen uncer
tain cases are common Late Old English, as Thomas remarks. The few 
supposed cases of Anglian smoothing perhaps show the poet's dialect 
creeping in, butferh (305, 2706, instead of the usualfeorh) may simply 
be by analogy to the invariable poetic word ferho, or a late phonetic 
spelling reflecting general monophthongization of a diphthong; simi
larly, gemhtlan (369) and gemhted (1885), where m appears instead of 
ea, may only reflect Late Old English orthography after monophthong
ization. Thus, the "Anglian" forms surveyed by Thomas do not under
mine the thesis that Beowulf is a late poem by a Mercian poet, who 
wrote in the standard Late West Saxon literary dialect. The Anglian
isms, in the few cases where they seem dearly distinct from common 
Late Old English, can all be assigned to the Mercian subdialect. There 
is no reason to assume that a Northumbrian version ever existed. 

The question of a Mercian origin is another matter. The confident 
attribution of the prose texts of the Nowell Codex to the Mercian lit
erary dialect, and Sisam's inference that all the texts "were assembled 
into a collection ... someplace in Mercia where West Saxon influences 
were strong in the later tenth century" (Studies, pp. 94 ff.), at least 
imply a sound Mercian connection for the poem. And the broad non
West Saxon and Anglian elements, when not in fact common Late Old 
English, point toward Mercia rather than Northumbria. Obviously the 
Mercian element itself can only add more support to the thesis of a 
Mercian poet, but it must be emphasized that the distinctively Mercian 
forms in the poem, like the general Anglian forms (which may also be 
Mercian), do not markedly alter the pervasive, common Late West 
Saxon character of the language in its literary form. Thomas's Mercian 
element, that is to say, displays precisely the same kind of linguistic 
relation to standard Late Old English as do the non-West Saxon and 
Anglian elements. Many of the forms are nondialectal, in the sense that 
they are found in standard Late Old English, or are shared by other 
dialects, or are part of the cross-dialectal poetic word-hoard. 

Thomas lists seventy-three forms that he assigns to the Mercian 
dialect. The evidence is not overwhelming. As he says, "the most char
acteristic feature of Mercian" is the back mutation of a to ea. But the 
feature is still not a very reliable test of dialect, since a large number of 
poetic terms (notably heajJu-, which never occurs in any dialect without 
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back mutation) belong to the cross-dialectal poetic word-hoard. 67 Three 
of these poetic terms-heajJu-, eafora, and eafoO--account for no fewer 
than sixty of the seventy-three Mercian forms listed by Thomas. Klae
ber adds about forty back-mutated forms, but with the same result: he 
counts one more case each for heajJu-, eafora, and eaJoo, and adds two 
more poetic terms, beadu- (used sixteen times) and cearu- (eight times). 
He also lists ealu- (seven times) and draws attention to the significant 
fact that the Mercian spelling had passed into West Saxon as well 
(p. lxxviii). There were doubtless other Mercian words incorporated 
into West Saxon, and variant spellings for those that did not make a 
complete transition. Aside from back mutation, Thomas lists three 
forms as exhibiting Mercian (or Kentish) narrowing of ce to e, and one 
word, twice used in poetic compounds, as exhibiting Mercian (or Kent
ish) i-mutation of ea (or ce). With a Mercian poet these words raise no 
problems, though it is possible to assign both phonological features, 
especially the ubiquitous ce/e variation, to Late Old English spelling. 

If the Mercian evidence appears to be somewhat scanty for a poem 
supposedly written by an 11th-century Mercian poet, it should be 
remembered that the non - West Saxon and Anglian evidence was also 
possibly Mercian. As a matter of fact the Mercian evidence can be rea
sonably used to argue that the Anglian poetic archaisms are all of Mer
cian origin. Since the largest group, by far, of dialectally distinct poetic 
terms (the back mutations) is of unquestionably Mercian origin, one 
can confidently assign the other poetic terms, which are Anglian any
way, to a Mercian origin as well. This process of deduction would 
incorporate such words as mece, alwalda, an walda, b(e)aldor, beorn, 
aldre, waldend,ferho, h(e)afola, me(o)tod, and all the dialectally neu
tral synonyms and poetic compounds, into the Mercian poetic word
hoard, along with the Mercian back mutations beadu, cearu, eafora, 
eafoo, and heajJu. In this way the Mercian underpinning of the poem 
can begin to emerge from the rubble of non-West Saxon and Anglian 
elements. Mercian can incorporate all of the Anglian poetic vocabulary, 
while Northumbrian, because of the back-mutated forms, cannot. A 
Mercian poet becomes a distinct probability, and the need for a com
plicated transmission of the poem dissolves. 

67. A. Campbell, Old English Grammar, pp. 5 and 86-87. 
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Thomas ends his survey on the language of Beowulf with a few brief 
comments on the Kentish element. He says that "the Kentish forms are 
all doubtful" and that "most of the supposed Kentish forms may be 
either Anglian, Mercian, or L. W. S." (p. 207). Since Anglian includes 
Mercian, further reduction to Mercian and standard Late Old English 
is possible. Yet a word should be said about what many scholars have 
taken for a persistent Kentish element in the second scribe's part of the 
MS. The old transmission theory presumed a Kentish exemplar, which 
was more accurately preserved by the second scribe than by the first. 68 

The theory is based on the high incidence of io forms (rather than eo) 
in the second part of the MS, compared to the relative lack of io forms 
in the first part. Thomas presents the facts: "It is remarkable that up 
to the point where the first hand ceases to appear in the MS. (I. 1939), 
there are but 11 examples of io as against 786 of eo. From this point to 
the end of the poem there are 117 examples of io as against 482 of eo. 
The total number of eo forms in Beowulf is thus 1268, of io 128" (p. 
203). The io forms, as Thomas says, are not necessarily non-West 
Saxon, but the proportions of their usage are still in some way signifi
cant. The simplest explanation is that, when he copied Beowulf, io/eo 
variation was an orthographical peculiarity of the second scribe, per
haps because he was Kentish, or, equally plausibly, Anglian.69 

The only real objection that can be made to this explanation is that 
the Judith fragment, which was also copied by the second scribe, con
tains no io spellings at all. However, since Judith originally belonged 
to a different codex,70 the objection loses its force: after copying Beowulf 
the scribe could well have standardized his spelling to conform to the 

68. Bernhard ten Brink, Beowulf: Untersuchungen, Quellen und Forschungen zur 
Sprach- und Kulturgeschichte der germanischen V(Hker, p. 239. 

69. As Menner points out, io forms may be Anglian in a late poem. The Poetical 
Dialogues of Solomon and Saturn, p. 18. 

70. Ker observes that a pattern of wormholes running through the last ten folios 
of Beowulf, but not through Judith, and the bad condition of the last page of Beowulf, 
"show that Beowulf was once at the end of the manuscript and not followed, as it now 
is, by Judith." He concludes that Judith must have been at one time in a different 
position in the codex (Catalogue, p. 282), but Malone makes the more acceptable con
jecture that it was added on at a later time (Nowell Codex, p. 17). The differences in 
the rulings and in the style of the capital initials confirm Malone's guess. 
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practice at the Mercian scriptorium.71 Moreover, the textual evidence 
that the io/eo variation was the second scribe's orthographical pecu
liarity is hard to refute. Sisam noticed that the first scribe's eleven io 
forms are uniformly derived from historical iu forms, while the second 
scribe freely substitutes io for historical eu, as well as iu, forms. Obvi
ously, as Sisam concluded, "the first scribe cannot have eliminated io 
spellings from his part of Beowulf, for even if the evidence that he usu
ally copied mechanically is set aside ... he could hardly distinguish the 
few examples of historical io which remain in his part of Beowulf" 
(Studies, p. 93). That the free, unhistorical io/eo variation is purely 
orthographical is shown, as well, in the scores of instances where both 
io and eo are found in a single line or in two consecutive lines (Rypins, 
p. xxv). It is highly unlikely that the phonological history of the poem 
would have been inadvertently preserved in this way: the scribe could 
not have been so capriciously dim-witted. The clearest sign that the io/ 
eo variation is orthographical rather than phonological can be seen in 
the name Beowulf, which the second scribe spells Biowulf fourteen of 
seventeen times. It would be hard to argue, and hard to accept, that the 
scribe could not decide whether the hero's name should be Beowulf or 
Biowulf, yet on a single folio he writes Beowulf once and Biowulf twice 
(1971, 1987, 1999). The same variation occurs in the name of Beowulf's 
father, Ecgpeow (versus Ecgpiow). Surely spelling tradition, not faulty 
transmission, is behind a line like Biowulf majJelade, beam EcgjJeowes 
(2425). And since the spelling tradition in this respect so markedly dif
fers from that in the first part of the MS, it should most naturally be 
charged to the scribe, not to his exemplar. On the other hand, the Mer
cian poet himself might have introduced the ia spellings late in the text, 
as a pseudoarchaism, or merely as a spelling variant. There is simply 
no reason to believe that the free variation between io and eo is more 
phonologically significant than the free variation between i and y (as in 
drihten/dryhten) or between a and 0 before nasals (as in man/man). 

71. Stanley Rypins, citing Skeat, makes the interesting observation that "at Chap. 
xx, verse 23 of the Lindisfarne St. John, the scribe begins, oddly enough, to write gi 
in place of the prefix ge which previously he had been consistently using-a phenom
enon which in large measure parallels the interchange of io and eo in Beowulj." Three 
Old English Prose Texts in MS Cotton Vitellius A. xv, p. xiv. 
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A mixed orthography was natural to the Late West Saxon literary 
dialect. 

So the mixture of forms Klaeber speaks of-"early and late, West 
Saxon, Northumbrian, Mercian, Kentish, Saxon patois" - does not so 
plainly point "to a checkered history of the written text," as he so con
fidently asserted, and as the other editors of Beowulf confidently 
believed. This revaluation of the mixture of forms points more plainly, 
it seems, to a comparatively straightforward history of the written text: 
an 11 th-century MS; an 11 th-century Mercian poet using an archaic 
poetic dialect; an 11 th-century standard literary dialect that contained 
early and late, cross-dialectal forms, and admitted many spelling vari
ations; and (perhaps) two 11 th-century scribes following slightly differ
ent spelling practices. With this theory in hand one can approach with 
more courage Klaeber's frightening mound of forms, where non-West 
Saxon elements are supposed to lurk in the vowels of accented syllables 
(pp. lxxiv-Ixxxi). One can pass quickly from vowel to vowel, sweeping 
away the many forms that Klaeber admits can be Late West Saxon, 
then the emendations and the personal names, the archaic poetic diction 
that is found even in unquestionably late poems, and the virtually cer
tain cases (m/e and io/eo) of orthographical variation. And when one 
reaches the chimera lO, at the end of the lists, the mixture of phonolog
ical forms, and the complicated transmission it created, will be gone. 

Conclusion 

That the Beowulf MS was copied in the early 11 th century, during the 
reign of Cnut the Great, strikes me as beyond reasonable doubt. The 
thesis should not be very controversial, since paleographers agree that 
it was copied in the late 10th or early 11th century, and history shows 
that it was probably copied after 1016. What really matters, of course, 
is the possible 11 th-century provenance of Beowulf itself, and the con
sequences of accepting this thesis are wide-ranging. Indeed, many issues 
relating to the poem are turned upside down. Three centuries or so of 
turbulent history make a big difference. Beowulf, by losing some of its 
age, may lose some of its interest for antiquarians; but it becomes a 
poem that was itself largely the product of antiquarian interests. Instead 
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of a pre-Viking poem, it becomes a post-Viking poem. It tells us more 
of an 11 th-century Anglo-Saxon's notions about Denmark, and its pre
history, than it does of the Age of Bede and a 7th- or 8th-century Anglo
Saxon's notions about his ancestors' homeland.72 

But the difference is advantageous. The Chronicles (even lEthel
weard's); the Viking invasions; Anglo-Saxon religious verse from 
C;rdmon to Cynewulf and beyond; Anglo-Saxon prose, like Blickling 
Homily XVII, which in all probability gave the poet his description of 
Grendel's mere; lElfric and Wulfstan; scaldic verse and Scandinavian 
sagas; untold works in Latin from rhetorics to histories, and through 
the whole vast corpus of Anglo-Latin literature; Anglo-Saxon writs and 
charters; the recorded genealogies, both Anglo-Saxon and Norse; Cnut's 
court and the new Anglo-Danish society-in fact, literary, folkloristic, 
and historical resources of all kinds at once become possible influences 
on, or keys to, the poem. By searching 11 th-century Mercia, perhaps 
along the old Danelaw boundary, or in Danish Mercia itself, rather 
than in the misty moors of the 7th and 8th centuries, a better notion of 
the poet and his cultural milieu can yet be unearthed. A better notion 
of the poem is the ultimate advantage. 

Finally, but now of the first importance, the belief in an 11 th-century 
provenance for Beowulf requires a complete reconsideration of the so
called textus receptus. If we have a contemporary MS, there are far too 
many emendations of it in all current editions. The old transmission 
theory radically impugned the credibility of the MS, for as Sisam prop
erly argues, if the poem was indeed subjected to "the vicissitudes of three 
centuries," there is no need to accord "extraordinary authority" to a 
late, unique MS (Studies, p. 51). It must now be recognized that no 
edition of the poem has ever granted extraordinary authority to the MS. 

Even the ultraconservative German edition, presently edited by Else von 
Schaubert, contains over 220 emendations (counting interpolations), or 
an average of about one emendation every fourteen lines. The rate is 
much higher in all other conservative editions. Klaeber, for instance, 
averages about one emendation every ten lines, not counting decon
tracted forms. Yet conservative editors who believe in a 7th- or 8th-cen-

72. In this respect the title of the poem in its first edition takes on new significance: 
Grimur Jonsson Thorkelin, ed., De Danorum Rebus Gestis Secul. III &- IV. Poem a 
Danicum Dialecto Anglosaxonica. 
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tury archetype, in an Anglian dialect, are in the impossible position of 
conserving an inarguably corrupted text, by defending and printing the 
predominantly Late West Saxon forms of the MS. These editors might 
well do better to resurrect the old attempts at reconstructing an early 
Anglian text. But if Beowulf is the chief Anglo-Saxon cultural legacy 
from the reign of Cnut the Great, we now have the exciting prospect of 
restudying it in a truly conservative edition that resists emendations of 
any kind, and in all ways respects and preserves the text of a contem
porary MS. 
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• 
The History and Construction 

of the Composite Codex 

The Beowulf MS is today preserved at the British Museum in a thick, 
quarto-sized volume with an aging, brown calf binding. Tourists to the 
museum see the volume in its display case, and relatively few scholars 
have hindered the tourists by asking to study the codex at first hand. 
The curious neglect of the Beowulf MS, and of the composite codex that 
contains it, is directly attributable to the ancient prejudice of Old 
English scholars that Beowulf was originally composed in the 7th or 8th 
century. As we shall see, a thorough study of the composite codex that 
includes Beowulfis not irrelevant to a thorough study of the poem itself. 
In any case, a full description of the composite codex, known as Cotton 
Vitellius A. XV., is long overdue. The only other description of it is Max 
Forster's Die Beowulf-Handschrift, which very erroneously represents, 
among other things, matters of dating, foliation, and collation. 1 Kemp 
Malone has published a FS of the second half of Cotton Vitelli us A. XV., 

but under the confusing new name of the Nowell Codex.2 The truth is 
that many scholars have little idea what Cotton Vitellius A. xv. is, and 

1. The main shortcomings of Forster's report on the codex are discussed in the 
following pages. Forster's investigation of the MS was finished in 1913 (Die Beowulj
Handschrift, p. 66), but the outbreak of World War I delayed its publication until 
1919. In fairness, many of Forster's errors may be due to the hiatus, and to his inabil
ity to recheck the MS during the war years. There are, of course, brief catalogue 
descriptions of Cotton Vitelli us A. xv., and fuller descriptions of parts of the codex, 
the most important of which are cited below. 

2. The reason, he says, was to "avoid confusion." Nowell Codex, p. 12, n. 3. The 
full title of Malone's FS is The Nowell Codex (British Museum Cotton Vitellius A. 
xv. Second MS), but as the ensuing analysis will show, there were more than two 
original MSS combined in Cotton's composite codex. 

[65] 
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most have no idea what the Nowell Codex is, much less what its relation 
to Cotton Vitellius A. xv. might be. A basic value of studying in depth 
the construction of Cotton Vitellius A. xv. is that it necessarily clarifies 
the relation of parts of the codex to the whole. The most important 
result of the investigation is that it indicates that one part of the codex, 
Beowulf, was originally copied as a separate codex. 

Cotton Vitellius A. xv. 

The present binding is a 19th-century copy of the original, bearing on 
the front and back covers a gold impression of the Cotton family arms. 
On the spine is the following description, imprinted in gold capitals: 

ANGLO-SAXON 

VERSIONS AND POEMS: 

FLORES SOLILOQUIORUM 

S. AUGUSTIN I, 

NICODEMI EVANGELIUM, 

ETC., 

BEOWULF, AND 

JUDITH AND HOLOFERNES. 

BRIT. MUS. 

COTTON MS. 

VITELLIUS A. xv. 

The name Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. dates from the 17th century, when 
the composite codex was assembled, and derives, as is well known, from 
the system of cataloguing used when the book belonged to the vast MS 

holdings of Sir Robert Bruce Cotton (1571-1631). The press in which 
the book was kept was surmounted by a bust of the Roman Emperor 
Aulus Vitellius; the book itself was kept on the first shelf (A), in the 
fifteenth position (xv). The Cotton collection became the principal MS 

collection of the British Museum, when the museum was founded by 
an Act of Parliament in 1753 (36 Geo. II, c. 22). 

The history of the codex in the first third of the 18th century explains 
its unusual physical appearance and the need to replace Cotton's orig-
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inal binding with a 19th-century one. 3 The Cotton collection was pre
sented to the British people in 1700 (12 & 13 William III, c. 7) by Sir 
Robert's grandson, Sir John Cotton. A committee of the House of Com
mons became the trustees of the library, with the speaker, Robert Har
ley, as the chief trustee. The trustees appointed a commission in 1703 
to report on the state of the library, and Humfrey Wanley, whom Har
ley later chose to collect and preside over his own splendid library, was 
providentially chosen as a member of the commission.4 Wanley's unpar
alleled expertise and thoroughness have preserved for us a trustworthy 
record of the original collection,S which sadly was about to be greatly 
diminished. Cotton House was then dilapidated, and Wan ley reported 
that "in t Room above the Library ... there are not only a good quan
tity of printed Books, but some Manuscripts; very many Originall 
Charters of different Ages, as high as t Conqueror's time, and a very 
great Number of Originall Letters & Writings of value which have 
already suffered great hurt, & will be utterly spoiled if care be not taken 
of them" (Bodleian MS Add. D. 82, fo1. iii). A new building to house 
the collection was planned and endorsed by an Act of Parliament in 
1706 (6 Anne, c. 30), yet nothing was done. By 1722, Cotton House 
was in such bad shape that the collection had to be removed to Essex 
House, Strand, where it remained for the duration of a seven-year lease, 
which was not renewed because Essex House was considered a firetrap. 
So Cotton's library was moved to another interim home, and another 
firetrap, ominously named Ashburnham House, in Little Dean's Yard, 
Westminster. A contemporary account bleakly records the disastrous 
result of this last move: 

3. My account of the early history of the Cotton collection is based in part on 
Arundell Esdaile, The British Museum: A Short History and Survey, pp. 17-37 and 
228-229; and on BL Add. MS 24,932, A Report from the Committee Appointed to 
View the Cottonian Library, pp. 7-15. 

4. Wanley's report on behalf of this commission was prefixed to Robert Harley's 
copy of Thomas Smith's Catalogus Librorum Manuscriptorum Bibliotheae Cotton i
ana' and is dated 22. June. 1703. The book belongs to the Bodleian Library, Oxford, 
and is catalogued as MS Add. D. 82. Drafts of Wanley's report are in BL MS Harley 
7055. 

5. Mainly in his own catalogue, published in 1705, but also in the report from the 
commission of 1703, which was restricted in its scope primarily to corrections of foli
ations erroneously recorded in Smith's catalogue. 
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On Saturday Morning October 23, 1731. about two o'Clock, a great 
Smoak was perceived by Dr. Bentley, and the rest of the Family at Ash
burnham-House, which soon after broke out into a Flame: It began from 
a wooden Mantle-Tree's taking Fire, which lay across a Stove-Chimney, 
that was under the Room, where the MSS. of the Royal and Cottonian 
Libraries were lodged, and was communicated to that Room by the 
Wainscot, and by pieces of Timber, that stood perpendicularly upon each 
end of the Mantle-Tree. They were in hopes at first to have put a Stop 
to the Fire by throwing Water upon the Pieces of Timber and Wainscot, 
where it first broke out, and therefore did not begin to remove the Books 
so soon as they otherwise would have done. But the Fire prevailing, not
withstanding the Means used to extinguish it, Mr. Casley the Deputy
Librarian took Care in the first Place to remove the famous Alexandrian 
MS. and the Books under the Head of Augustus in the Cotton ian Library, 
as being esteemed the most valuable amongst the Collection. Several 
entire Presses with the Books in them were also removed; but the Fire 
increasing still, and the Engines sent for not coming so soon as could be 
wished, and several of the Backs of the Presses being already on Fire, 
they were obliged to be broke open, and the Books, as many as could be, 
were thrown out of the Windows.6 

The Beowulf MS was presumably saved for us by being thrown from 
the window, for the present condition of Cotton Vitellius A. xv. shows 
that the Vitelli us press was one of those that caught fire from the back. 
The fire left Cotton Vitellius A. xv. basically intact, but badly burned 
along its outer edges, and so in need of a new binding. 

The codex stayed in its ruined binding until near the middle of the 
19th century, when the British Museum began systematic repairs of the 
damaged Cotton books. Thus, the charred and brittle outer edges of 
Cotton Vitellius A. xv. were left unprotected for over a century, and 
many letters and words continued to crumble off from the time of the 
first transcripts in the late 18th century until the 19th-century binding 
prevented all further losses. The new binding is a remarkable piece of 
craftsmanship, as well as of preservation, even though the threads and 
folds of the original gatherings had to be sacrificed-if indeed they had 
not already been destroyed by the fire. In the present binding, each folio 

6. Quoted from "A NARRATIVE of the Fire which happened at Ashburnham-House, 
Oct. 23, 1731. and of the Methods used for preserving and recovering the Manuscripts 
of the Royal and Cotton ian Libraries" (BL MS 24,932, p. 11). 
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is inlaid in a heavy paper frame to protect the brittle margins of the 
vellum. These paper frames, which less impressively preserve three var
iously inaccurate foliations of the codex, are not reproduced in any of 
the FSS, and it is hard to appreciate the binder's methods from the FSS 

previously published (but see Plate 7). The binder first made pencil 
tracings of the separate folio leaves on sheets of heavy construction 
paper. These tracings are usually quite visible in the MS, and occasion
ally, if one is looking for them, even in the FSS. After the tracings were 
made, the binder then cut out the center part of the paper, following the 
outline, but leaving from 1 to 2 mm. of paper within the traced line, so 
that the frame would be slightly smaller than the vellum leaf it was 
designed to hold. Paste was then applied to this marginal retaining 
space, and the folio was pressed into place. Finally, transparent paper 
strips were pasted on like Scotch tape along the edge of the vellum on 
the recto, thus to secure the mounted leaf from both sides. Un catalogued 
archival records in the Department of Manuscripts of the British 
Library reveal that a man named Gough inlaid the separate folios and 
rebound Cotton Vitellius A. xv. in August 1845.7 

In addition to protecting the edges of the vellum from further dete
rioration, the heavy paper frames also obviate the need to handle the 
vellum at all while reading the MS. The advantages of this method of 
rebinding far outweigh its shortcomings. The main drawback is that the 
retaining edges of the paper frames, which hold the folios in place on 
the versos, also cover letters and parts of letters, especially along the left 
margins. When the ink is dark enough, these covered letters can be read 
with certainty by holding the page up against strong light, but in many 
cases the ink is too faded, or the condition of the vellum too impaired 

7. Sir Frederic Madden kept a meticulous record of the restorations of the Cotton 
collection in a slender (13 x 4 em.) ledger book titled Cotton ian MSS., Repairing and 
Binding Account. The first flyleaf reads, "List of the Cotton ian MSS. with the progress 
made in repairing, binding and inlaying of the Collection, from the year 1839." Beside 
Vitellius A. xv. Madden has written, "G inlaid and rebound Augt. 1845." I am grate
ful to Assistant Keeper Dr. M. A. E. Nickson for locating this uncatalogued record 
for me, and to Assistant Keeper Janet Backhouse for identifying "G" as Gough from 
other uncatalogued records kept by Madden. Heretofore the binding was erroneously 
dated between 1860 and 1871, and the binder was unknown (see Forster, Die Beo
wulf-Handschrift, pp. 6-7, 10-11, and Malone, Nowell Codex, p. 11). The official 
binder of the British Museum from 1825 to 1865 was Charles Tuckett, who restored 
most of the damaged Cotton MSS. 
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through shrinkage and scorching, to determine what the hidden letters 
are with absolute certainty. Still, there is something left to try to deci
pher; without the paper frames many of these uncertain letters would 
now be gone. A second shortcoming is that the threads and folds of the 
original gatherings, or what was left of them after the fire, had to be 
totally sacrificed to mount the folios individually. The absence of threads 
and folds greatly complicates the normally simple process of collation, 
but the probable composition of the original gatherings can be deduced 
by other means, which can also eliminate as impossible some overly 
mechanical guesswork by previous scholars. 

As it now stands, Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. is a composite codex assem
bled in the first half of the 17th century. It consists of two main Old 
English codices. The first, now called the Southwick Codex,8 has four 
items: 

1. The Soliloquia of St. Augustine, ascribed to King Alfred in the frag-
mentary colophon; 

2. The Gospel of Nicodemus (acephalous); 
3. The Debate of Solomon and Saturn; 
4. Eleven lines of a St. Quintin Homily (the ending is lost). 

The second codex is the one known as the Nowell Codex, and it consists 
of five articles, including Beowulf: 

1. The Life of St. Christopher (the beginning is lost); 
2. The Wonders of the East (illustrated); 
3. Alexander's Letter to Aristotle; 
4. Beowulf; 
5. Judith (the beginning is lost, and the closing lines are copied in a 

rough imitation of insular script by an early modern hand). 

What has not been fully recognized is that the Southwick and Nowell 
codices are, themselves, composite books. As far as I know, no one has 
ever noted the fact that the Southwick Codex is almost certainly made 
up of two originally separate and distinct books; and there are equally 
good reasons to believe that the Nowell Codex originally comprised 

8. Malone was the first person to use this name to distinguish the group of 12th
century MSS, at the beginning of Cotton Vitellius A. xv., from the second group, which 
he called the Nowell Codex. 



Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 
Kevin S. Kiernan With a new foreword by Katherine O'Brien O'Keeffe 
http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=8599 
The University of Michigan Press, 1997  

History and Construction of the Codex (71] 

three books, rather than one or two. While some scholars realize that 
Judith, in all probability, was a late addition to the Nowell Codex, the 
effect its addition had on the physical construction of the Beowulf MS, 

and the subsequent damage it caused to the Beowulf MS, have gone 
entirely unnoticed. Moreover, and most important of all, there is evi
dence that the Beowulf MS itself was in the earliest stages of its history 
a separate codex. The full implications of this must be discussed later, 
but it is worth suggesting now that if the Beowulf MS was at the start 
of its history a separate codex, it enjoyed a particular popularity at the 
time that it was copied. It indicates, surely, that Beowulf was understood 
and appreciated in the early 11 th century and enhances the theory that 
Beowulf may be an 11 th-century poem. The usual view is that Beowulf 
was copied carelessly and mindlessly, by scribes largely ignorant of the 
poem's meaning, as the fourth item in a basically prose codex. The new 
view tremendously enhances, as well, the textual authority of the Beo
wulfMs. In any case, a good understanding of the construction of Cotton 
Vitellius A. xv. must include a good understanding of the construction 
of the original codices that now constitute it. Much of the lost history 
of the Southwick and Nowell codices can be deduced from the physical 
evidence left to us in these MSS. 

The Prefixed Leaves 

The present "official" foliation of Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. is inaccurate. 
Even in June 1884, when it was introduced,9 this foliation was not 
entirely accurate, for it failed to renumber in proper sequence the folios 
in two transposed quires from Alexander's Letter in the Nowell 

9. On a paper end leaf facing the last page of the Judith fragment a note in pencil 
reads, "209 Fols FW. June 1884/ EX.d S.S. / f. 1 removed Jan. 1913 (see note at 
beginning)." According to Dr. Backhouse "FW" was probably a minor clerk, charged 
with writing the foliation, and "S.S." an unidentified superior who subsequently 
examined the accuracy of the foliation. Malone erroneously identified "FW" as "G. 
F. Warner, i. e. George Frederic Warner, then an assistant in the Department of MSS; 

he was later made Keeper of MSS and still later was knighted." Nowell Codex, p. 13. 
Neither the initials nor the handwriting (specimens of which may be seen in BL MSS 
Add. 43,472, fol. iii, 43, 473, fol. i, and 44,875, fol. iii) is Warner's. 
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Codex.lO Today, in addition to this error, the 1884 foliation is inaccurate 
throughout the codex, for it counts in the foliation of the two Old 
English codices three prefixed leaves, the first of which was removed 
from the codex in 1913. The foliation used throughout this book is a 
corrected version of an older foliation written on the vellum leaves of 
the Old English MSS. This older foliation, which will be referred to 
throughout as the MS foliation, can still be clearly seen in the MS and in 
the FSS in the vicinity of the upper right corners, recto, of each leaf. 
When it was introduced, late in the 18th century, several leaves were 
out of place, but these errors are easily enough corrected without aban
doning this basically true, and historically informative, foliation. For 
instance, the foliation 1-90 of the Southwick Codex is perfectly in order. 
The 1884 foliation, by counting the three prefixed leaves, throws this 
count off by three, yet in reality, because one of the prefixed leaves is 
now gone, the difference is two. 

The (quondam) first prefixed leaf was a mutilated page from a 14th
century Latin Psalterium. It was removed from Cotton Vitellius A. XV., 

permanently confounding the ill-advised foliation of 1884, when the 
British Museum reconstructed the original Psalterium (now Royal MS 
13 D. 1*) from bits and pieces gathered together from various MSS, 

many of which once belonged to Cotton. Apparently, Cotton's book
binder used pages, or rather parts of pages, from this Psalterium for 
scrap paper: from the looks of many of the fragmentary pages in Royal 
MS 13 D. 1*, the MS was a regular source for pastedowns, flyleaves, 
and binding strips. In this case, the bottom third of a page, preserving 
parts of verses 28-32 and 42-45 of Psalm 104 (fol. 37 in the patchwork 
reconstruction of the Psalterium), was used as a flyleaf to Cotton Vitel
lius A. xv. The fire damage shows that it was placed in the codex side
ways, with the verso on the outside, and with its left margin at the top 
(a 17th-century hand has written in this space, "Vitellius A. XV"). 
When the leaf was removed in 1913, the keeper of MSS, Julius P. Gil
son, noted on the paper flyleaf that preceded it in the new binding: "a 
flyleaf (f. I) taken out to be bound with Royal MS. 13 D. 1*, the psalter 

10. Notations on the paper frames of the new binding alert the reader of the MS to 
the dislocation of the gatherings. On the first folio of the first misplaced gathering a 
note reads, "Ff. 110-117 should follow f. 125"; and on this last folio a corresponding 
note reads, "fI'. 110-117 should follow here." Since the 1884 foliation numbers are 
used, the notes must have been written in 1884 or later. 
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to which it originally belonged. / Jan. 1913. / J. P. G." There was 
never any justification for counting this leaf as the first folio of a codex 
comprising Old English texts. Now that it is gone from the codex, the 
1884 foliation that it lamentably inspired should be abandoned. 

The second prefixed vellum leaf, fol. 2 of the 1884 foliation, has been 
the first prefixed vellum leaf since 1913. On the recto, it preserves an 
odd, and an oddly flawed, table of contents, which may well reflect the 
unsettled state of the codex in. the 17th century, prior to binding. The 
list is entitled Elenchus conlenlorum in hoc codice, and is in the hand
writing of Richard James, who was Cotton's librarian from c. 1628 to 
1638. 11 In the following transcript expanded abbreviations are in italics, 
and later additions to the Elenchus, all in pencil, are in brackets: 

Flores soliloquiorum Augustini Saxonice fElfredo interprete vt 
apparet ex pag. 56. . 

2 Summa expensarum et militum quibus vsus est Edwardus [f.2.b.J 
3 in expugnatione Caleti . in secunda facie prim;r pag. 

3 Fragmentum Saxonicum quod forte conti net aliquam partem 
histori;r sive legend;r Thom;r Apostoli. pag. prima. habetur ibi 
mentio de Bocland. et cotagijs. [f.1 J 

1+14 Dialogi de Christo et christianitate vbi interloquntur Pilatus et 
alij . sicut melius visum est Legendario. Sax. [f.57J 

5 Dialogus inter Saturnum et Salomonem. Saxon. cum Legendis 
Sancti Christoferi. 

6 Deftoratio siue translatio Epistolarum Alexandri ad Aristotelem 
cum picturis prodigiosorum. Saxonice. 

[7 BeowulfJ 
8 Fragmentum Saxon: de Iuditha et Holoferne. [f.199J 

[+ Fragmentum est de Nicodemi Evangelio?] 

James wrote numbers 1-6 and 8, leaving a gap between numbers 6 and 
8 to indicate that he had failed to describe a text that appeared at this 

11. According to the DNB, James probably became Cotton's librarian after 1628, 
after helping Selden with Marmora Arundeliana (p. 655). A contemporary account 
states that James "had so screwed himself into the good opinion of Sir Robert Cotton, 
as whereas at first he had only permitted him in the use of some of his books, at last, 
some two or three years before his decease [d. 1631], he bestowed the custody of his 
whole library on him." James Orchard Halliwell, ed., The Autobiography and Cor
respondence of Sir Simonds d'Ewes, pp. 39-40. Why Forster (Die Beowulj-Hand
schrift, p. 67) and Malone (Nowell Codex, p. 11) say that James became librarian 
c. 1635 is never explained by either. 
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point. Either James had no idea how to describe Beowulf or the poem 
was temporarily out of the codex. The 7 and Beowulf were added in 
pencil in fairly recent times. 12 James's Elenchus is interesting both for 
what it includes and for what it excludes. In order to cite fo1. 56 as the 
page containing the Alfredian colophon (number 1), James must have 
begun counting folios, or a foliation already on the MS must have begun, 
on the first folio of The Soliloquia of St. Augustine. Yet, according to the 
item James listed next (number 2), the Summa expensarum began on 
the verso of the first page. If James had really counted this leaf as the 
first folio of the codex, the Alfredian colophon would be on fol. 57, not 
fol. 56. It is also strange that what James describes as the first folio of 
the codex, the Summa expensarum, is in fact listed second. These dif
ficulties can be resolved by assuming that the Summa expensarum is 
listed second because James found it after the Soliloquia when he first 
began describing the codex. Perhaps, then, he moved it to the beginning 
and noted its new position in the Elenchus, because it was not a Saxon 
text. At any rate, the Summa expensarum (transcribed below) is now 
the second prefixed leaf of the MS foliation, or fol. 3 of the erroneous 
1884 foliation. 

Number 3 in the Elenchus, the fragmentary Legend of St. Thomas, 
is no longer part of the codex. But it is hard to believe that James 
invented such an elaborate description for an imaginary text. At the 
time, James must have found the fragmentary Legend between the 
Soliloquia and the Nicodemus fragment, and so described it. The quire 
signatures of the Southwick Codex show that it was not a legitimate 
part of the Southwick Codex, but loose leaves often found their way in 
and out of Cotton's books.13 James's comment, pag. prima. habetur ibi 

12. Evidently after 1913, for Forster does not mention them, but only says, "Hier 
sind vier ZeiIen freigelassen." Die Beowulf-Handschrift, p. 67. There are two errors 
in Forster's transcript of the Elenchus: in item 3 he has habitur for habetur and in 
item 8 he has Holoferno for Holoferne. 

13. Whitelock notes, for instance, that an 8th-century charter now in BL MS Cot
ton Augustus II. 3. "was at one time bound up with the Vespasian Psalter, and was 
taken out of it by the orders of Sir Robert Cotton." English Historical Documents, 
p. 453. Ker says that "Cotton was a chief offender in this kind of activity," noting that 
"leaves of manuscripts which he owned were taken out of the volumes to which they 
properly belonged and were bound up elsewhere." Catalogue, p. lxii. 

Plate 2. Richard James's Elenchus contentorum in hoc codice is now the first 
prefixed leaf of BL MS Cotton Vitellius A. xv. 
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mentio de Bocland. et cotagijs, may explain why the fragment was 
removed before Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. was bound: it may have 
belonged more properly among Cotton's vast holdings of Anglo-Saxon 
charters. Or, the rest of the Passio de Sancti Thoma: Apostoli may have 
been located in another Cotton codex. The fact that f. 1 is written in 
pencil in the right margin indicates that, for a time, the fragmentary 
Legend of St. Thomas was the first prefixed leaf of the codex. Hence 
the Summa expensarum became the second prefixed leaf, as the folio 
number f. 2.b. in the margin would seem to confirm. It might be men
tioned in passing that these folio numbers are not part of a true foliation, 
for whoever wrote them in the margin did not count the next fifty-six 
folios. Instead, he relied on James's statement that the Alfredian colo
phon was on fol. 56, and wrote 57 in the margin for the next item. If 
he had been counting folios he would have written fol. 59. 

Beside number 4, Dialogi de Christo et christianitate, a later hand 
has made a cross-mark in pencil, and has noted at the foot of the page, 
Fragmentum est de Nicodemi Evangelio? The last two words are 
blurred and faded, but the entire note can be read with certainty by 
holding the page up against strong light. The note and the folio numbers 
in pencil probably derive from the late 17th century, for the item had 
been identified as The Gospel of Nicodemus in time for Wanley's cat
alogue (1705), by which time the fragment from the Legend of St. 
Thomas was no longer part of the codex. The description in number 5 
is a conflation of The Debate of Solomon and Saturn, from the South
wick Codex, and the St. Christopher fragment, from the Nowell Codex. 
Between them, James overlooked the eleven-line St. Quintin fragment, 
which ends the Southwick Codex. He had originally overlooked the St. 
Christopher fragment, too, but later, with a different pen and ink, he 
tacked on cum Legendis Sancti Christoferi after his description of the 
Debate. Thus Forster is misleading when he ascribes this phrase to 
"eine spatere Hand" (p. 67). There can be no doubt that the hand
writing, which is very distinctive, is James's. Moreover, the phrase was 
inserted very soon after the Elenchus was made, for it is part of the 
description in the Catalogue of the Cotton MSS. Circa 1635 (BL Add. 
MS. 36,789). Number 6 is an ingenuously combined description of The 

Plate 3. An inverted palimpsest of a 14th-century Latin text is now the second 
prefixed leaf, recto, of Cotton Vitellius A. xv. 
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Wonders of the East (cum picturis prodigiosorum) and Alexander's 
Letter to Aristotle. James thought that The Wonders of the East was 
part of Alexander's Letter. As noted above, a gap after this composite 
description shows that Beowulf was certainly part of the codex when 
James made his description, but that he was unable to describe it. Num
ber 8 shows that Judith was already a fragment before Cotton Vitellius 
A. xv. was bound. 14 Despite the importance of this page as a document 
that preserves some of the early modern history of Cotton Vitellius A. 
xv., there is no reason why it should be foliated with the Old English 
texts. It should, of course, be included in all descriptions of the codex, 
perhaps as roman numeral i, but it should only be counted as-what 
it is-a prefixed vellum leaf. 

F 01. 3 of the 1884 foliation, now the second prefixed leaf of the MS 

foliation, holds on the verso the Summa expensarum mentioned second 
in James's Elenchus. The recto has not been accurately described by 
Forster, who says; "zeigt auf dem unteren Seitenviertel ein paar Schrift
zeichen (Federproben) des 14. (?) Jahrhunderts-auf dem Kopfe ste
hend" (p. 73). As Forster says, the page is upside down, but the marks 
on the page, which are mostly unreadable, were not made solely to test 
a new pen. The page is a palimpsest, and whoever erased the original 
text simply failed to obliterate all of the writing. Some of the erased 
material appears as rows of stains, sharply accentuated under ultraviolet 
light. With the page right side up the words auxiliam/et, several letters 
(notably d and h), and indistinctive strings of minims, can be read on 
the second line. About one-third of the way down the page on the left 
there is a blurry ink mass, the remains of what was once a historiated 
initial. Flecks of what appear to be gold show up in this area under 
strong light. 

14. This may well seem obvious, yet Dobbie strangely casts doubt on it, suggesting 
that the loss at the beginning of the Judith fragment "before the fire is highly probable 
but cannot be proved." Beowulf and Judith, p. xiv. There is no doubt at all that the 
poem was in its present fragmentary state in the 17th century, for Franciscus Junius 
made a transcript of it sometime before 1651 (Bodleian MS Junius 105). As Dobbie 
himself says elsewhere, "Dating from at least eighty years before the fire of 1731, 
Junius's transcript shows the text of the poem in its undamaged state (except for the 
loss of folios at the beginning) ... " Beowulf and Judith, pp. xxii-xxiii. 

Plate 4. The second prefixed leaf, verso, contains some statistics in English and 
notes relating to the Hundred Years War in Anglo-Norman. 
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James's overly simple description of the text on the verso of this leaf, 
Summa expensarum et militum quibus usus est Edwardus 3 in expug
natione Caleti, has been little refined by subsequent scholars. Wan ley 
is a bit more explicit but somewhat inaccurate when he says, Nota de 
numero Parochiarum, uillarum, feodorum &- Militum in Anglia, &- de 
expugnatione Caleti per Edwardum III. Forster adds linguistic and 
paleographical details to Wanley's description, and an inaccurate date 
for Edward's victory at Calais: "Kurze Notizen von einer kleinen Hand 
des 16. J ahrhunderts in englischer und franzosischer Sprache, statis
tischen und historischen Inhalts. Erstere (engl.) behandeln die Zahl de 
Gemeindekirchen, der Zollerhebungsstellen und der Ritterlehen in 
England; letztere (franz.) die Eroberung Calais' durch Eduard III. 
(1383) u. a. m." (p. 74). Edward III died in 1377; his victory at Calais 
was in 1347. The general lack of interest in the contents of this page 
from James to the present is no doubt owing to the general dilution of 
the ink and to the sloppy Gothic scrawl and eccentric Anglo-Norman 
of the writer. The following transcript (with expanded abbreviations in 
italics) is given for its possible historical interest: 

Cherche in yngland parish churches 65011 
Subdued[?] 52004 

knight Hood / / 60214 
Evesque de Norwich fuit in Flanders in I'an 1383 

(Se)ige que Taylbault comducdoit d'estre fait 29 Juny anno 31 Henrici 
Sexti 1453. 
Ie numbre de toutz que vaont ove Ie Roy Edward Ie terce qua[n]d 
il conqueroit Calis fut 48392. Summum de toute charge 
environment ceo del 12 July I'an de son regnie Ie 12 
tamque 26. may l'an de son regne 14-330007£/104 
96.3d. [sic] Ie roy Edward comducdout son seige Ie 
3. iour de septembre. anno 1346. II Ie gaigna 
Ie 3. iour d'august ensuant. 

The abrupt transition after line 3 from English to unrefined Anglo
Norman makes a late 15th-century date for these notes possible. The 
events mentioned all fall within the broadest limits (1337-1453) of the 
Hundred Years' War. I read (with some misgivings) "Subdued" in line 
2 for Wanley's uillarum, feodorum and Forster's "Zollerhebungsstel
len." Line 4 refers to the "crusade" in Flanders of Henry Dispenser, 
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bishop of Norwich. Lines 5 and 6 refer to a siege that John Talbot, 
commander of the English forces, ordered to be made on 29 June 1453. 
Talbot fell at Castillon, the last battle of the Hundred Years' War, less 
than three weeks later. IS The remaining seven lines record the number 
of troops that gathered with Edward III when he conquered Calais, the 
cost of his campaign on the continent from 12 July 1338 to 26 May 
1340,16 the duration of his siege of Calais (eleven months), and his final 
victory on 3 August 1347. 

None of these three prefixed leaves should ever have been counted in 
the foliation of the Old English MSS that constitute Cotton Vitellius A. 
xv. Their incorporation into the foliation of 1884 has caused many 
unnecessary problems. Because the present official foliation conflicts 
with the MS foliation written on the vellum leaves, scholars need to cite 
both foliations simultaneously, if their citations are to be unambiguous. 
Yet, as suggested above, there is little point in renumbering the leaves 
of the Southwick Codex for the sake of three prefixed leaves, one of 
which is no longer in the codex. The leaves of the Southwick Codex are 
numbered unerringly from 1 to 90 in the MS. The continuation of this 
MS foliation in the Nowell Codex is not entirely accurate, however, for 
the first ten folios of the codex and two folios from Beowulf were out of 
order, and two quires from Alexander's Letter were transposed, when 
it was written on the vellum leaves. These disorders are easily rectified 
without abandoning the MS foliation, by renumbering only the twelve 
folios and the transposed quires that need renumbering. The great 
advantage of adhering to the MS foliation is that only those folios that 
are out of order will need double citations: for example, the first ten 
folios of the Nowell Codex will have to be cited as, 91(93), 92(94), 
93(91), 94(92), 95(97), 96(98), 97(99), 98(100), 99(95), 100(96).17 

15. See Desmond Seward, The Hundred Years War: The English in France, 
1337-1453, pp. 259-262. 

16. The figures are apparently accurate; George Holmes mentions that Edward 
Ill's debts in 1339 were estimated at £300,000, "several times his annual income." 
The Later Middle Ages: 1272-1485, p. 120. 

17. Even with the consistent use of the 1884 foliation there has been lack of con
sistency and full confusion in representing the disorder of these first ten folios of the 
Nowell Codex. Rypins very sensibly presented in parallel columns the correspon
dences between the 1884 foliation in the right order, and the MS foliation in the con
sequent disorder (Three Texts, p. xi). Malone, on the other hand, puts the 1884 foli
ation into disorder, which means that the MS foliation was in the right order (Nowell 
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Then, with the exception of the folios in the transposed quires and of 
the two folios from Beowulf, all other numbers from the MS foliation, 
throughout Cotton Vitellius A. xv., are right. The double citations, 
where they are needed, highlight the places where the Nowell Codex 
was formerly disordered. 

The disadvantages of continuing to follow the 1884 foliation are 
manifold. The crowning annoyance is that the MS foliation must be used 
in tandem with it anyway, if one is to understand, however fuzzily, the 
pervasive discrepancy between the 1884 foliation and the foliation on 
the vellum leaves. The discrepancy is pointless, and it disappears with 
the rejection of the 1884 foliation and the reinstatement of the MS foli
ation. The salutary effect this will have on the foliation of Beowulf will 
illustrate the point. The two folios from the poem that were out of place 
when the MS foliation was written on the vellum leaves were numbered, 
according to their misplacement, 131 and 197. Folio 131 should have 
come after folio 146, and folio 197 after folio 188. If these two folios are 
renumbered as fol. 147A(131) and fol. 189A(197), the foliation num
bers written on the Beowulf MS will be completely accurate. Moreover, 
the two new numbers will simultaneously provide the present locations 
of the two folios, and the former, erroneous locations which are properly 
left as gaps between folios 130 and 132, and 196 and 198. The total 
count of folios in the MS is unaffected, since the double citations for the 
formerly misplaced folios still use the MS numbers in parentheses. 

The alternative provided by the 1884 foliation should be quite resis
tible. Its adoption requires a befuddling table of foliations to explain the 
numbers on the vellum leaves. ls The table provided by Norman Davis 

Codex, p. 15). It is surely strange that the editor of the FS edition of the Nowell Codex 
would choose to present the facts in a manner that is visually reversed in the FS. Dob
bie, not realizing that the folios are in the right order when the number sequence of 
the MS foliation is in disorder, translates the disordered MS numbers to disordered 1884 
numbers. The result is an entirely new disorder (of twelve, rather than ten folios), for 
if one retranslates Dobbie's sequence to the truly corresponding numbers of the MS 

foliation, the sequence reads, 91, 92, 93, 94,99,100,95,96,97,98, 101,102 (Beowulf 
and Judith, p. xv, and n. 19, where Dobbie ingenuously explains his blunder). The 
use of the MS numbers in the right order in tandem with the same numbers in disorder 
eliminates all of these obfuscations. 

18. Malone's table of four distinct foliations (and there are at least two additional 
foliations, overlooked by Malone) occupies the better part of a large folio page (Nowell 
Codex, p. 14). 
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(pp. xvi-xvii) in the second edition of Zupitza's FS of Beowulf helps 
demonstrate the awkwardness of all such tables: 

Old [MS] New 
129,130 132, 133 
132 to 146 134 to 148 
131 149 
147 to 188 150 to 191 
197 192 
189 to 196 193 to 200 
198 201 

These "correspondences," as Davis calls them, would be more tolerable, 
or at least more memorable, if the new numbers merely advanced the 
MS foliation numbers by three, as they do to the MS numbers in the 
Southwick Codex. Here in Beowulf, though, they advance the first two 
folios by three, the next fifteen folios by two, the first misplaced folio 
(131) by eighteen, the next forty-two folios by three again; the second 
misplaced folio (197) is itself five in advance of the new number, after 
which the new numbers advance the MS by four for eight folios, and 
finally by three for the last folio. No one using the 1884 foliation could 
be expected to remember which two folios had been originally misplaced 
in the Beowulf MS, or to have any clear conception of the reasons behind 
the wild discrepancies between the MS and the 1884 foliations. 

A formal return to the use of the MS foliation is easily accomplished, 
mainly because it was never fully abandoned. Through ignorance of the 
1884 foliation, most scholars still use the MS foliation. Zupitza used it, 
of course, in his FS edition, two years before the official foliation of 1884 
was concocted. And since most editors used Zupitza, rather than the MS, 

to found their texts, the editors of the poem, even after 1884, follow the 
MS foliation. Whenever folios are mentioned in Holthausen, Wyatt, 
Chambers, Sedgefield, Klaeber, Wrenn, and Wrenn-Bolton,19 the MS 

foliation numbers, alone, are used. Von Schau bert uses the 1884 folia
tion, but with the MS numbers in parentheses, and Dobbie, who in gen-

19. The comment in Wrenn-Bolton that the name Laurence Nouell appears "on 
folio 93r" (Wrenn, Beowulf, rev. Bolton, p. 9) is true according to the disordered MS 

foliation. A clearer citation, however, would use the double reference, fol. 91(93)r. 
The folio is the ninety-first in the codex, but was misplaced as the ninety-third some
time after Nowell wrote his name on it, and sometime before the MS foliation was 
made. 
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eral follows the 1884 foliation, still frequently uses double references 
(for example, Beowulf and Judith, p. xiv), and gives a full table of cor
respondences (pp. Ixvi-Ixx). Since Zupitza's transliteration was repro
duced by photolithography in Norman Davis's second edition, the MS 

numbers at the top of each page are reproduced as well. Rypins uses 
double references in his edition of the prose texts of the Nowell Codex, 
and Cook uses the MS numbers alone in his editions of Judith. Even 
Malone uses the MS numbers in his FS edition of the Thorkelin tran
scripts, and while he adopts the 1884 numbers in his FS of the Nowell 
Codex, the numbers on the FS itself furnish double references, and 
Malone is obliged to furnish a table of foliations as well (Nowell Codex, 
p. 14). Unfortunately, Ker conforms to the 1884 foliation in his Cata
logue, though this foliation clearly violates his own system of showing 
flyleaves and post medieval insertions by roman numerals (p. xxii). For 
the reasons outlined above, the foliation adopted in this book is the MS 

foliation written on the vellum leaves of Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. It differs 
from the foliation on the MS only where it needs to correct errors. When 
the late 18th-century foliation was written on the MS, twelve folios in 
the Nowell Codex were out of place, and two quires were transposed. 
In these relatively few cases a new number is assigned, giving the proper 
numerical position of the folio, but the old, erroneous number is also 
given in parentheses. Double citations in these relatively few cases are 
useful, because they highlight the precise places where the Nowell 
Codex was formerly disordered. For purposes of reference, the Old 
English contents of Cotton Vitellius A. xv. may now be identified fol
lowing this MS foliation, so corrected: 

I. The Southwick Codex 
1. Folio 1: The Soliloquia of St Augustine; 
2. Folio 57: The Nicodemus fragment; 
3. Folio 83v: The Debate of Solomon and Saturn; 
4. Folio 90v: The St. Quintin fragment. 

II. The Nowell Codex 
1. Folio 91(93): The St. Christopher fragment; 
2. Folio 95(97)v. The Wonders of the East; 
3. Folio 104: Alexander's Letter to Aristotle; 
4. Folio 129: Beowulf; 
5. Folio 199: The Judith fragment. 

The use of the MS numbers unquestionably simplifies references to the 
MS or the FSS, and ease of reference is the only good reason for having 
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a foliation at all. But it should be well understood that the foliation of 
1884 is not only complicated, but wrong, and for the sake of clarity and 
accuracy it must be abandoned at once. The three prefixed leaves that 
it counts have been reduced to two, and neither is an Old English text. 

History of the Multiple Foliations 

A long monograph could easily be written on the history of the various 
foliations. Scholars have tried, at least since the early 18th century, to 
unscramble the errors of previous foliations of Cotton Vitelli us A. XV., 

and yet it is an astonishing fact that the codex has never been accurately 
foliated in its entirety. The various foliations used for Cotton Vitellius 
A. xv. since the early 17th century need to be discussed in some detail 
to clear up some persistent misunderstandings. Scholars currently 
believe, quite mistakenly, that the Nowell Codex was unfoliated before 
the fire of 1731, and they recognize only three, or sometimes four, dis
tinct foliations. In reality, there are at least six distinct foliations for 
Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. There were two complete foliations made before 
the fire, the second of which tried, futilely, to correct the errors of the 
first. Scholars have not realized that these two foliations extended 
through the Nowell Codex before the fire, and that they furnish our 
only information about the Beowulf MS before it was damaged and 
rebound. 

The first foliation, which is still partly extant in the Southwick 
Codex but was lost to the Nowell Codex in the fire damage to the upper 
right corners, was made in the first half of the 17th century, probably 
under the orders of Richard James, between 1628 and 1638. The sec
ond foliation was made in 1703 by a committee whose job was to correct 
the foliations of the Cotton MSS. The third is the restoration made after 
the fire, the "MS foliation" that can be seen on the vellum leaves of the 
Nowell Codex today; it was made after the Thorkelin transcripts by 
Joseph Planta, sometime between 1793 and 1801. The fourth foliation 
was probably made in August 1845, when Frederic Madden was keeper 
and the MS leaves had been placed in the paper frames of the new bind
ing; it corrects some errors of the third foliation, and it can be seen in 
the upper right-hand corners of the paper frames. The fifth foliation 
was made sometime in the early 1870s, and it can be seen in the lower 
right-hand corners of the paper frames. The sixth foliation, like the 
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fourth, is recorded in the upper right-hand corners of the paper frames: 
this is the so-called official foliation of 1884. These are the multiple 
foliations of Cotton Vitellius A. xv. There may have been other distinct 
foliations, and indeed there is some evidence that there were. It is a 
rather complicated story. 

Only Forster has really considered the complications of the various 
foliations independently. Johannes Hoops's "Die Foliierung der Beo
wulf-Handschrift" is in large measure an attempt to correct the many 
flaws in Forster's account. 20 Malone and Dobbie rather uncritically 
accept Hoops as definitive, yet ignore his most valuable contribution, an 
astute defense of the MS foliation as preferable to the hopelessly inac
curate and obfuscating foliation of 1884.21 Hoops's main error, an error 
promptly and ubiquitously received as fact, was his belief that the Now
ell Codex was not foliated until after the fire. As Malone put Hoops's 
case, "We have reason to think that the leaves of the Nowell codex were 
not given numbers until after the great fire of 1731; certainly this codex 
shows no traces of an earlier numbering." But the reasons for believing 
that the Nowell Codex was unnumbered before the fire cannot be sus
tained. "For want of such a foliation," Malone continues, "Cotton's 
bookbinder made serious mistakes in ordering the sheets of the codex 
and Wanley's count of folios here is repeatedly inaccurate" (Nowell 
Codex, p. 12). Of course, one would not expect the Southwick and Now
ell codices to be numbered continuously, from 1 to 206, until after they 
had been bound together as a single book, and so Cotton's bookbinder 
is hardly a relevant factor. On the other hand, one would expect Wan
ley's count of folios to be accurate, for he was a meticulous paleogra
pher. And his count is not only accurate, it corrects errors in the foliation 
that preceded it. Leaves in the Nowell Codex were out of place when 

20. Rypins had given a fairly good account of the problems four years earlier, in 
his edition of the prose texts of the Nowell Codex (Three Texts, pp. ix-xi), though he 
recognized only a "threefold foliation." 

21. Marjorie Daunt, who did not comprehend the range of difficulties involved, 
characterizes Hoops's defense of the MS foliation as an insult to the British Library: 
"The 1884 numbering is regarded as the official pagination, and it would surely be a 
simple matter for future editors to accept the arrangement of the Keeper of MSS." "Old 
English Studies," p. 75. The editors have shown that it is not a simple matter at all. 
It might be added that the MS foliation is the work of another keeper of MSS, though 
the real issue is accuracy and convenience of reference. 
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Wan ley made his foliation, but the former arrangement of the leaves 
has no bearing on the accuracy of his count. 

The reason the two earliest foliations of the Nowell Codex have not 
been recognized is that the fire destroyed all physical evidence of them 
in the MS. The upper right corner of the Nowell Codex suffered the 
most fire damage, and since this is where the earliest foliation was 
recorded, there is naturally no vestige of it left. The upper right corners 
of the Southwick Codex are comparatively well preserved, and so there 
is evidence in the MS of an early, if not the earliest, foliation. Forster 
claims (pp. 4-5) that the "altesten Blattzahlen" derive from a hand of 
the late 16th or early 17th century, but in fact the forms of the numbers 
are not distinctive, and could have been used anytime between the late 
16th century and the present. These numbers undoubtedly predate the 
fire, but Forster's implication that they predate the Cotton codex (1628-
1638) is extremely misleading, for the numbers themselves simply can
not be dated. The only argument that can be used in favor of this posi
tion is James's reference to fo1. 56 in his Elenchus contentorum. The 
reference to a folio number before Cotton Vitellius A. xv. was bound 
(the Elenchus was bound with it) would seem to suggest that The Solil
oquia of St. Augustine, at any rate, was already numbered. On the other 
hand, James says that the next item in the codex was a fragment from 
a Legend of St. Thomas the Apostle, and if James is right, the codex 
could not have been numbered beyond the Soliloquia (and could not 
have been bound) until after the St. Thomas fragment was removed. If 
anything, the conflicting evidence argues against the view that the 
Southwick Codex was foliated before it was added to the Nowell Codex. 
After all, James might have simply counted the folios of the Soliloquia 
to mark the location of the Alfredian colophon, which must have been 
the most exciting feature of Vitellius A. xv. to Cotton. 22 

At any rate, we cannot be sure that the Southwick Codex was foliated 
in its entirety before it was combined with the Nowell Codex for Cot
ton's book, Vitelli us A. xv., and so the oldest extant numbers in the 
Southwick Codex may well have continued through the Nowell Codex 
before the fire of 1731. Forster only distinguishes two extant sets of folio 
numbers on the vellum leaves of the Southwick Codex: the "altesten 

22. James does not date the codex, and his description could leave the impression 
that the MS was contemporary with Alfred. 
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Blattzahlen," which he ascribes to the end of the 16th or the beginning 
of the 17th century; and the restoration of the "aitesten Blattzahlen," 
wherever it was needed, which he dates "wohl bald nach dem Brande 
von 1731" (pp. 5-6). The evidence is much more complicated than this. 
There are two main hands that account for most of the foliation num
bers, and Forster is right that one hand, in the Southwick Codex, wrote 
in numbers sometime before the fire, and the other hand restored num
bers lost by the fire both in the Southwick Codex and throughout the 
Nowell Codex. The restorer's numbers are usually quite distinguisha
ble from the numbers that survived the fire in the Southwick Codex, 
both by form and by difference in ink. But the distinction is sometimes 
virtually lost by fading or blurring, and by the restorer's apparently 
freshening up some of the old numbers, producing hybrid forms. Other 
hands have written in numbers, too, which of course adds to the 
complications. 

Some notion of the problems involved in distinguishing number forms 
(the difference in ink, reddish brown versus black, is normally unequiv
ocal) can be indicated here, before moving on to the central issue of 
identifying distinct foliations. According to Forster the following num
bers are all that remain of the "aitesten Zahlen" (p. 5), which were 
written in reddish brown ink: 3, 6, 7,8, 12, 13, 14, 15,23,24,26,27, 
28,29,31,32,33,37,38,39,40,41,47,50,52 (Forster supplies the 
2, though it is perfectly clear in the MS), 54, 56, 67, 73, and 77. Forster 
inexplicably overlooks the following "aitesten Zahlen": 9, 10, 11, 16, 
17,34,36 (freshened up), 42,57,58 (beneath the tape), 65 (very faint), 
70 (at the end of line 1),80 (?), and perhaps 90 (freshened up). By this 
count nearly half of the original numbers in the Southwick Codex are 
still extant. The others were presumably destroyed in the fire along with 
the old foliation of the Nowell Codex. The restored numbers in the 
Southwick Codex are not as uniform as they normally are in the Nowell 
Codex. The first two folios of the Southwick Codex, for instance, seem 
to have been numbered or restored by a different hand entirely. Other 
notable idiosyncrasies in the restoration of the old foliation numbers in 
the Southwick Codex will be mentioned in passing. 

Restored numbers (in black ink, unless otherwise noted) can be seen 

Plate 5. Fo!. 3r of the Southwick Codex preserves both the old foliation number 
in reddish brown ink (barely visible in the charred corner) and a superfluous 
restoration number in heavy black ink. 
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on fols. 1, 2, 3 (even though the original 3 is extant), 4, 5, 6 (original 
6 extant on the brittle edge), 18-22,25 (beneath the tape), 30, 32 (the 
original is extant, and the superfluous restoration, in pencil at the end 
of line 3 is not in the hand of the main restorer), 33 (same as 32), 35, 
38 (another superfluous restoration in pencil, at the end of line 7), 43-
46, 48, 49, 51 (in pencil at the end of line 4), 53, 59, 60, 61-65, 66 
(written very large, in pencil, in the center of the top margin, and then 
again at the end of line 2), 68 (like 66: moreover, the number 62, in yet 
another hand, is written in pencil at the end of lines 3-4), 69 and 71 
(like 66 and 68, though possibly in another hand, and though the cor
ners are intact no original numbers can be seen), 72 (over the original ?), 
74, 75 (written twice-in two different hands-once at the beginning 
and once at the end of line 1), 76, 77 (though the original is extant), 
78-87, 88 (corner intact, but no original number visible), 89, and 90 
(over the original ?). It is clear that we have more to deal with here than 
the "iiitesten Zahlen" and a restoration made soon after the fire. I would 
say that the penciled numbers 32, 38, 51, and 62 (on fol. 68), are by the 
same hand, and I would hypothesize that these numbers were made 
after the fire (because of their locations, away from the corners), but 
before the main restoration (because the number 62 is an error that was 
corrected before the main restoration was made). Thus, the possibility 
of a seventh distinct foliation, before the main restoration was written 
on the vellum leaves, cannot be ruled out. 

Six different foliations of Cotton Vitellius A. xv. as a whole, includ
ing two before the fire which have never been recognized, can be defi
nitely documented. The first foliation to include the Nowell Codex was 
made in the first half of the 17th century, most likely by the order of 
Richard James, between 1628 and 1638. The earliest extant reference 
to the first foliation of the Nowell Codex was made by Franciscus Jun
ius, who made a transcription of the Judith fragment sometime between 
1628 and 1650. At the head of the first page of this transcript (now 
Bodleian MS Junius 105), Junius noted the folio on which the fragment 
began: 

Fragmentum historice Judith, descriptum ex Cottoniance bibliothecce 
MS'o codice, qui inscribitur VITELLIVS A. 15. pagind 199. 

The note tells us that when Junius made his copy, the Judith fragment 
was already in Cotton's possession as a fragment, the Southwick and 
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Nowell codices had already been bound together as Vitellius A. xv., 
and, most notably, the two codices had already been foliated 
consecutively. 

Junius's transcript, and by extension the first complete foliation of 
Cotton Vitellius A. xv., can be dated with confidence between 1628 and 
1650. Junius lived in England from 1620 to 1650, but since the contents 
of the composite codex had not been settled until Richard James became 
librarian for Cotton, the terminus a quo must be moved up to 1628. 
Junius returned to England as an octogenarian in 1674, and died at 
Oxford in 1677, but the handwriting of the transcript is that of a young 
man. 23 Moreover, there is proof that Junius had worked extensively 
with Cotton Vitellius A. xv. during his first stay in England: in his 
edition of the Gothic and Anglo-Saxon Gospels, which he published in 
Amsterdam in 1665, he mentions his transcript of The Soliloquia of St. 
Augustine (Bodleian MS Junius 70) and his collation of The Gospel of 
Nicodemus (Bodleian MS Junius 74).24 In all, then, it seems safe to 
conclude that, since Junius refers to it between 1628 and 1650, the first 
complete foliation of Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. was made between 1628 
and 1638, when Richard James was Cotton's librarian, and after the 
contents of the composite codex had been settled. 25 

The next reference to this first complete foliation of the codex was 
made in the year 1703 as part of the report on the state of the Cotton ian 

23. The argument is Dobbie's, Beowulf and Judith, pp. xxii-xxiii, n. 7. 
24. See Junius's address to the reader (n. pag.) in Quatuor D. N. Jesu Christi 

EVANGELIORUM versiones perantiquae duae, Gothica scil. et Anglo-Saxonica. Accord
ing to his first biographer, however, Junius expressly returned to England in 1674 to 
work with Anglo-Saxon MSS at the Cotton ian Library; it is obvious that Junius, even 
as an octogenarian, had enormous energy, and the possibility that he transcribed the 
Judith fragment after 1674, though remote, should not be ruled out altogether. See 
Johannes Georgius Graevius, "Vita Francisci F. F. Junii." 

25. As Forster points out (Die Beowulf-Handschrift, p. 6), the foliation was not 
written by James himself, but it is not to be supposed that James foliated all of Cot
ton's books by himself. The Catalogue of the Cotton MSS. Circa 1635 (BL Add. MS. 
36,789), done during James's tenure but not by James, contains a rough copy of the 
Elenchus contentorum, combining items 3 and 4 and leaving no space for Beowulf 
between items 6 and 8 (fol. 29v). The earliest Cotton catalogue, Catalogus Librorum 
Manuscriptorum in Bibliotheca Roberti Cottoni, 1621 (BL Harley MS 6018), does 
not mention Vitelli us A. XV., though, as C. E. Wright suggests, it "may be concealed 
under the word 'Saxon.'" "The Elizabethan Society of Antiquaries and the Formation 
of the Cotton ian Library," p. 199. 
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Library. In that year, the trustees of the library commissioned the anti
quaries Matthew Hutton, John Anstis, and Humfrey Wanley, along 
with the Cotton librarian, Thomas Smith, to inspect the contents of the 
library, and to correct Smith's Catalogus Librorum Manuscriptorum 
Bibliotheae Cottoniana? (1696). A primary duty of this commission was 
to correct foliations and to provide them where they were lacking. Wan
ley, of course, wanted to do much more, but the draft of his letter "To 
Mr Speaker" (that is, Robert Harley, the chief trustee), dated 29 May 
1703, and preserved in BL MS Harley 7055, clarifies the main duty: 

If the Books in the Library were only to have their Leaves Number'd 
and to be Compar'd with Dr Smith's Catalogue, (as some of the Inspec
tors do Apprehend) the work will be at an end, as soon as they can find 
all things in their Places, which the Doctor ha's specified. But I under
stand your Honors Commands otherwise .... Sir, I am fearful that there 
may arise some differences in Opinion among the Inspectors, as to what 
is Wanting in Dr Smith's Catalogue. The Act of Parliament ha's most 
judiciously observed one thing, viz. the not Numbering the Leaves of 
Every Book. (fo1. 25) 

Wanley was soon to discover that his more elaborate conception of his 
job was not going to be encouraged by the beleaguered librarian and 
cataloguer, Thomas Smith. A note in Wanley's hand, dated May 31, on 
fol. 21 of BL MS Harley 7055, reads: 

We attended on Dr. Smith in Obedience to the Commands of the Trus
tees for his Assistance at the Cotton ian Library in order to the Inspection 
of the Books, &c. contained therein: The Dr said that he could not go 
along with us now, but would be there next Saturday by 10 a clock: at 
which time he would Agree that we should Inspect the Books: that is, 
compare the Numbers inscribed in them, with his Printed Catalogue; but 
would not then permit us to Examine the Books, as to the Tracts they 
comprehend, or allow any access to the Charters at all, saying that the 
former would take up more time than his hea[l]th would permit, & that 
the Latter ought not to be done 'till a Library-keeper be appointed. 

Smith had no intention of helping Wan ley humiliate him. The final 
report on the state of the library (Bodleian MS. Add. D. 82) shows that 
both Wan ley and Smith had to bend a little. The "Books, Charters, 
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Coins, & other Rarities contained in the said Library" (fo!. i) were all 
duly inspected, despite Smith, but the other inspectors managed to rein 
Wanley's more elaborate plans for perfecting Smith's catalogue. Wan
ley had to report, on behalf of the group, that the inspectors did not 

conceive it to be required by your Honors That we should compare all 
these Tracts with D'. Smith's Catalogue to Correct such Mistakes in it 
as might occurr, or to Insert the Titles of such Tracts as are omitted; 
because this seems to be a Work of time: But only to observe y< Volume 
each Book is written in; the Number of Leaves it contains; and whether 
the Book be of paper or Parchment, or both. 

Fortunately, Wanley himself rectified these shortcomings in his own 
catalogue, published two years later. 

The study of the first foliation of Cotton Vitellius A. xv. was not 
made by Wanley, however. Apparently, Matthew Hutton was in 
charge of checking the foliations of the Vitelli us MSS, for there is a list 
of these MSS on fo!' 87 of BL MS Harley 7055 that is not in Wanley's 
hand. A note by Frederic Madden in the upper left margin of this folio 
reads, "This is in Dr. Matthew Hutton's handwriting. FM." For Cot
ton Vitellius A. xv. Hutton makes the following notations: 

A. 15. fo!' 205. preter 1 fo!' in indic. male numerat. 
pergam. 
fo!' 154 Lis numeratus 

Hutton's comments tell us that Cotton Vitellius A. xv. was a parchment 
codex containing 205 folios and a table of contents (that is, James's 
Elenchus contentorum); that the first foliation was inaccurate (male 
numeratus); and that fol. 154 (in Beowulf) had been numbered twice. 
The most astonishing comment is that, by Hutton's count, the codex 
contained 205 folios, rather than 206. Surprisingly, the first foliation 
numbered 206 leaves, and the Judith fragment began on fo!' 199 
because fo!' 154 had been numbered twice. In other words, a folio was 
missing from the codex when Hutton checked the accuracy of the first 
foliation. As we shall see, Hutton was right. 

The second foliation is implied in Hutton's corrections of the first, 
which give the important information that a folio was missing in the 



Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 
Kevin S. Kiernan With a new foreword by Katherine O'Brien O'Keeffe 
http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=8599 
The University of Michigan Press, 1997  

[94] Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 

17th century. However, since the corrections of Smith's catalogue had 
been limited to observing ''y' Volume each Book is written in; the N um
ber of Leaves it contains; and whether the Book be of paper or 
Parchment," the second foliation numbers were not subsequently 
recorded in Smith's corrected catalogue. Only the number of leaves 
(205) was noted. 26 The first real application of the second foliation num
bers came two years later, in Humfrey Wanley's mighty Antiquce Lit
eraturce Septentrionalis Liber Alter, seu Humphredi Wanleii Librorum 
Vett. Septentrionalium, qui in Anglice Bibliotheeis extant, nee non mul
torum Vett. Codd. Septentrionalium alibi extantium Catalogus Histo
rico-Criticus, cum totius Thesauri Linguarum Septentrionalium sex 
Indicibus. 27 For obvious reasons, this important book is better known as 
Wanley's Catalogue. As N. R. Ker says in the opening paragraph of 
his own catalogue, Wanley's "catalogue of Anglo-Saxon manuscripts is 
a book which scholars will continue to use, or neglect at their own peril. 
His opinion on any given matter will always be worth knowing" (Cat
alogue, p. xiii). 

Nonetheless, scholars have persistently neglected the foliation num
bers Wanley gives for the Nowell Codex. Their reason for doing so was 
the assumption (which we now know was wrong) that the Nowell 
Codex was unfoliated before the fire, and that Wanley was somehow 
incapable of counting the folios correctly himself. Malone, for instance, 
uses Wanley's seemingly inaccurate foliation as evidence that the Now
ell Codex was unfoliated before the fire: "For want of such a foliation, 
Cotton's bookbinder made serious mistakes in ordering the sheets of the 
codex and Wanley's count of folios here is repeatedly inaccurate. The 
90 leaves of the Southwick Codex, however, were early numbered .... 
By virtue of this foliation, Cotton's bookbinder made no mistakes in 
ordering the sheets of the Southwick codex and Wanley's count of folios 
here is uniformly accurate" (Nowell Codex, p. 12; cf. Hoops, p. 4). As 
a matter of fact, Wanley's count of folios was accurate when it was 
made, and this first full record of the second foliation provides some 

26. The notation, in Wanley's hand, is made on p. 83 of Harley's copy of Smith's 
catalogue: it reads, Cod. membr. in 4/0 constans jolijs 205. Since the descriptive phrase, 
in 4/°, does not depend on Hutton, Wanley's count of folios may also be independent. 

27. It was published as volume two of George Hickes, Linguarum Vet!. Septen
trionalium Thesaurus Grammatico-Criticus et Archaeologicus. Both volumes were 
reissued in 1970 in the FS series English Linguistics: 1500-1800. 
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valuable information about the state of the codex before the fire. Wan
ley's use of the second foliation in his catalogue confirms that there were 
only 205 folios in the codex at the time; indicates that there was a blank 
leaf between the Southwick and Nowell codices before the fire, which 
was replaced by a blank paper sheet when the new binding was made; 
proves that the first 10 folios of the Nowell Codex were already out of 
order before the fire; and shows that the missing folio came from 
Beowulf 

Wanley says that the St. Christopher fragment began on fol. 92 and 
that the Judith fragment began on fol. 199, while the MS foliation num
bers the same section, from the beginning of the St. Christopher frag
ment to the beginning of the Judith fragment, 91 through 199. This 
discrepancy confirms Hutton's count of 205 folios, rather than 206, and 
shows that the missing folio came from the Nowell Codex, but before 
the Judith fragment. The first step in understanding the relation 
between the second foliation, used by Wanley, and the MS foliation is 
the realization that Wan ley must have counted a blank leaf after the 
Southwick Codex: he says for the last page of the Southwick Codex, fol. 
90b

• Fragmentum de Ss. Jesu Christi martyribus (that is, the eleven-line 
St. Quintin fragment); but then, for the first page of the Nowell Codex, 
he says fol. 92. Legenda de S. Christophoro Martyre. One cannot seri
ously argue that Wanley miscounted a folio here, for if there was not 
a blank vellum leaf separating the two codices, the last page of the 
Southwick Codex and the first page of the Nowell Codex would be fac
ing pages. Wanley would not have written 90b for the left facing page 
and 92 for the right facing page. 

It is admittedly uncharacteristic for Wanley to have counted a blank 
leaf in his foliation. He says in his report on the state of the Cottonian 
Library in 1703 that many of the erroneous foliations "seem to be occa
sioned ... by their numbring Blank Leaves having nothing at all writ
ten upon them (which we conceive to be done amiss, since such leaves 
are of no use or value)" (Bodleian MS Add. D. 82). But Wanley had 
a good reason for counting the blank leaf at the start of the Nowell 
Codex. The discovery by Hutton that fol. 154 had been numbered twice 
in the first foliation meant that Junius's reference to fol. 199 as the first 
page of the Judith fragment was wrong by one. Junius had left all of 
his MSS and transcripts, including his transcript of the Judith fragment, 
to the Bodleian Library, Oxford, where Wanley had been assistant 
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librarian until December 1700. As a librarian, Wanley would have rec
ognized the value of maintaining the start of the Judith fragment at fol. 
199. Edward Thwaites, who had published the first edition of Judith 
in 1698, and who was in charge of printing Wanley's catalogue/s may 
have provided other incentives. It is certain that Wanley had these two 
considerations in mind, at any rate, when he described Cotton Vitellius 
A. XV., for to his description of Judith he adds, Quod descripsit cl. Jun
ius, e cujus Apographo illus typis edidit Edwardus Thwaitesius, in libra 
suo supra laudat. 

After one realizes that Wan ley counted a blank leaf, for whatever 
reason, between the Southwick and Nowell codices, his strange foliation 
of the Nowell Codex makes sense, The first ten folios of the Nowell 
Codex were out of order, one must remember, when the MS foliation 
was made in the late 18th century, and Wanley's foliation shows that 
these folios were already out of order before the fire, when the second 
foliation was made. To illustrate the accuracy of Wanley's foliation the 
following table shows how Wanley's numbers (fol. 92 and fol. 98v) for 
the beginnings of the St. Christopher fragment and The Wonders of the 
East reflect the former disorder of the first ten folios of the Nowell 
Codex: 

Wan ley 
fo1. 92 

fo1. 98v 

MS 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97v 
98 
99 

100 

Textual references 
Christopher, pp. 5-6 

" pp.7-8 
pp. 1-2 

" pp. 3-4 
Wonders, pp. 8-9 

" pp.lO-11 
Christopher, p. 9; Wonders, p. 1 (on the verso) 
Wonders, pp. 2-3 

" pp. 4-5 
" pp.6-7 

Like the uncorrected MS foliation, Wanley's second foliation indicates 
that there were six and one-half folios in the Christopher fragment, 

28. See J. A. W. Bennett, "Hickes's 'Thesaurus': A Study in Oxford Book-Pro
duction." Thwaites's first edition of Judith, in his Heptateuchus, Liber Job, et Evan
gelium Nicodemi: Anglo-Saxonice. Historiae Judith Fragmentum; Dano-Saxonice, 
was based on Junius's transcript, rather than on the MS. Note that Thwaites calls the 
language of Judith "Dano-Saxon." 
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rather than four and one-half, as there should have been. The two extra 
folios were the two (95 and 96 of the uncorrected MS foliation) mis
placed from The Wonders of the East. But since Wanley began On fo1. 
92, he was right that The Wonders of the East began on foi. 98v. Wan
ley's numbers are one in advance of the corresponding MS numbers (91 
and 97v) because he counted the blank leaf preceding the St. Christo
pher fragment. For the same reason, he says that Beowulfbegins On foi. 
130, rather than 129. He does not give a folio number for the beginning 
of Alexander's Letter, but the count of folios between the start of The 
Wonders of the East and the start of Beowulf is the same as the count 
in the MS foliation: in other words, two folios are missing between 98v 
and 130, which correspond to the two extra folios between 92 and 98v. 
Obviously, up to and including the start of Beowulf, Wanley's second 
foliation and the uncorrected MS foliation correspond, once an allowance 
of one folio is made for the blank leaf that must have separated the 
Southwick and Nowell codices when Wanley made his description. 

What is most interesting, and most important, about Wanley's second 
foliation is what it implicitly tells us about the state of the Beowulf MS 

prior to the fire. The missing folio, first reflected in Hutton's count of 
folios for Cotton Vitelli us A. xv., must have come from Beowulf, since 
Wanley records that Beowulf began On foi. 130, and that the Judith 
fragment began on foi. 199. Unless a folio was missing from Beowulf, 
the Judith fragment should have begun by Wanley's foliation on foi. 
200, or one folio in advance of the MS foliation. By Wanley's second 
foliation, then, Beowulfbefore the fire consisted of only sixty-nine folios, 
rather than seventy.29 This remarkable feature of Wanley's foliation has 
always been ignored in the past, because all of his foliation appeared to 
be inaccurate. Now that we know, from Hutton, that Cotton Vitelli us 
A. xv. was lacking a folio before the fire, and that Wanley's apparently 
inaccurate foliation accurately reflects the disorder of the Nowell Codex 
before the fire, we know also that the missing folio came from Beowulf. 
Two facts may be immediately deduced regarding the whereabouts of 
this missing Beowulf folio. The first is that it must have been included 

29. Thorkelin, who saw the MS after the fire and before the MS foliation was made, 
comes up with the same number (joliis LXIX constante) on the page prefacing his 
transcript (Thorkelin Transcripts, p. C). Evidently it was Thorkelin who discovered 
the missing folio, since his transcription is complete. 
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somewhere in the bound codex, since none of the seventy Beowulf folios 
has escaped the general fire damage along the top and right sides that 
was sustained by all folios in the codex. The second fact is more reveal
ing: the missing folio must have been with the Judith fragment, since 
Wanley, by his folio numbers, accounts for all of the folios prior to the 
Judith fragment. 

With this help, the mystery of the missing Beowulf folio can be 
solved. The folio from Beowulf was not inserted in the Judith fragment, 
or Junius, presumably, would have transcribed it by mistake, and cer
tainly Hutton would have counted it, and come up with 206 folios for 
Cotton Vitellius A. xv. instead of 205. The only place for it, then, is at 
the end of the codex, after the Judith fragment, where Hutton could 
regard it as a flyleaf, not to be counted in the foliation. Hutton does not 
count the flyleaves (that is, the three prefixed leaves) at the beginning 
of the codex either. The folio from Beowulf that served as the ending 
flyleaf of Vitelli us A. xv. in Cotton's original binding can be identified 
by means of the fire damage it incurred in its position at the end of the 
codex in 1731. The last page of the Judith fragment is scorched and 
burned, and the only page from Beowulf that is more scorched and 
burned is the last page, or fol. 198v of the MS foliation. Further proof 
that the last folio of Beowulf followed the last folio of the Judith frag
ment at the time of the fire will be considered later, and will include an 
explanation of how and even why the Beowulf folio was deliberately 
misplaced. But to put off any possible skepticism now, it may be noted 
in passing that the small hole burned through line 17 on fol. 206v of the 
Judith fragment corresponds to the larger hole burned through the same 
area on fol. 198v of Beowulf. There can be no doubt that fol. 198 was 
at the end of the codex at the time of the fire, as Wanley's second foli
ation allows one to deduce. 

The third foliation is the MS foliation in the Nowell Codex, the res
toration of the old foliation (still partly extant) in the Southwick Codex. 
The common belie[3° that this foliation was written on the MS leaves 
soon after the fire is wrong. It was not done until sometime after 1787, 
because fol. 147A(131), from Beowulf, was not misplaced until 1787, 
when the Thorkelin transcripts were being made. The folio was in its 

30. See Forster, Die Beowulj-Handschrift, p. 6; Hoops, "Die Foliierung," p. 5; 
and Malone, Nowell Codex, p. 12. 
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proper place for the first transcript, but was out of place for the second. 
Hence the MS foliation must be dated after the second Thorkelin tran
script. It is interesting to note, however, that the last folio of Beowulf 
was no longer a flyleaf at the end of the codex by 1787. It seems safe to 
assume that it was Thorkelin himself who discovered the misplacement 
of the last Beowulf folio and restored it to its proper place, for as far as 
we know he was the first person after Wanley to read Beowulf with any 
comprehension. The third or MS foliation can be dated with some con
fidence between 1793 and 1801. This foliation was first officially used 
in 1802 by Joseph Planta, then the principal librarian of the British 
Museum, in A Catalogue of the Manuscripts in the Cottonian Library, 
Deposited in the British Museum. Planta tells us in his preface that the 
curators of the museum directed him, in 1793, to begin work on the 
catalogue, and that his "first care ... was to cause all of the volumes to 
be regularly paged" (p. xiv). 

Planta's description of Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. (pp. 380-381) was 
hastily dismissed by Forster as a servile copy of Wanley's description 
(p. 72). It is true that Planta bases his description on Wanley's, and he 
is somewhat misleading about his dependence on Wanley. His descrip
tion of Beowulf, for instance, is drawn verbatim from Wanley, yet 
Planta deliberately hides his debt by saying, Hunc Cl. Wanleius 'Poe
seos Anglo-Saxonicl1! egregium exemplum,' nuncupavit. Still, Forster 
overlooks the fact that Planta makes new observations of his own and, 
more important, that Planta changed Wanley's foliation numbers. 
Planta was following the new MS foliation. Here is Planta's description, 
with the new folio numbers in the right margin: 

Vitellius, A. xv. 
Codex membran. in 4to. foliis constans 206. 

1. Notulor de numero parochiarum, villarum, feodorumque militum 
in Anglia; et de expugnatione Caleti per R. Edwardum III. Folio 
rejectanes verso. 

2. Flores ex libro soliloquiorum D. Augustini Hipponensis Episc. 
selecti, et Saxonice versi, per iElfredum regem. Tractatus iste 

Plates 6a and 6b. The corresponding holes burned through fo!' 198v17 of Beo
wulf and fo!' 206v17 of the Judith fragment show that fo!' 198 was misplaced 
at the end of Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. at the time of the fire, 1731. 
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quondam fuit ecclesia: B. Maria: de Suwika, ut patet ex fol. 2. 
literis Normanno-Saxonicis, post conqua:stum scriptus. 1. 

3. Pseudo-Evangelium Nicodemi, Saxonice, capite, mutilum; cujus 
exemplaris variantes lectiones apographo suo, ex codice Canta-
brigiensi descripto, attexuit Cl. Junius, ut videre est pag. 96 -
Extat ad caleem Heptateuchi a Thwaitesio editi. 57. 

4. Dialogus inter Saturn urn et Salomon em; Saxonice. 83b. 
5. Fragmentum de SS. Jesu Christi martyribus; Saxonice. 90b. 
6. Legenda de S. Christophoro martyre; Saxonice; capite et calee 

mutila. 91. 
7. Descriptio fabulosa Orientis, et monstrorum qua: ibi nascuntur; 

cum figuris male delineatis; capite et calee mutila; haud diversa 
ab ilia (Latinis exceptis qua: in hoc codice desunt) quam exhibit 
codex qui inscribitur. Tib. B. V. 51. 95. 

8. Alexandri ad Aristotelem de situ India:, &c epistola; Saxonice. 104. 
9. Tractatus poeticus, quo descripta videntur bella qua: Beowulfus 

quidam Danus, ex regia Scyldingorum stirpe ortus, gessit contra 
Suecia: regulos. - Hunc Cl. Wan lei us "Poeseos Anglo-Saxonica: 
egregium exemplum," nuncupavit. 129. 

10. Fragmentum poeticum historia: J uditha: et Holofernis, Dano-
Saxonice, ante conqua:stum scriptum: quod descripsit Cl. Junius; 
e cujus apographo illud typis edidit Edw. Twaitesius ad caleem 
Heptateuchi. 199. 

This description is unquestionably based on an independent study of 
the MS, despite the heavy reliance on Wanley. The new foliation of the 
last five articles, that is, of the Nowell Codex, is enough to prove this. 
In his preface, Planta says of the method in his catalogue, "The folio of 
each article has been entered; and the number of folios in each volume 
has been noted, both in the catalogue and at the end of the volume, in 
hopes thereby to prevent all future mutilation, or at least to lay it open 
to detection" (p. xv). These remarks make it possible to ascribe the MS 

foliation to Planta: the total number of folios in Cotton Vitellius A. xv. 
is duly noted, both in his catalogue (foliis constans 206) and at the end 
of the MS, on the last page of the Judith fragment (Cons. fa!. 206). The 
number 206 is written by the same hand that wrote the MS foliation in 
the Nowell Codex, and since Beowuljfol. 147 A(131) was not misplaced 
until 1787, the foliation must be associated with Planta. 

What is remarkable about the foliation, as it appears in the cata
logue, is that at first glance it suggests that the first ten folios of the 
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Nowell Codex had been put in their right order: according to Planta, 
The Wonders of the East begins on fol. 95, rather than 97, as the uncor
rected MS foliation says. The following table can elucidate this mislead
ing feature of Planta's catalogue. 

Planta's catalogue MS 
fol. 91 91 

92 
93 
94 

fo1. 95 95 
96 
97 
98 
99 

100 

Textual references (with folios out of order) 
Christopher, pp. 5-6 

pp.7-8 
pp. 1-2 

" pp. 3-4 
Wonders, pp. 8-9 

" pp. 10-11 
Christopher, p. 9; Wonders, p. 1 
Wonders, pp.2-3 

" pp. 4-5 
" pp.6-7 

Obviously, Planta did not realize when he wrote the MS foliation that 
the first ten folios of the Nowell Codex were out of order. With the first 
two and the next two folios of the St. Christopher fragment transposed, 
and with the last page lost in the middle of The Wonders of the East, 
Planta's claim that the St. Christopher fragment had lost its beginning 
and ending (capite et calce mutila) makes sense. Similarly, with the 
two folios from The Wonders of the East misplaced, this text would 
seem to begin as a fragment (capite . .. mutila) on fol. 95. 

The last three foliations of Cotton Vitellius A. xV.-the fourth, fifth, 
and sixth-are all recorded on the paper frames of the 19th-century 
binding. The fourth foliation is written in pencil in the upper right cor
ners, recto, of the frames; it corrects most of the errors of the third, 
Planta's MS foliation. 31 It renumbers the first ten folios of the Nowell 
Codex from 91-100, but with the folios in their right order: for clarity, 
the third and fourth foliations should be used in tandem, with the MS 

numbers in parentheses, when citing these ten folios. The double ref
erences, 91(93), 92(94), 93(91), 94(92), 95(97), 96(98), 97(99), 
98(100), 99(95), 100(96), will provide the proper sequence of these 

31. As Daunt points out in her review of Hoops, "In the extreme right-hand top 
of the page, in some cases a number appears half cut away by the trimming of the 
page-where it can be seen ... it appears to be the same as the pencilled numbering 
just described." "Old English Studies," p. 75. 
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J 
Plate 7. MS fo!' 142r reduced. The protective paper frames of Gough's 1845 
binding record the fourth foliation, crossed out in the extreme upper right cor
ner; the fifth foliation in the lower right corner; and the sixth foliation, inside 
the ruled border of the upper right corner. 

[104] 
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folios, preserve the fact of their former disorder, and simultaneously 
explain the erroneous MS foliation. The two misplaced folios from Beo
wulf, 131 and 197, were back in their proper places for the fourth foli
ation, but the fourth foliation does not renumber them, no doubt to pre
vent having to refoliate Beowulf from fol. 130 onward. The double 
references, 147 A(131) and 189A(197), achieve the same result, but have 
the advantage of simultaneously indicating the present, correct locations 
and the former, incorrect locations. The fourth foliation does not correct 
the transposition of the two gatherings from Alexander's Letter. 

The discovery of the proper order for the first ten folios of the Nowell 
Codex was made in two stages sometime in the interval between the 
writing of the third foliation on the MS and the writing of the fourth 
foliation on the paper frames of the new binding. Before the MS leaves 
were set in the paper frames, two different hands wrote catchwords in 
the lower right corners, verso, of folios 92(94) and 98(100). Malone, as 
far as I know, is the only scholar to have interpreted the purpose of 
these catchwords at all, and he is certainly wrong about them. He says 
of the catchword on fol. 92(94)v: "Lower margin: At the extreme right, 
some interpolator wrote foroon in a modern imitation of the insular 
hand; after it he set a point and the figure 96, but the 6 has been crossed 
out and a 1 set over it. The next folio in the MS as it now stands is 91, 
old foliation, but 96, official foliation. This folio begins with foroon. 
The interpolation was obviously made after the adoption, in 1884, of 
the present foliation of the MS" (Nowell Codex, pp. 33-34). Malone's 
explanation does not bear scrutiny. No one at the British Museum 
would be writing on the vellum leaves of the MS as late as 1884. The 
leaves had long been mounted in the paper frames by then, and if the 
catchwords were written as late as Malone maintains, they would have 
been written on the paper frames, not on the vellum. Malone did not 
realize that the purpose of the catchword was to identify the folio that 
should, but did not, follow fol. 92(94) when the catchword was written. 
That folio was the first misplaced folio of the MS foliation, fol. 93(91). 
Thus the catchword predates the 1845 rebinding, and indeed made it 
possible to rebind the folio in its proper place in 1845. The correction 

Plates 8a and 8b. The catchwords in the bottom right corners of fols. 92(94)v 
and 98(100)v identified the proper sequence of the first ten folios of the Nowell 
Codex. 
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was made in two stages, as the difference in ink shows. One interpola
tor, mistakenly thinking that the folio should precede fol. 96 of the MS 

foliation, wrote 96 in the lower right corner. The number seems to be 
in the same hand as the MS foliation itself. A second interpolator, still 
using the MS foliation, corrected 96 to 91, and wrote in foroon before 
the number to indicate that this page had to be placed before fol. 93(91) 
to correct the order of the folios. 

Yet another interpolator (compare the handwriting with foroon) per
formed the same service for the other misplaced folios in the sequence. 
Malone says of the catchwords on fol. 98(100)v: "The catch-words in 
the right-hand corner anticipate the first words of the next page .... I 
read /odoe him h[w)i[lcJl for the first line, /folgian/ for the second" 
(Nowell Codex, p. 36). His reading, however, is incorrect. Some of the 
letters are badly faded, but they can still be made out with confidence. 
The interpolator incorrectly copied oooe him hwilc man folgiende as 
odoe him man folgiande, his major error being the omission of hwilc. 
His other two errors are spelling mistakes, the first of which (odoe for 
oooe) is supported by the way the Old English scribe crossed his d's 
with a single stroke. These catchwords were demonstrably written 
before 1845, when the vellum leaves were inlaid in the paper frames, 
for the n in man and the g of folgiande are partly covered by the paper 
frame. Although the catchwords on folios 92(94)v and 98(100)v were 
written by two different people, they were obviously written before the 
fourth foliation, since the fourth foliation benefits from them by order
ing and numbering the first ten folios of the Nowell Codex correctly. 
The catchwords showed that fol. 93(91) should follow fol. 92(94), and 
that fol. 99(95) should follow fol. 98(100). With these as guides, it was 
possible for Gough to put the first ten folios of the Nowell Codex in 
their proper order when he inlaid and rebound Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. 
in August 1845. 

The fifth foliation is written in pencil in the lower right corners, 
recto, of the paper frames. It is quite likely that the fifth foliation was 
never intended by the archivist who made it to supersede the fourth 
foliation. It seems strange, at any rate, that it would have been written 
in the lower right corners if it was meant to be considered the official 
foliation at any time. Possibly, the fifth foliation stems from an archi
vist's desire to keep an additional record of the leaves in Cotton Vitellius 
A. xv., which included the three prefixed leaves as well as the two blank 
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paper leaves that were placed in the codex when the MS was rebound 
in the 19th century. As we have seen, the second blank paper leaf, after 
fol. 90, may well have replaced a blank vellum leaf from Cotton's orig
inal binding, for Wanley apparently counted a vellum leaf here in his 
foliation. If the first paper leaf, after fol. 56, also replaced an original 
vellum leaf, there would be a good explanation for the purpose of the 
fifth foliation. Hoops (p. 7) and Malone (Nowell Codex, p. 12) believed 
that the blank paper leaves were inserted in the codex at the time of the 
new binding to emphasize that sections of the original MSS were missing 
at these points. This explanation, however, fails to account for the lack 
of a paper leaf before the Judith fragment. It also fails to explain why 
an archivist then counted a blank leaf, representing an indeterminate 
number of lost folios, as a single folio. 

If, on the other hand, the blank paper leaves replaced blank vellum 
leaves, there would be a reason why no blank paper leaf was inserted 
before the Judith fragment (there was no blank vellum leaf to replace), 
and there would be a reason for numbering the blank leaves as single 
folios in the fifth foliation (to represent the former existence of blank 
vellum leaves). Nor is it hard to explain how two blank paper leaves 
could have come to replace two blank vellum leaves when the codex was 
rebound in the 19th century. After the fire, when each leaf of the MS 

was mounted in the paper frames, the mounter substituted paper leaves 
for the vellum leaves because he did not see the need to mount empty 
vellum, especially since the MS foliation did not count them anyway. 
This interpretation of the origin of the two blank paper leaves also 
explains the origin of the fifth foliation, which, by counting five folios 
that had never been counted before, and were not Old English texts, 
would seem only to be creating problems where no problems existed. 
The officials at the British Museum wanted to record, as precisely as 
possible, the state of the codex before the new binding: the count in the 
lower right corners achieved this purpose without directly supplanting 
the MS foliation of the Old English texts. Surely, the officials who made 
the count knew the significance of the blank paper leaves, or they would 
not have been counted as single folios. These officials, whoever they 
were, were not amateurs, and it is unreasonable to believe that they 
would have counted modern paper leaves in the fifth foliation if these 
leaves merely represented an indeterminate number of lost folios. 

If the fifth foliation was indeed only meant to supplement the MS 
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foliation, it nevertheless came to have full status as a "neue foliierung" 
or "neue zahlung" in Alfred Holder's paper on the collation he made 
in 1876 of The Wonders of the East and Alexander's Letter. It was 
abandoned in 1884, but not before it had caused some major confusion 
among scholars. Somehow, Forster managed to confuse it with the 1884 
foliation. He says that this "BIatterzahlung, die auf der unteren rechten 
Ecke des Papierrahmens angebracht ist, wurde erst nach 1884 einge
flihrt" (p. 10). Thus Forster considered the fifth foliation the last, and 
because he distinguishes only three distinct foliations, he refers to it as 
the third foliation, instead of the second. Since Forster's description of 
Cotton Vitellius A. xv. is the only full description of the MS there is, the 
various foliations of it have been very poorly understood indeed. 

The sixth foliation has already been discussed in some detail in the 
section on the prefixed leaves. Like the fifth foliation it counts the three 
prefixed leaves, and like the fifth foliation it has been pervasively inac
curate since the first prefixed leaf was removed from the codex in 1913. 
Unlike the fifth foliation it does not count the two blank paper leaves, 
but if these leaves replace blank vellum leaves, as the evidence suggests, 
the sixth foliation only shares the inaccuracy of the fifth foliation. The 
sixth, then, tells us nothing about the codex that cannot be told in more 
efficient ways, and it hides important facts about the history of the codex 
that only the MS foliation clearly reveals to any extent. A return to the 
Old English MSS can now be facilitated by a return to the MS foliation 
preserved on them. 

The Southwick Codex 

The Southwick Codex takes its name from a decidedly threatening 
notice of ownership, written in a late 13th- or early 14th-century hand, 
on fol. 2r of The Soliloquia of St. Augustine. Part of the notice appears 
to have been destroyed along the bottom right margin, which is 
scorched, shrunken, creased, and covered by tape; but in fact the passage 
can be read in its entirety by holding the leaf up against strong light. 

Plate 9. The notice of ownership for the Southwick Codex is in the bottom 
margin of fo1. 2r. 
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The notice, for the first time transcribed in its entirety, stoutly 
proclaims: 

Hic liber est Ecclesie beate Marie de Suwika. Quem qui ab eadem ab
stulerit. vel Titulum istum dotose deleuerit nisi eidem Ecclesie condigne 
satisfecerit: Sit Anathema. Maranatha. Fiat. Fiat: Amen: Amen.32 

The curse makes it perfectly clear that The Soliloquia of St. Augustine, 
at any rate, belonged at the time to the Augustinian priory of St. Mary 
in Southwick, Hampshire. Since the other three texts (the Nicodemus 
fragment, The Debate of Solomon and Saturn, and the St. Quintin frag
ment) were all copied by the same scribe, it is reasonable to assume that 
all four texts belonged to St. Mary's Priory, and to refer to this part of 
Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. as the Southwick Codex. Moreover, there are 
rust marks from a previous binding on the first and last pages of this 
codex, which indicate that these four texts were bound together as a 
separate book before Cotton had them rebound at the beginning of 
Vitelli us A. xv. But there are still other indications that the Soliloquia 
and the other three texts were, at an earlier stage, parts of two distinct 
codices. 

Forster (p. 38) and Ker (Catalogue, p. 279) both date the script of 
the Southwick Codex in the mid-12th century, but they disagree over 
the number of scribes who copied the texts. Forster (pp. 24-25) main
tained that one scribe copied the Soliloquia, and that a second scribe, 
with a remarkably similar script,33 copied the other texts. Ker, while 
acknowledging that the script in the last three texts "has sometimes a 
more irregular appearance" than it has in the Soliloquia, categorically 
states that "there is no change of hand" (Catalogue, p. 208). Both posi
tions are defensible, and, it seems to me, they share the truth. Forster 

32. My transcript differs from those of Ker and Forster, who differ in some minor 
respects from each other, in pointing and in capitalization. Moreover, condigne and 
eadem are not conjectural restorations; they can be read with certainty along the 
burned and taped edge by holding the page up to the light. Forster read cond::::, and 
remarkably suggested condigne in his note (Die Beowulj-Handschrift, p. 54, n. 1). 
Ker read tandem, confusing co and ta (but this scribe uniformly draws a large loop 
over his a's). 

33. "einen so einheitlichen Eindruck im Schriftduktus und in den Buchstabenform
en, dass man zunachst nur einen Schreiber annehmen mochte." 



Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 
Kevin S. Kiernan With a new foreword by Katherine O'Brien O'Keeffe 
http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=8599 
The University of Michigan Press, 1997  

History and Construction of the Codex [113] 

perhaps overplays the significance of slight variations in certain letter
forms, and Ker underplays their significance by ignoring them and 
stressing the similarities of other letterforms. Both agree on the relative 
uniformity of the script in the Soliloquia as compared to the relative 
variety of letterforms in the following texts. Forster explains this differ
ence as a difference in age between the two texts: "Hierzu stimmt auch 
die Beobachtung, dass die Schrift von [the first scribe 1 gleichmassiger 
und einheitlicher ist, wie das bei einem geubten Kopisten zu erwarten 
steht, wahrend der jungere Schreiber ... mehrfach seine Buchstaben
formen variiert, wei! sie ihm noch nicht so fest in der Feder sitzen" 
(p. 25). The conflict between Ker's and Forster's views may be easily 
reconciled by assuming that the same scribe copied all of the texts of the 
Southwick Codex, but at two different times in his life. If Forster's 
deductions are acceptable, we may conclude that the scribe copied the 
Nicodemus fragment, The Debate oj Solomon and Saturn, and the St. 
Quintin fragment, for one codex as a young man, and that he copied the 
Soliloquia for another codex as an older man, after his script had 
become more established and uniform. 

The bad physical condition of the first page of the Nicodemus frag
ment supports this conclusion. The page is so thoroughly soiled and 
worn that it must have served as an outside cover for some time before 
the Southwick Codex, as it now exists, was assembled. Pages, or even 
gatherings, could have fallen out of the codex between the Soliloquia 
and the Nicodemus fragment, of course, but this would not explain how 
the first page of the Nicodemus fragment could come to be exposed to 
so much wear and tear. Besides, there is proof that the Southwick Codex 
was put together in a fragmentary state, for the rust marks at the end 
of the codex show that the St. Quintin Homily was already an eleven
line fragment at the time of the earlier binding. The fact that the codex 
was assembled and bound in a fragmentary state suggests that there was 
an intermediate owner of the texts between the Southwick priory and 
Sir Robert Cotton. However, evidence from medieval sheet signatures 
shows that the codex was already in its present, fragmented state, during 
the 13th century. There are also quire signatures, made in roman 
numerals, that corroborate the evidence from the sheet signatures. 

The sheet and quire signatures make it possible to identify with rel
ative certainty what is left of the original gatherings. Both series of sig
natures have been erroneously dated by Forster, who held that the quire 
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signatures were probably contemporary with the MS (second quarter of 
the 12th century), and that the sheet signatures could be dated about a 
quarter of a century later (pp. 12 and 19). The quire signatures appear 
as roman numerals centered in the lower margins of the first folio of 
each quire. They were drawn with a rudimentary pencil, varying in 
color from reddish brown to almost black. The following table provides 
an account of the gatherings based on these signatures. 

Number of 
Quire Folios sheets Comments 

I 1-8 4 Signature, below and to the right 
of the taped tear, overlooked by Forster. 

II 9-16 4 Overlooked by Forster. 
III 17-24 4 

nn 25-32 4 
V 33-40 4 The first side of V is elongated, 

and starts with an awkward loop, but 
it is not an arabic 5, pace Forster. 

VI 41-48 4 First side of V elongated, but nu loop. 
VII 49-56 4 Note V, with both loop and long side. 

VIII 57-64 4 Same V as V and VII. 
Ix 65-74 5 Overlooked by Forster (long I, short x). 

[Xl 75-82 4 No signature now visible. 
xl 83-90 4 Overlooked by Forster (short x, long I). 

The quire signatures themselves prove that The Gospel of Nicodemus 
was already a fragment when the quires were numbered, and thus the 
quire signatures cannot possibly be contemporary with the MS, as Fors
ter maintains. The Soliloquia of St. Augustine now comprises the first 
seven gatherings. The Alfredian colophon on what is now the last page 
of the Soliloquia (fo1. 56v) reads, [H] eer endiao pa cwidas pe eelfred 
kining alees of pcere bee pe we hatao on, but the sentence breaks off at 
the end of the folio. Something like leeden Soliloquiorum Augustini is 
needed to complete the sentence, and surely the sentence was finished 
on a folio that once followed fo1. 56. But it does not make sense to 
assume that a medieval binder folded on an extra leaf at the end of the 
seventh quire for the sake of a few words. If another quire did not orig
inally follow the Soliloquia, the scribe would have simply ruled an extra 
line at the bottom of fo1. 56v to complete the colophon. Thus, at least a 
gathering is lost after the Soliloquia. 
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Forster did not realize that anything was missing after the Soliloquia, 
apparently because he did not realize that the colophon was a fragment. 
He did know, of course, that The Gospel of Nicodemus was a fragment, 
which makes it all the more surprising that he considered the quire 
signatures contemporary with the MS. According to the signatures, there 
is nothing lost between the last quire of the Soliloquia (VII) and the 
first quire of the Nicodemus fragment (VIII). Thus it seems clear that 
the quire signatures were made after material was lost between what 
are now quires VII and VIII. Forster unaccountably resists this conclu
sion, and argues instead that a single, folded-on leaf, containing the 
beginning of The Gospel of Nicodemus, was lost. Perhaps the best 
argument against this unreasonable conclusion is that a medieval book
binder would not ordinarily begin a quire with a folded-on leaf. Half
sheets are frequently used in medieval MSS, but they are stitched into 
the middle of quires, usually in pairs between the second and third, or 
third and fourth sheets, to prevent them from falling out easily. Binders 
naturally avoided the most vulnerable places, the centers of quires and 
between quires, whenever they stitched in half-sheets. We may safely 
conclude that the quire signatures were made after the texts were cop
ied, and after material had been lost both at the end of the Soliloquia 
and at the beginning of The Gospel of Nicodemus. The reason the quire 
signatures were made after the texts were copied seems obvious. A later 
medieval binder was arranging loose gatherings for a new binding, and 
probably for a newly constituted codex as well, one that for the first 
time combined the Soliloquia with the Nicodemus fragment, The 
Debate of Solomon and Saturn, and the St. Quintin fragment. 

The sporadic use of sheet signatures in some of the quires should be 
associated with this new, medieval binding, too, for the same pencil that 
was used for the quire signatures was also used for the sheet sigllatures. 
The roman numerals I, V, and X of the quire signatures cannot be 
dated paleographically, but the medieval arabic numerals used for the 
sheet signatures can be dated with some degree of accuracy, because of 
the development of the forms in the course of the Middle Ages. Sheet 
signatures can be found, in whole or in part, in quires II, III, 1111, V, 
VI, VIII, and X. Their forms and their positions vary somewhat from 
quire to quire. In general, the sheets are signed alphabetically, a 

through d, and numerically, according to the number of the quire, in 
the lower left margins of the first four folios of the quires. Thus, fols. 
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9r, lOr, llr, and 12r of the second quire are signed, respectively, a7, b7, 
c7, and d7. The figure 7 was the standard form of the arabic number 
2 in the 13th century. In III, the sheet signatures were written in the 
lower right margins: b3 on fol. 18r, c3 on fol. 19r, and d3 on fol. 20r; 
a3 is missing on fol. 17r because the corner of the vellum has broken 
off. The medieval arabic 4, prevalent throughout the Middle English 
period, resembles an 8 with its bottom loop open-~. The sheet sig
natures for IIII are in the lower left margin, with the arabic 4 placed 
beneath, rather than beside, the letters: a/ ~ (fol. 25r), b, with only the 
tip of the ~ stiIl extant beneath it (fol. 26r), c/ ~ (fol. 27r), and d/ ~ 
(fol. 28r). For quire V there are vestiges of a in the lower right corner 
of fol. 33r, and of b at the edge of the tape on fol. 34r; fol. 35r is signed 
clearly with a c, and fol. 36r with a d, also in the lower right corners 
without accompanying numbers. Quire VI is fully signed by letter and 
number, after the manner of II, a6-d6 on fols. 41r-44r. 

There are no sheet signatures in quire VII, though Forster thought 
he saw a, b, and d, in the lower right margins of fols. 49r, 50r, and 52r 
(the bottom margin of fol. 51, where c might have been, is cut away). 
In VIII there are no visible sheet signatures on the first two folios; but 
in the bottom left margin of fol. 59r there is a c, and on fol. 60r a d. 
Since there are no arabic numbers whatever, I am mystified by Forster's 
claim that "bei keiner andern Lage ist die Signierung so gut erhalten 
wie hier; denn wir haben sowohl auf fol. [57r] die altere Lagenbezeich
nung mit der romischen VIII unten auf der Mitte des Randes wie die 
wohljungere Bezeichnung mit a8, b8, c8 und d8 auf den Biattern [57r, 
58r, 59r, and 60r].,,34 The two systems of signatures are preserved 
together much more clearly in quires II and VI. There are no sheet 
signatures in quires IX and XI. Quire X has no quire signature or sheet 
signature visible on the first folio, but the next three folios, 66r-68r, are 
fairly clearly marked bff, cff, and dO: The figure ff was the common 

34. To avoid further confusion from the use of multiple foliations, the MS foliation 
is used, here and elsewhere, in place of the one Forster adhered to; whenever this 
change is made, the numbers will be bracketed. 

Plate 10. Both the sheet (a6) and the quire (VI) signatures of the Southwick 
Codex are well preserved in the bottom margin of fo!' 41r. 
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sign for the arabic numeral 10 throughout most of the Middle English 
period. 

Forster dates the sheet signatures in the third quarter of the 12th 
century, but he is probably about a century too early. Forster based his 
dating on the forms of the arabic numbers 2, 6, 8, and 10, which accord
ing to him were "die charakteristischen F ormen des 12. J ahrhunderts" 
(p. 19). He based his conclusion on G. F. Hill's tables of facsimiles in 
"On the Early Use of Arabic Numerals in Europe,"35 but Hill's tables 
do not, in fact, support Forster. First of all, a 12th-century date for the 
sheet signatures can be doubted on general principles. As Hill points 
out in his introduction, "The numerals are first found in MSS. of the 
tenth century, but they cannot be said to have been at all well known 
until the beginning of the thirteenth. During all this early period there 
is, perhaps naturally, considerable uncertainty in the forms, as a glance 
at Tables II and III will show" (p. 11). Forster's contention that the 
forms of the 2, 6, 8, and 10 were characteristic forms of the 12th century 
is simply not true. Hill's Table II lists 12th- and 13th-century forms. 
There is not a single example of the 7 -like 2, and this absence alone is 
enough to dismiss Forster's dating of the sheet signatures. The 7 -like 2 
is truly characteristic of the 13th century, as Hill's Table III, numbers 
1-12 (p. 30), will amply illustrate. The forms 6, 8, and 10 are also 
characteristic of the 13th century, as the same table makes clear. The 
facsimiles in this table show that the arabic numerals used for the sheet 
signatures in the Southwick Codex were the standard forms for these 
numbers throughout the 13th century. It is significant that all of the 
facsimiles from this table are taken from English MSS. Hill's Table V 
(p. 32) mainly relies on English examples from the 13th and 14th cen
turies. Number 6 of this table lists forms for 2,3,4,6,8, and 10-that 
is, all of the numbers used in the sheet signatures-that are virtually 
identical to the forms in the Southwick Codex. In other words, the sheet 
signatures can be safely dated, on the basis of the arabic numbers, in 
the late 13th century, or even in the early 14th century.36 The medieval 

35. Hill later expanded the study, as The Development of Arabic Numerals in 
Europe, Exhibited in Sixty-Four Tables. 

36. See also the early MS forms under the date 1275 (row c), in David Eugene 
Smith and Louis Charles Karpinski, "The Spread of the Numerals in Europe," The 
Hindu-Arabic Numerals, p. 143. None of the letterforms (a-d, and e on fo!' 13r, by 
mistake) is specifically 12th century, and even if the letters were distinctive forms, they 
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signature of ownership, on fol. 2r of the Soliloquia, is also dated in the 
late 13th or early 14th century; it now seems certain that the sheet sig
natures, the quire signatures, and the signature of ownership can all be 
dated at the same time-late in the 13th or early in the 14th century, 
when two 12th-century, fragmented codices were being bound together 
in a new composite codex, now known as the Southwick Codex. The 
front page of the Nicodemus fragment was in bad shape because this 
codex had lost its initial gathering(s) at some point in the intervening 
century between the date of the MS and the date of the rebinding and 
was exposed to unusual wear and tear. The Soliloquia was naturally 
placed first in the new codex, because the Southwick priory was an 
Augustinian house. The late-medieval binder made the sheet signatures 
first, so that all loose sheets would be properly placed within the sepa
rate quires, and these were usually numbered by quire, as well. After 
the order of the sheets was determined, the order of the quires was 
established, and the quire signatures were made, by roman numerals, 
in the proper sequence on the first folios of each quire. After the book 
was bound, a signature of ownership was written on fol. 2r of the new 
codex. 

A few minor details relating to the scribe of the Southwick Codex 
may be mentioned before moving on to the Nowell Codex, and the cen
tral topic of this book, the Beowulf MS. The name petrus (with a wynn
like p), is written at the foot of fol. 12r. The name was written with a 
very sharp pen point, considerably sharper than the pen used to copy 
the text, but the handwriting appears to be the scribe's caroline script 
(the r has no descender, but the scribe frequently writes his r in this 
manner). Perhaps the scribe who copied the two parts of the Southwick 
Codex at different times in his life was named Peter. We can see a bit 
of his personality at the foot of fol. 16v, where he doodles while he waits 
for a new quire. He treated his copy of the Soliloquia specially, high
lighting on the first twenty-one folios parts of the text (most frequently 
the abbreviations for ond and pmt, and the letters i, 0, and p) in bright 
red ink, and carefully tracing over petrus and his doodle in red, as well. 

could not outweigh the much stronger evidence from the arabic numerals. They may, 
or may not, be feeble attempts to copy the letterforms of the MS, but in any case they 
do not provide any compelling paleographical information, despite Forster's dating of 
them in the third quarter of the 12th century (Die Beowulf-Handschrift, p. 19). 
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The Nowell Codex 

The second main codex of Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. is known as the Now
ell Codex, after its earliest known owner, Laurence Nowell (1520-
1576), the 16th-century "Saxonist" who compiled the first Anglo-Saxon 
dictionary.37 Nowell has written his name and the date, 1563, at the top 
of the first folio of the Nowell Codex. The codex, as we have seen, con
sists of five Old English texts, two of which, the first and the last, are 
fragments: the St. Christopher fragment; The Wonders oj the East; 
Alexander's Letter to Aristotle; Beowulf; and the Judith fragment. The 
first three texts are in prose, and the last two are, of course, poems. The 
Nowell Codex, as a whole, has been extensively described by Forster, 
Malone, and Sisam, and, in much less detail, by Rypins, Dobbie, and 
Ker.38 All of these descriptions have overlooked, underestimated, or mis
represented important features of the codex that have crucial bearing on 
the original, as opposed to the present, construction of the codex. The 
attempt to rectify these shortcomings is not, in this case, simply an 
academic duty, for the results intimately involve one's understanding of 
the Beowulf MS, and ultimately, of Beowulf itself. 

Scholars are not yet in accord over the original construction of the 
Nowell Codex. Forster, Dobbie, Ker, and Malone each give different 
accounts of the original gatherings, and all but Malone fail to realize 
that the Judith fragment was a late addition to the codex. The confusion 
can no doubt be traced to the fact that all five texts were copied by two 
scribes. The first scribe copied the three prose texts and Beowulf, up to 
line 1939; the second scribe copied the rest of Beowulf and Judith. This 
fact, taken alone, suggests that all five texts were copied together for a 
single codex. The fact that the hands change in the middle of the fourth 
text, Beowulf, suggests that the copying of the texts was continuous, 
another reason for assuming that the five texts, or at least the first four, 
were inseparable parts of the same codex. Moreover, the two hands are 
contemporary, and so there is no reason to assume that there was a 
hiatus after the first scribe stopped copying. As a matter of fact, the 
second scribe's handwriting is distinctly more archaic than the first 

37. Preserved as Bodleian MS Selden supra 63; it has been edited by Albert H. 
Marckwardt, Laurence Nowell's Vocabularium Saxonicum. 

38. Sisam's essays "The Beowulf Manuscript" and "The Compilation of the Beo
wulf Manuscript" are reprinted in Studies, pp. 61-96. 
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scribe's, which weakens any case there might have been for presuming 
that a hiatus in copying had occurred after line 1939 of Beowulf 

The 11 th-century provenance of Beowulf, of course, tremendously 
enhances the importance of the 11 th-century MS. A careful study of the 
physical makeup of the Nowell Codex shows that the Beowulf part of 
the codex may have been originally a separate book. Indeed, there is 
compelling physical evidence, which will be considered in detail in Part 
3, that the unique MS of Beowulf was still undergoing revision in the 
11 th century, and consequently that the MS, or at any rate part of it, 
may represent something very close to an autograph. As we shall see, 
the extant MS may be the first MS in which Beowulf, as we now know 
it, was put together as a single poem from two originally distinct stories. 
The copy of the poem was proofread by both scribes, and the text was 
certainly altered after the copy was made. These momentous issues can
not be well discussed without a clear conception of the physical con
struction of the Nowell Codex as a whole. 

It is far more difficult to determine the original gatherings of the 
Nowell Codex than it was for the Southwick Codex, because the Nowell 
Codex has no sheet or quire signatures. However, it is important to 
know how the Nowell Codex, and particularly how the Beowulf MS, 

was originally put together, for a knowledge of the actual construction 
of the MSS furnishes some revolutionary insights into the composition of 
Beowulf itself. The presumptive gatherings of the Nowell Codex have 
never been sufficiently described, and in fact there are major disagree
ments over their construction among Ker, Forster, Dobbie, and Malone. 
The reason for such wide divergence of opinion is twofold: in the first 
place, since all pages of the codex have been remounted in paper frames, 
the threads and margins are all modern, and so a collation cannot be 
achieved simply by examining the folds of the vellum sheets, which by 
virtue of the modern frames no longer exist; in the second place, the 
scholars mentioned above, particularly Forster and Dobbie, have not 
used all available resources in their attempts to determine the original 
gatherings. Absolute certainty in this matter cannot be expected, but 
some guesswork, which was never verified, can certainly be eliminated, 
and strong probabilities are always preferable to weak possibilities and 
impossibilities. 

Despite the destruction of the original threads and margins (whether 
by the fire or by the modern bookbinder is uncertain), "the collation can 
be ascertained," as Ker says, "from the ruling, the arrangement of hair 
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and flesh sides, the dislocation of quire 4 before quire 3, and the vari
ation in the number of lines in different quires" (Catalogue, p. 282). 
Yet the usefulness and reliability of these methods of collation vary. The 
ruling, for instance, is of very little value in the case of the Nowell 
Codex. The normal insular practice was to rule an entire gathering in 
one simple process: the gathering (usually a quire of four sheets) was 
punctured along the outer margins, through all four sheets at once, at 
the required intervals for text lines and bounding lines; the rulings were 
then made using the prick marks for guides. 39 The particular shape, the 
angle of entry, and the linear configuration of prick marks can be enor
mously useful in determining original quires, since all leaves of a par
ticular quire will share the same features, but the prick marks of the 
Nowell Codex were destroyed along with the outer margins in the fire 
of 1731. The rulings themselves are far less trustworthy, partly because 
the fire damage caused shrinkage at the edges of the vellum, and the 
measurements of the rulings are affected. The rulings in the Nowell 
Codex are unreliable for other reasons, too. Anglo-Saxon scribes some
times ruled through two or more sheets at a time. Since they made rul
ings with a hard-point instrument, the indentations on the outside sheet 
could carry through to the inside sheets. Thus, if only one ruling was 
made for all four sheets, the outermost sheet would have the heaviest 
ruling, while the innermost sheet would have the lightest. The scribes 
of the Nowell Codex, however, invariably made more than one ruling 
for each quire, or else renewed particularly light inner rulings. In either 
case, the result affects the strict correlation of the rulings within a quire. 
Without the prick marks, we have no way of knowing the cause of var
ious discrepancies. For example, if the awl was pushed through the vel
lum sheets on a slight angle, as often happened in MSS with surviving 
prick marks, the rulings of inner sheets when separately ruled would of 
course differ from the rulings of the outside sheets. Even in the highly 
improbable event that the prick marks were exactly identical from sheet 
to sheet, the rulings would not be, nor should one expect them to be: the 
scribe, who was not a machine after all, would naturally place his ruler 
sometimes slightly above, or below, or on top of, the prick marks, and 
these minor divergencies would vary from one side of a sheet to the 

39. For a general discussion see Ker, Catalogue, pp. xxii-xxv; for a detailed study 
of the methods of ruling see Leslie Webber Jones, "Pricking Manuscripts: The Instru
ments and Their Significance." Ruling as a method of collation is interestingly applied 
by Dorothy K. Coveney, "The Ruling of the Exeter Book." 
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other. As a result, the measurements for one side of a sheet often vary 
slightly from those on the other side. Discrepancies of this nature within 
uncontested quires of the Nowell Codex unfortunately vitiate the rul
ings, in the absence of prick marks, as definitive evidence of the original 
gatherings. 

A related method for determining the original gatherings, the varia
tion in the number of lines in separate gatherings, can also be risky. 
Eight leaves in the midst of Beowulf (fols. 163-170) are ruled for 
twenty-two lines per page, while on either side the folios are ruled for 
twenty lines per page. It is reasonable to assume from the unique ruling 
that fols. 163-170 constitute an original gathering, but it should be 
remembered that consecutive leaves, not necessarily constituting a quire, 
could be ruled for extra lines after binding. Indeed, extra lines have 
been added elsewhere in the Nowell Codex, in this way, after the orig
inal rulings were made. There is even a quire in Beowulf that was orig
inally ruled for twenty lines of text to the page that has four consecutive 
pages (fols. 174v-176r) with twenty-one lines of text. Not too much 
reliance should be placed on a criterion so susceptible to alteration. In 
any case, only one quire (fols. 163-170) can be tentatively identified 
from the unique number of twenty-two rulings per page, while no 
quires at all can be firmly identified from ruling alone, since all the 
prick marks are gone. 

The other two criteria mentioned by Ker for determining the original 
gatherings in the absence of the original threads and margins are quite 
reliable, yet one method, the dislocation of quires, can only be used to 
identify two quires. The second test, as we shall see, can be applied 
pervasively, yet for some reason has only been applied to one quire. 
This test checks the arrangement of hair and flesh sides of the vellum 
leaves, to see if pairs of leaves, which are presumed to be two halves of 
an original sheet, are in fact conjugate. For anyone unfamiliar with vel
lum MSS, checking the arrangement of hair and flesh sides of the vellum 
leaves is the least obvious method for determining the original gather
ings. A brief explanation of the method will perhaps be useful. Each 
sheet of vellum has a hair and a flesh side. It is usually quite easy to 
distinguish between them, at least when the vellum is of the rather thick 
variety used in the Nowell Codex. A hair side generally has a yellowish 
tinge and is smoother and shinier than a flesh side, which has a whitish 
tinge and a rougher texture. The heat from the Cotton fire has often 
made the color distinction between hair and flesh more brown and gray 
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than yellow and white, but the distinction remains evident in most cases. 
Moreover, the distinction is often aided by the appearance of groups of 
"hair dots" on the hair sides, showing that the hide has been shaved on 
these sides. This aid must be used cautiously, however, for on particu
larly thin parchments, these dots will sometimes show on both sides, 
and in such cases it is very difficult to distinguish hair side from flesh.40 
But with the exception of a group of deeply soiled folios at the begin
ning, which is almost surely a gathering, it is relatively easy to distin
guish hair from flesh throughout the Nowell Codex. 

Because of the frequently marked difference in color and texture 
between hair and flesh sides, scribes tended to arrange the sheets of 
quires, and then the quires themselves, so that a hair side would face a 
hair side and a flesh side would face a flesh side. This procedure has 
the satisfying aesthetic effect of obscuring the contrast in color and tex
ture of the hair and flesh sides, for no matter where a reader opens a 
book arranged in this way, the facing pages are always of the same 
general color and texture. Fortunately, neither of the scribes of the 
Nowell Codex followed this procedure, for if they had, the arrangement 
of hair and flesh sides would be worthless as evidence of where one 
quire ended and another began. The second scribe's way of arranging 
the sheets of a quire is especially informative: he always places the 
sheets with the hair side facing outward, so that within the quire hair 
faces flesh, except in the center, where the two flesh sides of the center 
sheet face one another. Hair faces hair only between the second scribe's 
quires. Because of this characteristic arrangement, the last three quires 
of the Nowell Codex are very easy to establish. The first scribe's meth
ods are less transparent. He is evidently more concerned with achieving 
uniformity between facing pages, but there is usually enough minor var
iation within quires to make the collation of hair and flesh sides a val
uable tool for understanding the original construction of his quires, and 
consequently of the Nowell Codex as a whole. 

The value of this test can be illustrated by applying it to two groups 
of leaves in the first scribe's section of the MS that are already firmly 
established as quires. There has never been any doubt that folios 

40. The same problem occurs occasionally in the Exeter Book. According to Cov
eney, "it is very difficult to decide in one or two instances whether ... the surface of 
the parchment is flesh or hair. The oiliness and transparency of the skin alluded to 
above causes the hair dots to show on both sides of some leaves, and both have the 
appearance of showing the hair dots." "The Ruling of the Exeter Book," p. 55. 
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107(115)-114(122) and 115(107)-122(114) from Alexander's Letter to 
Aristotle are two original quires, because the two sets of folios (as the 
double references signalize) were bound in the wrong order, and in fact 
are still in the wrong order in the MS today. As all commentators have 
recognized, these two groups of folios must have been original quires to 
have been transposed in this way. What is interesting is the way these 
two quires were originally constructed. The arrangement of hair and 
flesh sides in both quires is identical. It shows that both were originally 
constructed as three-sheet gatherings, with two half-sheets folded on 
between the second and third sheets. This is evident because only three 
pairs of leaves in each quire-the first and eighth, the second and sev
enth, and the fourth and fifth-are conjugate. It is certain that the third 
and sixth leaves in both quires were half-sheets when the gatherings 
were stitched together, for in both quires the third and sixth leaves are 
nonconjugate. The following diagram illustrates the construction of 
these two expanded gatherings, based on the arrangement of hair (H) 
and flesh (F) sides. 

2 
FJ-I 

4 

7 
HF 

8 

There is nothing unusual about expanding a gathering in this manner. 
In fact, Ker says that "the use of a pair of half-sheets in place of one 
sheet is common. The half-sheets are usually the third and sixth or the 
second and seventh leaves in the quire, rarely the first and eighth or the 
fourth and fifth leaves, which would be more likely to fall out" (Cata
logue, p. xxiv). 

The arrangement of the whole sheets follows the normal insular 
practice, whereby a hair side is placed on the outside of the quire, and 
within flesh faces flesh, and hair faces hair. The inserted half-sheets 
throw this arrangement off, so that hair faces flesh between the second 
and third and fifth and sixth leaves. This would seem to suggest that 
these two quires were originally constructed as three-sheet gatherings, 
and were expanded afterward, when it became clear how much parch-
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ment was needed to finish copying Alexander's Letter. A precise under
standing of the construction of these two quires leads directly to a much 
more important understanding of the construction of contiguous gath
erings. Forster, Dobbie, and Malone, for reasons that will be discussed 
in a moment, describe the immediately preceding group of folios (101-
106) as an anomalous three-sheet gathering, and my examination of the 
arrangement of hair and flesh sides confirms their guess. The six leaves 
form three conjugate pairs. Yet a three-sheet .gathering is no longer, 
strictly speaking, an anomaly in view of the original construction of the 
two transposed quires. This throws the presumptive construction of the 
prose section of the Nowell Codex into an entirely new light. Scholars 
have always assumed that the gathering following the transposed quires 
was a four-sheet quire, which makes Beowulj an inseparable part of the 
prose codex that precedes it, since Beowuljbegins on the seventh leaf of 
this four-sheet quire. Now there is no reason to make this assumption. 
On the contrary, there is good reason to believe that the last gathering 
of the prose codex was another three-sheet gathering, which was all that 
was needed to finish Alexander's Letter. The exciting corollary of this 
conclusion is that the Beowulj part of the Nowell Codex once existed as 
a separate codex. 

The following table of quires provides at a glance the most probable 
construction of these three distinct parts of the Nowell Codex. 

Number of 
Quire sheets Folios 

Prose: 1 st 5 91(93)-100(96) 
2d 3 101-106 
3rd 3 (+2 lvs.) 115-122 (117 + 120 folded on) 
4th 3 (+2 lvs.) 107 -114 (109 + 112 folded on) 
5th 3 123-128 

Beowulf: 6th 4 (+2 lvs.) 129-139 (133 + 136 folded on) 
7th 4 140-147 A(131) 
8th 4 147-154 
9th 4 155-162 

10th 4 163-170 
11th 4 171-178 
12th 5 179-188 
13th 5 189A(197)-198 

Judith: 14th 4 199-206 
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An exhaustive study of the arrangement of hair and flesh sides through
out the Nowell Codex justifies this description of the original quires. 41 

The arrangement of hair and flesh sides in the fifth and sixth quires 
also permits them to be described as two four-sheet gatherings, but the 
particular arrangement favors one three-sheet and one five-sheet gath
ering. If the fifth quire is described as a four-sheet gathering, the 
arrangement of hair and flesh shows that it was originally a natural 
quire, which, as we have seen, is unprecedented in the prose part of the 
Nowell Codex. On the other hand, if the sixth quire is so described, the 
hair-flesh correspondence shows that it was originally a three-sheet 
gathering, which was expanded to a quire by the insertion of two leaves, 
which is unparalleled in the Beowulf part of the codex. If the Anglo
Saxon binder was at all consistent, the fifth quire was a three-sheet 
gathering that ended the prose codex, and the sixth was a quire 
expanded to a five-sheet gathering that began the poetic codex, Beowulf 
The two originally separate codices were combined early in their his
tory, most likely in the scriptorium in which they were copied, but per
haps by Laurence Nowell or a previous owner in the 16th century. 

Other corroborating indications that Beowulf once existed as a sep
arate codex, and thus was not mechanically copied along with three 
unrelated and undistinguished prose texts, will be discussed in due 
course. For now it is enough to note that the particular hair-flesh pat
tern of the sheets in the fifth and sixth gatherings supports the conten
tion that Beowulf begins with a new gathering. It is lamentable, of 
course, that the hair-flesh pattern is ambiguous at this one crucial point, 
but the corroborating evidence helps resolve the ambiguity by strongly 
supporting the view that the Beowulf MS was once a separate codex. In 
most other cases, the arrangement of the hair and flesh sides is not at 
all ambiguous, and the criterion can be used with confidence to elimi
nate some improbable and impossible guesswork regarding the original 
quires. For this reason it is surprising that scholars have not used the 
test, or, in the case of one quire, have used it where it is not even needed. 
Only Ker and Malone indicate that they have checked into the matter 
at all, but it is evident that neither thoroughly examined the hair and 

41. Note that the two transposed quires from Alexander's Letter, the third and 
fourth, are here put in their proper order. To correct the MS foliation, consequently, 
double references are necessary: that is, 107(115)-114(122) and 115(107)-122(114). 
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flesh patterns to see if their accounts of the original gatherings were 
sustained by the pairings of the leaves. 

While Ker rightly asserts that, in part, "the collation can be ascer
tained from ... the arrangement of hair and flesh sides," he applies the 
method only to the solitary Judith quire: "Hair outside all sheets in 
quire 14" (Catalogue, p. 282). The implication would seem to be that 
this arrangement of the sheets was unique in the codex, yet the two 
preceding gatherings (the last two gatherings in Beowulj) are also 
arranged in this way. It would have made more sense for Ker to identify 
the fourteenth quire by means of the ruling (which is unique in the 
codex in distance from top line to bottom), or by means of the variation 
in the line numbers between this quire (which has twenty lines to the 
page) and the preceding quire (which has twenty-one lines to the page). 
But, really, there is no need to make any special argument for the eight 
leaves of the Judith fragment: one assumes that they constitute a natural 
quire of four sheets. If Ker had checked the hair and flesh patterns 
throughout the Nowell Codex, he would have realized that his account 
of the gatherings was wrong in at least two places. Malone gives the 
impression that he has investigated the sheet arrangement more care
fully than Ker, for he says, quite rightly, that "the sheets of the codex 
do not show a consistent pattern in the arrangement of hair and flesh 
sides." Yet the results of Malone's investigation are no more enlight
ening than Ker's, for Malone merely quotes Ker: "As Ker points out 
(p. 282), all sheets of the fourteenth gathering have the hair side out. 
... But this sequence is varied more or less in the other gatherings" 
(Nowell Codex, p. 16). It is odd indeed that Malone uses the same 
example as Ker, especially since Malone correctly believed that the 
Judith fragment was a modern addition to the Nowell Codex (ibid., p. 
119). 

At any rate, the real impact of determining the hair-flesh patterns 
does not come by confirming the single-quire construction of the Judith 
fragment, about which no one ever had any doubts anyway. The impact 
comes when the test can be used to invalidate established descriptions 
of the gatherings, and confirm alternative descriptions. For example, 
Forster (and Dobbie, who followed his suggestion) explained the former 
misplacement of the two Beowuljfolios-147 A(131) and 189A(197)
by assuming that they had been single leaves that were folded on to 
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four-sheet quires.42 As single leaves, they could have fallen out of the 
codex and been misplaced by Cotton's bookbinder. The explanation is 
perfectly reasonable, but the arrangement of the hair and flesh sides in 
the putative gatherings in question proves that it is wrong. According 
to Forster, the seventh gathering consisted of fols. 140-147, with fol. 
147A(131) folded on between the last two folios of the quire. It is 
obvious that Forster did not check the hair-flesh correspondences, for if 
he had he would have seen that fols. 140 and 147, the "outside sheet" 
of this supposed quire, are not conjugate. Similarly, Forster says that 
the twelfth quire consisted of fols. 182-189, with fol. 189A(197), the 
second misplaced folio from Beowulf, folded on between the last two 
folios. In this case three of the four "sheets" (the outside, the third, and 
the center sheet) are not conjugate pairs of folios, and so could not have 
been sheets at all. Many other supposed gatherings in Forster's table 
(for example, his eighth, ninth, tenth, and eleventh) are invalidated on 
the same grounds. 

The test can be put to more positive use, as well. Forster (and Dobbie 
and Malone, who followed his suggestion) explained the former disor
der in the first ten folios of the Nowell Codex by assuming that they 
constituted an original five-sheet gathering. As in the case of the two 
misplaced Beowulf folios, the disorder of the first ten folios of the Now
ell Codex was permanently recorded by the old foliation written on the 
vellum leaves of the MS. Today, with the folios back in the right order, 
this foliation reads: 93, 94, 91, 92, 97, 98, 99,100,95,96. Forster's idea 
was that "diese falsche BHitterzahlung erklart sich am einfachsten so, 
wenn wir ann ehmen, dass die ebengenannten 10 Blatter ... eine Lage 
zu 5 Bogen bildeten, deren 4 erste Bogen zur Zeit der Renaissance-

42. Dobbie (Beowulf and Judith, p. xv, n. 21) is a bit misleading about his depen
dence on Forster's account of the gatherings. The principal difference between them 
is that Dobbie curiously numbers the lost gatherings, though he has no way of know
ing for sure how many gatherings were lost. Even in this difference, however, Dobbie 
is following Forster's conjectures (Die Beowulf-Handschrift, pp. 22-23). Dobbie says 
that "the principal point of difference" is that he describes the first two extant gath
erings as five- and three-sheet gatherings, while Forster describes them as two four
sheet quires. In fact, Forster originated the theory that the first extant gathering was 
comprised of five sheets to explain the misplacement of the first ten folios reflected in 
the MS foliation (see Forster, Die Beowulf-Handschrift, pp. 7-8). 
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Paginierung in falscher Reihenfolge lagen, namlich als c. d. a. b., und 
deren 5. Bogen e, statt in der Mitte, zwischen die beiden letzten Blatter 
der Lage geraten war" (pp. 7-8). Forster was unhappy with this expla
nation, though, for he provides another unlikely "Erklarungsmog
lichkeit" in a footnote (p. 8, n. 1), and then disregards both explanations 
in his discussion and table of gatherings, where he describes the first 
two gatherings of the Nowell Codex as normal four-sheet quires (pp. 
21, 22-23). One can only surmise that Forster ultimately rejected his 
explanation for the misplaced folios because it left him with what he 
viewed as an anomalous three-sheet gathering for the second quire. Yet 
as the table of gatherings on p. 126 illustrates, a three-sheet gathering 
in the prose texts need not be considered anomalous. If Forster had 
made a collation of hair and flesh sides, he would have discovered that 
the second gathering could not have been a four-sheet quire, for only 
the center sheet of this proposed quire has conjugate pairs of folios. 43 

The second gathering (fols. 101-106) is in fact a three-sheet gathering: 
the two outer sheets (101 and 106, and 102 and 105) have the hair sides 
out, while the center sheet (103 and 104) has the flesh side out, so that 
hair faces hair in the center of the gathering. 

This roundabout way of confirming the five-sheet construction of the 
first gathering of the Nowell Codex is to some extent necessary. All ten 
folios of this presumptive first gathering are unusually dirty, and the 
sixth, seventh, and eighth folios are not only dirty, but napped on both 
sides, making collation very uncertain indeed. However, the two outside 
sheets (leaves 1 and 10, and 2 and 9) definitely have the hair side out, 
which strongly supports the deduction that the ten isolated folios must 
constitute a five-sheet gathering. The third, fourth, and fifth leaves (or 
folios) also definitely have the hair side out, and while they cannot be 
collated with certainty with the soiled and napped surfaces of the sixth, 
seventh, and eighth leaves, the best guess is obviously that the first ten 
folios of the codex constituted a five-sheet gathering, with hair facing 
out for all five sheets. In any case, the hair-flesh test rules out the pos
sibility that the first two gatherings were four-sheet quires, shows that 

43. Ker also describes the first two gatherings of the Nowell Codex as four-sheet 
quires (Catalogue, p. 282), while Malone correctly describes them as five- and three
sheet gatherings. Ker's summary description is cited in Zupitza (Beowulf, p. xvii). 
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the second gathering was comprised of three sheets, and provides strong 
evidence that the first gathering was comprised of five sheets. 

Forster's insight, that the disorder of the first ten folios could best be 
explained by a separate gathering whose sheets had been jumbled, was 
staunchly championed by Malone after Forster himself had abandoned 
it. According to Malone, the disorder of the folios "is hardly explicable 
unless the first gathering had ten leaves" (Nowell Codex, p. 15n). How
ever, Forster's and Malone's explanation of how the sheets were jum
bled to produce the disorder is unnecessarily complicated and improb
able. As Malone argues the case (ibid., p. 15), Cotton's bookbinder 
found the five sheets in disorder and mistakenly rearranged them in the 
following way: he made sheet 4 the outside sheet; next to it, he placed 
sheet 3, and then sheets 1 and 2; but instead of placing sheet 5 in the 
center of the gathering, after sheet 2, he instead slipped it in immedi
ately before the last two folios of the gathering. This theory indeed 
explains the disorder of the folios, but at the expense of Cotton's book
binder, who is obliged to behave as though he were not a bookbinder at 
all. Professional bookbinders do not make stitching problems for them
selves by slipping in a folded sheet out of alignment with the other folds 
of a gathering. If all the sheets were still whole, a bookbinder would 
naturally place them properly, for a bookbinder, one inside the other. 
He might well mix up the order of the sheets, so that sheets 3 and 4 
would precede sheets 1 and 2, but he would not randomly slip in sheet 
5 outside the main fold of the gathering. 

Fortunately, there is no need to make Cotton's bookbinder behave as 
an amateur to explain the disorder of the first ten folios, or to maintain 
the view that the ten folios constituted a gathering. The outside folds of 
gatherings in an unbound codex are exposed to wear and tear, while the 
inside folds are relatively protected. Before Cotton had the Nowell 
Codex bound with the Southwick Codex as Vitelli us A. xv., the first 
gathering of the Nowell Codex would have been particularly vulnerable 
to wear and tear. Note the worn condition of the first folio, 91(93) of 
the St. Christopher fragment. If the folds of the first two sheets of this 
gathering broke, the first two and the last two folios of the gathering 
would become loose leaves. If this is what happened, Cotton's book
binder wisely placed the four loose folios together within the gathering 
from which they came. The original gathering, thus disordered, subse-
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quently was numbered by Joseph Planta from 91-100 on the vellum 
leaves, in the late 18th century. When the misplaced folios were put 
back in their proper places in the 19th century, the resulting disorder 
in the number sequence on the vellum leaves revealed where the book
binder had placed the four loose folios: 

93, 94, 91, 92, ( ), 97, 98, 99, 100, 95, 96 
! ,t !! 

I I 

The most important result of determining the sheet arrangement of 
the original gatherings of the prose texts is, of course, that it opens the 
possibility that Beowulf once existed as a separate codex. It shows that 
three-sheet gatherings were the norm, not the exception, in the prose 
texts, and that even if one disregards the original three-sheet makeup of 
the expanded third and fourth quires, the second gathering is a prece
dent for describing the fifth as another three-sheet gathering. Though 
the first gathering, of five sheets, is now anomalous in the prose section 
of the Nowell Codex, it may not have been unique before the St. Chris
topher fragment lost its beginning. Forster observes that the length of 
the Latin source, the Passio S. Christophori, indicates that about ten 
folios, or five sheets, have been lost at the beginning of the Old English 
translation (pp. 76-77). We may thus conclude, with Forster, that a 
five-sheet gathering has been lost at the beginning of the prose codex. 
We may also conclude that the three prose texts were inseparable parts 
of the same codex. Unlike Beowulf, neither of the two complete prose 
texts could have begun new quires. The St. Christopher fragment ends 
on the recto, and The Wonders oj the East begins on the verso of fol. 95 
(97); and though Alexander's Letter starts a new folio (104r), it starts 
only three leaves before the transposed quires, which proves that it 
begins within a gathering. But the Beowulf codex can be separated from 
the prose texts that precede it, and the advantage of doing so should be 
obvious. Suddenly the poem is no longer the fourth item in an otherwise 
undistinguished Anglo-Saxon anthology, which Sisam calls a "Liber de 
divers is monstris, anglice" (Studies, p. 96). It becomes instead a poem 
that 11 th-century Anglo-Saxons appreciated enough to copy as an 
individual book. 
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The Beowulf Codex 

There are many reasons for assuming that Beowulf originally existed 
as a separate codex. Humfrey Wanley, who discovered Beowulf in the 
early 18th century, and who published the first description of it in his 
monumental Catalogus Historico-Criticus, speaks of the poem as if it 
were a separate book.44 His testimony is of special value because he was 
an expert paleographer, and because he studied the codex before the fire 
of 1731, when the original gatherings were still intact. Wanley realized 
that Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. was comprised of more than two Old 
English codices, as his prefatory remark, Cod. membran. ex diversis 
simul compactis constans, clearly reveals. Moreover, he limits the Now
ell Codex to the prose texts, when he says at the end of his description 
of Alexander's Letter, Hoc autem exemplar cum 3 superioribus, veteri 
manu scriptum,Juit peculium doctiss. viri Laurentii Nowelli. a. d. 1563. 
Finally, he begins his description of Beowulf itself with the phrase In 
hoc libro. There does not seem to have been any doubt in Wanley's mind 
that Beowulf began a new codex. When one looks for confirmation of 
this, it is not hard to find. No one has yet noted that at the bottom of 
fol. 129r, the first page of Beowulf, was written the name of the com
posite codex, Vi (tellius) A 15. The -tellius is entirely rubbed off, but 
Vi- and A 15 are still quite readable, even in the FSS. The signature 
tells us that Beowulf was separable, if indeed it does not tell us that the 
poem was actually separate from the codex before it was bound, for 
there would be no point in writing the name of the composite codex in 

44. Wanley took a special interest in Beowulf, and he discovered it long before he 
was appointed, in 1703, to the commission that was to report on the state of the Cotton 
MSS. Sisam points out that "he tells Hickes as soon as he lights on the Beowulf man
uscript, for Hickes replies (20 August 1700) 'I can find nothing yet of Beowulph.'" 
Studies, p. 276. In fact, Wanley did some research on the poem. C. E. Wright recounts 
that Wanley wrote to Eric Benzelius, a Swedish scholar, on the discovery of Beowulf: 
"Lastly, Wanley comes to the story of his discovery of a 'Tract in the Cotton ian 
Library (omitted in Dr. Smith's Catalogue) written in Dano-Saxon Poetry, and 
describing some Wars between Beowulf a King of the Danes of y' Family of the Scyld
ingi, and of some of your Swedish Princes'. 'Pray, Dear Sir', adds Wanley, 'have you 
any Histories about such a King, & such Wars?'" "Humfrey Wanley: Saxonist and 
Library-Keeper," p. 109. 
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the middle of a gathering. We may surmise that Vitelli us A. 15 was 
written on the first page of Beowulf as instructions to Cotton's binder 
to include the poem in the composite codex. 

The first page of Beowulf has left other telltale marks of its former 
existence as an outside cover. The bottom right-hand corner is especially 
soiled, and many letters have been lost-and where they are not lost, 
the ink is badly diluted-in this area of the page. Apparently the dam
age was caused by sweat and friction, from gripping the MS by the cor
ner; the area of the damage is restricted to the space that a thumb would 
occupy. The damage was not done by modern users of the MS, for both 
Thorkelin transcripts confirm that readings in this area of the page were 
already illegible in 1787. The ruling of the folio also suggests that it 
was an outside cover. If Beowulf really began in the midst of a four
sheet quire, as all previous scholars maintain, fol. 129 would have been 
the second half of the second sheet of a quire consisting of fols. 123-
130. But when the outside sheet (fols. 123r and 130v) of this quire was 
ruled, the indentations would have carried through to the second sheet, 
leaving secondary rulings on fols. 124r and 129v. There can be no doubt 
whatever, though, that primary rulings were made on the recto, not on 
the verso of fol. 129. The rulings are unusually clear, as one might 
expect them to be on the outside sheet of a gathering: they were drawn 
with an awl onto the recto face so firmly, in fact, that the awl cut 
through the vellum along the right vertical bounding line. The split in 
the vellum can be clearly seen in the FSS.45 In the absence of compelling 
evidence to the contrary, there is no reason to doubt that fol. 129r began 
a new gathering. 

One conceivable objection to this conclusion can be found in Malone's 
explanation for the misplacement of fol. 147A(131), which depends on 
the view that Beowulf was an inseparable part of the prose codex. It 

45. Malone is mistaken when he says that in the Nowell Codex there is only a 
vertical bounding line marking the left-hand margin of the text, and that "there is no 
corresponding boundary for the text in the right-hand margin." Nowell Codex, p. 16. 
Right and left margins can frequently be seen, even in the FSS, on folios in the first 
scribe's part. The writing space between his margins is usually about 10 cm. The 
second scribe's right margins are more difficult to see, even in the MS, and the scribe 
is rarely bound by them. The writing space between his margins is about 11.5 cm. 

Plate 11. Fo!. 129r, the first page of the Beowulf MS. 
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can, however, be proved that Malone's explanation is wrong. First, 
Malone argues from the assumption, reasonable in itself, that the fifth, 
sixth, and seventh gatherings were natural, four-sheet quires composed, 
respectively, of fols. 123-130, 132-139, and 140-147A(131). Thus, by 
this traditional description of the gatherings, fols. 129 and 130, the first 
two folios of Beowulf, were part of the last gathering of Alexander's 
Letter. But the second stage of Malone's argument, and his proof that 
his description is right, is unacceptable. According to Malone, "Cotton's 
bookbinder seems to have found the outside sheet ... of the seventh 
gathering [that is, fols. 140-147 A(131)] loose and folded the wrong 
way: that is, in such a way that fo1. [147 A( 131)] made the first two 
pages, fo1. [140] the last two pages of the sheet. The binder took this 
sheet, so folded, for the outside one of the sixth gathering, which thus 
in his hands came to have five sheets or ten leaves, whereas the seventh 
gathering was reduced to three sheets or six leaves. In this way fo1. 
[147A(131)] came to stand between fols. [130] and [132]" (Nowell 
Codex, p. 15). This theory explains how fo1. 147A(131) came to stand 
between fols. 130 and 132, but it raises other, far more mysterious ques
tions. Two of the most pressing are: how does one fold a sheet of parch
ment the wrong way, after it has been folded in another way for many 
hundreds of years? And, why would a professional bookbinder use the 
sheet as the outside sheet of what was already a natural quire, while 
ignoring the fact that the next gathering needed a sheet to make it a 
natural quire? So far, then, the only "proof" that Beowulf did not begin 
a separate codex depends on a whimsical bookbinder and an impossible 
fold. 

Fortunately, there is no need to try to answer these questions, for 
there is proof that fo1. 147A(131) was not misplaced until 1787, when 
Grimur Jonsson Thorkelin was making the second transcript of Beo
wulf. Thorkelin himself, or his hired copyist before him, was responsible 
for the misplacement, but that either of them folded the outside sheet of 
the seventh gathering the wrong way, making it the outside sheet of the 
sixth gathering, is unlikely in the extreme. Presumably, all that hap
pened was that fo1. 147 A(131) came loose from the codex, and Thor
kelin or his scribe put it back in the wrong place. In 1805, the error had 
a highly amusing effect on Sharon Turner's account of the poem 
between fols. 130 and 132, for the misplacement of fo1. 147 A(131) 
between them interposed Grendel's attack on Heorot at an unusually 
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inauspiCious time. Turner's ingenuous translation is the delightfully 
funny victim: 

The song of the poet said, 
He who knew 
The beginning of mankind 
From afar to narrate. (fo!. 130v) 

"He took wilfully (fol. 147A[131]r) 
By the nearest side 
The sleeping warrior. 
He slew the unheeding one 
With a club on the bones of his hair."46 

But fol. 147 A( 131) had only been misplaced for eight years in 1805, for 
the Thorkelin transcripts show that the folio was not misplaced for the 
first transcript, but was for the second. The first transcript, known as 
A, attempts to reproduce the insular script of the MS, but does not 
attempt a facsimile in pagination. Scholars have overlooked the fact that 
A's procedure in this respect makes it clear that fol. 147A(131) was not 
out of order before 1787. 

The virtue of A's procedure here is that, because his handwriting was 
tiny, each of his sheets contains much more than a single folio of the MS: 

in short, the order of the folios could not be subsequently rearranged in 
A, because A's pages do not correspond with the folios of the MS. In A, 
fol. 147 A( 131) is where it belongs, following fol. 146. It begins in the 
middle of line 1 of A (p. 25), and ends in the middle of line 4 (p. 26). 
Obviously, the text of fol. 147A(131) could not have been moved to this 
position after Thorkelin returned to Denmark, as has been supposed.47 

46. The History of the Manners, Landed Property, Government, Laws, Poetry, 
Literature, Religion, and Language, of the Anglo-Saxons, p. 402. "With a club on the 
bones of his hair" is Turner's rendering of bat banlocan (742a)! 

47. Forster says, "Die richtige Anordung dieses Blattes ... gab zuerst der Islander 
THORKELIN (1815), so dass TURNER in der 3. Auflage (1820) seiner Geschichte diesen 
Fehler verbessern konnte." Die Beowulf-Handschrift, p. 9n. But Turner would not 
have made the mistake in the first place if Thorkelin or his scribe had not misplaced 
foJ. 147 A(131). In 1817 J. J. Conybeare, while collating his interleaved copy of Thor
kelin's edition with the MS, discovered the misplacement of this folio and noted on the 
blank leaf facing p. 9: "reccan - finis fol: 130/ Cwceth - init fol 132. /Inseri videtur 
fol ex alio /Ioco qd incip feng hrade &- nume/ratur 131." He wrote on the leaf facing 
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The same conclusion can be reached by looking at page 4 of A. The text 
of fo1. 130 ends on line 2, and the text of fo!' 132 begins on line 3. We 
may also conclude that the old foliation written on the vellum leaves of 
the MS was not made until after the A transcript, since fo!' 147A(131) 
was not yet dislocated. 

Thorkelin's transcript, known as B, shows that the folio had become 
misplaced by the time he copied the MS. Thorkelin copied the MS in 
18th-century longhand, but he follows the pagination of the MS. By this 
procedure, he was able to rearrange the order of the folios, since his 
pages correspond to the folios of the MS. Moreover, two details in B 
show that fo!' 147 A(131) was out of place when the second transcript 
was made. Thorkelin, who otherwise never uses catchwords in B, has 
written the word fyrst at the bottom of his copy of fo!' 132v (p. 6a). 
This is the first word of fo!' 133r (p. 7a). The unique occurrence of a 
catchword here tells us that fo!' 133 did not follow fo!' 132 at the time: 
fo1. 147A(131) must have been originally misplaced between these two 
folios, rather than between fols. 130 and 132. A second detail in B con
firms this. Thorkelin numbered his transcript leaf by leaf, rather than 
page by page, so that his first leaf corresponds to fo1. 129 of the MS, leaf 
2 corresponds to fo1. 130, and so on. The only exception occurs on the 
third leaf (fo!. 132), which is numbered 3 on the recto, but 4 on the 
verso. The reason is now obvious. Thorkelin removed leaf 4 of his tran
script, and placed it where it belonged, after leaf 18 (fo1. 146). Unfor
tunately, he did not make the same correction in the MS, but for some 
reason merely moved the misplaced leaf back one folio. My guess is that 
Thorkelin was still in England when, in collation with A, he realized 
that a folio in his transcript was out of place. Then, in collation with 
the MS, he would have found the loose leaf, fo1. 147A(131), at the point 
of the discrepancy between his transcript and A. Not knowing yet where 
the misplaced leaf belonged, he simply moved it back one folio, in order 
to continue his collation with the MS. 

In any case, the Thorkelin transcripts prove that the misplacement 
of fo1. 147A(131) has no bearing on the original construction of the 

p. 61, "Sweg. terminat paginam /male locatam." Conybeare also noted the misplace
ment of fol. 189A(197) on the leaves facing pp. 197 and 231. Conybeare's copy of 
Thorkelin is now owned by Whitney F. Bolton, who has generously allowed me to 
borrow it. 
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gatherings. Malone's explanation for the misplacement, which he uses 
as proof that the first two folios of Beowulf belonged to the last gath
ering of Alexander's Letter, is definitely wrong, for the leaf was first 
misplaced after fol. 132. Since the misplacement offol. 147 A(131) dates 
from the B transcri pt in 17 87, we must assume that the leaf came loose 
from the codex because the fold of the sheet to which it belonged broke. 
With Malone's argument gone, there is no longer any reason to believe 
that the first gathering of Beowulf was not comprised of ten leaves (fols. 
129-139), or that Beowulf did indeed begin with a new gathering. The 
pattern of hair and flesh sides of this first gathering of the Beowulf codex 
indicates that it was originally arranged as a four-sheet quire, but that 
two half-sheets were then folded on, at even intervals, between the third 
and fourth sheets. For convenience of reference, the following diagram 
illustrates the construction of the gathering. 

129 
H 

132 
130 H 
F 

134 135 

i~~ 137 
EH 138 

Before the two half-sheets (fols. 133 and 136) were folded on, the 
four-sheet quire was arranged following the normal insular practice, 
with the hair side on the outside of the quire, and within the quire with 
flesh facing flesh, and hair facing hair. Thus, the pattern was thrown 
off only where the half-sheets were inserted (so hair faces flesh between 
fols. 133 and 134, and between 136 and 137). Note that the MS foliation 
of the gathering shows by omission where fol. 147 A( 131) was formerly 
misplaced. 

The probability that the Beowulf MS first existed as a distinct codex, 
unconnected with the prose texts of the Nowell Codex, should not be 
surprising. After all, it has nothing of significance in common with the 
prose texts that now precede it, despite Sisam's familiar characterization 
of the Nowell Codex as an English Liber Monstrorum. Beowulf may 
have been added to the prose codex in late Old English times because 
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some Anglo-Saxon anthologist perceived a loose connection in the lore 
about monsters, yet it is sad to think that the same person did not also 
perceive how far apart Beowulf stands from the prose texts in all other 
respects. Its poetic style, its substantive subject matter, its Northern 
sources, its originality, and its overall aesthetic superiority, are all rea
sons for believing that Beowulf was not copied at the same time, or for 
the same collection, as the prose texts. It has more in common with the 
Judith fragment, which formerly was undoubtedly part of another 
codex, than it has with the St. Christopher fragment, The Wonders of 
the East, or Alexander's Letter. Judith, as we shall see, was almost cer
tainly added to the codex in early modern times, and Beowulf may have 
been,too; but even if it was added in Old English times, there is no 
compelling evidence that it was done for any other purpose than to pro
tect it from exposure. The real objection to the thesis that Beowulf was 
the fourth item in a decidedly eccentric Liber Monstrorum is the impli
cation that 11 th-century Anglo-Saxons had no sophisticated apprecia
tion for an original epic written in their own tongue. At least our ima
ginary anthologist might have given Beowulf pride of place, for even the 
dullest anthologist would realize that Grendel outmonstered anything 
The Wonders of the East had to offer, much less Alexander's Letter or 
St. Christopher's curious pedigree.48 

The fact that Beowulf was copied at a different time, and with a far 
different attitude on the part of the first scribe than he had when he 
copied the prose texts, is susceptible to paleographical and codicological 
proofs of varying weights. The first can be seen in the different styles 
of the capital letters in the respective parts of the Nowell Codex. If the 
scribe were truly copying continuously from the St. Christopher to The 
Wonders oj the East to Alexander's Letter, and then on through Beo
wulf, the style of the capitals, all made by the same scribe, would pre-

48. "According to the Old English Martyrology," Sisam points out, '''he had a 
dog's head, and his locks were extraordinarily long, and his eyes gleamed as bright as 
the morning star, and his teeth were as sharp as a boar's tusks.'" Studies, p. 66. But 
we do not know if St. Christopher was characterized as one of the Cenocephali in this 
text. Sisam argues that "the incipit of the same text which Wanley preserves from the 
burnt eleventh-century MS. Gtho B X says: se was healjhundisces mancynnes" (ibid.), 
but in fact Wan ley nowhere says that these two versions were identical. Certainly the 
explicit that W anley preserves from Cotton Gtho B. x. (Catalogus historico-criticus, 
p. 191) is different from the ending in the Vitelli us text. 
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sumably remain fairly constant. Significantly, the style of the capitals 
does remain constant through the prose texts, but it changes notably at 
the beginning of Beowulf. If one compares the line of capitals at the 
beginning of Alexander's Letter (fol. 1 04r1) with the line of capitals at 
the beginning of Beowulf (fol. 129r1), the difference will be immedi
ately apparent. Aside from the most striking change, from uncial majus
cule to capital majuscule,49 the major difference is that the letters in the 
Beowulf line are drawn with more care, more evenness, more technical 
draftsmanship, than those in the line from Alexander's Letter. It is per
haps worth noting that the loops of three capitals from Alexander's Let
ter have been filled in with the paint used for the illuminations of The 
Wonders of the East-an H and a C (fol. 104r1 and 8) with orange, 
and an 0 (fol. 105v2) with red paint. Nothing of the sort occurs in 
Beowulf, despite the otherwise obvious effort to highlight the capitals. 
More important, the sharp distinction between the style of the capitals 
in all three of the prose texts and in Beowulf can be sustained. Most of 
the capitals in the prose texts are much smaller and thinner than the 
boldly drawn capitals in Beowulf.' the Hs and D's are usually made 
with particular care and skill (see, for example, those on fols. 129r1, 
135v7, 141r15, 145r8, and 150r8). There are no capitals drawn with 
special care or skill in the prose texts. Another basic difference is that 
in Beowulf the capitals frequently occur in groups, while in the prose 
texts they ordinarily occur in isolation. A striking difference in letter
form can be seen by comparing the two kinds of capital M used in the 
prose texts with the entirely different capital M used in Beowulf, or by 
comparing the V used in Alexander's Letter with the corresponding V 
in Beowulf. The latter example, especially, reflects the general distinc
tion between uncial and capital majuscule maintained between the two 
codices. 50 

But the most interesting and enlightening paleographical proof of the 
integrity of the Beowulf codex can be seen in the quantity and quality 
of the corrections in Beowulf. The poem was carefully proofread by 

49. The only exception is uncial H, but the draftsmanship of this letter is far more 
accomplished in Beowulf. 

50. The scribe's exemplar may be the influence responsible for the invariable use 
of a cursive capital M in Alexander's Letter. A full comparison of all the capitals in 
the Nowell Codex can easily be made with the aid of Malone's convenient table of 
occurrences (Nowell Codex, pp. 21-23). 
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both scribes, and about 180 intelligent corrections were made. By con
trast, there is no evidence that the prose texts were proofread by the first 
scribe, and what few corrections there are tend to show that the scribe 
was utterly uninterested in the accuracy of his copy. The mass of cor
rections in Beowulf will be considered in detail in Part 3. In view of the 
first scribe's interest in Beowulf, as reflected in his large number of cor
rections, it is instructive at this point to characterize his marked lack of 
interest, amounting at times to outright negligence, in the prose texts. 

The prose texts were very carelessly copied. They are marred by 
many scribal blunders, some of an egregious nature, which were left 
uncorrected despite the fact that the most cursory proofreading would 
have surely exposed them. In effect, there is no evidence that the scribe 
proofread his copy of the prose texts after it was made, with the possible 
exception of Alexander's Letter. Lengthy dittographs and omissions 
occur with almost ostentatious regularity. A few examples of the scribe's 
negligence on fo1. 91 (93), alone, of the St. Christopher fragment will 
suffice to show his attitude toward this text. He makes two dittographic 
errors on the verso. The first is insignificant: he wrote liges twice, once 
at the end of line 8, and again at the beginning of line 9 (the first has 
been mostly scraped off, whether by the scribe or a subsequent reader 
is impossible to tell). The second dittographic error is considerably more 
serious, for it involves rewriting nearly a line and a half of text, judging 
by the length of the erasure on lines 19 and 20. The traces suggest that 
the immediately following passage (and for PtPs eges fyrhto he wtPs swa 
abreged) was the dittographic material erased. The length of the blun
der needs to be stressed. A simple dittograph of a word, or even a few 
words, need not indicate a general lack of attention, but a long ditto
graph does, for each rewritten word increases the chances of the scribe's 
noticing his error. In this case the scribe began a new folio continuing 
the dittograph, and so there is no evidence that he ever did awaken to 
his error. Still another serious blunder occurs on the recto. Between 
lines 6 and 7 there is a contextual lacuna, where King Dagnus is pro
posing various tortures for S1. Christopher. The gap creates an exceed
ingly unusual torture: he het settan on his heafde Pry weras, "he ordered 
that three men be placed on his head." Fortunately, the Latin source 
restores the sense of the passage: rex jussit ... mitti in caput ejus cas
sidem igneam. Tunc dixerunt tres, "the king ordered to be placed on 
his head afiery helmet. Then the three (men) said." But the scribe could 
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have made the restoration himself, if he reread his copy with the inten
tion of correcting it. 51 

If possible, the scribe was even more heedless of his exemplar when 
he copied The Wonders of the East. The text is riddled with errors, 
nearly all of which have gone uncorrected. The two lonesome correc
tions (on fols. 101r5 and l02vll, the latter of which may not be a cor
rection) hardly display the scribe's sense of duty. Elsewhere, on fol. 
lOO(96)v2, he wrote beabe instead of bearne, and though he noted his 
mistake, he underdotted the first b instead of the second, and even then 
failed to write in the correction. Some of the few "erasures" are more 
likely (one hopes) accidental abrasions: for example, on fol. 100(96)r6 
the st of stefne is partially rubbed away, but efne, "even, likewise," 
makes no sense here. In addition to other errors there are three contex
tuallacunas on fol. l02r, which can be tentatively restored by reference 
to a variant version of The Wonders of the East in Cotton Tiberius B. 
V.52 Obviously, a scribe who skips material on a previously illustrated 
page is easily found out: the honest men from The Wonders of the East 
who are said to live on the highest mountain between Media and 
Armenia are conspicuously situated instead on top of the text describing 
the bearded huntresses; similarly, most of the text that was supposed to 
accompany the picture of the bearded huntress on fol. l02v is on the 
recto, while the text that should flank the next illustration partly flanks, 
instead, the bearded huntress. 53 

51. The scribe may have skipped a line in his exemplar. The Old English for 
cassidem igneam and tunc may well have taken up an entire line. The usual trans
lation for tunc in this text, for example on fol. 91 (93)il2, is jxere ylcan tide. Helm is 
the natural translation of cassidem, and fyrsmeortendum translates ignitos in Alfred's 
Orosius. Thus, a reasonable conjectural restoration for the skipped line would be fyr
smeortmde helm jxere ylmn tide. The error could have been caused by the similarity, 
in insular script, of fyr- and pry. 

52. This is only a stopgap measure, since the Tiberius version differs markedly 
from the Vitelli us text. The Latin source is also extant (see Rypins, Three Texts, pp. 
101-107). 

53. It might be noted in passing that two readers of The Wonders of the East, in 
Middle English times, wrote pseudoglosses above some words on fol. 99(95)v. That 
the codex was being read with some comprehension in Middle English times raises 
the possibility that Beowulf, too, was read, and could have inspired some Middle 
English poet. The possible continuity of Old English traditions in isolated areas has 
not been adequately explored. 
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Two stages of correction need to be considered in Alexander's Letter. 
The text has definitely been proofread, though not, evidently, by the 
scribe. The proofreader was a medieval spelling reformer, who went 
through Alexander's Letter rather fecklessly modernizing archaic spell
ings. 54 Presumably, then, this proofreader was not the scribe, since the 
words he alters are not errors. The possibility that the scribe himself 
was the spelling reformer cannot be ruled out, though it seems highly 
unlikely. On the one hand, the scribe may be responsible for the purely 
orthographical changes of heofones to heofenes on fol. 104r16; on the 
other hand, he is almost certainly not the alterer of scegdon to scedon on 
fo!' l20r2, again reflecting later orthography, since in Beowulf he 
changes scede to scegde, and in this case the form of the gidentifies the 
correction as his (see fol. 130v19). Other erasures producing later ortho
graphical forms can be seen in the changes of heht to het (fol. 118v2), 
biwriton to biriton (119r1), by someone for whom w before r was no 
longer pronounced or written, burhg to burh (119r9-cf. sorhge in Beo
wulf, fol. 184v18), and usic to us (108r5 and 19). The most systematic 
spelling reform, however, is the change of mec to me in nearly a dozen 
instances, by someone who apparently found mec annoyingly archaic 
(fols. 105r6, 118r2, 108v15, 16, and 17, 109r4 and v4, 5, and 7, 11 Or2, 
and 116v12). He apparently meant to make the same alteration on fol. 
107r8, in the phrase mec ncenigre, but erased the following n by mis
take. If this explanation is right, even our spelling reformer worked 
mechanically. 

The scribe made many errors in his copy of Alexander's Letter, and 
he left many of them uncorrected, but he himself also made many cor
rections. For example, he skipped an entire MS line between fols. 122 
and 123, but he corrected his omission by ruling in an extra line at the 
bottom of fol. 122v. His errors by dittography can once again be used 
to characterize his general attitude toward the text he was copying. On 
fol. 108r16 about nine letters have been erased after the word swa, and 
the traces suggest that he had written mid minne, here, the same phrase 
that follows the erasure. On fol. 117r17 seven letters, by Rypins's count, 
have been erased before ealne. The error has been completely obliter-

54. Cf. the spelling reforms carried out by the "corrector" in the Junius MS, par
ticularly in Christ and Satan. There is a good discussion in Robert Emmett Finnegan, 
ed., Christ and Satan: A Critical Edition, pp. 59-60. 
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ated except for the first letter, the abbreviation for ond. What happened, 
it seems, is that the scribe began a dittograph of the preceding phrase, 
ond minne here, but noted his error before recopying here, showing that 
his inattention was only a momentary lapse. He was not always so eas
ily roused. On fol. 108vl-2 an entire line and part of the next of dit
tography had to be erased. 55 The lapse of attention is quite long. 
Another extensive dittograph that has not been noticed at all-or, at 
any rate, has not been erased-occurs on fol. 115r14-16, where the 
scribe has unknowingly written two times, ond ic swiGe wundrade pa 
gesrElignesse prEre eorGan. This long dittograph was no doubt induced 
by the coincidence that ond ic follows eoroan in the passage, and thus 
the scribe inadvertently recopied what came after the first ond ic. That 
such a lengthy dittograph was written at all shows that the scribe was 
inattentive; that it was never detected, and therefore never erased or 
crossed out, is a potent indication that the scribe never proofread Alex
ander's Letter. 

The signs of extensive proofreading in the Beowulj codex, next to the 
lack of proofreading in the prose texts, provide persuasive, if implicit, 
testimony that the Beowulj codex was not always joined to the prose 
codex that now precedes it. As we shall see, the second scribe, in addi
tion to proofreading his own copy, also proofread the part of Beowulf 
copied by the first scribe, for many corrections in this section of the poem 
are made in his hand. 56 Surely the second scribe would have proofread 
the prose texts as well if Beowulf at the time were merely the fourth 
item in an English Liber Monstrorum. As for the first scribe, the vast 
number of corrections in Beowulf and even the nature of the errors 
themselves show that he regarded Beowuljhighly and made every effort 
to produce an accurate copy. The scribe's prevailing alertness is attested 
by the lack of any long dittographs of the type that are frequently found 
in the prose texts, and by the removal of all short dittographs in the 
course of later proofreading, if not while he was actually copying. His 

55. A dittograph can be presumed here, for if the scribe had omitted material at 
this point he would have been able to rule an extra line at the bottom of the preceding 
folio, as he does for his omission between fols. 122 and 123. 

56. See Tilman Westphalen, Beowulf 3150-55: Textkritik und Editionsgeschichte. 
This brilliant study contains an excellent discussion of the scribal corrections (pp. 99-
108), in which Westphalen convincingly distinguishes the two scribes' corrections on 
paleographical grounds. He provides a summary outline on pp. 107 -108. 
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written corrections and erasures show that he was generally very atten
tive, not only to the mechanical job of copying correctly, but also to the 
more aesthetic aspects of grammar, syntax, sense, and even of meter and 
alliteration. Moreover, differences in ink and in the sharpness of the 
quill point show that the proofreading by both scribes was not done all 
at once, but rather that both read the same copy more than once. When 
combined with all the other evidence that Beowulf was initially a sep
arate codex, the intelligent, conscientious proofreading of Beowulf alone, 
by both scribes and in several stages, and the scribes' manifest efforts to 
copy accurately in the first place, are the best confirmation of all that 
Beowulf was a special poem in the early 11 th century, and that it was 
copied in our extant MS as a separate codex. 

The first quire of this Beowulf codex has already been discussed in 
detail and diagrammed. The remaining seven quires of Beowulf, the 
seventh to the thirteenth of the Nowell Codex, are here described for 
purposes of reference. The makeup of these gatherings is not controver
sial, and the arrangement of hair and flesh sides, with one explicable 
exception, confirms the accounts of these gatherings given by Ker and 
Malone. The twelfth and thirteenth, as mentioned earlier, are five-sheet 
gatherings, with hair sides placed outward for all five sheets in both 
gatherings (fols. 179-188 and 189A[197]-198). The rest of the gath
erings are natural, four-sheet quires, with enough minor departures 
from the normal insular sheet arrangement (that is, hair facing hair, 
and flesh facing flesh) to make the identification of the quires, by con
jugate pairs of folios, virtually certain. The tenth and eleventh quires 
(fols. 163-170 and 171-178) have their sheets arranged identically, 
with hair outside the gathering, so that flesh faces flesh between sheets 
1 and 2; but the order is reversed with sheets 3 and 4, so that hair faces 
hair between them, while hair faces flesh between sheets 2 and 3. The 
unusual pattern clearly identifies the two quires, which is additionally 
confirmed by the anomalous ruling for twenty-two lines per page in the 
tenth quire. The ninth quire (fols. 155-162) follows the normal insular 
practice without variation, while the eighth (fols. 147-154) has hair 
outside the first two sheets, but then follows the normal practice. All of 
the sheets in this account of the gatherings are comprised of conjugate 
pairs of folios. 

The only problem arises in the seventh quire (fols. 140-147 A[ 131]): 
sheets 1,2, and 4 have conjugate pairs, but sheet 3 (fols. 142 and 145) 
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does not. But the evidence in this case does not suggest that the present, 
four-sheet quire was expanded from an original, three-sheet gathering. 
The arrangement of hair and flesh sides indicates that the quire was 
composed in the normal way, with hair on the outside for the first sheet, 
and with flesh facing flesh and hair facing hair inside. The pattern only 
breaks down on the sixth leaf, fol. 145, and for this reason I would 
suggest that the original leaf must have been replaced, and that the 
replacement leaf was folded on (perhaps inadvertently) with the hair 
side up, instead of the flesh side. It is very hard to distinguish hair from 
flesh on this leaf, anyway, for the vellum is of a finer quality than any 
other folio in the quire, and the hair dots appear on both sides of the 
thinned vellum. If the scribe was able to distinguish hair from flesh, he 
may still have placed the hair side up deliberately, because he had to 
draw a large capital on the recto, and ink generally looks better against 
a smooth, shiny hair side. 

The following diagram illustrates the hair-flesh pattern of the sheets 
and highlights the thesis that fol. 145 was a replacement. 

140 
H 

141 
FH 147 A(131) 

FH 

If the thesis is correct, the replacement of fol. 145 is a remarkable 
instance of responsible proofreading, for if the scribe merely made a 
mess of the page in the course of copying, he might have cut the page 
out, but he would not have to replace it. As Ker points out, "perfect 
quires, in the sense that no part of the text is missing, often contain an 
odd number of leaves, probably, as a rule, because the scribe made a 
mess of one of the leaves and excised it" (Catalogue, p. xxiv). Thus, if 
fol. 145 is a replacement, it indicates that the scribe noticed a major 
blunder on the original leaf, which could most easily, or most neatly, be 
corrected by replacing the entire leaf. A possible explanation can be 
deduced from the crowding of letters in line 6 of the recto, which holds 
more letters than any other line on the page, and from the runover of 
the text into line 7 at the end of the fitt. If the scribe had been writing 
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normally, line 6 would contain thirty to thirty-one letters, instead of 
thirty-six; and if he followed his normal practice, aldre gedigest would 
have been written on a single line, and the fitt number X would have 
taken up another whole line. 57 The crowding and the overrun support 
the conjecture, therefore, that the scribe had to replace fol. 145 because 
he had skipped an entire line of text when he made his first copy. This 
of course is pure guesswork, but it would explain the one irregular leaf 
in the sheet arrangement of the seventh quire. 

This collation of the sheets in the Nowell Codex confirms that the 
gatherings of the prose codex and the gatherings of the Beowulf codex 
are fundamentally different. The characteristic gathering of the prose 
codex was made up of three sheets, though two were expanded to nat
ural quires by folding on extra leaves. The characteristic gathering of 
the Beowulf codex was a natural quire, though the first was expanded 
to a five-sheet gathering by folding on extra leaves. The last two gath
erings of the Beowulf codex are uncharacteristic in several respects: they 
are five-sheet gatherings from the start, their sheets are all arranged so 
that hair side faces outward, and they are ruled for twenty-one lines to 
the page, instead of the normal twenty. The sheet arrangement, as the 
Judith quire shows, is an idiosyncrasy of the second scribe. The five
sheet gatherings and the additional rulings can both be used as circum
stantial proof that fol. 198, the last folio of Beowulf, was formerly the 
last page of the codex. Scholars who know the MS, and particularly the 
physical state of fol. 198, will not doubt this, but enough confusion has 
been expressed in print to make a restatement of the facts highly 
desirable. 

The second scribe's departure from the first scribe's format of using 
natural quires ruled for 20 lines to the page is easily explained. As Ker 
points out, "the variation from the normal number [of sheets in a quire 1 
is usually explicable. If, for example, a scribe had matter for two and 
a half eight-leaf quires he would probably prefer to fit it into two ten
leaf quires" (Catalogue, p. xxiv). Ker's example, of course, fits the cir
cumstances quite well. The second scribe had slightly more text left to 
copy than would easily fit in two five-sheet gatherings, as the extra rul-

57. Cf. fols. 134r, 138r, 141r, and 169v. The only other times the scribe runs the 
text over into the line of the fitt number are on fol. 142v (but here only four extra 
letters are involved, and there is no crowding in the previous line) and on fol. 151 v. 
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ings indicate, but considerably less than would justify the use of three 
natural quires. The last two gatherings show that the scribe needed 
840 lines (forty pages, each ruled for 21 lines) to finish copying Beowulf. 
If he had kept to the format established by the first scribe, three natural 
quires ruled for 20 lines to the page would provide him with 960 lines 
(forty-eight pages), which was much more than he needed. He would 
have had six blank pages left over at the end of the third quire, after he 
had finished copying Beowulf. This surplus would have been fine if he 
had something else to copy after Beowulf (Judith, for instance), and so 
the peculiar construction of the last two gatherings of Beowulf is reason 
enough to conclude that the last page of Beowulf was once the last page 
of a codex. Judith, whose only extant part is written on a natural quire 
ruled for 20 lines to the page, is a later, probably 16th-century, addition 
to the present, composite codex known as the Nowell Codex. 

That the second scribe labored to squeeze the ending of Beowulf into 
two five-sheet gatherings is scarcely open to doubt, in view of the crowd
ing of the text onto 198v. It is perfectly evident that the scribe had no 
more vellum available after the end of this page. His letters, which are 
normally well spaced, and formed with broad, bold strokes, are sud
denly tightly packed together and considerably smaller. On fol. 172v, 
where he first begins to copy Beowulf, he fits between twenty-four and 
thirty-one letters on each line; now, on fol. 198v, he fits between thirty
four and forty-four letters per line. And the crowding of the letters is 
still not enough, for the scribe is also obliged to make use of abbrevia
tions at a rate, and of a sort, unprecedented in the codex. For example, 
on lines 17-18 he writes -dryfi wordii herg jerhlJii jreog pon as an 
abbreviated form of -dryhten wordum herge jerhlJum jreoge ponne. 
Even after all of the squeezing and clipping, -geomost, the last word of 
the poem, does not fit and spills over into a twenty-second line. Obvi
ously, no crowding would have been necessary if a fresh quire ever fol
lowed the last gathering of Beowulf when the second scribe finished the 
poem. 

The bad condition of fol. 198v can also be cited as evidence that it 
once served as an outside cover, as Holthausen was the first to observe. 58 

The page suffered extraordinary damage in medieval times, and again 
in modern times from the fire and from the water used to put out the 

58. In his edition, Beowulf nebst dem Finnsburg-Bruchstiick, p. x. 
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fire. Zupitza had tersely noted in his FS transliteration that "almost all 
that is legible in this page [was] freshened up in a late hand" (p. 144); 
more recently, Westphalen has painstakingly vindicated the claim with 
his remarkable theory, based on a careful paleographical study, that the 
second scribe himself freshened up the page about ten years after he had 
originally copied it. As Westphalen realized, the page must have been 
exposed to unusual wear and tear to require later restoration. 59 West
phalen thus made the obvious deduction that the page must have been 
at one time the back cover of the MS. A discriminating, late medieval 
bookworm provides the culminating proof. He fortunately ate no words, 
but he did take a large meal, eating a tunnel from just above the t of 
eahtodan on fol. 198v16 back through all ten folios of the thirteenth 
gathering. Since the Judith quire contains no wormholes, the thirteenth 
gathering must have been exposed on the outside when the worm dis
covered Beowulf. 

The Judith Fragment 

Insufficient and inaccurate conceptions of the physical construction of 
the Nowell Codex, and of the Judith fragment's present position in the 
composite codex, have led to unwarranted conclusions about the original 
length of the poem. Almost certainly, Judith once was part of another 
codex entirely, and certainly it did not always follow Beowulf. Earlier 
scholars, because they ignored the physical state of the last gathering, 
and especially the last page of Beowulf, assumed that Judith always 
followed Beowulf in the codex. 60 Forster, for example, believed that 
Beowulf and Judith were once inseparable, and that when intervening 
gatherings fell out, Judith not only lost its beginning, but Beowulf may 
have lost its conclusion (p. 82). We now realize from fol. 198v that Beo-

59. The second scribe's extended interest in the BeowuljMs is impressive testimony 
of his interest in the poem itself. It is hard to believe that the same man who carefully 
watched over the physical condition of the MS had copied the poem carelessly and 
without comprehension ten years before. On the other hand, there is no good reason 
to doubt that the MS was used frequently after the poem was copied, and that the 
scribe, who stopped its physical deterioration, had a clear notion of the value of pre
serving it. 

60. Rosemary Woolf takes the extreme view that Judith may have been copied as 
a fragment immediately after Beowulj ("The Lost Opening to the Judith," p. 170). 
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wulf is complete, that the Beowulf and Judith MSS were always sepa
rable, and in fact were once separate, and that losses at the beginning 
of Judith had no effect on Beowulf. There is, however, no agreement 
yet on whether the Judith fragment is a late addition to the composite 
codex, or whether it was merely shifted from the beginning of the codex 
to the end, or even, as Ker suggests, from the end to the beginning, and 
then back to the end again.61 Nor is there agreement on how much has 
been lost at the beginning of Judith. The extant fitt numbers have given 
the editors of Judith reason to believe that three entire gatherings, or 
about three-quarters of the poem, have been lost; yet aesthetic argu
ments strongly suggest that the poem is virtually complete. There is 
paleographical and codicological evidence that has not been brought 
forth that the Judith fragment, as a fragment, was indeed a late addition 
to the codex; more important, there is paleographical evidence that dis
mantles the only good case that Judith lost a major part of its original 
text. 

One clear indication that Judith was formerly unassociated with the 
Beowulf codex is that the allotted writing space for the two MSS differs 
noticeably. What makes this especially valuable as evidence is that the 
number of lines per page in Beowulf varies in different quires from 
twenty lines, to twenty-one lines, to twenty-two lines, and yet the writ
ten space between the first and last rulings, regardless of the number of 
lines per page, is uniformly between 17 and 18 cm., usually about 17.5 
cm. This shows that even when the scribes departed from the normal 
number of lines (twenty), they took care, for aesthetic reasons, to make 
the written space of all pages throughout the Beowulf codex a uniform 
size. In the case of the Judith fragment the written space between the 
first and last rulings is between 16 and 16.5 cm. The difference is dis
tinct, and can hardly be fortuitous: Judith was not ruled to fit the same 
format as the Beowulf codex. The same marked discrepancy exists 
between the prose codex and the Judith fragment, which is reason 
enough to reject the idea that Judith was formerly bound at the begin
ning of the Nowell Codex. It seems quite safe to conclude, with Malone, 

61. Ker recognized that "Judith was not always in its present position," but appar
ently it did not occur to him that it might be a late addition; he argues instead that, 
"since arts. 1":4 are inseparable, it must have come originally before art. 1 or have 
been shifted from the end to some other position before the worm got to work" on the 
last quire of Beowulf (Catalogue, p. 282). 
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that the monastic scriptorium that produced the prose codex and the 
Beowulf codex also produced a poem about Judith, which was combined 
with the former MSS "by Nowell or by some earlier owner ... because 
the Judith fragment was obviously written by the scribe who wrote Beo
wulf1940 [sic]-3182" (Nowell Codex, p. 17). 

The precise manner in which the Judith fragment was added to the 
Nowell Codex in early modern times can even be reconstructed. We 
know that more than the extant quire still existed into the 16th century, 
for some early "Saxonist" copied the closing lines of Judith, in an awk
ward imitation of the insular script, on the bottom margin of fo1. 206v. 
We know, too, that the original page from which the transcript was 
taken cannot have been lost accidentally, or we would have no tran
script. The closing lines of the poem were deliberately removed, for rea
sons that will be speculated upon in a moment. At any rate, the extant 
quire was not simply tacked on at the end of Beowulf, as is usually 
assumed. Whoever added the Judith fragment to the Nowell Codex 
ripped off the outside sheet of the thirteenth gathering of Beowulf, and 
placed it as a protective covering on the outside of the Judith quire. In 
this way, the last page of Beowulf, fo1. 198v, came for a time to be the 
last page of the Nowell Codex and was regarded as a flyleaf by Hutton 
and Wanley in 1703 and 1705. It still was the last page of the codex at 
the time of the Cotton fire in 1731, and consequently was burned more 
severely than the last page of Judith. Thus, there are two reasons, one 
medieval and one modern, for the extraordinary damage on fo1. 198v. 
First it was an outside cover of the Beowulf codex, in Old English times, 
and as a result deteriorated enough to need to be freshened up by the 
scribe some time after he had originally copied the poem. In early mod
ern times, it became the last page of the Nowell Codex, and so became 
the first page to face the Cotton fire. 

With the notable exception of Westphalen, scholars have ignored the 
evident fire damage to fo1. 198v. Even Westphalen, however, in his 
exhaustive study of the folio, does not address the problem of the fire 
damage directly, and it is briefly dismissed in a footnote. Still, West
phalen describes the folio as scorched, and correctly attributes the three 
great holes to burning, and to this extent his comments are far more 
accurate and revealing than any previous account (pp. 38-39, n. 52). 
Ker, for example, merely refers to "marks of exposure," while most 
other commentators vaguely allude to the "badly damaged" condition 
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of the folio, but never mention the fire damage. On the other hand, 
Westphalen's fantastic explanation for the fire damage cannot be taken 
seriously. His suggestion that the codex popped open during the fire, 
burning and scorching fol. 198v, while the facing page, fol. 199r, some
how remained shielded from the tremendous heat, can be dismissed 
without ceremony. Fortunately, the codex remained tightly closed dur
ing the fire, so that the flames only destroyed the outer margins of the 
folios. If the codex had opened, Westphalen would have lost his subject. 
The flames also destroyed the back cover of the original binding and 
began to eat away at the last page of the codex, which, surprisingly 
enough, was fol. 198v at the time. 

The proof that fol. 198, the last folio of Beowulf, followed fol. 206, 
the last folio of the Judith fragment, at the time of the fire is that some 
of the fire damage to fol. 198 has carried through to fol. 206. When the 
outside sheet of the thirteenth gathering was made the outside sheet of 
the Judith fragment, the binder lined up the top lines, so that the twenty 
lines of fol. 206 roughly correspond to the first twenty (of twenty-one) 
lines of fol. 198, and damage on line 17 of fol. 198v corresponds to dam
age on line 17 of fol. 206v of the Judith fragment, despite the discrep
ancy in the rulings. Specifically, there is a large hole, about 2 cm. in 
diameter, burned through fol. 198 between lines 16 and 18. When the 
Thorkelin transcripts were made, the hole was pretty much confined to 
line 17 (to judge from the Thorkelin readings), but bits of parchment 
subsequently crumbled away, until the hole extended to lines 16 and 
18.62 A glance at fol. 206v quickly reveals that fol. 198 followed it at the 
time of the fire. On line 17 of fol. 206v there is a corresponding hole 
burned through the parchment between ealles and OcES. The fire had 
burned through fol. 198 and began to burn fol. 206 at the same point. 
There are other burn marks in the area of this second hole that further 
correspond with the primary hole on fol. 198: on fol. 206v16 there are 
burn marks on the t and the a of beorhtan, and just below the t there 
is a thin crack surrounded by scorched parchment, which shows through 
on 206r16, beneath the e of scyne. In addition, between lines 17 and 18 
on the verso there are two tiny scorch marks that have not burned holes, 
but still have left marks on the recto (see Plates 6a and 6b). In view of 

62. With the new binding, transparent paper was pasted over the hole on fol. 198 
to prevent any further crumbling. 
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this evidence, there can be no question that the last page of Beowulf was 
misplaced at the end of the Nowell Codex at the time of the fire, and 
that the Judith fragment was bound in before it. 

The outside sheet of the thirteenth gathering is comprised of fols. 
189 A( 197) and 198. When the sheet was pulled from the thirteenth 
gathering to provide a cover for the Judith fragment, a tear was made 
in the parchment where the stitching held the sheet at the fold. If one 
looks in the lower right-hand corner of fol. 189A(197)v, one side of the 
tear can be seen; the other side can be seen in the lower left-hand corner 
of fol. 198r. The discovery that this sheet was placed around the Judith 
fragment in the original binding of Cotton Vitellius A. xv. opens the 
way to other, more important, discoveries. For instance, when fol. 198 
became the last folio of the Nowell Codex, fol. 189A(197) became at the 
same time the last folio of the Beowulf codex. After the fire, when fol. 
198 was put back in its proper place at the end of Beowulf, fol. 
189A(197) remained out of place, as the folio number, 197, written on 
the vellum leaf, shows. We now know why fol. 189 A(197) was the 
penultimate leaf in Beowulf when the MS foliation was written in the 
MS after the fire. 63 We also know why fol. 198 is in worse condition 
than we would expect from the normal wear and tear it suffered as an 
outside cover in Old English times. The knowledge of how, precisely, 
the Judith fragment was added to the Nowell Codex thus provides us 
with some useful information about the history of the Beowulf codex. 64 

Some useful conclusions can also be reached, somewhat more tenta
tively, about the history of the codex to which Judith formerly belonged. 
The addition of the Judith fragment to the Nowell Codex must now be 

63. Forster (Die Beowulf-Handschrift, p. 23) and Dobbie (Beowulf and Judith, 
pp. xiv-xv) assumed that fol. 189A(197) was a single folded-on leaf, which came loose 
and was misplaced. Malone correctly describes fols. 189A(197) and 198 as the outside 
sheet of the thirteenth gathering, but then the only way he could explain the misplace
ment was by assuming that Cotton's bookbinder found the sheet loose, and decided to 
bind it alone at the end of the gathering (Nowell Codex, p. 16). 

64. Remarkably, there is no evidence that fol. 189A(197) was out of place when 
the Thorkelin transcripts were made, yet we know that it was the penultimate leaf in 
Beowulf from the MS foliation, which was written afterward. The leaf was out of 
place, but Thorkelin and his scribe were still able to transcribe it where it belonged 
on the basis of the fitt number, XXXVII (vII). 
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assigned to early modern times, and before Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. was 
bound in the early 17th century. Clearly, the use of the outside sheet of 
the thirteenth gathering as a protective covering for the Judith fragment 
is not the work of a medieval bookowner. We may reasonably assume 
that it is the work of a 16th-century collector of "Saxon remains," for 
whom the preservation of a biblical fragment, even from the Apocry
pha, was more important than the textual continuity of a cryptic, but 
obviously secular, treatise like Beowulf. No doubt a scribe associated 
with this early collector copied out the closing lines of Judith, imitating 
the insular script, at the bottom of fol. 206v, before the extant quire 
from Judith was placed within the sheet taken from Beowulf Malone 
reverses this proposed chronology, dating the early modern hand "circa 
1600" (Nowell Codex, p. 12), yet dating the addition of the Judith frag
ment to the Nowell Codex "in Nowell's time or a bit earlier" (ibid., p. 
119). But Malone did not know, of course, that the outside sheet from 
the thirteenth gathering was made a cover for the Judith fragment. He 
naturally assumed that the Judith fragment was merely tacked on at the 
end of Beowulf. Now, the manner in which the Judith fragment was 
added to the codex is persuasive evidence that the early modern hand 
that completes the poem for us should also be dated in Nowell's time, 
or a bit earlier. It is highly unlikely, at any rate, that whoever added the 
Judith fragment to the Nowell Codex would have bound more than the 
extant quire within the sheet from Beowulf. 

It is possible, of course, as Ker, Malone, and Dobbie all argue, that 
the closing lines of Judith were once written on a single leaf, and that 
this single leaf was the last leaf of the codex to which Judith formerly 
belonged. It is much more probable, however, that Judith was followed 
by another text in its original codex. As Ker elsewhere admits (Cata
logue, p. xxiv), single leaves are rarely placed outside of quires, where 
they might easily fall out. A single leaf at the end of a codex would be 
particularly vulnerable. Besides, the second scribe has shown us, in the 
last two gatherings of Beowulf, what he would have done if all he had 

Plates 12a and 12b. Fols. 189A(197) and 198 constitute the outside sheet of 
the last gathering of the Beowulf MS; when this sheet was pulled from its gath
ering to furnish a cover for the Judith fragment, the sheet was torn where the 
lower stitching held it to the fold. 
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to copy were a few extra lines at the end of Judith. The ending of Beo
wulf shows that he would not have used an extra leaf. Instead, he would 
have added extra rulings in his last quire, crowded his words together 
on the last pages and abbreviated freely. If one compares the last page 
of Beowulf with the last page of the Judith fragment, it will be evident 
that the scribe was going on to copy another text after Judith. Once this 
fact is recognized, it also becomes clear that the original Judith codex 
was deliberately dismembered in the 16th century. The closing lines of 
Judith were kept with the following quire or quires, but were copied in 
the bottom margin of fol. 206v. But if the original Judith codex was not 
dismembered until the 16th century, what happened to the lost opening 
of the poem, which according to current estimates, amounted to three 
full quires? The first page of the extant fragment is in good condition. 
There is no indication that it served as an outside cover after its opening 
was lost, which strongly suggests that it had material preceding it when 
it was removed from its original codex. 

Because of the comparatively good condition of the surface of fol. 199, 
there is a good chance, at least, that the Judith fragment was removed 
from the middle of its original codex in early modern times, and that its 
beginning was lost to us in the same way and at the same time that its 
ending was lost. The obvious objection to this possibility is that there is 
no apparent reason why only the last quire of four would be removed. 
A fitting response to this objection is that there must not have been three 
additional quires of Judith to remove: the Judith fragment may well 
preserve a virtually complete text of the original poem. Presumably, 
more than a few lines were lost at the beginning, or they would have 
been copied at the beginning of fo1. 199r, just as the closing lines were 
copied at the end of fol. 206v; but probably less than a complete folio 
was lost, or it could have been preserved with the extant quire. The 
theory that the Judith fragment is nearly complete is not new, of course, 
but it is decidedly controversial. In 1904, Albert S. Cook calmly 
observed, in the face of what have always seemed inarguable facts to the 
contrary, that "the poem seems virtually complete as it now stands," 
and he defended his view by pointing to the parallelism between lines 
6b-7a and 344b-345a.6s The envelope pattern clearly supports the idea 

65. Ed., Judith: An Old English Epic Fragment, p. 21, n. 1. Cook's subtitle oddly 
contradicts his thesis. 
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that Judith has lost little of its beginning.66 The great argument began 
when Forster, in his monograph, deduced the loss of exactly three quires 
on the basis of the Vulgate source, and with the corroboration of the 
extant fitt numbers. 

An essentially paleographical approach to the argument is illumi
nating. It is helpful to begin with the historical context of the 16th cen
tury, which might well have left Judith a fragment. The neglect of the 
MS has rendered such speculation irrelevant, for all commentators on 
the Judith fragment have readily assumed that it was part of the Nowell 
Codex, as a fragment, from the start. Since we now know, from the 
ending, that at least part of the original Judith codex was dismembered 
in the 16th century, we must try to understand why it was added to the 
Nowell Codex in the way it was. First, one may presume that the Judith 
codex came into secular hands as a result of the dissolution of the mon
asteries, ordered by King Henry VIII in 1537. Since the five texts of 
the Nowell Codex are written in two hands, which are inseparably 
linked in Beowulf at line 1939b, it is certain that all five texts derive 
from the same scriptorium. The Judith codex must have been taken 
with the prose codex and the Beowulf codex (the last two of which may 
have been combined already) sometime after 1537, and all three codices 
must have been kept together by the same collector. Laurence Nowell, 
the earliest known owner, has written his name and the date, 1563, at 
the top of the first page of the present, composite codex. It would seem 
to follow that Judith was separated from its original codex, and made 
part of what is now called the Nowell Codex, some time between 1537 
and 1563. 

The historical setting provides a possible explanation for the dismem
berment of the original Judith codex. The initial interest in Old English 

66. In a convincing structural analysis, James F. Doubleday has shown that "the 
poem is divided into two major parts," which he goes on to say "are almost mathe
matically divided off." Beginning with the parallel passages pointed out by Cook, 
Doubleday goes on to argue that "the second passage in part one likewise parallels the 
next-to-Iast passage in part two, and so on, until two contrasting passages, Judith's 
triumph in the city and her speech urging her people to battle, are juxtaposed at the 
center of the poem." "The Principle of Contrast in Judith," p. 439. These aesthetic 
judgments are not trivial or evanescent. They thoroughly justify a revaluation of the 
reasons accepted by all current editors of Judith for viewing the extant fragment as no 
more than a quarter of the original poem. 
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texts during the Reformation in England was primarily polemical. As 
Eleanor N. Adams says in "The Beginnings of Old English Scholarship 
in the Sixteenth Century": 

In order to lay any foundation for their new institutions, the Reformers 
had to establish a precedent for their beliefs. Such precedent they sought 
in the liturgy and sermons of the "primitive church," and in the laws of 
their Anglo-Saxon forbears. Their first concern was to justify, by histor
ical documents, their attitude towards the sacrament, the secular privi
leges of the clergy, and the use of the Scri ptures in the vernacular. 67 

The Apocryphal Book of Judith participated in the polemics. The 
medieval Bible, Jerome's Vulgate, follows the Alexandrian canons, and 
thus includes the Apocrypha in the body of the Old Testament. The 
English Reformers, from Coverdale's first English Bible (1535) 
onward, followed the Hebrew canons, and so placed the Apocrypha at 
the end of the Old Testament. The Reformers had an Anglo-Saxon 
precedent for this placement in IElfric's "On the Old and New Testa
ment," for IElfric discusses the Apocrypha and the Book of Judith at 
the end of the treatise.68 

The polemics involving the Book of Judith may explain how the Old 
English poem Judith came to be a fragment in the 16th century. If we 
assume that Judith was originally included in a collection of biblical 
texts that followed the order of the Vulgate, or at least indicated that 
Judith was canonical, its removal from this collection between 1537 and 
1563 is understandable. If he wanted to save all of the texts, a Reformer 
would be virtually obliged to remove Judith from a collection that 
adhered to the Vulgate order. The way the Judith fragment ends sup
ports this conjecture, for it indicates that whatever followed Judith in 

67. Old English Scholarship in Englandfrom 1566-1800, p. 11. 
68. See S. J. Crawford, ed., The Old English Version of the Heptateuch, A?lfric's 

Treatise on the Old and New Testament and His Preface to Genesis, pp. 48-49. The 
title of the edition published by William L'Isle in 1623 reflects its polemical nature: 
A Saxon Treatise Concerning the Old and New Testament. Written about the time of 
King Edgar (700 yea res agoe) by A?lfricus Abbas . .. whereby appeares what was the 
Canon of holy Scripture here then received, and that the Church of England had it so 

long agoe in her Mother- Tongue. 
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the original collection was more important to the person who dismem
bered the codex than Judith. The early modern copy of the closing lines 
suggests, at any rate, that the ending of Judith was sacrificed so that the 
beginning of the succeeding text might be preserved intact. The only 
kind of text that would certainly take priority over Judith at this time 
would be a canonical biblical text. The same explanation can be applied 
to the lost opening of Judith, which, as we have seen, may have com
prised less than a folio, containing perhaps a short proem along with 
the start of the poem proper. These lines, like the closing lines, would 
have been sacrificed in favor of the canonical biblical text that preceded 
Judith in the original codex. 

The theory accounts for the state in which the Judith fragment has 
come down to us. As Ker says, "The membra disiecta have come into 
existence for various reasons and especially because one part of a man
uscript seemed more important than another part or had a different sort 
of interest" (Catalogue, p. lxii). In this case, the texts on either side of 
Judith were of special interest, and if Judith was indeed expurgated, 
the beginning and closing lines that remained with the original codex 
would have to be scraped off by the expurgator to conceal the former 
existence of Judith at that point in the codex. There would be no point 
in removing the main body of the text, while retaining the fragmentary 
proof that Judith once came between the remaining texts. The deliber
ate destruction of Old English texts by early collectors is well docu
mented in Ker's Catalogue. Ker points out that "a special kind of 
mutilation is found in some manuscripts belonging to Archbishop Par
ker. This consists in the deliberate removal by one means or another of 
the remaining portions of the imperfect texts. Thus in 21, art. 1 was 
scrapped by pasting up two of the leaves and by erasing the part of the 
text which still remained visible after this had been done" (Catalogue, 
p. lxiii). He goes on to list many additional texts that were erased 
"either partially or completely" in early modern times. The erasure of 
the first thirty-eight lines of a fragmentary translation of the Regularis 
concordia at the beginning of the MS ecce 201 "is probably due," 
Ker guesses, "to Parker's wish to contrive a tidy beginning" (ibid., p. 
83). Perhaps the study of all of these erasures under ultraviolet light 
will reveal more complex motives behind the mutilation of Old English 
texts by early collectors. It is perhaps too much to hope that the begin-
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ning of Judith may some day reappear under ultraviolet light, but it is 
not unreasonable to suppose that it was lost by erasure.69 

All of this may seem unduly speculative, but the original length of 
Judith is a matter of speculation that has led to widely divergent con
clusions. The early modern transcript of the closing lines in the bottom 
margin of fol. 206v, and the manner in which the Judith fragment was 
added to the Nowell Codex, are demonstrable facts, both of which sup
port the theory that Judith was taken from its original codex in early 
modern times. There is no obvious reason, under these circumstances, 
why three entire quires should have disappeared when the extant frag
ment was transferred from one codex to another. The alternative is that 
Judith was already a fragment when it was pulled from its original 
codex, but unless there is real evidence of this there is little point in 
accepting it. Here is the evidence: Forster reckoned that the poem must 
have lost a substantial part of its beginning, since the extant fragment 
preserved only parts of chapters 12, 13, 14, and 15 from the Vulgate 
Book of Judith; the scope of these losses (chapters 1 through 11), Forster 
argued, was confirmed by the extant fitt numbers, X, XI, and XII, 
which showed, he said, that well over eight fitts had been lost from the 
beginning.70 There would seem to be little ground left for disagreement. 

69. Who owned the codex before Nowell is stilI a mystery. In addition to the coun
terfeit insular script of the closing lines of Judith, the underlined proper names in 
Beowulf (for example, on fols. 138-140) suggest that the Nowell Codex may have 
formerly belonged to Parker; the underlinings, however, are in gray black lead, rather 
than the red traditionally assigned to Parker. John Bale died in 1563, and Nowell 
could have acquired the codex from what remained of the once vast collection of this 
zealous Reformer and tireless collector of MSS. It seems most likely, however, that 
Nowell acquired it through Sir William Cecil in 1563, when Nowell entered Cecil's 
household as tutor to his ward, the earl of Oxford. It is known from his correspondence 
with Parker that Cecil "kept artificers in his household for the purpose of 'improving' 
manuscripts." See May McKisack, Medieval History in the Tudor Age, p. 50 (and 
the letter cited on p. 35). For details of Nowell's life, see Robin Flower, "Laurence 
Nowell and the Discovery of England in Tudor Times"; and the introduction to 
Marckwardt's edition of the Vocabularium Saxonicum, pp. 1-19. 

70. Die Beowulf-Handschrift, pp. 88-89; recently David Chamberlain, while 
acknowledging that much of the earlier chapters of the Vulgate Book of Judith was 
probably not versified in the lost part of the poem, still argues that "the poet could 
readily have created a poem of 1200 to 1300 lines that would have moved rapidly and 
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Forster appears to be dealing with facts, not speculation, and all editors 
of the poem have accepted his arguments as facts. Yet careful students 
of the poem, from Cook on, keep insisting that the poem is alive and 
whole. 

Upon closer scrutiny, Forster's facts begin to evaporate. There is no 
need to argue at length that the Vulgate source does not really uphold 
the argument, for any objective comparison of Judith with the Book of 
Judith must conclude that the poet has deliberately neglected to rework 
some of his source material. 71 The way the poem ends shows beyond 
dispute that chapter 16 of the source was intentionally deleted. The 
extant poem shows that a great deal of chapters 12-15 was intentionally 
deleted, too. There is, then, adequate reason to believe that the substance 
of chapters 1-11 may never have been versified. Confirmation of this 
inference is easy to come by in the poem: part of chapter 10, at least, 
was not reworked in the lost part of the poem, for the famous fleohnet 
interpolation (lines 46-54) was inspired by the canopy mentioned in 
10: 19; the enlarged role in the poem of Holofernes as king of the Assyr
ians, as well as their general, and the deletion of the reference in 14:16 
to King Nabuchodonosor, indicate that the poet never reworked Nabu
chodonosor's story in chapter 1 or in 2:1-3;72 the omission of Achior's 

excitingly to the double climax we now have." "Judith: A Fragmentary and Political 
Poem," p. 145. It cannot be claimed, however, that the theory is supported by the 
source; Chamberlain relies almost exclusively on the mute testimony of the fitt 
numbers. 

71. Still the best discussion of the relationship between the source and the poem is 
Cook's (Judith, pp. xii-xxiii). 

72. As Cook observed (ibid., p. xvii), Nabuchodonosor "seems to be merged in 
Holofernes, who is accordingly both general and king." He is consistently given regal 
titles in the poem: healdend ure, tJeoden, hlaford, eorla dryhten, winedryhten, and so 
on. The poet doubtless realized that an Anglo-Saxon audience would find it hard to 
despise Holofernes the general, who is portrayed throughout the Apocryphal Book of 
Judith as a fanatically loyal retainer of his king. His actions stem from Nabuchodon
osor's command in 2: 5-6: "Go out against all the kingdoms of the west, and against 
them especially that despised my commandment. / Thy eye shall not spare any king
dom, and all the strong cities thou shalt bring under my yoke." The Holy Bible, 
Translatedjrom the Latin Vulgate . .. The Old Testament . .. Douay, A. D. 1609. By 
making Holofernes king, the poet transformed him from a loyal retainer to an evil 
fiend. 
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vindication and conversion (13:27-31 and 14:6) from the preserved 
parts of the poem proves that the poet never told Achior's story from 
chapters 5 and 6. Without going further, it is hard to imagine how (or 
why) the poet would have expanded the residue of his source ten times 
over, before writing the extant "conclusion" that stands so well by itself. 
In view of the negative textual evidence it is unsafe, and quite mislead
ing, to use the Vulgate even to corroborate the testimony of the fitt num
bers. There is simply no justification for assuming that the poet 
reworked the first eleven chapters of his source. 

The only evidence left that Judith lost much of its beginning are the 
extant fitt numbers, and they prove nothing, one way or the other, about 
the original length of the poem. Surely, they should not be ignored, as 
Cook did when he first proposed that the poem seemed virtually com
plete. Yet it is also wrong to assume that they necessarily show that over 
eight fitts have been lost. As Rosemary Woolf has shrewdly observed, 
only half of the numbered Old English poems (Beowulf, Elene, and 
Christ and Satan) are numbered separately; the rest (Genesis, Exodus, 
and Daniel from the Junius MS) are numbered seriatim (p. 170). The 
three poems from the Junius MS are numbered consecutively from I to 
LV; if Daniel, comprising fitts L-LV, had been separated from the MS, 

it would be possible to argue that forty-nine fitts had been lost from the 
beginning of the poem. This is precisely the argument that is used to 
gauge the losses at the beginning of Judith, but the possibility of seriatim 
numbering totally undermines the potency of the argument. The only 
weakness in Woolf's counterargument is that she ignored all of the 
paleographical and codicological evidence that Judith was a fragment 
when it was added to the Nowell Codex. As a result, her justification 
for the presence of the fitt numbers in the Judith fragment is unneces
sarily lame, and badly weakens the efficacy of an otherwise sturdy 
theory. 

Woolf had no idea that the Judith fragment was a late addition to 
the Nowell Codex. She was thus forced to conclude that the Judith frag
ment was copied as a fragment, and to maintain that the extant numbers 
derive from scribal inadvertence: 

Since the scribe of the Cotton Manuscript was presumably copying an 
incomplete text ... they might mean that in an earlier manuscript Judith 
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had succeeded a poem that was numbered up to eight, and that this 
sequence had been continued in it. A scribe copying the poem, once its 
beginning was lost, would, of course, automatically repeat the numbers 
before him, without realizing that an adjustment was necessary. (p. 170) 

The theory that Judith was numbered seriatim with other texts is not 
very persuasive, if it needs to rely so heavily on a groggy scribe, mechan
ically copying (from a fragmentary exemplar) the number X after tran
scribing only eighteen lines of text. The theory is more compelling once 
it is realized that the original Judith codex was dismembered in early 
modern times. It is easier to believe that Judith was numbered consec
utively with other texts, rather than separately, once it is realized that 
the extant fitt numbers were not copied accidentally, and no doubt reli
ably reflect the original dimensions of the texts that once preceded the 
Judith fragment. 

The argument over the original dimensions of Judith itself is really 
reduced to whether or not one believes that the poem was numbered 
separately or with other texts. Certainly the Vulgate source cannot be 
used to prove that very much has been lost at the beginning of the poem. 
One's view of the fitt numbers is, then, crucial. The argument can be 
settled by paleographical evidence that has never been brought forth 
before; the fitt numbers were written in the MS by someone other than 
the scribe. This fact can be definitely established by the distinct shape 
of the roman numeral X in the three extant fitt numbers. The scribe's 
X is well attested in the text of Judith, in the text of Beowulf (after line 
1939b), and most notably in the thirty examples in the fitt numbers 
from Beowulf (XXVIII-XLIII). His X is consistently formed of three 
separate strokes: the main stroke is a heavy diagonal from upper left to 
lower right; usually the cross is made with two additional strokes-a 
heavy hook in the upper right of the main stroke, and a long, thin tail, 
extending well below the minim line at the lower left. 73 Sometimes the 
cross is made with a single stroke, but the style is unchanged, particu-

73. Cf. Malone's description of the letterforms (Nowell Codex, p. 20), and West
phalen's analysis (Beowulf, pp. 62-64, and n. 68-71). Curiously, neither considers 
the fitt numbers in Judith. A comparison with x's in the text of Judith can be made 
with feaxe, 201 vII, feax, 20Sv8, and hupseax, 206v4. 
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larly with respect to the long, thin tail. This feature unequivocally dis
tinguishes the scribe's X from the fitt numbers in Judith. The distinct 
paleographical style of the fitt numbers is most easily seen in the FS in 
number XII (204vl1), but in the MS, number XI (202r12) presents the 
evidence equally well (number X is as faded in the MS as it appears to 
be in the FS). The manifest difference is in the cross-stroke, which does 
not descend below the minim line. On the contrary, it is made in a single 
stroke, starting on the minim line, and making a slanting S-like stroke 
across the main stroke.74 Since someone other than the scribe wrote in 
the fitt numbers in Judith, it is apparent that the numbers did not exist 
in the scribe's exemplar. 

It might still be argued that someone later decided to number the 
sections of Judith separately, but now the evidence favors the view that 
Judith was formerly part of a group of texts that were numbered ser
iatim. Presumably the fitt numbers were supplied by an overseer of the 
collection, or perhaps by another scribe who finished copying the codex 
to which Judith originally belonged. The discovery that the numbers in 
Judith are not the scribe's, and therefore have no immediate connection 
with the original length of the poem, accords well with the theory that 
Judith was expurgated in the 16th century from a collection of Old Tes
tament texts. The Junius MS is a collection of poetic paraphrases from 
the Old Testament that was numbered seriatim. If Judith once belonged 
to a similar collection, and was numbered consecutively with other 
poetic paraphrases in the Vulgate order, its noncanonical status and the 
zeal of the Reformation explain why it was expurgated. From internal 
evidence Cook, and indeed most students of the poem, have felt that 
Judith seems nearly complete. The external evidence, once it is carefully 
weighed, supports them. 

74. A comparison with the fitt numbers in Beowulf shows that the scribe did not 
use a special form of X for fitt numbers. The relevant fitt numbers in Beowulf are on 
fols. 173r5, 177r17, 179r13, 181r17, 183r8, 184v9, 187vl1, 189A(197)vll, 189v17, 
192v7, 193v7, 195v14, and 198r11; in Judith they are on fols. 199r18, 202r12, and 
204vl1. 

Plate 13. Fo!. 204v of the Judith fragment. Compare fitt number XII in line 
11 with the second scribe's fitt numbers XXXVII and XLIII on Plates 12a 
and 12b. 
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Conclusion 

The value of studying (and restudying) Cotton Vitelli us A. xv. and the 
danger of neglecting it are well illustrated in the dispute over the orig
inallength of Judith. It is important to know about the construction of 
composite codices, which were assembled by enthusiastic antiquarians, 
like Nowell and Cotton, often enough after the original codices had been 
disassembled and otherwise transmogrified. It cannot be denied that 
Cotton Vitellius A. xv., as a composite codex, has been virtually 
ignored. The only full description of it, in German, is riddled with 
errors and contradictions, and yet by necessity is still regarded as defin
itive.The codex has not even been given, officially, an accurate foliation, 
though no fewer than six separate attempts were made to do so. The 
utter confusion over the multiple foliations is symptomatic of the general 
neglect of the codex, and emphasizes how difficult it presently is for 
scholars to communicate with one another about it: thus Forster uses 
one foliation under the impression that he was using another; Malone 
uses a different foliation in his FS of the Nowell Codex; and the two 
editions of Zupitza's FS of Beowulf use a third foliation. The same three 
works give three different accounts of the original gatherings, and yet 
the gatherings are the primary clues into the history, and prehistory, of 
the texts themselves. The modern construction of the Cotton and Nowell 
codices preserved the texts for us, but obscured the way they were orig
inally assembled as Anglo-Saxon books. 

The foregoing investigation into the original construction of the MSS 

in Cotton Vitellius A. xv. has as its main purpose a clearer understand
ing of the history and construction of the Beowulf MS. The curious 
neglect of the BeowulfMs is directly attributable to the ancient prejudice 
of Old English scholars that Beowulf was originally composed in the 
7th or 8th century. In this way, the value of the early 11 th-century MS 

of Beowulf was vitiated before it was ever studied. Without this under
lying prejudice the Beowulf MS would have been carefully studied and 
restudied long ago, and long ago it would have been recognized that it 
held a hoard of paleographical and codicological mysteries that sharply 
distinguished it from the other texts in the Nowell Codex. For the most 
part, Beowulf scholars, even editors, have contented themselves with 
Zupitza's transcription of the MS, and with the good FSS of the MS that 
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have been available since Zupitza. But there is more to the Beowulf MS 

than the text that shows up, with varying degrees of accuracy, in the 
very best reproductions. A collation of the leaves, to begin with, raises 
the exciting possibility that the Beowulf MS was originally copied as a 
separate book, and that only later did it become the fourth item in a 
prose anthology. At any rate, the 11 th-century MS may well preserve an 
11 th-century poem, and the way is now open to study the body of evi
dence that it does. 
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• 
The Beowulf Codex and the 

Making of the Poem 

It now makes sense to study the BeowuljMs separately. The good pos
sibility that Beowulj was composed in the early 11 th century and the 
evidence that the poem in the unique MS was copied as a separate codex 
at about the same time fully justify a new investigation of the extant MS. 

The MS is certainly a copy, for the scribal errors are, for the most part, 
manifestly copying errors: but the transmission of Beowulj may have 
only been from the poet's wax tablets to the extant MS. The present 
study assumes that the MS we have inherited is extremely close to the 
archetype. Indeed, if both the poem and the extant MS were done after 
1016, there is no other alternative. Paleographical evidence amply sup
ports the thesis. Both scribes have carefully proofread their copies and 
have made many corrections. The second scribe has even proofread the 
first scribe's work. Evidence from the gatherings, and the corroborative 
evidence from the fitt numbers, indicate that the poem was revised in 
the course of being copied. The indications are that two distinct poems 
were combined for the first time in our extant MS, and that many years 
after the MS was copied, the second scribe was still working with it. He 
restored a damaged text on the last page, and he made a palimpsest of 
fol. 179 for a revised text; he also deleted, presumably as part of this 
revision, three lines from fol. 180v. These statements may well be 
incredible to those scholars who believe in a long transmission of the 
poem, but their biases have led them to ignore the paleographical and 
codicological reasons for making the statements. There is nothing 
incredible about correcting and revising the MS of a contemporary poem. 

[171] 
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The Authority of the Beowulf Manuscript 

The authority of Old English poetical MSS, in general, is the subject of 
an influential essay by Sisam, which has been reprinted several times,1 
and is frequently quoted approvingly by conjectural critics. Sisam's 
arguments do not inspire confidence in the authority of the poetic MSS, 

and it is necessary to consider the validity of his arguments before grant
ing the Beowulf MS extraordinary authority. Sisam complains that if 
textual conservatism "has a basis in reason, it implies that the extant 
manuscripts of Old English poetry represent the original compositions 
with a high degree of accuracy. Yet there seems to be no modern work 
which attempts to establish a thesis so fundamental." The attitude, he 
feels, "that 'an accurate scribe did not as a rule depart from the wording 
of his original except as a result of oversight' is begging the question, 
unless the editor goes on to inquire whether the scribes with whom he 
is concerned were accurate in this sense, and whether, since the assumed 
date of composition, the transmission of the text has been entirely in the 
hands of scribes who aimed at copying what was before them."2 Applied 
to Beowulf, these strictures would seem to leave the conservative critic 
at an impasse. Without the original, the degree of scribal accuracy is 
relatively unprovable. The case is not so desperate, however, if the poem 
was composed and the extant MS was copied after 1016, for then the 
transmission of the text might well have been entirely in the hands of 
the two scribes of our only MS. Even without the original, the scribes' 
corrections show conclusively that, while both scribes made some errors, 
as is to be expected in such a long work, both aimed at copying what 
was before them. 

But Sisam's thesis, that the quality of scribal transmission was gen
erally bad, can be confronted directly, for the type of evidence he 
adduces does not prove his thesis. To prove that scribal transmission 
was exceptionally faulty, we need poems that are preserved in both early 

1. It first appeared as "Notes on Old English Poetry: The Authority of Old English 
Poetical Manuscripts," in 1946; it is Chapter 2 of Sisam's Studies in the History of 
Old English Literature; and it was reprinted again in Martin Stevens and Jerome 
Mandel, eds., Old English Literature: Twenty-two Analytical Essays, pp. 36-51. 

2. Sisam (Studies, p. 30) is responding to R. W. Chambers's preface to his edition 
of Beowulf, which Sisam calls a "persuasive manifesto of the school which makes the 
defence or conservation of the MS. readings its ruling principle." Ibid., note. 
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and late copies. The quality of scribal transmission can be accurately 
traced only in poems preserved in multiple copies, and as Dobbie says, 
"that little progress has been made in this direction by students of most 
Anglo-Saxon poetry ... is to be attributed entirely to the lack of suffi
cient materials, especially to the small number of the MS sources."3 
Indeed, the only Old English poems whose transmissions can be studied 
at all are Ccedmon's Hymn and Bede's Death Song. Sisam would 
include the Leiden Riddle and the runic inscriptions on the Ruthwell 
Cross, but this recourse is reaching into the dark. Riddles were certainly 
transmitted memorially, and the minor variants do not prove scribal cor
ruption.4 He is quite right when he says that a comparison between the 
Cross runes and the Dream of the Rood (lines 38-64) "could not favour 
the hypothesis of accurate transmission," but even he admits that "it 
would be unsafe to make much of the detailed variants where the con
ditions of recording are so abnormal" (Studies, pp. 34-35). Certainly 
the artisan who cut the runes for the Ruthwell Cross cannot be com
pared to a scribe, nor can it be argued that he omitted great blocks of 
the original poem by oversight. For all that can be said from the avail
able evidence, the Dream of the Rood was accurately transmitted from 
the original poem, which is now lost; the runic inscriptions on the Ruth
well Cross made no attempt to transmit the original poem accurately, 
for the artist's medium prohibited it. 

The transmissions of Ccedmon's Hymn and Bede's Death Song can 
be, and have been documented. To quote Dobbie again, "In C<edmon's 
Hymn and Bede's Death Song, which provide a striking contrast to the 
usual paucity of MS materials for Anglo-Saxon poetical texts, we find 
an unusually suitable opportunity for this method of study" (Manu
scripts, p. 3). Surprisingly, Sisam rejects both as unsuitable evidence, 
even though the transmissions of these two poems are, in fact, the only 
evidence there is of scribal transmission from which to draw conclusions. 
There are seventeen MSS of Ccedmon's Hymn, four in the Northum-

3. See Dobbie, Manuscripts, pp. 2-3. 
4. It is likely that the Leiden Riddle was transmitted memorially by its scribe, who 

wrote it on the leftover parchment at the end of his copy of the Latin riddles of Sym
phosius and Aldhelm. Obviously, the inclusion of the Anglo-Saxon riddle, a creative 
translation of Aldhelm's "Lorica" riddle, was not planned out in advance, but was 
merely added by a scribe who hated to waste parchment. See Dobbie, Anglo-Saxon 
Minor Poems, pp. cviii-cx. 
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brian dialect, and the rest in West Saxon. The MSS range in date from 
the 8th century to the 15th.5 Sisam's analysis is brief and may be fruit
fully quoted in full: 

The exceptional character of Ca:dmon's Hymn is marked by the 
many copies in which it appears. If manuscripts later than the tenth cen
tury are excluded, the reproduction of the original words is good, with 
five variants, four minor and one major, of which only the last, eoroan 
(bearnum) for aelda, can be traced back to the ninth century. But it is 
a very short piece of miraculous origin, and it has been preserved as a 
quotation in historical prose texts, either the Latin of Bede's History or 
the late-ninth-century English translation from it. Here the conditions of 
transmission are abnormal, and again it is unsafe to rely on the evidence. 
(Studies, p. 35) 

This dismissal of the C;rdmon evidence is a bit misleading. It would 
probably be more accurate to say that the many copies of Bede's His
tory, rather than the exceptional character of Gcedmon's Hymn, pro
vided the wealth of evidence in this case. Sisam's short characterization 
of the variants suggests more scribal corruption than there is in the 
transmission from the 8th century to the late 10th century. The length 
of the poem would not insure its accurate transmission: when it was 
embedded in a Latin text, its brevity might well have caused confusion 
and led to errors; when it appeared in the Alfredian translation, it 
would be hard for a scribe, copying mechanically, to distinguish it from 
the prose text, and this difficulty equally might have led to errors. The 
conditions of transmission, then, were difficult, and the general accuracy 
of the transmission in Anglo-Saxon times is commendable. 

The accuracy of the transmission can be illustrated by comparing the 
earliest Northumbrian version (8th century) with the best West Saxon 
version (10th century). It may seem unfair to take the best 10th-century 
MS as a test for the accuracy of scribal transmission, but the point is to 
show that a late copy can accurately preserve a very early poem, despite 
modernization of forms. There is no point in taking a late, unique MS, 

as editors of Beowulf generally do, and assuming from the start that it 
does not accurately preserve its precedential texts. Aside from dialectal 

5. See Dobbie, Anglo-Saxon Minor Poems, pp. xciv-c. 
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transliteration, the only significant difference between the 10th-century 
West Saxon MS (Tanner 10), and the early 8th-century Northumbrian 
MS (Kk. v. 16), known as the "Moore MS," is the aelda versus eoroan 
variant: 

MS Kk. v. 76 
Nu seylun hergan 

hefaenrieaes uard, 
metuda:s maeeti 

end his modgidane, 
uere uuldurfadur, 

sue he uundra gihuaes, 
eei dryetin, 

or astelida:. 
He aerist seop 

aelda barnum 
heben til hrofe, 

haleg seepen; 
tha middungeard 

moneynna:s uard, 
eei dryetin, 

a:fter tiada: 
firum foldu, 

frea allmeetig. 

MS Tanner 70 
N u seulon herigean 

heofonriees weard, 
meotodes meahte 

and his modgepane, 
weore wuldorfa:der, 

swa he wundra gehwa:s, 
eee drihten, 

or onstealde. 
He a:rest seeop 

eoroan bearnum 
heofon to hrofe, 

halig seyppend; 
pa middangeard 

moneynnes weard, 
eee drihten, 

a:fter teode 
firum foldan, 

frea a:lmihtig. 

3 

6 

9 

There is simply no evidence here of scribal corruption as the result of 
a long transmission from 8th-century Northumbrian to 10th-century 
West Saxon. Even eoroan cannot be used to show scribal corruption, 
for the word is good in the context, and is surely not a corruption of 
adda. Moreover, as Dobbie says, "we cannot be absolutely sure whether 
C;:edmon's original text had celda or eorou in 1. 5" (Manuscripts, p. 
47). Most scholars believe that celda is original, but a strong case can 
be made for eorou. The phrase celda barnum may well have crept into 
the text at a very early stage because of the prestige of Bede's Latin 
translation, filius hominum. It seems most likely that this stock Latin 
phrase, which Bede may well have used to render the highly individ
ualistic phrase eorou bamum,6 would lead to the natural English trans-

6. Dobbie points out that "eorou barnum (or eoroan bearnum) is, so far as I know, 
unexampled elsewhere" (Manuscripts, p. 48), though he curiously cites the unique
ness of the phrase as evidence that Ca:dmon must not have used it. 
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lation, celda barnum. The alternative is that Ccedmon extemporane
ously created an Old English phrase that corresponded to a Latin cliche. 

The evidence of accurate scribal transmission of Bede's Death Song 
in Anglo-Saxon times is not open to any of the doubts or difficulties that 
might be raised by the celda/eorou variants in Ccedmon's Hymn. There 
are no fewer than twenty-nine copies of Bede's Death Song, ranging 
from the 9th century to the 16th, included in the Latin text of Epistola 
Cuthberti de obitu Bedae MSS. There are three copies from Anglo-Saxon 
times, ranging from the 9th to the 11 th century. They show how good 
scribal transmission could really be, even when the transmission became 
complicated by moving into other dialects. Sisam was evidently unaware 
of a 10th-century non-Northumbrian MS when he dismissed Bede's 
Death Song as unsuitable for comparison, despite its rich MS history. 
He says in a footnote: "I omit Bede's Death Song: the Northumbrian 
text is preserved in Continental MSS. from the ninth century onwards; 
but, for comparison, there is only a very late West Saxon text, equally 
uniform, preserved in MSS. from the twelfth century onwards. Its four 
variants from the Northumbrian text have no claim to authority" (Stud
ies, p. 35, n. 2). The 10th-century non-Northumbrian text had not yet 
come to light in 1937 when Dobbie described the MSS of Bede's Death 
Song, but N. R. Ker provided an edition in 1939 in "The Hague Man
uscript of the Epistola Cuthberti de Obitu Bedor with Bede's Song." 

Sisam's oversight deprived him of an important comparison, for the 
Hague MS underwent a complicated transmission that partly bridged 
the formerly sharp cleavage between the continental version and the 
insular version of the Epistola Cuthberti. Dobbie's later account of the 
twenty-nine MSS of Bede's Death Song in the Anglo-Saxon Minor 
Poems (p. ci) will help illustrate the significance of the Hague version. 
Before the discovery of the Hague MS there was uniformity: 

Eleven of these manuscripts, all in continental libraries, give the text of 
the song in the Northumbrian dialect; seventeen manuscripts, all in 
libraries of the British Isles, present a West Saxon version of the song 
which differs in some respects from the Northumbrian version. The clas
sification by dialects of the Anglo-Saxon texts of the song is borne out 
also by the evidence of the Latin texts of the Epistola Cuthberti. All of 
the eleven manuscripts which contain the song in the Northumbrian 
dialect present a single recension of the Latin text, which may for con-
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venience be called the Continental Version. All of the seventeen West 
Saxon texts of the song are found in a recension of the Latin text which 
differs in many significant details from the Continental Version, and 
which may be called the Insular Version. 

But the Hague MS did not fall in line with these two distinct transmis
sions. As Dobbie says, "Its Latin text of the Epistola Cuthberti agrees 
in the main with the text of the Continental Version, but ... there are 
a number of places in which it follows the readings of the Insular Ver
sion" (Anglo-Saxon Minor Poems, pp. civ-cv). 

A comparison of the earliest Northumbrian text, the 9th-century MS 

254, with the 10th-century non-Northumbrian Hague MS reveals the 
accuracy of the transmission of Bede's Death Song, despite the markedly 
divergent MS tradition of the Hague text: 

9th-C. Northumbrian MS 254 
Fore thaem neidfaerae 

naenig uuiurthit 
thoncsnotturra, 

than him tharf sie 
to ymbhycggannae 

aer his hiniongae 
huaet his gastae 

godaes aeththa yflaes 
aefter deothdaege 

doemid uueorthae. 

70th-C. non-Northumbrian 
Hague MS 
Fore oaem nedfere 

nenig wioroeo 
oonosnottorra 

oon him oearf riae 
to ymbhycgenne 

aer his hinionge 
hwet his gastt: 

godes oooe yfles 
ester deaodege 

doemed wioroe. 

There are three minor scribal slips in the Hague MS which are italicized 
above. In line 2a the scribe wrote 0 for c (or closed the right side of the 
c) in ooncsnottorra, no doubt influenced by the several other o's in the 
word. In 2b he wrote riae for siae: if his exemplar was in caroline script 
he could have confused caroline s for r, as Ker suggests, though in an 
insular exemplar, low insular s could be confused for caroline r, as Bro
tanek argues.7 The reading ester for efter would seem to favor Ker's 
suggestion, but since all of the later Northumbrian MSS read aester, the 
mistake may have been in the Hague scribe's exemplar. The transmis-

7. Rudolf Brotanek, "Nachlese zu den HSS. der Epistola Cuthberti und des 
Sterbespruches Bedas," p. 164. 
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sion of the same error over many centuries is an indication of scribal 
accuracy in transmission. 

If Ker is right, his explanation for the paleographical slips in the 
Hague text adds another stage to an already long and complicated trans
mission, from 8th-century Northumbria, southward, where at some 
point a new recension of the Latin text was made combining the 
Northumbrian and West Saxon recensions. The Anglo-Saxon text of 
the song went through the customary modernization of forms reflected 
in orthographical (for example, wynn for uu, and G for th), and pho
nological changes (for example the breaking of a to ea in Gear/), pre
sumably all before its transmission on the Continent. Thus, despite the 
long and complicated transmission, the text of Bede's Death Song was 
not corrupted by scribes. As far as we know, the earliest Northumbrian 
MS and the Hague MS, which are virtually identical aside from modern
ization in a different dialect, represent the original composition with a 
very high degree of accuracy. If we count the only other MS surviving 
from Anglo-Saxon times, the 11 th-century Northumbrian Bamberg MS, 

the conclusion will be the same. Indeed, Dobbie has argued that "the 
Bamberg text of the Epistola is in some respects a more accurate tran
script of the common prototype," and that "except for the form thae in 
I. 1, the text of Bede's Death Song in this MS does not exhibit any sig
nificant variation from the [9th-century] St. Gall text" (Manuscripts, 
p. 55). So the transmission in Anglo-Saxon times of Ccedmon's Hymn 
and Bede's Death Song, which Sisam ignores in his study of the author
ity of Old English poetical MSS, establishes the fact that Anglo-Saxon 
scribes could be very accurate, that they did undoubtedly aim "at copy
ing what was before them" (Sisam, Studies, p. 30). 

While he neglects the only adequate evidence of scribal transmission 
of Old English poems, Sisam assembles for comparison some question
able evidence that not unexpectedly shows striking variants. Sisam says, 
"Nearly all the poetical texts depend on a single manuscript; but the 
contents of three out of the four great codices show a very small overlap" 
(ibid., p. 31). In fact, he takes only two comparisons from the Exeter, 
Vercelli, and J uni us codices, and neither comparison is convincing. In 
both cases the overlapping occurs in two distinct poems, or rather, in 
two distinct reworkings of common source material. His first compari
son is between "Soul and Body I" and "Soul and Body II" respectively 
from the Vercelli and Exeter books. The main differences in these two 
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poems are not caused by scribal corruption, but by deliberate revision 
of a common source by different poets. A fair idea of the intentional 
nonconformity between the two poems can be seen in Dobbie's discus
sion of "Soul and Body II," in his edition of the Exeter Book.s The 
same is true of Sisam's second comparison, between the parallel sections 
in Daniel and Azarias, from the Junius MS. and the Exeter Book 
respectively. They are different poems, and as such they are not relevant 
in a study of the accuracy or inaccuracy of scribal transmission. 9 

The accuracy of scribal transmission is more of a factor in Sisam's 
last comparison, but there is still reason to doubt the validity of the 
evidence, as Sisam himself seems to acknowledge. "Two manuscripts," 
he says, "are available for lines 30-94 of Solomon and Saturn, MS. 
CCCC 422 of the second half of the tenth century and a fragment in 
the margin of CCCC 41 which may be a century later" (Studies, p. 32). 
Ordinarily, Sisam omits such late testimony as the second of these MSS, 

and it is unclear why he chooses to depend upon it for a m~or compar
ison here. As he admits in his note, "it is disadvantageous to use such 
a late copy, because the great bulk of the poetry is contained in MSS. of 
the second half of the tenth century ... and new factors affecting trans
mission may arise in MSS. written much after that time. I have excluded 
the poems contained in the Chronicle partly for this reason, partly 
because they are all late compositions transmitted in an unusual way" 
(ibid., pp. 32-33, n. 1). The CCCC 41 MS may have been copied after 
the Norman Conquest. According to Robert Menner, "the ugly insular 
handwriting shows the effects of points and sharp corners learned from 
the post-Conquest style of Caroline minuscules, and may be dated at 

8. Dobbie realized, of course, that the main differences were not caused by scribal 
corruption. He says, for example, "The Exeter Book version is shorter than the ver
sion in the Vercelli Book, omitting the fragmentary address of the blessed soul to the 
body, 11. 127 -166 of the Vercelli Book text." G. P. Krapp and E. V. K. Dobbie, eds., 
The Exeter Book, p. Iii; cf. G. P. Krapp, ed., The Vercelli Book, pp. xxxviii-xxxix. 

9. As Krapp says, "A comparison of the Prayer of Azariah in AZARIAS with the 
corresponding passage in DANIEL will show so many dissimilarities of word forms and 
of word order, so many variations in phrasing, that we can hardly assume that the 
text of DANIEL at this place was mechanically copied from AZARIAS in the ordinary 
sense in which Anglo-Saxon scribes copied from their sources. We must assume two 
separate versions with a considerable amount of variation, both for the Prayer of 
Azariah and for the Song of the Three Children." Krapp and Dobbie, The Exeter 
Book, p. xxxiv; cf. Krapp, The Junius Manuscript, p. xxxiii. 
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the end of the eleventh or beginning of the twelfth century."tO And it 
was certainly transmitted in an unusual way, having been copied as a 
fragment in the margin. Thus, by Sisam's own criteria the Solomon and 
Saturn material should not have been used as a test for the accuracy of 
scribal transmission in Anglo-Saxon times. If it is counted at all, it car
ries little weight, and may not tell us anything about the quality of 
scribal transmission before the Conquest. 

After using these three comparisons, each in its own way invalid, to 
undermine the authority of the poetical MSS, and after dismissing the 
Cxdmon and Bede material, Sisam moves on to the Beowulf MS. His 
procedure has provided no foundation for presuming a badly flawed 
copy of the original poem, and his pointed attack on the authority of the 
BeowulfMs ought to be considered in this light. He correctly anticipates 
the proper objection to his procedure when he says, "A defender of the 
manuscript readings might well say that the evidence so far adduced is 
not ample or varied enough, and might argue that the scribes were well 
trained, and that they knew more about Old English usage, thought, 
and tradition than a modern critic can" (Studies, pp. 36-37). He does 
not meet the first part of this objection at all. The second part would 
seem to be undisputable, but he says, "I doubt if this holds good for the 
earlier poetry," and cites as evidence the following textual cruces from 
Beowulf: 

In Beowulf, recent editors agree that the first scribe writes gara (cyn) 
461 clearly and boldly for Wedera (cyn), without sense or alliteration, 
with no likeness in script or sound, or anything in the surrounding verses 
to mislead him; and the aberration is passed over in their commentaries. 
For Cain 1261 (misread as cam) he writes camp "battle." ... At a crit
ical point in the Finn episode (1127 ff.), he leaves us the meaningless 
"Hengest ... wunode mid finnel unhlitme." Rather different is 1960 f.: 
"ponon geomor woc ha:leoum to helpe," where, misled by a possible 
spelling or pronunciation of the initial diphthong, he has taken the 
proper name Eomcer for the common adjective geomor "sad." ... All 
these are proper names, which I have preferred because there can be little 
doubt about the true reading when a name is miswritten. (Ibid., p. 37) 

10. The Poetical Dialogues of Solomon and Saturn, pp. 2-3. Ker, as Sisam indi
cates, places the script somewhat earlier; in his Catalogue (p. 45) he says without 
elaboration that the text is written "in one unusual angular hand of s. xi' or xi med." 
The question has not been settled. 



Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 
Kevin S. Kiernan With a new foreword by Katherine O'Brien O'Keeffe 
http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=8599 
The University of Michigan Press, 1997  

The Beowulf Codex and the Poem [181] 

A defender of the MS readings in these cases seems to be in trouble. But 
even if these were all undoubted errors, Beowulf is a long poem and the 
cruces cited above are widely distributed. The scribes have unquestion
ably made some mistakes in the course of copying this long poem, but 
as Sisam readily concedes at the start of his investigation, "single lapses 
are not necessarily inconsistent with a high general level of accuracy, 
and that is the quality to be discussed" (ibid., p. 31). Still, the thrust of 
Sisam's argument in the present case is that the modern critic easily 
recognizes four miswritten proper names, while the Anglo-Saxon scribe, 
who is supposed to know better, displays his ignorance. Unfortunately, 
the argument precludes learning anything about the poem that the 
scribe may have known, and that modern critics do not know. For this 
reason it is potentially useful to reverse the argument, beginning with 
the assumption that the scribe has not miswritten four proper names. 

There is almost certainly some form of corruption in lines 1128-1129 
of the Finnsburh episode, but the name Finn was not, strictly speaking, 
miswritten. Rather, it was combined with another word element, but 
strange combinations and divisions of words are characteristic of Old 
English MSS and are not in themselves regarded as scribal corruption in 
any meaningful sense of the term. An apt example occurs at the begin
ning of this episode at line 1070a, where the scribe wrote infres wmlel I 

for what the editions print as in Freswmle. Similarly, editors know per
fectly well that the corruption is not in the name Finn, but in whatever 
is joined to it at the end. They have solved the problem quite conser
vatively.12 For MS wunode mid finnel un hlitme most of them read, 
wunode mid Finne / [ea]l unhlitme.13 And since mid often takes the 
accusative in Beowulf, the scribe's error may have been only the omis
sion of an a in the word eal: wunode mid Finn / e[ a]l unhlitme. In 
either case there is no good evidence here that the scribe did not know 
that Hengest stayed with a man named Finn. 

II. The MS actually reads inJr es wade (fol. 153rl6), but the gap between irifr
and -fS is from an erasure the scribe made to correct a copying error. The scribe 
intended to write inJrfs wl1'le, but in either case the combination and division of the 
words illustrate the point equally well. 

12. For a full discussion in an unusually conservative edition, see Donald K. Fry, 
ed., Finnsburh: Fragment and Episode, pp. 20-23. 

13. The meaning of unhlitme is obscure, and many interpretations have been pro
posed. James Rosier has recently suggested "with lack of choice" in "The Unhlitm of 
Finn and Hengest." 
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There is no reason to assume that proper names are even involved in 
the other three cruces, gara, camp, and geomor, singled out by Sisam. 
Surely one ought to be suspicious of the emendation Wedera for MS 

gara, for as Sisam himself observes there is no phonological or paleo
graphical likeness, and there is nothing in the surrounding verses, 
either, that might have misled the scribe. A more plausible emendation 
was proposed over a century ago by Benjamin Thorpe, and it is accepted 
by Whitney Bolton in his revision of Wrenn's edition of Beowulf. To 
supply the missing alliteration Thorpe read wara (genitive plural of 
weer, "treaty"); Bolton translates the phrase wara cyn, "sworn col
leagues." Joseph F. Tuso has recently defended Thorpe's emendation 
from a different standpoint, arguing that "wara is the genitive plural of 
the neuter noun war ('seaweed, sand, shore'), and wara-cyn ('the shore 
people' or 'the folk of the sands') might well refer to the Wylfings, who 
most probably lived on the sandy Pomeranian coast of the southern Bal
tic."!' A chief objection to wara is that it ignores paleography, for it is 
hard to imagine how the scribe could confuse insular g with wynn. 
Malone did not ignore paleography when in "Ecgtheow" he proposed 
the emendation [Wul]gara, which he conceived of as another name for 
the Wylfings. The reading is attractive in that it accounts for the omis
sion of the first syllable by haplography (cf. Wilfingum in the on-verse), 
as well as for MS gara; it is unattractive in that it makes Ecgpeow a 
Wylfing, for which there is no evidence. There are other possibilities. 
For a start perhaps it needs to be noted that the passage oa hine gara 
cyn / for here brogan habban ne mihte makes sense if gara cyn, "folk of 
the spears," is construed as a kenning for "spear troop" or comitatus. 
The passage may be translated, "then his spear troop might not protect 
him because of their fear of war." John R. Byers accounts for the miss
ing alliteration by assuming that the scribe's exemplar read oa hine 
[wine-l gara cyn, and that hine caused the haplographic error.!5 A sim
pler explanation would be that the scribe copied hine for wine: Oa wine 
gara cyn / for herebrogan habban ne mihte, "then the spear troop might 
not protect their friend because of their fear of war." One last possibility 
can be mentioned in passing. The scribe may have miscopied gara, a 
word with high frequency in Beowulf, for the apparently rare synonym 

14. "Beowulf 461b and Thorpe's wara," p. 261. 
15. "A Possible Emendation of Beowulf 461b." 
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wigara,16 an error induced by haplography from wi- in the on-verse. 
Certainly, no matter how one solves the crux, there is no longer any 
justification for accepting Sisam's premise that gara is a nonsensical cor
ruption of the proper name, Wedera. 

Though the Bible is a source that a modern critic can know as well 
as an Anglo-Saxon scribe can, the modern critic need not assume that 
camp, at line 1261, is a corruption of the proper name, Cain. The word 
camp means "battle," as Sisam says, but in a transferred sense it means 
"strife, struggle, contention." An example of this usage is given in the 
Toller Supplement, from Gregory's Dialogues: "Se camp (certamen) 
in pxs mannes breoste" (p. 116). The passage in Beowulf surely 
alludes, at least elliptically, to the first murder, but there is no more 
need to mention Cain's name in this connection than Abel's. 

Grendles modor, 
ides agl<ecwif, yrmpe gem un de, 
se pe w<eteregesan wunian scolde, 
cealde streamas, : sipean camp weare 
to ecgbanan angan breper, 
f<ederenm<ege; he pa fag gewat, 
morpre gemearcod mandream £leon, 
westen warode. panon woe fela 
geosceaftgasta; wces pcera Grendel sum 

(1258-1266) 

The passage may be translated: "Grendel's dam, the female monster, 
was mindful of sorrow, she who was obliged to inhabit the dreadful 
waters, the frigid streams, from the time when strife arose [sipoan 
camp wearo] as a sword slayer to an only brother, a paternal kinsman; 
then she went stained, marked by the murder, fled human joys, and 
inhabited the wilderness. From thence arose many fated spirits: Grendel 
was one of them." Klaeber points out in his note to line 1260 that "se 
pe, instead of sea pe, [is] applied to Grendel's mother just as in 1497, 
or he, instead of heo, in 1392, 1394." Hence the antecedent for he in 
line 1263 is not camp, "strife," and there is no need to supply an ante
cedent by emending the text. The antecedent may well be Grendles 

16. See Bosworth-Toller under wi-gar and wig-gar (pp. 1220 and 1221). In Beo
wulf, compare wig-freca (1212, 2496) and wig-fruma (664, 2261). 
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modor, as lines 1392 and 1394 attest, or perhaps the first "sword slayer 
to an only brother," whom the Anglo-Saxons knew to be Cain. 

Sisam's last supposed case of a miswritten proper name is at line 
1960, where geomor, "sad, mournful," is presumed to be a mistake for 
Eommr. The Mercian royal genealogies include four generations of 
kings, Wa:rmund, Offa, Angengiot, and Eoma:r, who provide the 
impetus for this emendation. 17 It is difficult to see what advantages come 
with it, aside from alliteration. So far as we know, this Eoma:r never 
transcended the itemization of his name in the Mercian pedigree, and 
yet the emendation forces us to acknowledge him as hmleoum to helpe, 
Heminges mmg, Iii. and neJa Garmundes (1961-1962). In the Mercian 
genealogies he is not the nephew, nor even the grandson of Wa:rmund, 
but the great-grandson: if the genealogies are to be used as a basis for 
emendation here, it would make more sense to emend geomor to Angen
giot, and for that matter, to emend Garmundes to WCPrmundes. And if 
nefa is understood in its general sense as "offspring," there is no reason 
why it should apply to Eoma:r and not Offa. The Mercian genealogies 
say nothing about Eom<er (or anyone else) being Heminges mmg, while 
the Beowulf poet has already called Offa this at line 1944. The main 
point of the digression is to praise Offa for putting a stop to his queen's 
murderous ways (1944 ff.), hmleoum to helpe, "as a help to his men." 
In short, the editorial intrusion of Eoma:r provides good alliteration but 
a bad anticlimax. The passage makes excellent sense without 
emendation: 

ponon geornor woc 
hxleourn to helpe, Herninges rnxg, 
nefa Garrnundes, nioa crxftig. 

(1960-1962) 

"Then mournful he [Offal arose as a help to his men, the kinsman of 
Hemming and offspring of Garmund, powerful over [the queen's] hos
tile acts." Moreover, ponon geomor woc alliterates with the on-verse, 
eoel sinne, if, following Malone's suggestion, it is read as pon ongeomor 
woc, "then, exceedingly sad, he arose. "19 The form pon, "then," though 

17. For a brief discussion of the Mercian genealogy, and its supposed relation to 
Beowulf, see Chambers's Beowulf, pp. 195-198. 

18. Klaeber needlessly alters MS heminges to Hem [ m ]inges. 
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attested, is rare, while ponon is extremely common. A conservative 
emendation would be ponon [on]geomor woc, and the error could be 
explained either as a haplograph or as the scribe's attempt to correct 
what he perceived as a dittograph (-onon on-). 

In the four cases cited by Sisam, unwarranted mistrust in the overall 
accuracy and integrity of the scribe along with unwarranted confidence 
in modern conjecture encourages radical emendations on a large scale. 
The premise itself, that all four cases represent bungled proper names, 
is pure conjecture, and yet Sisam presents it as if it were a fact: "All 
these are proper names, which I have preferred because there can be 
little doubt about the true reading when a name is miswritten" (Studies, 
p. 37). From a conservative view only one proper name, Finn, is 
involved, and it is not miswritten, though it is confusingly combined 
with another word element, as frequently happens in Old English MSS. 

The danger of conjectural criticism is that its ready disregard for MS 

forms inhibits thinking and rethinking about annoying MS readings by 
replacing the problems with easy, usually innocuous, alternatives. For 
instance, there is nothing objectionable or unusual in the conjectural 
reading Wedera cyn at line 461, and no one could have objected to it 
had it appeared in the MS at this point. It is too bad that wedera bears 
such little resemblance to the unusual MS reading gara, for [We]dera 
is plainly a bad conjectural emendation. As we have seen, the lack of 
alliteration is the only convincing reason for deserting the otherwise 
acceptable MS reading, oa hine gara cyn / for herebrogan habban ne 
mihte, "then his spear troop might not protect him because of their fear 
of war." Even this criterion for emendation can be legitimately ques
tioned on conservative grounds, for there is evidence in the Beowulf MS 

that the poet did not always intend to use alliteration, nor even to adhere 
invariably to the normal on-verse/off-verse pattern of the traditional 
Old English poetic line. 

Alliteration is probably the most obvious feature of Old English 
poetry, but the fact that Beowulf is an alliterative poem does not mean 
that the poet could not create, in all deliberation, an occasional line 
without alliteration. The intentional omission of it from time to time in 
a very long poem like Beowulf might better be viewed, in at least some 
cases, as intelligent variation rather than scribal corruption. The advan
tage of conservatism in this regard is that it enlarges the field of possi
bilities within a text, which a conjectural approach, by procedure, nar
rows. For conjectural criticism tends to be normative, while great 
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poetry, even interesting poetry, seldom is. Quite properly, a conjectural 
emendation stands little chance of acceptance if it is in any way unex
pected or extraordinary: it must always justify its validity by reference 
to ordinary rhythm, ordinary meter, ordinary syntax, ordinary sense, 
ordinariness. It is the declared foe of the unexpected and the extraor
dinary, the juices of poetry. Hence the conjectural critic of a poem like 
Beowulf, which emerged from an observable tradition, but which is still 
a unique poem in a unique MS, is perhaps at times more like a heady 
scribe in his conceptions than the poet. The critic and the scribe would 
be inclined to provide alliteration in a line from an alliterative poem, on 
the assumption that a variation was necessarily an error. Surely no 
scribe would consciously delete alliteration from an alliterative poem, 
and it does not make sense to assume that an inattentive scribe could 
inadvertently insert a meaningful word in the context that does not 
alliterate in place of a meaningful word from his exemplar that does 
alliterate. Yet this is the implication in such standard emendations as 
mund for hand in MS pcet he for handgripe minum seolde (965) or lind 
for hild in MS beloren leofum cet pam hildplegan (lO73). 

The refusal of modern editors to admit the possibility of nonalliter
ating lines in Beowulf frequently obliges them to make conjectural "res
torations" of needlessly presumed lacunas. The price of editorial allit
eration can be high. In line 586b the conjectural "restoration" of the 
wordjela to supply alliteration in the stave leads inevitably to a comical 
effect. In context, Beowulf is giving his version of the Breca episode, to 
correct Hunfero's uncomplimentary rendition, and he feels obliged to 
remark by the way, no ie jJces gylpe, "I never brag about that." The 
sense, the syntax (gylpan takes a genitive object), and the meter are 
unassailable.20 But for the sake of the alliteration editors interpolate, at 
Beowulf's expense: no ie jJces (fela] gylpe, "I never brag mueh about 

20. W. P. Lehmann remarks that "this half-line is metrically adequate as the 
manuscript transmits it, and would accord with Beowulf's style. It has been emended, 
however, usually with fela, because it lacks alliteration. Yet the lengthened half-line 
seems less in agreement with the hero's manner of speaking than does that of the 
manuscript." Unfortunately, Lehmann is not attempting to avoid an emendation: "If 
we maintain the manuscript reading, we must either assume that a line or more has 
been omitted, or that the scribe miswrote 586a, possibly the adjective." See "On Pos
ited Omissions in the Beowulj," p. 224. 
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that." Another costly interpolation to provide missing alliteration occurs 
in lines 389-390. Hr03gar instructs his messenger, Wulfgar, to wel
come Beowulf and his men to the court. The MS reading (fo1. 138v8-
11) makes excellent sense when punctuated in the following way: 

"Gesage him eac wordum piet hie sint wi1cuman 
Deniga leodum." Word inne abead: 
"Eow het secgan sigedrihten min ... " 

(cf. Klaeber, 388-391) 

'''Say to them in your speech, moreover, that they are welcome among 
the people of the Danes.' He announced the speech within: 'My lord 
orders me to tell you ... '" Because there is no alliteration in the second 
line of this passage, editors invent a great lacuna of two half-lines 
between leodum and word. Klaeber, for instance, interpolates pa to 
dura eo de, "then he went to the door," to alliterate with the on-verse, 
and wideuo heeleo, "the famous warrior," to alliterate with the off
verse. It seems obvious that both of these passages are marred by edi
torial alliteration. They ought to be printed without alliteration, the 
way they appear in the MS. 

It is true that textual conservatism runs the risk of conserving scribal 
blunders as the poet's intended readings. The risk is greatly lessened, 
however, in a contemporary MS proofread and corrected by the scribes 
themselves. In such a MS we have evidence of scribal attentiveness and 
even a sense of the immanency of the exemplar, upon which the correc
tions are based. There is indeed a scrap of positive evidence in the Beo
wulf MS that some of the nonalliterating lines in the poem derive from 
the scribe's exemplar. Whether or not the scribe's exemplar was author
itative remains to be seen. At this point the scribe needs to be defended. 
For line 1981 (fo1. 173v3-4) the scribe first wrote geond peet 
reced Heereoes dohtor, a line without alliteration. Mter proofread
ing, the same scribe wrote side above the line, for insertion between 
peel and reeed. In other words, the scribe noted an error in his copy 
and corrected the line to read geond peet side reeed Hcereoes doh
tor. His correction makes perfect sense in the context, anq. is metrically 
sound, but the line still does not alliterate. It seems safe to conclude, 
therefore, that the line was not meant to alliterate. Yet even with this 
proof of scribal attentiveness the line has been subjected to the most 
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bewildering forms of conjectural emendation. Klaeber emends the 
scribe's correction side to heal, an extremely audacious change. Von 
Schaubert omits the correction entirely, an equally audacious procedure, 
and then brings hwearf down from the preceding verse for h-alliteration 
with Hcereoes. Wrenn combines the bold conjectural readings of Klae
ber and von Schaubert. They all ignore the correction, yet surely it is 
based on the scribe's exemplar. The alternative, at least, would seem to 
be that the scribe, after he finished copying, went back and spoiled his 
work by inserting spurious words between the lines. 

The exemplar is doubtless the source of some variations on the allit
erative norm in Beowulf, as well. One must remember that Old English 
spelling does not always precisely reflect Old English phonology. Thus 
in line 1 of Beowulf the velar stop [gJ in gar- alliterates with the palatal 
semivowel UJ in gear- because both words begin with the graph g. 
Occasionally the difference between phonology and orthography causes 
some inconsistencies that cannot easily be blamed on the scribes of the 
extant MS. As M. F. Vaughan shows in "A Reconsideration of 
'Unfero,'" this inconsistency is most likely to crop up in words begin
ning with the graph h, which was phonologically lost or significantly 
reduced in many linguistic environments. An unambiguous example of 
the wavering phonological status of h occurs in the adverb hrape, 
"quickly." In lines 1576 and 1937, as well as elsewhere, hrape alliter
ates with h (hilderince, ac he hrape wolde, and handgewrip
ene; hrape seopoan wces). But in line 724 it is spelled rape and 
alliterates with r (recedes mupan. Rape cefter pon). Moreover, in 
line 1390 it is spelled with h, yet still alliterates with r: Aris, rices 
weard, ulon hrape feran (cf. line 1975, Hraoe wces gerymed, swa se 
rica bebead). As Vaughan points out, the loss of initial, prevocalic h 
would similarly account for the vocalic alliteration of handlean (line 
1541), hondlean (2094), hondslyht (2929, 2972), and Hunfero (499, 
1165, 1488), which editors needlessly emend to h-less forms. While 
occasional spellings might well be charged to the scribes, these cases 
show "occasional alliteration" based on phonology. And such anomalies 
are far more likely to stem from the poet than the scribes, for a scribe's 
"blunder" would require him not only to disregard the poet's use of 
vocalic alliteration, but also to provide a synonymous, and virtually 
homonymous, "correction." In this light perhaps we ought to regard the 
MS crux geomor, in eoe! sinne;-ponon geomor woe (1960), as another 
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instance of phonetic alliteration, since the initial semi vocalic phone [j] 
followed by the diphthong -eo would alliterate phonetically with vow
elS. 21 The poet of a contemporary MS, more than his scribes, can plau
sibly be charged with "blunders" involving phonetic alliteration. 

Other possible alliterative variations, and even variations in the basic 
on-verse/off-verse structure of the lines, should be carefully recon
sidered in Beowulf, in view of the probable 11 th-century provenance of 
the poem. Early editors would not have been so ready to emend the MS 

text had they thought that the poem was so late. While we do know a 
great deal about Old English metrical practice now, the hypermetric 
lines show us that poets were willing to violate standard meter in ways 
we are not yet capable of explaining adequately. A possible variation 
that has not been sufficiently investigated is the use of single half-lines, 
or of three consecutive half-lines, rather than the traditional two. The 
only scholar who has clearly acknowledged this usage is Alan Bliss, who 
warns us that "in Old English poetry as a whole short lines are much 
more frequent than editors have been accustomed to allow.,,22 An 
instance in Beowulf may well occur at lines 402-404, where Klaeber 
interpolates heajJorinc eode as line 403b. The passage makes excellent 
sense without the interpolation, which is merely an appositive for a pre
ceding phrase, and the three half-lines alliterate and provide a fresh and 
effective variation: 

Snyredon iCtsomne: 
under Heorotes hrof, 

pa secg wisode 
heard under helm, piCt he on heooe gestod. 

"They hastened together: the man, brave in helmet, led them under 
Heorot's roof, so that he stood in the hall.'>23 Perhaps the theory of 

21. Edith Rickert first argued for phonetic alliteration on geomor in "The Old 
English Offa Saga," p. 54. Sisam seems to acknowledge this argument when he says 
that the scribe was "misled by a possible spelling or pronunciation of the initial diph
thong." Studies, p. 37. 

22. "Single Half-Lines in Old English Poetry," p. 443. An undoubted example of 
a single half-line that is used alone on purpose occurs in the refrain of Wulf and 
Eadwacer from the Exeter Book. 

23. Klaeber emends heooe to heo[r]oe, but there is no need for the emendation, in 
view of helheooo dreorig, "mournful hell hall," in Christ and Satan (line 699). Most 
editors do not emend the word. 
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alliterative variation and of the use of three half-lines should be applied 
as well to the hypermetric verses in lines 1163-1168. As Bliss notices, 
line 1166a, ad forum St1!t frean Scyldinga, is not hypermetrical at all, 
but a combination of two normal half-lines (cf. pe t1!t fotum 
St1!t Jrean Scyldinga at line 500). If the entire hypermetric passage 
is rearranged into normal half-lines some interesting and theoretically 
tenable variations emerge: 

gan under gyldnum, beage peer pa god an 
twegen serton, suhtergeferderan. pa gyt wers hiera sib 
ertgerdere erghwylc, oorum trywe. Swylce peer Hunferp pyle 
ert fotum sert frean Scyldinga; 
gehwylc hiora his ferhpe treowde, 
peet he heefde mod micel, peah pe he his magum 
nerre arferst ert ecga gelacum. Sprerc oa ides Scyldinga: 

"[Wealhpeow] went forth under gold trappings, with a necklace to the 
place where the two brave ones sat, nephew and uncle. Still their kin
ship endured, each together true to the other. Likewise Hunfero the 
pyle sat there at the foot of the lord of the Scyldings; every one of them 
trusted his spirit, that he had great courage, though he was not merciful 
to his kinsmen at swordplay. The lady of the Scyldings spoke then." 
The alliterative patterns here are: 

a a: x a 
xa:ax:xa 
aa:ax:ax 
a x: a x 

a a: x x 
a a: x a 
xa:ax:ax 

In the first and sixth lines the alliteration of the off-verses is on the 
fourth stress, rather than the third, but in both cases the alliterative 
variation introduces lines of three verses, rather than two. The envelope 
pattern is consonant with common rhetorical method in the poem. In 
the fifth line there is no alliteration in the off-verse unless the pronoun 
is stressed (cf. and m(n hl6ford, Maldon line 224b), producing a verse 
type D 4• While some stringent metrists might be unhappy with this 
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arrangement of lines 1163-1168, it should be remembered that they are 
otherwise hypermetrical. It seems that it would be far easier for an 
Anglo-Saxon reader of the MS to fall into the meter described above than 
it would be for him to grasp the hypermetrical or unmetrical arrange
ment given in modern editions. 

We stand to learn much by trusting in the overall accuracy of the 
scribes of the Beowulf MS, but the question remains whether our trust 
is warranted. Sisam concludes his attack on the authority of Old English 
MSS in general with an argument that, if valid, would certainly under
mine, if not destroy, the reliability of the Beowulf MS. He says: 

As a last resort, it might be argued in defence of the poetical manu
scripts that their authority is confirmed because they have passed the 
scrutiny of Anglo-Saxon readers, who knew things unknown to us. In 
fact there is hardly a trace of intelligent scrutiny. It is a curious feature 
of the great poetical codices that no early reader seems to have noticed 
the most glaring errors left by the scribe. (Studies, p. 38) 

In the following sections evidence is presented that will effectively refute 
this claim. The extensive proofreading done by both scribes, and the 
nature of their corrections, are proof that the Beowulf MS was subjected 
to intelligent scrutiny. The Beowulf MS contains scores of erasures and 
scores of written corrections. In view of this evidence it is impossible to 
believe that the scribes overlooked about three hundred blunders, the 
degree of inaccuracy that current editorial emendations and interpola
tions would have us accept. The BeowulfMs has indeed passed the scru
tiny of Anglo-Saxon readers, and they certainly knew things unknown 
to us. 

The Proofreading of the Scribes 

There have been few efforts to assess the relative accuracy of the two 
Beowulf scribes, because their general inaccuracy is usually presumed. 24 

24. This presumption is, for example, the sine qua non of S. O. Andrew's inter
esting chapter "Scribal Error and Its Sources," in Postscript on Beowulf, pp. 133-
152. 
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The primary reason for the neglect of this subject is, of course, that the 
two latest scribes in a transmission of the text over several centuries 
could present only a tiny slice of the vast material that would have to 
be weighed for a just appraisal. One's interest in these two scribes, how
ever, should be greatly enhanced as the length of transmission is short
ened. If Beowulf was written in the early 11 th century, these two scribes 
become very important characters indeed. But no matter when the poem 
was created, the fact remains that the scribal errors in the extant copy 
have never been objectively investigated. All previous investigations are 
based on editorial emendations, which are often persuasive, but never 
are and never can be purely objective. There are errors that editors have 
objectively discovered, but their corrections are necessarily subjective; 
and there are many defensible readings in the MS that editors have sub
jectively perceived as errors. In short, "proof" of scribal error based 
solely on editorial emendations is circular, and leads to predictable 
results. The scribes' erasures and written corrections of their own per
ceived errors not only isolate real errors, but highlight the kinds of mis
takes to which each scribe was susceptible. The greatest value of this 
evidence, however, is that it proves that the scribes carefully proofread 
their copy, and effectively discredits the extremely high percentage of 
error reflected in editorial emendations. 

The pitfalls of relying on conjectural emendations of often conjectural 
errors, rather than on scribal corrections of undoubted errors, are well 
illustrated in Eduard Prokosch's "Two Types of Scribal Errors in the 
Beowulf MS." On the basis of emendations, many of which are 
unneeded, Prokosch claimed that "in an overwhelming number of 
instances the errors of the first part are phonetic, those of the second 
part, mechanical"; and he reached the remarkable conclusion that the 
first scribe wrote therefore from dictation (pp. 196-197), while the sec
ond scribe copied "laboriously" from a MS (p. 204). His proof is so flex
ible that, if one did not question the validity of the emendations, it would 
be equally possible to show that the second scribe wrote from dictation 
too. Prokosch himself admits that the first twenty-one examples of the 
second scribe's "mechanical" errors could easily be reconciled with dic
tation (pp. 204-206), and this is nearly half of the evidence. Much of 
the remaining evidence is even more open to phonetic explanations than 
are the twenty-one ambiguous examples, and for that matter, than are 
most of the examples of the first scribe's "phonetic" errors. 
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Certainly bi werede could be misheard for biwenede, lela oa for se 
laoa, wra!ce for wra!te, fergendra for wergendra, for speof for forsweop, 
and hWa!ore for hra!ore. Prokosch asserts that it is "difficult or impos
sible" to give phonetic reasons for the omission of endings, but in fact 
phonetic explanations do very well here: helm[ um 1 (syncopation or 
apocope): hilderinc[ a 1 and rond [e 1 (unstressed vowel confused with 
plosive stop);fyrena for fyra (excrescent nasal on the part of the reciter); 
and sweordu for sweorda (leveling). The proper names, beginning with 
geomor for Eomer (initial diphthong), are easily explained as phonetic 
errors. And the remaining "symptoms of mechanical copying" are for 
the most part better explained as phonetic errors: sec and ec- are occa
sional phonetic spellings for secg and ecg; ma!ges for ma!genes (twice) 
shows the omission of a medial nasal, Prokosch's first example of a pho
netic error in his discussion of the first scribe; surely reoes ond hattres 
could be misheard for oreoes ond attres, nis could be misheard for na!s, 
wundum for wundrum, wat for jJa!t, let for leg. The putative dichot
omy between the two types of scribal errors in the Beowulf MS, or their 
causes, does not in fact exist. 

The scribes' own corrections of their work, on the other hand, show 
that they were both copying from exemplars, for the corrections are 
mostly of common mechanical errors like dittography and haplography. 
Phonetic errors and the occasional phonetic spellings in both parts of 
the MS might well have been caused by simple transcription, since it is 
likely that both scribes read aloud. Silent reading is an early modern 
phenomenon. If anything, the first scribe seems to have been more sus
ceptible to mechanical errors than the second scribe. At any rate, the 
extensive proofreading by both scribes unequivocally displays their real 
interest in Beowulf: there can be no doubt that both scribes made deter
mined efforts to present reliable copies. The first scribe's integrity 
regarding Beowulf is manifest in his alertness to incipient error; and 
this vigilance contrasts with his equally manifest lack of interest in the 
prose texts of the Nowell Codex, which he also copied but did not even 
bother to proofread. This marked difference in attitude also implies that 
the Beowulf MS was copied by the first scribe as a separate codex, orig
inally unrelated to the prose codex. But the second scribe's interest in 
Beowulf is even more remarkable than the first scribe's. The second 
scribe too is clearminded and quick to notice his mechanical mistakes, 
but there are also signs that he continued to read the text, and to restore 
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damaged parts of it, long after he finished copying the poem. Moreover, 
he read the first scribe's work with a critical eye, as numerous correc
tions by him in the first part of the MS testify. On the other hand, there 
are no signs that he read the prose texts, and his failure to do so further 
suggests that the Beowulf MS was added to the prose codex at a later 
stage. 

The proofreading of these two scribes of Beowulf has only recently 
gained the attention of scholars. But that the scribes themselves made 
the extraordinarily large number of written corrections in the MS was 
firmly established by Westphalen, in his absorbing paleographical and 
textual study, Beowulf 3150-55: Textkritik und Editionsgeschichte 
(esp. pp. 107-108). On paleographical grounds he determined that the 
first scribe made no fewer than twenty-six corrections by superscript 
(that is, interlinearly, above the error or lacuna), and ten additional cor
rections and completions within the lines. Differences in ink and in the 
shape of the quill tip show that the first scribe's proofreading was done 
at various times. The second scribe makes twelve corrections by super
script in his part of the text, and thirteen additional corrections and 
completions within the lines in the course of making his copy. On the 
basis of the identity of the handwriting along with a dissimilarity in the 
quill tip, Westphalen posits the use of a "'Korrektur' feder" (p. 100), 
for some additional corrections by the second scribe, and accordingly 
assigns six superscripts and six corrections within the lines to later 
proofreading. He also reveals that eleven superscripts and three correc
tions within the lines in the first scribe's part of the MS were made by 
the second scribe, though he overlooks the enormous importance of this 
observation for showing the second scribe's unusual interest in the accu
racy of the entire transcription. In all, Westphalen localizes eighty-eight 
written corrections in the seventy folios of the Beowulf MS: fifty-one in 
the first scribe's part, up to line 1939, and thirty-seven in the second 
scribe's part, from line 1939 to the end. 

Yet these figures, impressive as they are, represent only about half of 
the evidence of scribal corrections and proofreading, for they do not 
include erasures. Westphalen deliberately neglected this part of the 
evidence, for he was concerned with identifying the script of the correc
tors. He did realize, however, that there were many erasures, and that 
they normally derived from the scribes themselves (p. 99, n. 111). It 
could scarcely be maintained that the written corrections were made 
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exclusively by the scribes while someone else did the erasing. In most 
cases, in fact, erasures can be assigned to the scribe who made them, 
and so they need to be included in an evaluation of the scribal correc
tions. There are over ninety erasures. Together with the written cor
rections, then, we have about 180 positive examples of intelligent scru
tiny on the part of the scribes on seventy MS folios. Naturally, erasures 
and written corrections are sometimes combined, and this overlapping 
inflates the figures, but the sheer bulk of the erasures and written cor
rections is testimony to the integrity of the scribes and the reliability of 
their final copy. The pervasive correction of the MS by the scribes has 
never been studied, and of course has never been used by any editor to 
support the authority of the transmitted text. It is highly suspicious that 
all of the "glaring errors" perceived by modern editors were not cor
rected by these Anglo-Saxon correctors whose proofreading seems to 
have been quite thorough. 

In the following pages, written corrections and erasures are consid
ered together. While discussing only representative cases of the scribal 
proofreading, I have nonetheless tried to present a full picture of the 
nature and extent of the corrections. Most of the evidence is straight
forward and fairly well documented in Zupitza's notes. I have, however, 
independently restudied all of the evidence of scribal proofreading, and 
I was often able to correct and augment Zupitza's account with aids 
unavailable to him when he studied the MS between 1880 and 1882. 
The value of the simplest aid of all, the modern incandescent light bulb, 
cannot be overestimated. Today it allows the reader of the MS to see the 
script, even when it is faded, damaged, or covered by the 1845 binding 
frames, more clearly and uniformly than Zupitza was able to see it. The 
reader today who does not use this aid will experience the same kind of 
problems that Zupitza records in his notes: "metodes? I thought I saw 
all those letters pretty distinctly (except the two first strokes of m) on 
the tenth of September 1880, but on no other day. On the 12th of Sept., 
1882, I thought I was able to read [w ]igendes / / egesan" (p. 144). I 
first studied all erasures in ordinary daylight (a marvelously protean 
light in London), then under a high-intensity incandescent or "day
light" lamp, and finally under ultraviolet light. I also tried infrared 
light, but found it of no special use. Low-level fiber-optic light, which 
rakes over the surface of the parchment, highlighting imperfections and 
pebbling, only occasionally helped to identify a deleted reading, and 
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then only when the light was turned up to its full intensity and held 
directly over the erasure. In most of these cases, however, I achieved the 
same result with the daylight lamp. Ultraviolet light was most helpful 
of all when problems arose: in a significant number of cases deleted 
readings stood out clearly. My reason for determining deleted readings 
was, of course, to clarify the kind of error to which the scribe in question 
was particularly susceptible. 

THE FIRST SCRIBE 

The written corrections and erasures in the first scribe's part of the MS 

show that the first scribe carefully proofread his work. But they also 
show that he was generally very attentive not only to the mechanical job 
of copying correctly, but also to the more comprehensive aspects of 
grammar, syntax, sense, and even of meter and alliteration. Some cor
rections show that the scribe cared enough about the accuracy of his 
copy to note even the minutest errors and correct them. For example, 
on fo1. 130v 19 the scribe corrects scede to scegde by squeezing a g in 
between the ce and d. 25 The correction is not, strictly speaking, neces
sary, since the two spellings are phonetically the same in Late Old 
English: one must assume then that the correction was made purely for 
the sake of orthographical conservatism. On the next folio (132r1S), the 
scribe erased a false (and misleading) ligature between the i and the n 

25. As Robert D. Stevick has rightly observed, "corrections in the manuscript
additions or changes after further text has been copied-often affect the spacing 
between consecutive morphs." By studying abnormal spacing features, he discovered 
a number of fairly certain corrections, which had never been noticed before. Thus on 
fol. 165r12, the unusually small space between -drihten and selfne suggested to him 
that the n in drihten was added later, a conclusion virtually confirmed by the make
shift ligature between the e and n. Stevick also infers from the spacing that g was 
added later to hremig on fol. 171 r8- 9. It might be added that although the word occurs 
in the first scribe's part of the MS, the correction was made by the second scribe, as the 
distinctive paleographical form of the g clearly shows. The second scribe regularly 
closes the loop on g with a hair stroke, while the loop is always left open by the first 
scribe. In this case the second scribe corrected a spelling variant of the first scribe (cf. 
jamig/jami, lines 1909 and 218), not an error. As these two cases illustrate, further 
study of spacing features in the Beowulf MS may weIl add appreciably to the vast 
evidence of scribal proofreading of the poem. See Stevick, ed., Beowulf: An Edition 
with Manuscript Spacing Notation and Craphotactic Analyses, pp. xxiii-xxv. 
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of caines, perhaps to avoid confusion between carnes and caines. 26 Min
ims are often falsely ligatured in insular script (wundmi is the most 
notable example), and the scribe usually makes no effort to disconnect 
them, for ordinarily no ambiguity results. The correction here, then, is 
extraordinary, and reveals not only attention to detail, but more impor
tant to the sense of the passage. A similar type of correction can be seen 
on fo1. 136v6, where the scribe has altered JceJt to Jcest by scraping away 
the cross-stroke of the f Since insular f and s are drawn identically, 
except for the cross-stroke, the error would be hard to notice, and the 
fact that the scribe has made the correction at all once again shows com
mendable care for even rather fine details. There are many other cor
rections of this nature in the first scribe's section of the MS.27 

The other written corrections and erasures in his section break down 
into three basic categories: the removal of dittographic material; the res
toration of material that was inadvertently omitted or was about to be 
omitted; and the conversion of legitimate, but contextually incorrect 
words to the contextually proper words. These three categories provide 
the most compelling evidence that the scribe was generally attentive to 
his work while he was copying, and that he later subjected his work to 

26. Klaeber mentions in his note to this line that, "according to Irish belief, Cham 
inherited the curse of Cain and became the progenitor of monsters." Beowulf, p. 132. 
Presumably the scribe noted the possible ambiguity and erased the ligature. 

27. For example m is corrected to n in bunden (first n) on fol. 158r19, and in an 
on fol. 146v5; metathesis (cn/nc) is corrected in wlonc, fol. 137r14; occasional spell
ings are corrected on fol. 135vl1 (ec-/ecg-), fol. 158v17 (-un/-en), and fol. 160v12 
(-en/-an); an apparent homoeographic error (wynn for crossed thorn, the abbrevia
tion of jXf't) is rectified on fol. 170r I 9; a point is erased after majJOum on fol. 158vI4, 
a cross-stroke on the d of sceaden is erased on fol. 172v3, and an extra I in sceal is 
erased on fol. 170vll. A number of minor dittographs are also corrected by erasure: 
gry(r)re on fol. 158r16-17;finda(a)n on fol. 160v2; eaxlge(a)steallan on fol. 167v5-
6, and probably st(t)eapa on fol. 157v3; cf. the "dittophone" weor(iJ)jJan on fol. 
167r22. Omitted letters are restored by the scribe in sidne (fol. 139v13), eft (fol. 
143vI5), gehwylcre (fol. 147vl), beado (fol. 154rll), gesellum (fol. 162vll), wearp 
(fol. 163vI2), togeanes (fol. I 64ri), heajJo (fol. I 66v6), geweox (fol. 167v3), breost 
(fol. 167vl0), feM (fol. 168v3), and gym (fol. 168v21). These examples alone are 
enough to show that the scribe subjected Beowulf to much more careful scrutiny than 
he did the preceding three prose texts, and they also show later proofreading, since 
most of the superscripts have been made with a very sharp quill tip, different from the 
one used to write the text. 
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careful proofreading. The. last category shows special care and intelli
gence in proofreading, for in order to notice that a meaningful word was 
incorrect the scribe would presumably have to have checked the context 
of the passage in which the mistake occurred. Some of these cases are 
so equivocal that the mistake could have been allowed to stand without 
seriously impairing the meaning. In such cases it is clear the poem has 
also been examined with great care. The other two categories also pro
vide valuable evidence of the scribe's attentiveness, for the corrections 
often show at exactly what point the scribe realized that he was making 
an error. In most instances, the scribe's lapse of attention was fleeting, 
and the errors themselves thus help illustrate his clearmindedness while 
copymg. 

The removal of dittographic material may be indicative either of later 
proofreading or of the recognition of an error in the course of commit
ting it. Sometimes it is impossible to tell whether or not the dittograph 
was noticed immediately, and then it is best merely to assume that the 
mistake was picked up in proofreading. Instances of dittographs pre
sumably noted and corrected after proofreading are frequent. On fo!' 
13 5v 15, however, a dittographic hlaford has not been erased, but rather 
crossed out, apparently in the same ink used to copy the text on the 
folio. In this case it seems that the scribe crossed out the dittograph right 
after he made it, intending to erase it when he proofread. Usually there 
are no such clues as these. On fo!' 169vll an extra to, still fairly visible 
in ordinary light, was erased between a:jJeling and to. On fo!' 141 r20 
it appears from the very meager traces that a second man was erased 
between man and a:fre. Ultraviolet light showed nothing whatever, but 
there is no trace of an erased descender below the lower minim line, 
eliminating the other obvious dittograph, a:fre. A dittographic endewas 
probably erased at the beginning of line 2 on fo!' l68v. As Zupitza says, 
"Sta:f cannot well have originally stood at the beginning of this line, but 
there is nothing in [Thorkelin] AB, between ende and sta:j; perhaps a 
word (ende??) erased before sta:f?" On fo!' l6lv13 ge between ge and 
nearwod is erased, and on fo!' 149r20 moste is erased between moste 
and seljes (here Zupitza conjectured that seljes had been erased, but 
moste shows up clearly under ultraviolet). The scribe could have erased 
these dittographs anytime after the text was copied. 

It is not always impossible to tell when a dittograph was noticed. For 
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example, on fol. 146v3 the scribe started to write sona a second time, no 
doubt coaxed toward the dittograph by the combination of the letters, 
on a-, following sona in his exemplar. However, we can be sure that he 
noted his error as soon as he had drawn the s, for he has erased the top 
of the s, and used the bottom for the left side of the a in on. If he had 
completed the dittograph, there would have been a space between the 
erased s and the 0, and less of a gap between the n of on and the a of 
am. The fact that he made the erasure when he did proves that he was 
quite attentive in his copying at the time of the (imminent) mistake. 
Another clear example of a dittograph corrected while the scribe was in 
the process of making it can be found on fol. 154r12-13. Ultraviolet 
light confirms Zupitza's claim that the words on bCEI (at the end of line 
12) and the word gearu (at the beginning of line 13) were erased. The 
scribe was probably led into the dittograph when his eye skipped from 
the WCES preceding ejJgesyne to the WCES preceding on bCEI gearu at the 
start of the same line. But it must be emphasized that although the era
sure is not written on, the error was only a temporary lapse of attention. 
The scribe realized his error after writing gearu, or he would have gone 
on to recopy CEt jJCEm ade WCES, as well. A correction of this nature 
obviously shows that the scribe was, despite his error, attentive enough 
to his work, and anxious enough to present an accurate copy, to stop 
copying repetitiously. The examples given earlier from the prose texts 
showed that he was not usually so attentive when copying those texts. 
Moreover, he did not even bother to correct all of the dittographs in 
them, even when, as in the cases cited above, it can be ascertained that 
he recognized he was recopying material and stopped. 

One's confidence in the scribe's work on Beowulf also grows by 
examining the places where the scribe started to omit material, but 
caught his error and corrected it. A scribe who did not care much about 
the text he was copying would be sorely tempted to let the omission go, 
and to continue copying even though he had created a contextual lacuna. 
An example of this type of carelessness was seen in the St. Christopher 
fragment. There is no comparable evidence of deliberate irresponsibility 
in the Beowulf MS. On the contrary, the evidence suggests that the first 
scribe was particularly careful not to commit this error. He starts to 
omit the word bote on fol. 133r20: he first wrote to, but noted his omis
sion before going on to banum, for he was able to convert to to bote 
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simply by writing a b over the t, and adding te. 28 There are several cases 
in which the scribe was about to omit considerably more than a few 
letters. For fo1. 147A(l31 )r6, Zupitza comments: "after rceste an era
sure of some five letters, of which the first seems to have been h, the 
second was possibly a." Under ultraviolet light, however, the erased 
material distinctly emerges as he on. In all probability the scribe's eye 
moved down a line in the exemplar after he had copied rceste. The same 
words, he on, now properly end line 7. We know that the scribe was 
immediately aware of his oversight though, for the next word he copies 
is rcehte; if he hadn't noticed his error at once he would have written 
jeng, and an entire MS line would have been lost from the text. 29 

There are other less spectacular losses that would have been sus
tained had the scribe not been alert in the course of making his copy, or 
had he not proofread his work carefully afterward. A particularly 
meticulous correction can be seen on fo1. 156v13, where the scribe has 
inserted the word he as a superscript between peaden and under. The 
correction is not absolutely essential either to the sense or to the syntax, 
and the omission does not affect the alliteration or the meter. It is a good 

28. Similarly, on fol. 134r9 the scribe first omitted en from healjdenes, but he noted 
the omission before proceeding to the next word, so that he was able to change the s 

to n by a bit of erasing and overwriting, and to add the es where it belonged. At the 
bottom of the same page, line 19, the scribe started to write jJerfinstead of jJear[, but 
noted the mistake as soon as he wrote r or he would not have been able to change it 
to an a and write rf after it. 

29. A more complicated example, but one not open to proof since ultraviolet light 
was of no use, apparently occurs on fol. 147r14. Zupitza felt that the erasure in this 
line might have removed a dittographic feorh, but the remaining ink traces immedi
ately after feorh and before ealgian do not support his guess. With the daylight lamp, 
ie seem to be the letters after feorh, and ht the letters before ealgian. If so, the scribe 
started to skip a line in his exemplar, copying hie meaht- from line 15, and using the 
h in feorh as the first step in his mistake. After writing meaht- he realized what he 
was doing and resumed copying correctly. If he had not noted his mistake, lines 796-
797 would have been collapsed in one line, reading wolde freadrihtnes feorhie meahton 
swa. Alliteration and meter would have been retained, but not a vestige of sense. A 
similar disaster was averted on fol. 152r14, where the b in beowulj was corrected from 
an original f (according to Zupitza, an original w). The scribe started to copy feoh, 
immediately below beo- in line 15, but caught his error before finishing the word. His 
alertness prevented him from producing a contextual lacuna, a line without allitera
tion, and a passage claiming that Beowulf had reason to be ashamed of the costly gifts 
Hr06gar gave him (no, "not at all," would have been omitted). 
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example of responsible proofreading. A far more significant omission is 
restored, again by superscript, on fo1. 168r3. The scribe first wrote snyt
trum, but later corrected the reading by adding un- above the line to 
read unsnyttrum. It was a crucial correction, involving as it does the 
difference between "wisdom" and "folly." In a case like this, the scribe 
was probably reading the text, not just mechanically proofreading. It 
should not be necessary to make such an obvious point were it not for 
the ubiquitous assumption that the scribes were ignorant of the meaning 
of what they were copying. 

There is an extremely interesting erasure on fo1. 140v19. It seems 
from the FS and from the MS under ordinary light that an f and one or 
two additional letters, the last of which had an ascender, were deleted 
here. These outward appearances suggest that the scribe's eye moved 
down a line in his exemplar, and that he consequently began to copy 
fah from line 20. Under ultraviolet light, however, the first letter 
appeared almost certainly to be caroline s, the second letter probably an 
ee, and the third an l. The ee could have been an e that came to look 
like an ee through smudging (perhaps the ink was still wet when the 
erasure was made); but the amount of space between the s and the l 
favors ee. The erasure raises some fascinating questions. There is no 
simple answer as to how the error came about. If the questionable vowel 
was an e, one may conjecture that the scribe unintentionally started to 
write medosele, instead of medoheal (both of which mean "meadhall"), 
by the power of suggestion: he had just written beorsele (line 17) and 
he was about to write drihtsele (lines 19-20). Or perhaps he started to 
copy dittographically from -sele in line 17, or to omit the material pre
ceding -sele in line 20. In all of these cases, which start from the 
assumption that the vowel was an e, the scribe caught his mistake after 
writing only sel-, and one can conclude with certainty that the scribe's 
lapse was momentary. If, however, the questionable vowel was an ee, 
the word he first wrote was seel, which also is synonymous with heal 
and sele, but in this case there is no obvious explanation for the scribe's 
error. The word medoheal may have been corrupted phonetically to 
medoseel, but this explanation means that the scribe knew the word seel, 
a word for "hall" that only appears in poetry. If this was his mistake, 
it implies that the scribe should be credited with more knowledge of the 
poetry he was copying than he usually is. But whether he wrote 
medoseel, or started to write medosele, the erasure is testimony to the 
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scribe's desire to copy accurately, for in either case the scribe deleted a 
perfectly good reading. The only conceivable reason why he should have 
gone to this trouble is that the perfectly good reading was not the read
ing of his exemplar. In the corrections of this kind the scribe dramati
cally demonstrates that his copy is, or attempts to be, trustworthy. 

The remainder of the corrections of the first scribe to be considered 
fall roughly into this same category. They all convert meaningful, but 
incorrectly copied words into the right words, presumably the words of 
the scribe's exemplar, since there would be no reason to make the cor
rections otherwise. This category does not count false starts, immedi
ately corrected by the scribe. Two examples of false starts occur in line 
120ffo1. 169r: instead of r in geswearc the scribe first drew an ascender, 
but he erased it; and he first wrote dryt instead of dryht, but again he 
corrected the error at once. Another example occurs on fo1. 134r5 where 
he changed wenan to wendan; both are real words, but wendan is the 
correct one in the context. The spacing informs us that the scribe real
ized his error before proceeding to the next word. The scribe is to be 
commended for picking up these errors and correcting them, particu
larly the last, for it shows that he was clearheaded in the course of copy
ing, and was not content to leave an error even when faced with a rec
ognizable word. A lazy scribe would be inclined to move on, hoping the 
error would go undetected. 

The corrections that properly belong in the third category are of a 
different kind entirely. They are most impressive because they were 
made in all probability as a result of unusually careful proofreading. 
They all involve real words that sometimes even make sense in the con
text, but are nonetheless noted as errors by the scribe and corrected. 
Together they tend to prove better than anything else that the scribe 
was paying attention to sense and syntax, to grammar, and even to 
alliteration while he was proofreading for mechanical errors. Hence 
these corrections should most effectively dispel the false notion that the 
Beowulf MS was not subjected to intelligent scrutiny after it was copied. 

On fo1. 129r10, the letter erased between hron and rade, which 
shows up clearly under ultraviolet light, is an e. The correction of hrone 
to hron shows that the scribe was attentive to the meaning, for a form 
with final e following the preposition oier would not in itself have sig
naled an error. Thus he must have realized that hron- was here part of 
the poetic compound hronrade and accordingly that the inflection 
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belonged at the end of the compound. Presumably the exemplar had 
hron, too, but it is not likely that the scribe would have made the erasure 
unless he was certain of the meaning of the phrase. On fol. 135v15 the 
word hige was altered from the original word hine, "him," by writing 
a g over the n. A masculine accusative singular form here is entirely 
proper, and hine even makes some sense if it is taken in apposition to 
hlaJord. The error would seem to be hard to detect, and then hard for 
the scribe to acknowledge. The correction to hige, an exclusively poetic 
term, suggests that the scribe was paying close attention to the sense of 
the text. Two corrections on fol. 138r17 and 18 lead to the same con
clusion. The scribe must have been following the sense and the syntax 
to change pis to his and holdre to holdne, for both corrections involve 
the emendation of recognizable words. So too on fol. 138v20 the scribe 
alters the word heaooroJ, "brave in battle," to heaooreaJ, "war-dress." 
Here the error implies that the scribe was at home with the language 
of heroic verse, for the erroneous heaooroJ is an exclusively poetic term, 
while heaooreaJ, the correction, is a hapax legomenon. 

An analogous case occurs on fol. 139r5. There the form WafS, instead 
of the expected imperative form wes, appears followed by a small era
sure of about one letter. The interchange of af and e is characteristic of 
the spelling of the poem, but wes is invariably the form elsewhere. The 
spelling WafS, therefore, is not technically incorrect, but it is still decid
edly unusual. The erasure, when viewed under ultraviolet light, 
explains why WafS and not wes appears here. The s has been written 
over the descender of an original r, and the second stroke of the rand 
an e have been deleted. In other words the scribe, anticipating the next 
word, jJu, wrote the second person singular past indicative (or sub
junctive) of the verb "to be," wa:re, instead of the imperative, wes. 
Apparently the scribe made the error thinking he was correcting an 
error in his exemplar. When he realized that his "correction" was not 
right, he changed the form back to the imperative but did not change 
the vowel, nor was there any compelling reason to do so. Obviously the 
scribe would have no reason to change wa:re jJu to WafS jJu unless he 
fully comprehended the sense of the passage. A curious parallel to this 
interesting correction occurs on the next page, fol. 139v2. Under ultra
violet light it is fairly certain that a t was erased after sceal, and scealt 
is the second person singular present indicative of sculan. If the scribe 
was following the sense of the poem, he might have momentarily 
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thought that Beowulf was again directly addressing Hroogar, as he does 
earlier with wees pu, at the beginning of this same speech. On fact, the 
scribe may have begun to write the enclitic form, seealtu (that is, seealt 
pu). In any event, the correction indicates that the scribe ultimately 
understood the meaning. 

The correction of him to his on fo1. 147A(131)r15 is particularly 
minute, and shows the scribe's desire to preserve the reading of his 
exemplar, despite the slight change in meaning caused by the error. 
Thus ne wees him drohtoo peer; "the way was not there for him," 
might well have been kept in place of the corrected reading, ne wees his 
drohtoo peer, "his way was not there." On fo1. 149r6 he alters fyrene 
to firena by means of a superscript a, thus changing "crime" or 
"wickedness" from accusative singular to plural, or perhaps only cor
recting a leveled spelling. There was even less need to change eel seece 
to eet seecce on fo1. 165v3. The phrases are synonymous, and seece/seecce 
can be in fact orthographical variants of the same feminine (jo-stem) 
noun, seec (c). The reason for the alteration was probably to distinguish 
the poetic word seecc from the common word sacu, both of which could 
appear as eel seece, "at strife," in the dative singular. The fact that the 
scribe made the alteration suggests that he recognized the distinction. 

In a significant number of additional cases, an Old English word that 
does not make any sense in the context has been altered to the right 
word. Many of these contextually incorrect words are so similar in 
appearance to the contextually correct words that it is highly unlikely 
that the scribe would recognize the error if he were merely proofreading 
mechanically. It seems, rather, that he was reading his copy with com
prehension and noticed from the faulty sense that he must have made 
a mistake. Thus on fol. 148v16 either cuone or cuore was corrected to 
cuoe by erasure. All three are possible inflected forms of the adjective 
cuo, "well-known." In this and the following examples, the scribe's 
understanding the sense of the passage would certainly help identify an 
error more readily than would simple proofreading. And in any case a 
lazy scribe would not be inclined to correct a legitimate grammatical 
form, nor even to notice that the legitimate form he had miscopied dif
fered so slightly from the form in his exemplar. The large number of 
corrections of this sort is a fairly sure sign that the scribe was reading 
and understanding the text he had copied. 

On fol. 154v17 the scribe corrects gewitiao to bewitiao by erasure 
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and superscript. On fol. 155v9 he changes hunferpe to hunjerp by era
sure. Zupitza says "a letter seems to have been erased after this word," 
and ultraviolet light reveals that the letter was an e. The correction 
indicates that the scribe understood the sense and the syntax of the pas
sage. He is obviously attentive, besides, to alliteration, as his correction 
of wide to side on fol. 157r5 shows. The words are synonyms, and there 
would be no reason for the scribe to make the change if he did not 
realize that the alliteration had been marred by the error. Other indi
cations of his overall care can be seen in the alteration of pone, "that," 
to ponne, "then," on fol. 158rl9; in the change of geseah, "beheld," to 
geseet, "sat," by superscript on fol. 161v2; of meeg, "kinsman," to meet, 
"time," by superscript on fol 163v13; of werede, "defended," to wenede, 
"entertained," by erasure of the r descender on fol. 169v18; of wac, 
"weak," to wat, "knew," by adding the top of a t to the c on fol. 170r5; 
and of stefne to stefna, a change in inflection or a correction of a leveled 
spelling, by superscript a on fol. 171 v17. All of these corrections 
strongly suggest that the scribe was reading the text, and recognized an 
error through the lost sense. All of these mistakes were incorrect Old 
English words or word forms that bore a close resemblance to the correct 
words or word forms, and the fact that the scribe uncovered the errors 
is a tribute to his intelligence and reliability. 

THE SECOND SCRIBE 

The second scribe played a far larger role than the first in the trans
mission of the text of Beowulf. There are compelling reasons to believe 
that he read the poem repeatedly over many years and that his pro
longed interest in it included restoration of damaged sections as well as 
corrections. His ordinary corrections can be categorized in the same way 
as the first scribe's: the removal of dittographic material; the restoration 
of omitted material; and the conversion of meaningful, but incorrect 
words, to the proper words in the context. As with the first scribe, there 
is also a smattering of miscellaneous corrections, some of which overlap 
with the main categories. Since the corrections by both scribes range 
from the erasure of a ligature or an extraneous minim to the restitution 
of a major passage that was about to be omitted, a high degree of con
fidence in the authority of the preserved MS is warranted. Certainly, the 
extent of the corrections throughout the MS undermines the rationale for 
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making conjectural emendations in the first place. I shall begin an anal
ysis of the second scribe's proofreading by considering some corrections 
that have been persistently ignored by modern editors, who have 
resorted to emending the scribe's corrections. 

Emendations of words the scribe actually corrected show a lack of 
respect for the scribe, though in fairness to the emenders, it must be said 
that the readings in question present extraordinary problems. One 
problem has already been discussed in another context: the lack of allit
eration in line 1981 forced Klaeber in his edition, for example, to change 
side (the scribe's correction) to heal. Basic respect for the scribe, rather 
than mechanical application of the alliterative rule, suggests that occa
sional nonalliterating lines were deliberate variations from the rule. 
Many other nonalliterating lines in Beowulf, all of which have been 
emended solely to supply alliteration, support this conclusion. There is 
less at stake in the editors' disregard of another correction on fol. 
186v21, where, according to Zupitza, "a letter [was 1 erased between I 
and a in glaw: that it was e is not quite certain." In fact, this case may 
not even be an erasure, for everything after gl- is blurred, and the word 
may have been accidentally smudged right after it was written. The 
uncertainty is reflected in the Thorkelin transcripts: A reads glaw, 
while Breads gleap. It is remarkable that, while editors accept 
Zupitza's statement that gleaw was deliberately changed to glaw, not 
one editor prints glaw. For instance, Klaeber emends (un) glaw to 
unslaw, "not blunt, sharp," while the Wrenn-Bolton edition prints 
ungleaw, and wrenches out the dubious translation, "very sharp, very 
keen" (note, pp. 280-281). These examples are representative treat
ments of the problem: in the first case, the scribe supposedly changes ea 
to a, but mindlessly lets the critical error, g for s, stand uncorrected; in 
the second, he mindlessly changes a correct reading. Both explanations 
presuppose that, in going to the trouble of making an erasure, the scribe 
blundered. 

To some extent it does not really matter here whether the scribe 
wrote -gleaw and accidentally smudged it, or consciously changed the 
spelling to -glaw. The two are variant spellings of the same word, 
glossed by Bosworth-Toller as "clear-sighted, wise, skillful, sagacious, 
prudent, good."30 With the un- prefix the word would most probably 

30. Cf. the variants gleawnes/glauwnes in Bosworth-Toller (p. 480). 
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mean "unwise, unskillful, imprudent," and the like. What seems most 
important here is the editors' scorn for the scribe, and their prejudgment 
of the meaning of the passage. Beowulf has just entered the dragon's 
barrow wielding a sword: 

Sweord lrr gebrlrd, 
god gu8cyning, gomele lafe, 
ecgum ungl(e)aw. 

(2562-2564) 

The assumption that ungl(e)aw modifies sweard ... gamele laJe is by 
no means self-evident. The immediate antecedent, gamele laJe, is femi
nine accusative singular, while ungl(e)aw is either masculine or neuter, 
and either nominative or accusative singular. If the word modifies the 
subject, gad guocyning, a direct translation of the passage would be, 
"The good war king, unskillful (or imprudent) with swords, had 
already drawn his sword, the ancient heirloom." Editors have naturally 
resisted this literal translation of ungl(e)aw, for it is uncomplimentary 
to Beowulf; nonetheless the words "unskillful" and "imprudent" accu
rately foreshadow the outcome of Beowulf's fight with the dragon: 

Nlrgling forblrrst, 
geswac lrt Slrcce sweord Biowulfes 
gomol ond grlrgmlrI. Him Plrt gifeoe ne WlrS, 
Plrt him irenna ecge mihton 
helpan lrt hi Ide; WlrS sio hond to strong, 
se 8e meca gehwane mine gefrlrge 
swenge ofersohte. 

(2680-2686) 

"N;egling broke apart, Beowulf's sword, ancient and gray colored, 
failed in battle. That was not granted to him, that the edges of swords 
might help him in warfare; his hand was too strong, which overtaxed 
with its blow each sword, as I have heard."3! In view of these lines there 

31. When Beowulf lies dead, the poet reiterates the theme: 
sweorde ne meahte 

on oam agiCl'(mn amige fJinga 
wunde gewyrcean. (2904-2906) 

"With his sword he could make no wound at all on that monster." 
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is no reason to doubt that the poet wrote, and the scribe faithfully cop
ied, that Beowulf was ecgum ungleaw, "unskillful with swords." The 
only doubt is whether unglaw came about through accidental smudging 
or careful proofreading. 

In order to appreciate the scribe's intelligence, and understand his 
efforts to perfect his transcript, we must no longer reject the scribe's 
corrections as blunders in themselves. Indeed, the corrections and the 
mistakes they rectify need to be examined with more care. For example, 
Zupitza inadequately characterizes a complicated correction on fol. 
176v20 by saying, "hladan altered from blcedan." There is no attempt 
to understand how the scribe came to write the nonsense word blcedan, 
when his exemplar read hladan. There are two alterations here-b to 
h, and ce to a-and they should be kept separate. The b was a simple 
mechanical error, a dittograph induced by the initial b in the preceding 
word, b~l, and may have been corrected to h immediately. In any event 
the scribe meant to write hlcedan, which may be a legitimate variant of 
hladan in the scribe's or the poet's speech or spelling. In Beowulf the 
same variants are recorded for the past participle (hladen, 1897,3134, 
but -hlceden, 868). Thus, the change of ce to a may be nothing more 
than a spelling normalization; but no matter what it is, it shows the 
scribe attending to minor details. If the scribe were ignorant, careless, 
and lazy, blcedan would still be the reading of the Ms-and it might not 
have been emended to hladan by modern editors. 

Scribal ineptitude is always assumed in order to explain the correc
tion of hceonii to hcenii (by erasure) on fo1. l73v5. As in the case of 
ungleaw/unglaw, editors either keep the uncorrected reading hceonum, 

or emend the correction (usually to hceleoum). Once again, the impli
cation in either case is that the scribe blundered while trying to make 
a correction. Chambers's defense of the uncorrected reading hceonum 

includes a rare explanation for such supposedly irrational behavior on 
the part of the scribe: 

Ht:e(o)num may be a proper name signifying the Geatas, or some tribe 
associated with them. So Bugge, who interprets "dwellers of the heath" 
(of Jutland) in accordance with his theory of the Geatas being Jutes. But 
the evidence of any name corresponding to Ht:e(o)nas in Jutland is not 
satisfactory. The Ht:e(o)nas would rather be identical with the O. N. 
Hei (0) nir, the dwellers in HeiomQrk, Hedemarken, in central Scandi-
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navia. Warriors from this district might well have been in the service of 
Hygelac; or the poet may be using loosely a familiar epic name. (p. 97n) 

Unfortunately, hceonum would have meant "to the heathens" to any 
Anglo-Saxon unfamiliar with this hypothetical epic name, and this con
fusion, Chambers says, explains the scribe's mistake: "The last tran
scriber of Beowulf, not understanding the name, and taking it for the 
adj. 'heathen,' may then (as Bugge supposes) have deleted the 0, not 
liking to apply such an epithet as 'heathen' to Hygelac's men.,,32 The 
explanation will never do. It is interesting, though, that the explanation 
depends entirely on the assumption that the scribe understood what he 
was copying and was following its sense from the beginning of the poem, 
even though he had only been copying for about forty-five lines. This 
assumption does not accord well with the overall rationale for emen
dations, which needs to maintain mechanical transcription and igno
rance or indifference to the meaning. But there is a more serious prob
lem: if the scribe did not understand the putative tribal name, it cannot 
be cogently argued that he deleted the 0 and arrived at a legitimate 
variant (cf. O. N. Heinir, Heionir) by sheer coincidence. 

Those editors who emend the corrected form hcenum have a more 
logical argument. They believe that the scribe did not finish his correc
tion, that he intended to write in a correction after erasing the O. This 
explanation is quite possible, though the usual emendation, hceleoum, 
is a bad guess. If the scribe had wanted to make this correction he could 
have inserted Ie as a superscript between ce and 0, and nil could have 
been easily converted to urn. He certainly would not have erased the 
0, and he probably would have erased the n. A better emendation, 
assuming the correction was left unfinished, would be (Hygrl) liowcege 
bcer/heanum to handa, "Hygd carried the cup by hand to those of infe
rior rank."33 The poet has made a special point of contrasting Hygd's 
humility with the arrogance of Offa's queen. The MS spelling hcenum 
for heanum can be defended as a late Old English occasional spelling 
showing smoothing of the diphthong ea (cf. -Rcemas, line 519). Thus 
the scribe may have knowingly departed from the usual conservative 

32. See Chambers's edition (p. 97n). 
33. Toller Supplement (p. 523), hean, Ib: "of inferior rank:-Heanra cempa miles 

ordinarius. " 
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spelling simply to avoid further erasing, just as the first scribe used the 
unusual spelling Wa!S for the imperative wes when he corrected wa!re 
on fo1. 139r5. Once again, there is no reason to assume that the scribe 
blundered when he made his correction. The fact that he noticed that 
ha!onum, a word that can work in the context, was wrong is striking 
testimony of careful proofreading. 

An especially vexing corrected reading on fo1. 172v8, which is always 
emended in the same way, will help illustrate the range of difficulties 
that sometimes attend these MS cruces. The scribe is supposed to have 
written on hoh nod, and to have altered the reading to on hohsnod by 
inserting a caroline s between the h and the n afterward. The problem 
is that on hohsnod is lexically obscure, a unique form with no clear 
pedigree. It helps that a verb was needed in the context: the -od ending 
readily suggested a class 2 weak verb, *onhohsnian, though its meaning 
remained obscure, and a past participle was syntactically unworkable. 
The Bosworth-Toller dictionary lists this hypothetical verb, and glosses 
it on the basis of the general context, "(?) to abominate, detest" (p. 754). 
This solution, of course, was all admitted guesswork, to fill a lexical 
void. A believable etymology was needed, and well supplied by the sug
gestion of a denominative verb, from hoh-sinu, "hamstring," with the 
transferred meaning, "to restrain, weaken.,,34 This etymological argu
ment is more persuasive guesswork, but it still ignores a central prob
lem: even if the etymology is accepted, a first preterit, not a past parti
ciple, is needed to complete the sense of the passage. Accordingly, all 
editors emend the corrected form onhohsnod to onhohsnod[e]. Yet this 
procedure only obscures the problem, rather than solving it. The need 
for an emendation vitiates the explanation of the word. Whatever the 
word means, an emendation is insupportable here, for the scribe's cor
rection shows that his attention was directed to an error, and one must 
assume that he corrected it. Beginning with the reasonably confident 
assumption that the word was right after the correction, -snod must be 
a strong preterit. Class 6 verbs have an ablaut with 0 in the first preterit, 
and a in the infinitive. There is no strong verb snadan recorded, but 
there is a weak verb sna!dan, "to slice," which apparently derives from 
snao, the first preterit of the strong verb snioan, "to cut." In view of its 
apparent etymology, the original (or variant) form of the weak verb was 

34. Dobbie provides a convenient review of opinion in Beowulf and Judith, p. 217. 
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*snadan. 35 Analogy would then account for the strong preterit, snod. In 
short, the corrected MS reading could be a solecism, like the naive pre
terit "brang" from "bring." This solution is not inconsonant with an 
educated Anglo-Saxon, though, for in late Old English times such sole
cisms were in the process of transforming the weak and strong classes 
of all English verbs. If -snod is so understood as an analogical preterit, 
the verbal compound onhohsnod makes excellent sense in the context. 
The word element hoh is not necessarily the substantive "heel," and 
instead may be related to the adjectives hohful, "mindful, careful, anx
ious, troubled," and hohmod, "having an anxious mind, anxious" (Bos
worth-Toller, p. 549). The verbal compound onhohsnadan can be lit
erally translated, "to cut in anxiety," a meaning that fits the passage in 
question very well: "Indeed that [the behavior of Offa's queen 1 cut in 
anxiety the kinsman of Hemming." The natural preterit was 
onhohsnmde (or -snade), but an analogous preterit, onhohsnod, would 
have been a natural creation, paralleled elsewhere in Beowulf 
(scejJede / scod, lines 1514 and 1887). And the scribe's correction 
strongly suggests that the scribe understood onhohsnod. 

These seemingly intractable MS cruces can indeed be solved without 
resorting to emendation only by relying implicitly on the basic intelli
gence of the scribe. And it is imperative to trust a MS reading, no matter 
how extraordinary that reading might be, if it has actually been cor
rected by the scribe. Editorial emendations of these cruces may seem to 
be more sound, but this false security is an illusion created by appealing 
to readings more familiar to us, and by destroying, without any positive 
evidence, the scribe's credibility. There is considerable positive evidence 
that the scribe is trustworthy. Many minor corrections have been made 
by him throughout his section of the MS, and these corrections alone 
attest to both careful copying and intelligent proofreading.36 The point 
can be further demonstrated by grouping corrections in main categories. 
As with the first scribe, the removal of dittographs reveals much about 

35. Cf. OED, snode, "app. repro OE * snad, unrecorded variant of sn(£d . .. related 
to snioan." 

36. See, for example, fo!. 174r5, -dungum/dingum; fo!' 175v2, sweoro/sweord; 
fo!' 179r9, fac/fah; fo!. 187v2, agZ(£gcean/agZ(£cean, and fo!' 192v18, agZ(£gean/ 
agZa'dean; fo!' 190rl8, biZ/bill; fo!. 190v4, gemete/gemette; fo!' 193r6, hetwa'Te/het
ware; fo!' 193rlO, -miltsl-smilts; and fo!' 193v20, ongenoi%ngenoiow. 
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the attentiveness of the second scribe both while he was copying and 
again while he was proofreading. The second scribe did not make many 
dittographic errors, and those he did make he corrected later by erasure. 
On fo1. 176v19 he erased a dittographic brande. On fo1. 181r14 ultra
violet light confirms Zupitza's guess that lead was erased (presumably 
an original Ii was lost in the fire damage at the end of the line). On the 
verso, line 7, the scribe wrote gege, but immediately corrected the second 
ge to tr, or he would not have been able to complete the word getruwade 
correctly.37 Another minor dittograph was averted on fo1. 182v16, where 
the scribe started to write he twice. After writing the second h, however, 
he noted his error, erased the long first stroke, and then used the second 
stroke of the h for the first stroke of y in yldra. Here it is plain how 
quickly the scribe rectified his mistake. There are only two other certain 
dittographs in the second scribe's work. On fo1. 189A(197)v19 a second 
his is erased at the end of the line, and on fo1. 198r9 a second hyrde in 
the middle of the line. There are other possible cases,38 but even admit
ting these, the second scribe was not as prone as the first to making 
dittographic mistakes, and none of his dittographs exceeds a single 
word. 

The second scribe was more prone than the first to omit letters, and 
sometimes words; but, as was also true of the first scribe, he regularly 
noted his error in the act of making it. For instance, on fo1. 176v14 he 
started to skip un- and write hyre, but he was aware of his oversight as 
soon as he had drawn the h, which he erased. On fo1. 177v13, he started 
to skip -ld- in scyldunga, but noticed his mistake soon enough to convert 
the first three minims of un to ld, and complete the word correctly. A 
comparable correction is made on fo1. 183r17; the scribe started to omit 

37. Zupitza mistakenly says that the u (he means the r) was altered "it seems, 
from the beginning of e." Malone confines the dittograph to the g (Nowell Codex, 
p. 88), but the bottom of the original dittographic e is quite clear beneath the r. 

38. Zupitza is perhaps right in suggesting that dittographic manigr(a) was erased 
on fo!' 176r6, though the "perpendicular stroke" preceding this proposed reading is 
hard to account for (cf. Malone, Nowell Codex, p. 80). Malone is probably right in 
his ingenious deduction, based on Thorkelin A and B, of an erased dittograph on fol. 
182r3: "At the end of line 3, AB have ge and a blank space (A) or a dot (B); one may 
conjecture that the illegible letter was b, perhaps imperfectly erased to correct a case 
of dittography." Ibid., p. 89. A dittographic to may have been erased between hilde 
and to on fol. 198r11. 
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the r in wyrme, but made his correction by writing the r over the first 
two minims of the m he had drawn. A correction is made in a similar 
way on fo1. 187r 13. He began to write he[de, instead of heEjde, but the 
spacing tells us that he corrected the error, by using the e as the a-loop 
in the eE ligature, before writing the f, which is properly ligatured to the 
corrected eE. On fol. 194v15, he was supposed to write e[nde, but wrote 
es-; to correct his error he wrote an insular j over the high caroline s. 
Still another omission noted at once can be seen on fo1. 184r8, where 
the scribe started to write ungejelice, but stopped after making the f and 
finished copying ungedefelice correctly. Apparently the f was erased at 
once, even though the erasure was not written on, for it would have 
been difficult to erase the f and not damage the d. 

Sometimes, however, the scribe did not notice that he had omitted a 
letter or letters at least until after he had completed copying the line in 
which the mistake occurs, and possibly not until he proofread later. Cor
rections of this nature are regularly made by superscript insertions, 
since there would be no room within the line for corrections once the 
entire line had been copied. An example of an error that, judging by the 
difference in the quill tip and ink, was noted in proofreading can be 
seen on fo1. 184v16, where the scribe altered heaooric to heaoorinc. 
Another example occurs on fo1. 192v7, where ewitlif is corrected to 
edwitlifwith another pen and ink. On fol. 187r3 the scribe omitted the 
r of searwum, but inserted it by superscript very soon after, to judge 
from the likeness in pen point and ink. The same may be said of the 
correction of jeEoe to jeEhOe on 193v9, and of meEo to meEgo on 195r2. 
On fo1. 196v 19 -gum had to be inserted above the line after stren-. The 
source of this omission can probably be found in the word gebeEded, 
which follows it. The scribe may have confused strenge with strengii. 
Because of the lack of spacing between the words, ge could be construed 
with either strenge or gebeEded, and strenge, dative singular, rather 
than plural, is a perfectly good reading here. The fact that the scribe 
picked up this well-camouflaged omission is excellent testimony to his 
care for an accurate text. The scribe omitted a few entire words, too, 
that he also later inserted by superscript. On fo1. 186r3 he first wrote, 
by haplography, ac oeer, instead of ac ic OeEr. He may have thought at 
first that he was correcting a dittograph in his exemplar, but then real
ized that he had made a mistake. On fol. 188vl3 he omitted deEg 
between se and cuman, but corrected the oversight, perhaps helped by 
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the lack of meaning and alliteration his error produced. There is an 
unparalleled marginal insertion of an omitted word on fo1. 
189 A(197)r4. The word sceal, flanked by dots, appears in the margin; 
the place in the text where the insertion belongs is redundantly marked 
by an a above the line, a colon between urum and sweord, and a comma 
beneath the colon.39 The margin was resorted to here because the g-loop 
from line 3, and the abbreviation for m and the high caroline s in 
line 4, did not leave room between lines 3 and 4 for the customary inter
linear correction. The usual interlinear correction is made on fo1. 
193r11, where the scribe inserts ne wene, omitted in the course of 
copymg. 

All of the omissions discussed so far range from a single letter to two 
small words. The second scribe was on the verge of skipping a much 
more significant portion of the text on fo1. 192v16. Ultraviolet light con
finns Zupitza's impression that bennii was erased between wad and 
reste. 40 The scribe wrote bennum se- (though possibly without com
pleting the e-Ioop) before he caught his error; the strangely shaped r in 
reste is written over se- (that is, over a low insular s and the main stroke 
of the e; cf. seoc in line 18). If the scribe had not been alert, a contextual 
lacuna would have resulted from the middle of line 2902a to the middle 
of line 2904a. 

The last group of corrections to be considered from the second scribe's 
part of the MS consists of meaningful words (but wrong for the context) 
subsequently altered to the correct words. This type of correction, as has 
already been stressed, is particularly indicative of scribal attentiveness, 
not only to simple copying, but also to the sense of what he was copying. 
Some of the corrections are extremely minute, and the errors would have 
been hard to find were the scribe not meticulously looking for mistakes. 
He changes the possible oblique-case noun sine ("sight"), to the correct 
word sinne ("his"), on fo1. 180v8; the string of minims would make the 
error difficult to find. On fo1. 187r14 he corrected wearo ("became, hap-

39. In the MS, but not in the FS, there are faint traces preceding .seeal. of a letter 
that Zupitza identified as another (J ("which, however, is almost entirely gone"). Per
haps, instead, we have here the "old insular device of Ii in the margin answering (J in 
the text," used to mark locations for marginal insertions (Ker, Catalogue, p. xxxvi). 
Two examples of this device can be seen in Ker's edition of The Pastoral Care (MS 
Hatton 20, fols. 63r and 82v). 

40. What looks like a point in the FS in the center of the lacuna is actually a hole 
in the vellum, no doubt caused by the erasing. 



Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 
Kevin S. Kiernan With a new foreword by Katherine O'Brien O'Keeffe 
http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=8599 
The University of Michigan Press, 1997  

The Beowulf Codex and the Poem [215] 

pened") to weard ("guardian, keeper") by erasing the cross-stroke. He 
changes pon (ponne, "then") to pone ("that") on fo1. 189v16, and 
before he went on to the next word, as the spacing tells us. On fo1. 196v6 
he has altered purh ("through") to burh ("fortified place") by erasing 
the descender of the p. There are several minor changes in inflection. 
Thus on fo1. 185v2 an ("alone") is changed by superscript to the weak 
declension ana, a change reflecting a particularly subtle difference in 
the meter. Within the line on fo1. 189r19 dogorgerime is altered to 
dogorgerimes, or from dative to genitive, a change showing careful 
attention to sense and syntax. The same is true of the change of maoma 
to maomum, genitive plural to dative plural, on fo1. 194v3. The spacing 
shows that the scribe made this correction before proceeding to the next 
word. 

A more significant correction occurs on fo1. 182v19, where forgolden 
was altered to forhealden by adding h above the line and by altering go 
to ea. It is worth noting that forgolden is not a copying error and that 
it makes good sense in the context. The word forgyldan is frequently 
used in Beowulf in the sense of ironic recompense: 41 in this sense the 
passage could have been translated, "the sons of Ohtere repaid the pro
tector of the Scylfings" (for banishing them). Forhealden, "rebelled 
against," also fits the context, and presumably was the word in the 
scribe's exemplar, a word he somehow confused in his mind with for
golden. The mistake looks like one a clever scribe might make by antic
ipating the sense. Surely a lazy, unintelligent scribe would have let an 
error like this stand.42 A similar case occurs on fo1. 184r 19, where hrore 
is altered to hroore by means of a superscript o. An inattentive scribe 

41. See lines 114, 1541, 1577, 1584,2094,2305,2843, and 2968. 
42. According to Andrew, "there is one kind of corruption which our text has 

escaped, viz. that which is imported by a too clever scribe who thinks that he knows 
what his author ought to have written and 'mends his book' accordingly. Our two 
scribes were immune from this weakness; they were conscientious, if unintelligent, 
copyists who set down what they saw or thought they saw in their book (perhaps itself 
a copy) without worrying about sense or metre." Postscript, p. 145. One could easily 
argue that the second scribe's cleverness (and comprehension of the text) led to the 
corruption, forgolden, and his desire for a strictly accurate transcript led to the cor
rection, forhealden. It might be noted in passing that Andrew's conception of how the 
scribes worked does not attempt to explain the different spellings in the two parts of 
the MS; and that his astonishing implication that the scribes' exemplar was not a copy 
would mean that the MS was contemporary with the poem, if they copied what was 
before them. 
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could have understood to hrore as "too strongly," but instead this scribe 
corrected the reading to hroore, "joy, benefit." He was clearly following 
the sense of the text on fol. 189 A( 197)r13 when he inadvertently wrote 
fyrwyrmum instead of fyrwylmum. The error could have been induced 
by dittography (from yr in fyr), but it was more plausibly caused by the 
context of the dragon episode (fyrwyrm, "firedrake"). In either case, the 
correction shows that the scribe noted an error, despite its being an 
acceptable word in the general context. The same alertness was needed 
for his correction of hogode, "he thought, resolved" (or forhogode, 
"scorned") to horde, "hoard, treasure," by erasing the g and writing r 
over 0 on fol. 190r21. Only careful proofreading and an implicit trust 
in his exemplar would lead the scribe to make this correction. On fol. 
192v6, he has changed deel ("share, portion") to deed ("deed, action") 
by deleting the lwith dots and adding ad. Deel could easily be defended 
in the context. All of these corrections show how careful the scribe was 
to preserve the readings of his exemplar. He was not mechanically copy
ing a text he did not understand. On the contrary, the combined evi
dence suggests that he was absorbed in the poem. The bulk of correc
tions clearly shows that he was neither ignorant nor lazy, that he read 
the entire poem, that he understood what he read, and that he strove for 
an accurate transcri pt. 

It cannot be argued that the scribes, by careful transcription in the 
first place and by diligent proofreading afterward, succeeded in trans
mitting a flawless copy of their exemplars. But it cannot be argued 
either that they made and overlooked hundreds of blunders; yet all cur
rent editions of Beowulf imply this rate of error, for they all contain 
hundreds of editorial emendations. The scribes' removal of dittographs 
can give a rough idea of the degree of thoroughness in their proofread
ing. There is only one dittograph in all the seventy folios that was not 
erased.43 In the first scribe's section, the word hilde at the bottom of fol. 
151 r20 is repeated as the first word at the top of fol. 151 v. It is even 

43. Anyone might have erased these dittographs, of course, and, as we shall see, 
someone other than the scribes altered four fitt numbers by erasure, most likely in 
early modern times. But the erasure of dittographs implies careful reading of the text, 
and no one was reading the text carefully (if at all) after the Old English period until 
modern times. It is quite safe to assume that one or the other of the scribes, who 
undoubtedly made the written corrections, made the erasures, too. 
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possible because of its unobtrusive location that this dittograph was 
noted by one or both of the scribes, yet harmlessly left as a catchword. 
An erasure at the end or the beginning of the folio might well have been 
more unsightly than the error itself. But even if hilde was overlooked by 
both scribes, the change of page helps excuse the oversight, and it is, 
after all, their only oversight of this kind. The scribes' accuracy in pick
ing up omissions cannot be demonstrated so conclusively, for omissions 
whether real or imagined are equally invisible. However, the cause of 
an omission is ordinarily homoeography, a mechanical error like dittog
raphy, whereby the scribe's eye skips from one word to another because 
of some similarity. One can infer from their respective interpolations 
that von Schau bert believed the scribes overlooked forty-one omitted 
words, while Klaeber believed they overlooked fifty. Sisam would 
increase the number considerably. Yet we have seen how frequently the 
scribes have restored letters and words they omitted or started to omit. 
There is no compelling reason to assume their copying and proofreading 
in this respect were appreciably less efficient than they were in removing 
dittographs. 

At the same time it should be acknowledged that dittographs can be 
removed at any time without an exemplar, while omissions are most 
likely to be restored only with an exemplar. It should also be admitted 
that the later proofreading was perhaps not a word-for-word collation 
with the exemplar, for Anglo-Saxon scribes may not have used the rig
orous methods of modern proofreading, and Anglo-Saxon readers may 
not have been troubled by minor, obvious mistakes. Perhaps the scribes 
picked up any omissions they overlooked while copying (and they 
noticed many while copying) simply by rereading the Beowulf MS, and 
referring to the exemplar whenever an ostensible problem arose. 44 This 
procedure is fallible enough, compared to modern attempts at total pre
cision in proofreading, but it is not altogether unreliable when used by 
an intelligent, interested, and tutored reader, who makes a number of 
readings. It is obvious from their corrections that the scribes were well
qualified proofreaders of Beowulf, and that the proofreading was done 

44. Perhaps an exemplar was read to a scribe while he checked his copy for errors. 
Under this method of proofreading, a scribe would be likely to overlook minor errors 
like the confusion or metathesis of letters, or the ambiguity of sloppy ligatures, but 
unlikely to overlook major omissions. 
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in several stages. Under these circumstances, it is improbable that major 
blunders, like contextual lacunas of any length, would have been con
tinually overlooked. The kinds of mistakes that could be missed again 
and again are trivial mechanical ones: the failure to make the sign of 
abbreviation, or to cross an eth; an extraneous minim here and there; 
the omission of a letter or two; confusion between similar insular letters, 
like c and t, rand n, a and u, low sand 1, and the like; false ligatures 
and spuriously combined letters in general. Errors like these could easily 
remain invisible, especially to someone who knew the text well. 

There can be no doubt that the second scribe came to know the text 
very well indeed. As already mentioned, he played a larger role in the 
transmission of Beowulf than the first scribe. There is proof that he read 
it repeatedly over many years, perhaps decades, watching over the phys
ical condition of the MS, and repairing damages as they occurred. A good 
instance can be seen on fol. 192v2. Something (perhaps dampness that 
had penetrated the vellum) caused the ink to bleed in many readings in 
the upper third of the page. Between the first two lines, above the era
sure in line 2, the scribe has written the words eowrU cynne·. Under 
ultraviolet light the same words, eowru cynne, emerge with startling 
clarity in the area of the erasure, which shows that the superscript con
stitutes a restoration, not a correction. One must assume that the origi
nal words deteriorated in time, and that the erasure and restoration 
were made considerably later than the original transcript. The same 
holds true for the scribe's extensive restoration of the last page. When 
the poem still was a separate codex, its outside covers, fols. 129r and 
198v, were subject to wear and tear. The damage to the bottom right
hand corner of the first page was no doubt caused by early readers grip
ping the MS by the corner.45 The damage to the last page was pervasive. 
The even fading of the text on this page suggests that it may have been 
subjected to direct and prolonged exposure to sunlight. In any event, 
Zupitza noted that nearly all of the text had to be freshened up by a 
late hand (p. 144), and Westphalen has shown in a convincing paleo
graphical argument that the restorer was the second scribe, who after 
ten years or so had slightly modified his script in quite predictable ways. 

45. The vellum has worn thin in this area, and the shine-through from the verso 
makes the FS somewhat misleading. It is worth noting that ultraviolet light partly 
confirms Grein's conjectural restoration (see Klaeber, Beowulf, p. In) [geong gjuma, 
for the lacuna on line 18: the first two letters are ge-. 
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The Palimpsest and the New Text of Folio 179 

The scribe also worked on fol. 179, lines 2207 -2252, long after he had 
originally copied the text. Zupitza noted at the start of his transcription 
of this most badly damaged folio: "All that is distinct in the FS. in fol. 
179 has been freshened up by a later hand in the MS." In the 1960s 
Westphalen made the stunning discovery that the folio is in fact a pal
impsest, and he once again identified the script as the second scribe's, 
but written about twenty years later than the original. The ordinary 
purpose of a palimpsest is, of course, to eradicate an old text in order to 
provide parchment for a new one. Believing as he did that Beowulf was 
an 8th-century poem imperfectly preserved in a late 10th- or early 11 th
century MS, Westphalen was unable to realize the full significance of 
his discovery: he naturally concluded that the original text on fol. 179 
must have been accidentally erased, and that the second scribe made a 
rather feeble effort to restore the original text. In other words, West
phalen was forced to subordinate his discovery to Zupitza's thesis that 
the folio had been freshened up by a later hand. There is conclusive 
evidence, however, that the palimpsest was made for the usual reason, 
to provide parchment for a new text. The text on fol. 179 is a late 
revision, not a restoration. 

Westphalen is probably right that it was mainly the "ungewohnliche 
Schriftbild" in general, not any peculiarities in the script, that led 
Zupitza to assert that all that was legible on fol. 179 had been freshened 
up by a later hand (Westphalen, p. 41). It is sure, at any rate, that 
Zupitza never justified his claim on the basis of any dissimilarity in the 
script. With fol. 179 Zupitza was faced with the sudden appearance of 
a folio that had been obviously damaged after copying, where clear and 
distinct letters and fragments randomly stood out sharply in the middle 
of weak traces and effective gaps, and where parts of lines appeared to 
have been deliberately effaced while the vellum was wet. He reasonably 
enough deduced that something had happened to the original text, and 
that the fragmentary text that remained must have been freshened up 
by a restorer. Unfortunately, Zupitza never explained his theory. We 
have only the listing in his notes to the transcript of fol. 179 of sixteen 
separate cases of letters that he claimed had been inaccurately freshened 
up. He asserted in these notes, moreover, that the original letters were 
clearly discernible beneath the mistakes of the restorer. It will be helpful 
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to quote these notes here, since they constitute Zupitza's only explicit 
justification for assigning the text of fol. 179 to a later hand: 

r2: wintru is owing to the later hand, the u standing in the place of an 
original a (cf. the FS.) 

r4: 0 in on written by the later hand instead of an original a, which is still 
pretty distinct 

r6: stearne is owing to the later hand, r standing on an original p 
r14: weoldum the later hand instead of wealdum, the a being still 

recognisable 
r18: fleah first hand [that is, not fleoh, as the MS reads] 
r18: weal! ... but w stands on an original 1, which is still recognisable 
r19: mwatide, no doubt, the second hand [but no suggestions for what is 

beneath] 
v2: fees freshened up, but s seems to stand on an original r 
v8: si the later hand, but i seems to stand on an original e 

vlO: rihde the later hand, but wende the first 
v14: innon the later hand, but 0 stands on an original a 
v16: jee later hand, but originally jea 
v17: meestan later hand, but I think I see an original 0 under the ee, a also 

seems to stand on another vowel (u or o?) 

v19: reorh beale later hand, but the first r stands on an original 1, and eon 
an original 0 

v20: pana later hand, no doubt; nor do I see any sign of the third letter 
having originally been r 

These notes and Zupitza's failure to explain any details of his theory 
almost inevitably led to the widespread confusion among textual schol
ars that Westphalen meticulously traces. 

Zupitza never hinted at why the original script had all but disap
peared, yet surely this stage must be accounted for first, before an over
all restoration can be entertained, much less accepted. Since most edi
tors, notably Klaeber and von Schaubert, have mainly depended on 
Zupitza's FS, rather than on the MS, Zupitza's theory was accepted 
uncritically by them, giving it a factual status it had not earned. At the 
same time, no scholar who checked the MS itself was able to corroborate, 
in every instance, what Zupitza claimed was the original reading 
beneath the restorer's mistakes. Essentially, the confusion that evolved 
centered around the sixteen putative errors, and scholars, as Westphalen 
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has shown in embarrassing detail, frequently forgot that Zupitza main
tained that all of the distinct script, not just the mistakes, had been 
freshened up. But in fairness, Zupitza must be blamed for the confusion. 
One often has to guess just what readings Zupitza regarded as "dis
tinct." For example, in line 5 of the recto, Zupitza transcribes hlcewe. 
The reading is hardly distinct, in either the FS or the MS, and most other 
scholars have seen either hcepe or hope (the I of Zupitza's hlcewe is 
especially unlikely). All that is truly distinct here is part of the h, yet 
Zupitza notes, "very little of hlcewe freshened up; the h indistinct, lcewe 
pretty certain." The implication is that the h was not freshened up, but 
that at least part of lcewe was. Yet anyone looking at the MS would have 
to conclude that (if anything) part of the h had been freshened up, but 
nothing after it. Indeed, it seems likely that "indistinct" is a printer's 
error for "is distinct." The notes highlighting the restorer's errors con
tribute to the confusion, for Zupitza repeatedly asserts that the words 
in which they occur were written by the later hand, which can (and did) 
leave the impression that other distinct words had not been freshened 
up by the later hand. 

The state of the uncertainty over Zupitza's theory before West
phalen's work appeared is reflected in Malone's rather surprising deci
sion not to take a definite stand of his own, either for or against the 
theory, in his own FS. He says: 

This leaf is in bad condition not only at the top and side edges but also 
on many parts of the surface recto. Indeed, Z[ upitzaJ states categorically 
that "all that is distinct" in his facsimile of the folio "has been freshened 
up by a later hand in the MS," and he distinguishes between original 
readings and changed ones made by this later hand. Others, especially 
Sedgefield, have disputed Z's accuracy here, finding no evidence in the 
MS that letters were touched up, though recognizing that this folio, like 
many others in the codex, shows altered readings. In the following, such 
alterations are duly signalized, as they are for the other folios, but the 
reader will be left to judge for himself how much touching up (if any) 
there has been, apart from changes in the text. (Nowell Codex, p. 83) 

Obviously, a reader is in no position to make such a judgment on the 
basis of a FS. Malone's misunderstanding of the theory can be seen, as 
Westphalen notices (p. 52), in the comment that Zupitza distinguished 
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between "original readings and changed ones." In fact, Zupitza only 
distinguished between partially or wholly freshened up readings (that 
is, all that is distinct, whether or not they were restored accurately) and 
the weak traces of original readings that were not freshened up at all. 
As Westphalen also observes, it is clear that Malone, despite his seem
ing impartiality, rejected Zupitza's claim that all that was distinct was 
in a later hand, for he uses examples from fol. 179 to illustrate some of 
the scribe's letterforms. 

Westphalen's revolution harmonized Zupitza's theory that the folio 
had been freshened up by a later hand with the opposing theory that 
the handwriting was the second scribe's. He showed that the second 
scribe wrote the text on fol. 179, but much later than when he originally 
copied the other folios. And unlike Zupitza, Westphalen did not neglect 
to explain why the original script needed to be restored at a later time, 
for he explained the bad condition of the vellum surface as a palimpsest. 
In short, Westphalen was the first scholar to address the paleographical 
issue and the bad condition of the vellum as a single problem. The orig
inal text, Westphalen argued, had been deliberately eradicated by scrap
ing, rubbing, and washing down the vellum. The damage to both sides 
of fol. 179, Westphalen reasoned, clearly distinguishes it from the acci
dental damage, by exposure, to the last page of Beowulf (fol. 198v).46 
The surface of both sides of fol. 179 is napped, which seems to have 
been caused by scouring the folio with a liquid solution to prepare a 
palimpsest. Westphalen's description is remarkably corroborated by the 
sheet collation: fols. 179 and 188 form the outside sheet of the twelfth 
gathering, yet it is clear that fol. 188 was not subjected to the same 
treatment that spoiled the text on fol. 179. It follows that fol. 179 was 

46. Wolfgang Keller had suggested that, if the part of the MS containing the dragon 
episode once existed separately, there would be a reason for the bad condition of fols. 
179r (the first page) and 198v (the last). His explanation ignored, however, the bad 
condition of fol. 179v. Review of M. Forster, Die Beowulf-Handschrift. Wrenn 
accepted the thesis, still ignoring foJ. 179v, and further suggested that the discoloration 
on these pages "seems to have been caused by the application of some chemical in the 
attempt to improve their legibility." Wrenn, Beowulf, rev. Bolton, p. 12. There is no 
justification for this claim. The Thorkelin transcripts show that the text was in as bad 
shape in 1787 as it is today, and no one would have been treating the MS with chem
icals before Thorkelin's time. Westphalen's elucidative analysis of these theories is 
excellent (Beowulf. pp. 28-42). 
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washed down after it had been stitched into the gathering.47 After a close 
look at the vellum of fo1. 179, particularly in comparison with its con
jugate leaf, fo1. 188, one would have to agree with Westphalen that the 
folio is indeed a palimpsest. 

Westphalen's comparison of the script on fo1. 179 with the script on 
the other folios copied by the second scribe is exhaustive, and his con
clusions are compelling. There can be little doubt that the script on the 
palimpsest is still the second scribe's, but with a few notable develop
ments that can be quite reasonably attributed to the scribe's maturity.48 
If Westphalen's calculations are right, the second scribe was still involv
ing himself with Beowulf and the Beowulf MS up to twenty years after 
he had originally copied it. The question is, What was he doing on fo1. 
179 of Beowulf so many years later? 

Westphalen's brilliant investigation offol. 179 is, by itself, as Malone 
has said of the book as a whole, "a landmark in the textual criticism of 
the poem."49 The one shortcoming in the investigation, and one that 
Westphalen was ready to admit, was his hypothesis to explain the rea
son for the palimpsest, and hence the reason why the second scribe was 
obliged to "freshen up" the original text in the first place. Naturally 
enough, Westphalen could not conceive of a situation in which a pal
impsest of a folio from Beowulf could have been authorized. He believed 
that the MS is a late copy of an early poem: as he says, "Die Urform ist 
uns fUr immer verloren" (p. 17). And if the palimpsest of fo1. 179 were 
made for the usual reason, the present text on fo1. 179 might very well 
be an Urform. In the face of this apparent impossibility, Westphalen 
suggested that the palimpsest was begun by a parsimonious scribe from 

47. The alternative is that the original fol. 179 was cut from the gathering and 
replaced with the present defective leaf. But this is highly unlikely, first, because the 
scribe would not want to dismember the outside sheet of a gathering, and second, 
because there would be no reason for the defective text. 

48. The development of the a form is the most convincing of all: it has gone from 
a sharp quadrangular form to a rounded triangular form, resembling a modern cursive 
a. Its variants are either rounded or pointed at the top. The incipient development of 
this new letterform can occasionally be observed on other folios (when the left side of 
the quadrangular a is shorter than usual, for example), but the rate of occurrence on 
other folios is minimal. See Westphalen's important paleographical study of all the 
letterforms on fol. 179 (Beowulf, pp. 58-69). 

49. Review of Tilman Westphalen, p. 186. 
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the monastic establishment that owned the Beowulf MS. He needed 
parchment, 50 and Beowulf seemed expendable. Fortunately, West
phalen goes on, the mistake was discovered before all of the writing on 
fol. 179 had been obliterated (and before other folios were similarly 
spoiled), and the second scribe undertook the task of restoring his earlier 
work. He did the best he could, but was hampered by the extent of the 
damage, and by the extent of his own ignorance, inattention, and lazi
ness (pp. 96 fr.). 

The explanation for the palimpsest, and so for the need to "freshen 
up" the text on fol. 179, is almost too chilling to contemplate. West
phalen himself was not committed to it, and admits rather apologeti
cally, "All dies klingt reichlich hypothetisch und mehr nach einem 
Roman denn nach der nilchternen Untersuchung eines Kodex" (p. 96). 
Westphalen was only committed to what he had so impressively shown 
to be true: that fol. 179 is a palimpsest, and that the new script was the 
second scribe's at a later stage of development. It can now be shown, 
however, that Westphalen did not in fact prove Zupitza's theory that 
fol. 179 had been freshened up by a later hand, and that he should have 
abandoned Zupitza's theory as soon as he realized that the folio was a 
palimpsest. For something far more important than Zupitza's theory 
was now before him. Without recognizing it, Westphalen had proved 
that Beowulf was revised on fol. 179 ten to twenty years after the extant 
MS was copied. 

Before considering the new text it is necessary to show why Zupitza's 
theory, and Westphalen's refinement of it, can and must be rejected. In 
the first place, if the scribe were merely freshening up traces of his orig
inal script that he was still able to make out, the characteristics of his 
later handwriting would not be so clear. The unconscious features of his 
later script would be controlled by the earlier script he was tracing over. 
There would be no unruly e heads, for instance, because there would 
be no traces of them from the original text. The rounded, triangular 

50. But parchment was not so hard to come by in England. N. Denholm-Young 
points out that "the lack of ... palimpsests in England is perhaps in part due to the 
prevalence of sheep-breeding, so that there was never any real shortage of writing
materia\." Handwriting in England and Wales, p. 58. Cf. Ker's Catalogue, p. lxii. 

Plates 74a and 74b. F 01. 179, recto and verso, of the Beowulf MS is a palimp
sest. The frontispiece reproduces the recto in color. 
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form of the a would not appear, at least not with such convincing reg
ularity, for there would only be traces of the pointed quadrangular a to 
trace over. The careless stagger of the later duct would disappear under 
the influence of the earlier, more uniform and precise writing. It is pre
cisely the freedom and fluidity of the later script that make it possible 
to recognize what is different about it in comparison to the scribe's ear
lier work. The freshening-up theory is obliged to maintain that the 
scribe worked without an exemplar, or the scribe would have been able 
to restore the entire text. But if the scribe had to move laboriously from 
letter to letter, trying to decipher indistinct traces, he can hardly have 
written with the freedom and fluidity Westphalen rightly ascribes to his 
mature script. 

The freshening-up theory also depends very heavily on the scribe's 
carelessness, laziness, and inattention. Surely these cannot be factors 
here. The scribe's only task was to try to restore a damaged folio, not 
copy an entire codex. Yet according to Zupitza's readings (which West
phalen accepts) the scribe inaccurately restored no fewer than sixteen 
letters, which are supposed to be still clearly visible beneath the mis
takes. The percentage of error-nearly one blunder every two and one 
half lines-is staggering, particularly if the correct readings are still dis
tinct today, one thousand years after the scribe made his meaningless 
blunders. The scribe's ignorance of his own language is no less remark
able. On the recto, lines 12-13, he is supposed to have freshened up 
jxet he gebalge W(£S, rather than jJ(£t he gebalgen W(£S, equivalent to 
writing today "that he was enrage" instead of "that he was enraged." 
On the verso, line 16, he is supposed to have mistakenly freshened up 
Jea warda CW(£O, a common expression meaning "he spoke few words," 
to Jee (-)arda cw(£o. The w in warda, Zupitza tells us, was not fresh
ened up. Today in the MS (or even in the FSS), the traces of the n in 
gebolgen, the a in jea, and the w in warda, are all quite distinct, and 
they must have been at least as clear a thousand years ago. The best 
explanation for these traces, and others like them, is that the ink of the 
new text sometimes failed to adhere properly to the palimpsest. A likely 
reason for this is that the palimpsest was used too soon after its prepa
ration, so that in its damp state it was unable to retain the ink 
uniformly.sl 

51. Denholm-Young notes that parchment could be cleaned "without pumice stone 
with a preparation of cheese, milk, or flour." Handwriting, p. 58, n. 5. 
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Excluding for the moment the first line and a half of the verso, and 
the large gaps on the recto in lines 5, 8-12, and 18-21, which together 
present a markedly different appearance, this explanation would 
account for the general appearance of the text, both recto and verso. On 
the recto the ink is diluted, and often blurry. In line 2, for instance, the 
first half of the line is in a strong, deep brown, but from -tig on, the ink 
becomes a faded rusty brown. The fault lies in the condition of the vel
lum when it was written on, not in the ink. A damp palimpsest fits the 
circumstances. On the verso the ink is generally much darker, and is 
seldom diluted or blurry. The difference in appearance is no doubt 
attributable to the difference in texture and absorbency between a hair 
and a flesh side. On the verso the ink seems to have flaked off fre
quently, leaving faded traces of the original ink behind. Sometimes an 
entire word was affected, as in jmt v2; sometimes part of a word, as in 
a?r in seoa?r v9; sometimes an entire letter, as the w in worda v 16; and 
sometimes only part of a letter, as the a (that consequently looks like a 
c) in jea v16. Once this kind of damage to the text on the verso is rec
ognized, most of the scribe's myopic blunders are cleared up. The so
called c in fea can be used as an illustration. It is not a c at all, but a 
partly damaged a. There is no other c like it on the folio. An especially 
appropriate comparison can be made with jmc vII, which provides an 
authentic ec ligature. Then, to see what happened to the a in fea, it is 
helpful to compare the ea ligature in gearo v12, for the right side of the 
a furnishes a striking parallel. If the ink of the off-stroke had failed to 
hold to the vellum, it would appear that the scribe had falsely freshened 
up gea- to gec-. Many of the scribe's supposed blunders on the verso 
are nothing more than trompe l'oeil of this kind, which have established 
themselves as MS readings. 

There is a legitimate doubt, then, that the scribe falsely freshened up 
some letters. A new transcript of the folio will show that there is no 
reason to believe that any letters were falsely freshened up, and this is 
the only evidence Zupitza explicitly gives that the folio was freshened 
up at all. A close examination of the gaps in the first line and a half of 
the verso, and in lines 5, 8-12, and 18-21 of the recto, will show that 
the palimpsest was not just partly freshened up. These gaps were defi
nitely made by rubbing off parts of the text after the palimpsest was 
written on. The FSS give a very inaccurate impression of the gaps on the 
recto. They suggest that the writing in the gaps has simply faded away, 
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and the overall appearance of the ink on the recto reinforces this false 
impression. Actually, the gaps were heavily rubbed while the vellum 
was damp, leaving them uniquely discolored and napped. Once again, 
a likely reason for the damage is that the palimpsest was written upon 
too soon after it was prepared, while it was still damp. As a result, the 
ink in these areas may have blotted or run together, and if the scribe 
then tried to erase the mess, the combination of fresh ink and damp 
vellum would account for the gray discoloration and the napping that 
characterize these gaps. Under ultraviolet light the gray discoloration of 
the gaps is sharply accentuated, which suggests that it derives from ink 
that has permeated the vellum. If the gaps were made when the general 
palimpsest was prepared, there would be no reason for them to stand 
out under ultraviolet light. 

But there is clearer proof that the gaps were made after the new text 
had been written on the palimpsest. The gap in line 5 between hea and 
hard can be used as an example. The heaviest rubbing is confined to the 
upper and lower extremities of minims, so that part of an ascender has 
not been rubbed off in the middle of the gap, and clear traces of a de
scender are visible toward the end of the gap. Zupitza and Westphalen 
argue that the ascender was partially freshened up, but this is an unten
able argument: no matter what the letter originally was, the scribe 
would know that he could safely freshen it up at least as far as the lower 
minim line. The question is settled by the fact that the gray discoloration 
of the gap has left a filmy residue over the dark brown a in hea-. 
Obviously, hea- must have been written before the rubbing that follows 
it. Hence the palimpsest at one time contained a full text, but some of 
the new text, for whatever reason, was subsequently erased a second 
time. Thus, the text on the palimpsest was not partially freshened up, 
but partially obliterated after the new copy was finished. 

The great lacuna between sc(ea)pen r21 and sceapen v1, as well as 
the gap on v2, are of extraordinary interest. The gap after sc(ea)pen on 
the recto is not accurately represented in the FSS. It is part of a large, 
interconnected erasure, typically discolored, which winds its way back 
through lines 20, between gyst- and br(a)g(a), 19, between syn- and 
-sig, and 18, between fleah and pea-, and even includes in its snakelike 
progress the ea in sc(ea)pen. It does not include the gap at the begin
ning of r21, which is not discolored. On the other hand, the FSS are 
quite accurate in representing the appearance of the gaps in the first 
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line and a half of the verso, even including the gray discoloration. Here 
the rubbing has not napped the vellum, as it has on the recto, though 
it has made the vellum extremely thin (what looks like a point before 
seeapen vI in the FS is in fact a tiny hole). Some of the erased letters in 
line 1 are still quite distinct, despite the rubbing and the discoloration, 
and some can be identified with confidence. This alone shows that the 
erasing must have been done after the new text was copied on the pal
impsest, for there is no conceivable reason why some of these letters 
would not have been freshened up with the rest of the page. Moreover, 
the ink in some of the traces is still strong enough to identify as that 
used throughout the verso. The general appearance of the gaps on the 
verso thus substantiates the view that the palimpsest at one time con
tained a full text, part of which was later deliberately effaced. 

The writing that can be recovered with relative certainty from line 
1 of the verso is: raga s ... (fyren) seeapen. The second stroke of the 
r in raga is clear and distinct, even in the FS; the first stroke, the 
descender, is faint and partly covered by the paper frame, but the letter 
as a whole seems clear enough. The 0, like many of the a's on the folio, 
is angular (cr., for example, ongan r4, fate r12, on v4), though not as 
angular as the FS suggests. The bottom is faint, but all sides close. The 
shape of the g is slightly distorted by the discoloration, but clear traces 
of the large descending loop unequivocally identify the letter in the FS 

as well as in the MS. In the MS the g loop is emphasized by the pattern 
of the discolored erasure. In the MS the top-stroke of the g is also easy 
to see, though part of it coincides with a torn edge of vellum. The next 
letter, a, is exceptionally clear both in the FS and in the MS. It is the 
scribe's later, rounded a, very much like the one in mwatide r19. After 
a space of 5 mm. there is a low insular s. For the next 30 mm. no letters 
can be identified with any certainty from the many traces of ink (the 
darkest of which, above se v2, is mainly a shadow in the FS, from a deep 
wrinkle in the vellum). Then, directly above the high e head in Jeer v2, 
there is an f the top of the vertical descender and the top-stroke are 
clear, and there is a trace of the cross-stroke at the minim line. All that 
remains of the next letter is a single minim, yet it leans leftward, which 
suggests that it is the first stroke of y. There is no trace, however, of the 
hairline (the second stroke of y) nor of the dot. The next letter is surely 
an r, with both descender and minim stroke intact. The remaining dis
colored ink mass is the en ligature, which is clearer in the MS than in 
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the FS: the high e head is faint, but recognizable, and the bottom of the 
e hooks in to meet the first minim of the n, all of which is quite distinct. 
As mentioned before, the point preceding sceapen is actually a hole in 
the parchment. 

The reason this text was deliberately erased from the palimpsest is 
that it is a dittograph from lines 20-21 of the recto: br(a)g(a) stad 
hweeore / ... sc(ea)pen. A dittograph, in this case, is not by any means 
useless, for the lost word before sc (ea) pen on the recto can be restored 
as fyren, and the conjectural a and a in br(a)g(a), and the ea in 
sc(ea)pen are confirmed. The measurements between braga and scea
pen corroborate these conclusions. The gap between -raga and sceapen 
on the verso is 57 mm. The gap between braga and sceapen on the recto 
cannot be so precisely measured, because it splits between lines 20 and 
21, but a conservative estimate can be made. From the end of the traces 
of the a in braga to the end of the vellum in line 20 measures 39 mm.; 
and from the start of line 21 to sceapen measures exactly 20 mm. Thus 
the measurement of the gap between braga and sceapen on the recto is 
59 mm., compared to the 57 mm. between -raga and sceapen on the 
verso. Moreover, there are 20 mm. from the beginning of fyren to scea
pen on the verso, which corresponds exactly to the 20-mm. gap before 
sceapen on the recto, line 21. The ink traces are extremely faint, and 
the vellum badly napped, in this area on the recto, and there is a danger 
of seeing here what one is looking for. But the one piece of dark ink at 
the beginning of the gap looks like the top of an f, which is followed by 
a faint diagonal (the first stroke of y), and then by a short descender 
(the first stroke of r), the extremity of which survives as a point. Cer
tainly the meager vestiges of the original writing in this gap do not dis
prove fyren, while they suggest it to anyone admittedly looking for 
fyren. 

Possibly sceapen was left on the verso as a catchword, to indicate 
that, despite the appearances, nothing had been lost from the text 
between the two sceapen's. The apparent problem with this explanation 
is that it would mean that nothing had been lost from the text after 
sceapen on the recto. It would mean that everything after sceapen on 
the recto had been deliberately deleted, and that despite the physical 
gaps in the MS from line r21 to line v2, there is no can textual loss to the 
text. The text itself supports the theory, for hweeore fyren-sceapen is an 
on-verse, and se Jeer begeat is an off-verse, and the line as a whole is 
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metrically and alliteratively sound. Nor is the syntax (adverb, object, 
subject, verb) unusual: in fact, it is exactly paralleled in oa hie se j<£r 
begeat, "when disaster befell them" (line 1068). Thus, hwtEore fyren
sceapen se jtEr begeat may be translated, "yet disaster befell that 
crime," or "sought out that wicked deed," or the like. If there is no 
textual lacuna between sceapen on the recto and se j<£ron the verso, the 
material that was erased before se j<£r in line 2v must have been iden
tical with whatever followed sceapen on the recto. In other words, the 
erased text in line 2 continued the dittograph begun in line 1 of the 
verso. Whatever this may have been was permanently deleted from the 
text, and the scribe, to show that nothing had really been lost, left sceap
en as the catchword. 

The huge dittograph may not have been a mistake, however. As the 
investigation of his corrections and erasures shows, the scribe was not 
prone to making dittographic errors, and none of his other repetitions 
exceeds a single word in length. It is hard to believe that the scribe made 
such a gross blunder here, when all he had to copy was a single folio. 
And there is no need to assume that a mistake has been made, for the 
problem can be explained in terms of the damage that occurred to the 
new text on the recto, after it was written on the damp palimpsest. The 
revised text of fo1. 179 was shorter, by about two lines, than the original 
text it replaced. The scribe began copying the new text on the recto, but 
by the time he had finished it was evident that parts of the text (on lines 
5,8-12, and 18-21) would have to be erased and rewritten, because of 
the unsatisfactory way in which the ink had adhered to the damp vel
lum. This explains why parts of the text were erased in these areas after 
the new text was written on the palimpsest. And since the scribe had 
about two extra lines on the verso, he recopied in the first line and a 
half some of the damaged text from the recto. A restoration of the dam
ages on the recto was never carried out, of course, but apparently was 
in progress when the scribe later erased the dittographic material on the 
verso. The hypothesis is complicated, and not susceptible to proof, but 
the evidence itself is dreadfully complicated, and it needs to be accounted 
for in some believable way. 

Because the bulk of this evidence has not been available before, and 
because it materially affects one's view of the text on fo1. 179, a new 
transcript of the folio is necessary. The transcriptions, which sometimes 
differ from Zupitza's, are based on a painstaking analysis of the folio 
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under high-intensity light, an invention Zupitza could not have used. 
The value of a strong and stable light source should not be underesti
mated: it produces stable ink traces, while natural light, even direct sun
light, produces disturbingly variable traces, as even Zupitza acknowl
edged. High-intensity light undoubtedly gives us the best view of the 
text available to the naked eye. Ultraviolet light, with the exception of 
one reading, did not enhance this view, but it is quite possible that other 
technological means now available will. For instance, qualified scholars 
must be urged to try, using up-to-date techniques and equipment, 
infrared photography as well as electronic photography and digital 
image processing. 52 These methods are very likely to enhance the ink 
traces and firmly establish some currently disputable readings. Until 
these methods have been tried it is undesirable to pretend we have an 
established text for this folio. High-intensity light alone undermines the 
"received text" established by Zupitza a century ago. With variable 
lighting, what Zupitza saw, or thought he saw, in the MS was certainly 
affected by his belief that the original text had been freshened up, often 
inaccurately, by a later hand. While his transcript of the folio is basi
cally accurate, his theory, particularly with regard to the supposed 
errors of the later hand, caused him to misrepresent the MS in some 
places. Along with the following transcriptions, Zupitza's readings will 
be discusstd where they are felt to be wrong. To avoid confusion, purely 
conjectural restorations are not made in the transcript, and doubtful 
readings are placed within parentheses. The Thorkelin readings-at 
the end of the lines on the recto, and at the beginning of the lines on the 
verso-are separated by open parentheses to facilitate reference to the 
FS or the MS. 

rl: beowulfe brcede rice on hand ge(hwearf. Except for brcede, 
which Zupitza transcribes as brade, the FS is good. The high e head is 
very faded, and covered by the transparent paper strip that holds the 
folio to the paper frame, but it is still visible in the MS under strong 
light. Both Thorkelin transcripts read brcede, from a time when the 
reading was not obscured by the transparent paper strip. The e tongue 

52. For recent discussions of the value of these methods in the study of palimpsests, 
see Applied Infrared Photography; and John F. Benton, Alan R. Gillespie, and James 
M. Soha, "Digital Image-Processing Applied to the Photography of Manuscripts: 
With Examples Drawn from the Pincus MS of Arnald of Villanova." 
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of the ce has not faded, and Malone mistook the distorted remnants of 
this original ce as a unique example of an "oc" type of a (Nowell Codex, 
p. 84); but the same argument could be made for the ce distorted by 
fading in wces rD. No special explanation is needed for the fading of 
the e head, in view of the similar fading in rice on, and throughout the 
folio in general. The spelling brcede (for brade) is the first of many 
linguistic or orthographic anomalies on this folio. Together they reflect 
the incipient breakdown of the Late West Saxon literary dialect, in the 
intrusion of late (seemingly Northern) dialectisms. In other words, the 
language (or the spellings), as well as the handwriting, is later on fo1. 
179 than it is elsewhere in the MS. 

r2: . hege heold tela fiftig wintru wa (es oa. Zupitza says that the u 
in wintru is "standing in the place of an original a," and he may be 
right. All that is certain is that the scribe finally intended the letter to 
be a u, which is another late linguistic anomaly on the folio. As Malone 
says, "The u of wintru 2 is an alteration of a and reflects the speech of 
someone in whose dialect fiftig did not take the partitive construction" 
(Nowell Codex, p. 84). The form wintru is an analogical (neuter) plu
ral, and there is no need for a specific genitive inflection. Uninflected 
winter is common. The ink is a strong, dark brown for the first half of 
the line, but from -tig it becomes a diluted, rusty brown. 

r3: frod cyning eald ejJel weard oooa(et. As Zupitza says, the "w 
in weard looks very much like p," but it is not a p (pace Malone, Now
ell Codex, p. 84), as a comparison with the scribe's other p's will show. 
From eald on the ink becomes diluted. 

r4: on ongan deorcu nihtU draca (rics[ iJan. There is no trace of an 
original a beneath the 0 in on. The word is apparently a very early 
example of the linguistic and orthographic transition from an to on. 
The ink begins to fade in deorcu, and is decidedly diluted in nihtu 
draca. 53 

53. Malone is well worth quoting for the Thorkelin reading at the end of the line: 
"A ends the line with rics an (his s is on an erasure); B first wrote ric an and the s 
that Thorkelin, years later, inserted after c was probably got from A; it seems likely 
that the MS had ricsian, with a second i so faded that A and B saw only a blank space 
there; the word is now gone." Nowell Codex, p. 84. In view of the evidence from the 
Thorkelin transcripts it would be wrong to charge the Beowulf scribe with a blunder 
here. 
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r5: seoe on hea(um ha:pe) hord be weot (ode. This is the first line 
in which part of the new text was rubbed off afterward, leaving the 
vellum napped and discolored between hea- and hard. As mentioned 
earlier, the rubbing left a light gray film over the dark brown ink of the 
a in hea-, and has also seemed to affect the strength of the ink of the h 
in hord at the other side of the gap. The FS is misleading in that it does 
not show the roughness and the discoloration of the vellum in the gap, 
nor the grayish film on the a of hea-, which proves that the rubbing was 
done after the new text had been copied. Under high-intensity light, the 
erased letters, -um ha:pe, seem certain. As in the first four lines, the ink 
on the right side of the page is considerably more faded, or diluted, than 
on the left side. 

r6: stan heorh stearne stig under La (eg. The FS is accurate. The first 
stroke of the r in stearne is particularly dark, with a slight gloss to it; 
the second stroke is dark only at the top, making it look as though an 
insular s was written over an original r. This r is remarkably like the 
r of fa:r v2, which Zupitza says is "fa:s freshened up, but s seems to 
stand on an original r." In both cases the off-stroke of the r has faded, 
probably because the scribe was applying less pressure to his pen as he 
finished the letter. Both r's have unusually long descenders. 54 

r7: eldii uncuo pa:r on innan giong· nio (a. The FS is fairly accu
rate, except that it does not show the bleeding of the ink beneath -cuo, 
which may be a mild indication of the kind of bleeding that necessitated 
the deliberate removal of readings in the gaps. The faintness of the i in 
nio- at the end of the line, moreover, is caused by the transparent strip 
that holds the folio to the paper frame, rather than by fading. The ink 
is somewhat diluted in -du and -iong, but on the whole the strength of 
the ink throughout the line is unusually uniform (dark brown, with a 
slight gloss). There is a ligature between the two n's of innan, and 
beneath the last stroke of the first n there is an erased descender; 
together, they suggest that the scribe wrote an insular s or J, but imme
diately corrected his mistake. In the FS, the erased descender appears to 

54. Malone is right that, contrary to what Zupitza says, there is no sign of an 
original p beneath the r, and that "we must emend to get a reading that makes sense." 
Nowell Codex, p. 84. A possible reading is stanbeorh stear[c]ne, "stark" or "severe 
rocky cliff," rather than steapne, "steep." The first minim of the n has almost a c-like 
bow, and the scribe may have inadvertently made an n from the first stroke of his c. 
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float between r7 and r8, but in the MS it seems clearly to come from 
beneath the first n of innan, r7. 

r8: nathwyic (se jJe ne)h gefeng hmonii ho(rde. The FS is good for 
showing the extant traces. Everything between nat- and hmonii was 
rubbed off, but not as much heavy rubbing was done over -hwylc and 
gefeng, and both can be read in the MS with relative certainty. Sedgefield 
in his edition, and more recently Westphalen (p. 45), construed the 
erased descender from r7 as an ascender in r8, and read gejJranginstead 
of gefeng. A glance at the FS will show that there is not enough room 
for gejJrang. The rubbing in this line, as in r5, stays for the most part 
within the confines of minim strokes, so that the ascenders of the hand 
l of hwylce, the point over the y, the ascender of the h preceding gefeng, 
and the three descenders in gefeng are all clearly visible. 

r9: hond (ge:r::::m:::) since fa~ ne (he 15. The ink is very dark, 
almost black, in hond and sin-, after which it becomes diluted, and is 
especially weak in ne. The discoloration caused by rubbing off the text 
in the gap has left a gray film, which can be clearly seen in the MS in 
any light, on the s of since. Again, this proves that the rubbing was done 
after the new text was written onto the palimpsest. A letter (perhaps h) 

seems to have been erased after fa2. In this line and throughout my 
transcription a colon represents an illegible letter. 

rl 0: syooan (:::::) jJ( eah) 0 (: ie::) simpende (be. The FS is fairly 
reliable. The ink is very dark, again almost black, at the beginning of 
the line, and also for the letters jJ and 0 and the ascender after 0, in the 
gap. The rubbing was done around the 0 and beneath the ascender of 
the lin ie:: (Zupitza suggests that this word is he, but there are more 
ink traces after the ascender than a minim and an e). The jJ, however, 
was written over the rubbed and discolored vellum; presumably the 
scribe tested the vellum's ability to receive new writing after the rubbed 
area had thoroughly dried. The vertical stroke (not mentioned by 
Zupitza) immediately before the s of slmpende appears to be a high 
caroline s. 

rll: syre( d hrmde) jJeofes crmfte 15 siC e. The FS is generally clear; 
the ink is diluted except in a few places where the vellum is napped, 
and has absorbed the ink (the r in syre-, es in jJeofes). The restored 
reading, hrmde ("quickly"), can be read with confidence, though the 



Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 
Kevin S. Kiernan With a new foreword by Katherine O'Brien O'Keeffe 
http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=8599 
The University of Michigan Press, 1997  

The Beowulf Codex and the Poem [237] 

usual restoration is 1Ourde. The spellings hrcede (instead of hrceoe, 
hraoe) and sie (instead of sio) are unique to fol. 179, and thus are part 
of the evidence that the text on this folio constitutes a more advanced 
stage of the Late West Saxon literary dialect. 55 

r12: oiod (onfand) bufolc beom(a) 15 hege. The FS is quite reli
able, aside from failing to show the abrasions on the vellum between 
0- and -fole. The readings -iod and bu- are faint but distinct in the MS. 

Between them, the usual restoration, onfand, is highly probable. Bufole 
(cf. bifyle), "neighboring people, region," is another linguistic anomaly 
on the folio. The a in beom (aJ may be 11 (that is, urn) instead. 

r13: bolgen 1Oces. XXXII. The FS is accurate. The n in bolgen 
is faded, but still quite distinct in the MS and the FS. The faint marks 
between 10ces and the fitt number are shine-through from the verso, but 
the condition of the vellum here suggests that the original text (before 
the palimpsest was made) may have extended beyond 1Oces, and perhaps 
up to a few millimeters of the fitt number. 

rl4: Nealles (nces)ge 1Oeoldii 1Oyrmhorda(n). A critical new read
ing in my transcript is nces for Zupitza's mid. The n is distinct. What 
Zupitza mistook for the third minim of an m is the a-bow of an ash, 
which also is distinct, and may be fruitfully compared with the ash in 
wces immediately above it in r13. What Zupitza took for an i is the 
main bar of the digraph: the a-loop to the left is triangular, and the e
loop to the right is large and unruly, like many of the e-heads on the 
folio. A millimeter to the right of this e-head (which Zupitza mistook 
for the tail of a d) there is a high caroline s, faintly visible even in the 
FS. In the MS, some rusty brown ink traces are still intact on the s, 
especially at the top and at the slight jag at the base of the curve (upper 
minim line).56 As Malone says, there is no indication that the 0 in ge
weoldum is written over an original a; the spelling may be viewed as 

55. Sisam makes the relevant point that dialect begins to intrude more often into 
the standard Late West Saxon literary dialect as the 11 th century advances (Studies, 
p. 153). 

56. Zupitza's very doubtful reading, mid, which all editors accept, left the principal 
clause without a verb; this in turn obliged the editors to emend MS wynnhorda craft, 
which was almost certainly wynnhordan cr{f'jt before the edge of the MS crumbled, to 
wynnhord ab r(£(. Surely a sounder procedure would have been to emend or reject the 
reading mid. 
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the common Northern confusion between ea and eo. The large capital 
N at the beginning of r14-15 is very dark, though, as the FS shows, 
some of the ink has flaked off. The FS also shows that the vellum 
beneath the capital is very rough, and the shape of the roughened area 
suggests that the N may have replaced a different capital (perhaps H 
or W) from the original text. A minim overlooked by Zupitza at the end 
of the line is presumably part of an original n. 

rI5: craft sylfes willu sede hi sare (ge. The FS is good; the ink in 
sa- is very faded, while in -re it is very dark. 

r16: sceod acfor fJrea nedlan N e::) nat. The FS is fairly trust
worthy. The lack of rulings on the palimpsest is most evident in the FS 

by the way sceod is out of alignment with the words that follow it. 
Whatever came after the thorn (egn, eow, eop) was not rubbed off 
deliberately, for the vellum is neither discolored nor abraded. Appar
ently the ink failed to adhere to an improperly prepared surface (after 
the a in prea, the ink becomes increasingly diluted and blurred). 

rI7: hwylces hmleoa bearna hete sweng(eas. The FS is good. 
Zupitza says, "hwylces not freshened up," but it seems rather that it 
has been rubbed off, napping but not discoloring the vellum. On the 
other hand, -a rna hete is faint and blurred, but the parchment is not 
napped. 

rI8: fleoh ( ::::: ) fJea(rfa) 70(£T inne weal(l. Zupitza says that 
the 0 in fieoh stands on an original a, but there is no trace of this a. 
The spelling of the MS, as Malone suggests (Nowell Codex, p. 85), 
should be seen with geweoldum r14 as an example of the Northern 
orthographical confusion between ea and eo. The same explanation 
may account for weal! (instead of first preterit weol!), at the end of the 
line (from weal!an, "to boil"?). The reading weal! is confirmed by both 
Thorkelin transcripts, though it is usually emended to feath, on 
Zupitza's claim that f was falsely freshened up to wynn. Indeed, the 
wynn may have been written over an original f, for the wynn is a bit 
distorted (though less so in the MS than it appears in the FS); but since 
there is no change in ink there is no justification for Zupitza's claim. If 
anything, it should be viewed as a correction. The gap begins the ser
pentine erasure that ends at the end of r21. The reading fJearfa is rel
atively sure in its entirety. 

rI9: secg syn(by)sig sona mwatide 15 (::::). The long, discolored 
erasure that begins in r 18 between fleoh and fJearfa cuts through the 
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line between syn and -sig, though by- still seems faintly legible. The 
MS mwatide is clearly a case of a false ligature (for one thing, mw- is 
an impossible combination).57 

r20: ao' gyst (e :::re) broga stod hwm(are). The interconnected 
rubbing that began in r18 continues on this line between gyst- and 
broga. The -e and the -re in this gap are faintly readable in the MS, 

though not in the FS. The 0 and a in broga are faintly visible, and they 
are confirmed by the dittograph on v1. At the end of the line, -ore, with 
part of the e head chipped off from the fire damage, is very light, but 
distinct. 

The readings by collation from r21-v1, as explained above in detail, 
are: (fyren) sceapen. Since the corresponding gaps after sceapen on r21 
and v2 were both made deliberately, it was suggested above that the 
former readings here were also dittographic, but were permanently 
deleted from the text, presumably as part of the revision of the folio. 
Otherwise, the text on the verso is in much better shape than it is on the 
recto. Aside from the first line and a half, the scribe has not had to 
eradicate large areas of the text, as he did for the damaged readings on 
the recto. There are still many problematic readings on the verso, how
ever, which are mainly caused by the failure of the ink to adhere to the 
vellum in some places. The distortions this occasionally produced in the 
letterforms seemed to support Zupitza's freshening-up theory, but not 
on closer analysis. 

v2: [deleted readings] se /tir begeat sinc jmt(:). The FS is not reli
able here, and the perils of depending on it can be illustrated. Just above 
the damaged r in jmr there are in the FS what appear to be some letters 
written in a modern hand. Indeed, Malone says in his FS edition, "Over 
the s [sic] in a much later hand I read jmr (?)" (Nowell Codex, p. 85). 
As Westphalen has pointed out (p. 109), what Malone read as an early 
modern restoration in his FS is a smudge in the MS. Malone and Zupitza 
both read jms for MS jeer, and in fact, as Zupitza says, "s seems to stand 
on an original r." What makes the r look like an s is that the off-stroke 

57. Read (with Thorkelin B) in wa-tide, but translate, "in time of misery" (cf. 
Bosworth-Toller, gewin-tid, "time of distress"). There are several wea- compounds 
in Beowulf, and the spelling wa- can be seen as part of the incipient abandonment of 
Late West Saxon spellings, and the intrusion of dialectisms, on this folio. Bosworth
Toller records wa-med for wea-met, "anger," in La3amon. 
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has failed to adhere to the vellum (cf. stearne r6), though traces of it are 
visible. The descender is unusually long because it is ligatured to the 
unusually high e tongue preceding it. But it is shorter than the 
descender of the insular f at the beginning of the word, which shows 
that it should not be mistaken for an insular s. The damage to the off
stroke of this r is paralleled by the damage to -ine ftEt at the end of 
the line. Again, the ink has not held uniformly to the vellum. The letters 
-inc are far more distinct in the MS than they are in the FS. There are 
traces of a letter lost after feet at the end of the line. 

v3: (:::::) ptEr wtEsswylcra fela inoa eoro. The FS is more reliable 
here. The illegible word at the beginning of the line failed to hold to the 
vellum. 

v4: se::) tEr ge streona swa hy on gearda. The reading at the begin
ning of the line, before the parenthesis, is based on Thorkelin B. The 
rest of the line is accurately represented by the FS, though it should be 
noted that the damage to the tE in tEr is comparable to the damage to 
the r in ftEr v2, but without leaving behind an ambiguous letterform. 

v5: gu) gumena nathwylc eormen lafe. The FS is reliable. 
v6: tEp)elan cynnes pane hyegende ptErge. Good FS (note the loss 

of ink where the top of the e connects with the first stroke in -ge; many 
of the e heads and tongues are similarly damaged on this page). 

v7: hy)dde . deore maGmas ealle hie deaG. Good FS (again, note 
the head of the first e in deore, and the heads of both e's in ealle). 

v8: fo)r nam cerran mtElu· 7sian oagen. The rinfornam is partly 
covered by the paper frame, and is less distinct in the FS than in the MS. 

Zupitza says that the i in si "seems to stand on an original e," but there 
is no evidence of this whatever. 58 

v9: leo)da duguoe SeatEr lengest hwearf. The surface of the vellum 
between sea. and lengest is napped, but -tEr is certain. 

vlO: we)ard wine geomor rende PtES yldan. The ink on the line is 

58. Malone concurs: "Of this e I see nothing." Nowell Codex, p. 86. Elsewhere he 
has implicitly defended si on limited evidence of a tendency for a closed long e to raise 
to i. "If e actually became y (i, fe) in the mouths of some OE speakers, one would 
expect corresponding spellings to turn up ... in other words as well." "Old English 
[Ge]hydan 'Heed,'" p. 47. The reading might also be defended as a subjunctive of the 
verb "to be" (cf. sy, sie). Then, ond si an va gen leoda duguve could be translated, 
"and there may be one" or "if there be one of the troop of people still." In either case 
si is one of the many unique (non-Late West Saxon) spellings on the folio. 
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generally dark brown (almost black), except for wine, which is faded 
light brown. Here the ink has failed to hold to the vellum. It has also 
failed to hold on the loop (top and bottom) of the first e in rende, making 
the word look like rihde (cf. the en of fyrena v20). Thus Zupitza says, 
"rihde the later hand, but wende the first" There is no trace of an 
original wynn under the r, and a true h would have a longer ascender, 
which would not curve, as this remnant of an e-head does. The r in 
rende is presumably a scribal dittograph from the preceding word, geo
mor, and an emendation to wende seems necessary. There is, however, 
no need, and no justification, for the editorial emendation of yldan to 
ylcan. If emendations were made for all awkwardly made letters, we 
would have another poem entirely. 

vII: 15 h)e lytel fa!c long gestreona brucan. The FS is good, and 
there are no controversies over the transcript. The awkward 0 in long 
or the u in brucan might be noted in passing, as an additional caveat 
against changing the d in yldan for the sake of an easier reading. 

v12: m)oste beorh eallgearo wunode on wonge. The FS is accurate. 
The second I in eall has not adhered well, and the totally faded parts 
may be fruitfully compared with the faded parts of the first e in rende 
vl0. Here, the lost ink does not make the I look like a different letter. 
In wunode, it seems that the scribe started to write wuode, but caught 
himself in time to change the 0 to n, and to finish the word correctly. 

v13: wa!)ter you neah niew bena!sse nearo. The FS is reliable. 
v14: c)ra!Jtu fa!st pa!r on innan ba!T eorl. Zupitza is mistaken 

when he says, "innon the later hand, but 0 stands on an original a." 
The MS reads innan: the ink, as has so frequently happened on the 
page, has simply failed to hold to the vellum on the off-stroke of the a. 
It is impossible to believe that a restorer could have mistaken this letter 
for an 0; the off-stroke of the a is even clearer in the MS than it is in the 
FS. 

v15: g) estreona hringa hyrde hard fyrdne. As Zupitza says, the 
first letter of the last word in this line could be wynn or f; in the FS it 
looks a bit more like wynn, but in the MS the J-tongue seems certain. 
The advantage of J is that hardJyrdne, as Bosworth-Toller first glossed 
it, means "hard to carry, weighty," and is excellent in the immediate 
context. The unbroken a (instead of heard) is another Northern dialec
tal feature on the folio. The disadvantage of wynn is that it requires 
editors to change hard to hord, and wyrdne to wyrone. 
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v16: d) rei jrettan goldes jea worda cwreo . heald. The readings have 
already been discussed. Failure of the ink to hold in a few places has 
metamorphosed jea worda to fec- -orda, but the traces of the original 
ink can still be seen, even in the FS. The damage to the ash in cwmo 
may be compared to the damage to a in fea. 

v17: p)u nu hruse nu hmleo ne mmstan eorla. The FS is some-
what misleading, in that nu hruse is noticeably faded in the MS, and 
-ruse seems to have been rubbed lightly with pumice, perhaps because 
the ink ran or bled. From the looks of it, the scribe first wrote mastun, 
as Malone suggests (Nowell Codex, p. 86), but then changed the spell
ing to mmstan by adding an e loop to the a, and by closing the top of 
the u'with a tilde-like stroke.59 

v 18: mhte hwmt hyt mr onoe gode begeaton. Part of a is covered, 
but all of m is distinct at the beginning of the line. The hair stroke of 
the y has not held to the vellum. The scribe started to write another 
letter (perhaps the eth) after 0 in onoe, but then wrote the n over the 
mistake (the bottom of the n closes in the MS more distinctly than it does 
in the FS). 

v19: guo deao for nam . feorh beal(e) frecne. Zupitza reads reorh 
bealc for feorh beale, and says that "the first r stands on an original j, 
and c on an original 0." The f looks like an r because the scribe began 
a dittograph of nam, immediately preceding. He got as far as na- before 
realizing his error, and then, without erasing, he wrote f over n, and eo 
over a, using the right side of the a as the ligature. A comparison of the 
descenders of the f and r in feorh will show that the scribe was not 
confused.60 The second e in beale is unusually small, but part of the 
middle stroke (not the tongue) is still faintly visible, even in the FS. The 
form in the nominative singular is a late analogical spelling. 

v20: fyrena gehwylcne . leoda minra jJanm. The last letter in the 
line is not an a, but an m, with the small loop all but gone, but with the 
faint tongue distinct in the FS, and more distinct in the MS (cf. the second 

59. Editors assume that mmstan is a blunder for moston, but mmstan, "greatest," 
may be an adjective modifYing mhte. The form mastun is a late Northern spelling of 
the adjective, which the scribe evidently decided to give in the standard Late West 
Saxon form. 

60. The scribe probably refrained from erasing this, and other false starts on the 
page, because he knew from his erasure in the first line and a half that the damp 
vellum could not be erased without making a mess. 
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e in sele v21).61 The loss of ink on the ash is similar to the losses on the 
h and wynn of gehwylcne, earlier in the same line. 

v21: oefJis ofgeafgesawon . sele dream(as). The FS is good, even in 
showing the traces of letters after dream-, which Zupitza does not men
tion. Malone says, "At the end of line 21 are traces of letters but they 
cannot be read; the usual restoration ic is plausible enough" (Nowell 
Codex, p. 87). Under ultraviolet light, the first letter seems to be an a 
(perhaps an e), and the second an uncial s. 

There can be little doubt that the folio is a palimpsest, and that the 
handwriting on it is later than the script that appears on the rest of the 
Beowulf folios. The spelling is also later, for forms like brcede, wintru, 
on, hrcede, sie, bufolc, geweoldum, fleoh, weall, watide, si, hardfyrdne, 
mastun (changed to mcestan) and beale, all testify to the breakdown of 
the standard Late West Saxon literary dialect, in non-West Saxon 
areas, as the 11 th century advanced. Perhaps the unique mixture of 
forms on this one folio will lead to some valid conclusions about the 
provenance of the poem. At any rate, a new edition of the text on the 
palimpsest is desperately needed, but must await further attempts, by 
modern technological methods, to decipher all of the extant ink traces. 
A conservative edition will strive to retain all of the readings that are 
clear in the MS, and will try to make sense of the text by emending 
conjectural restorations (for which there is little or no MS support), 
Thorkelin readings, and then doubtful MS readings. Scholars need to 
begin to study the revised text on folio 179. 

Beowulf in the Making 

When viewed in isolation, the palimpsest and the new text on fo1. 179 
perhaps remain incredible phenomena. An 11 th-century revision of the 

61. Unfortunately, jmna' (like /lana) makes no sense, and an emendation is still 
unavoidable. The missing alliteration in line 2251, however, can be supplied simply 
by emending n to m, and reading pana'/oe (v20-21) as pa ma'oe, "portion, mea
sure"; the half-line, pa ma'oe pis ofgeaf, can be translated, "then this [that is, 
guodeao, 'death by war'lleft behind this portion." The lacking minim (n for m) is 
not a serious error, and could have been induced by the scribe mistaking the right side 
of the a in pa for the first minim of m. What Zupitza took for an a rather than an a' 
in pana' is the quadrangular form still used by the scribe on fo\' 179 in the digraph 
a', but never elsewhere on the folio for a single, unligatured a. 
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poem has been unthinkable until now, and the MS itself has been con
sidered relatively unimportant, because the original poem and the 
extant MS are supposed to be centuries apart. Yet the mere existence of 
a palimpsest in the middle of Beowulj is, at the very least, circumstantial 
proof that the poem was revised, and consequently that at least one folio 
of the poem, containing lines 2207-2252, is contemporary with the MS. 

The new text, from all aspects, leads to the same conclusion: the hand
writing is the scribe's, but much later in development; the language is 
essentially the same, but shows, proportionately, many more ortho
graphical idiosyncrasies, attesting to the later breakdown of the standard 
literary dialect; and the text is apparently shorter than the one it 
replaced. Thus, all of the evidence on the folio would seem to lead inex
orably to the conclusion that it is a revision. Assuredly, this evidence 
cannot be used to support the traditional view that the MS as a whole 
is a late copy, many stages removed from the 8th-century archetype. It 
must hold a critical place in all theories describing the transmission of 
the poem. 

The signs of revision on fo1. 179 receive repeated support elsewhere 
in the MS. To begin with, it is not the only folio in the BeowuljMs from 
which the original text has been deliberately deleted. The first three 
lines of text on fo1. 180v have been carefully rubbed off with the aid of 
some liquid solution, which has left the vellum napped and discolored. 
Moreover, the rubbing was done only over the script, not over the vel
lum generally, which shows that the text was purposely removed, not 
damaged accidentally. The FS gives a very inadequate and inaccurate 
impression of all of this,62 and yet neither Zupitza nor Malone describes 
the appearance of the MS here. It is not surprising, then, that no modern 
editor draws attention to the extraordinary condition of the text. It is 
surprising, though, that both Thorkelin and his scribe treated the first 

62. In the FS the condition of the facing page, fol. 181r, looks quite similar to the 
first three lines of fol. 18Dv, but not in the MS. Fols. 181 and 186 constitute the third 
sheet of the twelfth gathering, a sheet that was badly prepared before it was written 
on: there is still a whitish caking on both sides of this entire sheet, and in places the 
ink has not held well to the vellum surface. The contrasting appearances in the FS and 
the MS are a pertinent warning of the dangers of relying totally on FSS. 

Plate 15. The first three lines of fol. 180v were deliberately deleted. 
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three lines of foI. 180v as a deliberate deletion. Thorkelin A leaves three 
corresponding lines blank in his copy, without making any effort to 
record what was still legible, even when he proofread. Thorkelin A 
knew no Old English at all, and his testimony in this respect is totally 
objective, unimpaired by any prejudices about the authority of the MS. 

Thorkelin himself records what he can make out of these three lines 
in his transcript (B), but he leaves no doubt whatever that he regarded 
them as intentionally deleted. In the first place, he highlights the lines 
in his transcript by setting them off between long rows of dots, in the 
following manner: 

. . . hege ...... sceall bearn 
... msan p;er he h;eoen gold warao 
wintrum frod ne bya him wihte .. 

Then, he explicitly says in the margin: "hie lacu/na trium/ linearum 
si/ve 15 versu/um incidit/ qui in au/tographo/ defuisse/ videntur/ et 
enim mem/brana, ex/ qua hoc apo/graphum/ desumtum/ hie vacua/ 
est. "63 It is possible, even likely, that the palimpsest on fo1. 179 and the 
deleted lines on fo1. 180v1-3 are part of the same incipient revision. In 
any case, there can be no doubt that the first three lines of foi. 180v 
were deliberately expurgated by someone, and editors need to consider 
this before automatically restoring them to the text. There are indica
tions that the received text of this deletion may be spurious in other 
ways, as well. 

In fact, Zupitza's transcript of these erased lines is strangely less 
reliable than Thorkelin's. Zupitza's desire to provide a semi edited text 
(including conjectural restorations) along with his transcript has here 
affected the accuracy of his transcript. His readings need to be reviewed: 

63. "Here a lacuna occurs of three lines, or 15 verses, which seem to be missing in 
the autograph, for indeed the vellum, from which the partial transcription is derived, 
is void here." Malone, The Thorkelin Transcripts, p. 104a. Malone should have 
drawn attention to this note in his FS of the Thorkelin transcripts, and both he and 
Zupitza should have described the physical state of the text on fol. 180vl-3 in their 
respective FSS of Beowulf. 
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[swioe ondrre]da[o] he gesecean sceall [ho]r[d] 
[on] hrusan p<er he h<eoen gold warao 
wintrum frod ne byo him wihte oy sel. 

(247) 

Zupitza improved on Thorkelin's transcript by providing secean, which, 
as he says is "pretty certain," and oy sei, which are "tolerably distinct." 
But thereafter Thorkelin has the advantage. In line 2 of Zupitza, there 
is a trivial oversight; on is a reasonable conjectural restoration, but the 
h in hrusan is equally conjectural (and equally reasonable). In the first 
line, however, subjective editing has taken precedence over the job of 
objective transcription. The conjectural restoration [swioe ondrm] da[O] 
is not securely based: of the unbracketed letters da, only a is visible; the 
so-called d, which Zupitza says is "not perfect," is a shadowy remain 
that could be almost any letter. Wishful thinking also accounts for the 
bracketed letter [0] following the a. Zupitza says that this "may have 
been 0 as well as n"; but the letter is almost unquestionably an n, which 
is distorted in the FS by a tear in the vellum. In short, Zupitza's conjec
tural restoration, [swiOeondrm] da [0], ought to be abandoned, in favor 
of a restoration ending with MS -an. 

Similarly, Zupitza's reading, [ho]r[d], at the end of the line should 
be viewed as an emendation, not a conjectural restoration. The rejection 
of Thorkelin's reading beam, though textually justified, is totally unjus
tified from a paleographical standpoint. To begin with, one must 
assume that the edge of the vellum was still intact, and that the reading 
seemed obvious to Thorkelin when he made his transcript. Surely he 
had more of the word to study than had Zupitza.64 If the reading were 
as doubtful in the 18th century as it is now, Thorkelin would have 
skipped over it, just as he skips secean and oy sei in the same passage. 
And while it may be admitted that Thorkelin is not always entirely 
trustworthy as a copyist, there is no evidence elsewhere in his transcript 
that would account for his mistaking hord for beam here. Indeed, such 
evidence (if it existed) would utterly destroy the value of his transcript. 

64. We know, for example, that some vellum was lost along the top of the word 
after the transcripts were made. Thorkelin A and B both copy nah with confidence 
from the other side (the first word on the recto), but now the top of nah is chipped 
away. 
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Thorkelin's unreliability is of a different nature. He often miswrites 
one vowel for another,65 and here he may have mistaken the common 
word beam, "son" (which he had already transcribed over thirty times, 
and which was readily understandable to an Icelander), for the rarer 
poetic word beam, "man." The mutilation of the text would explain 
and excuse the mistake in this case. All of the letters in the disputed 
word have been distorted by the rubbing and discoloration, and by the 
crumbled edge of the vellum, but beam (or Thorkelin's beam, for that 
matter) can still be defended, while hard cannot. The ascender of the 
first letter is now gone, but the bottom closes, eliminating h. The closed 
bottom is clearer in the MS than in the FS, and clearer still under ultra
violet light. The space between this letter and the relatively certain r is 
more than is needed for an a, and the rather involved ink traces (resem
bling a modern w) support a digraph like ea (or ea), but not a simple 
a. A single minim stroke after the r is all that remains of Thorkelin's 
n, but there is no inward curve to it that would support Zupitza's d. 
One can only surmise that Zupitza favored hard over beam on textual, 
rather than paleographical grounds. The word beam, on the other 
hand, does not disregard the evidence Thorkelin must have had when 
he copied down beam; and beam is both textually and paleographically 
acceptable. 

The effect on the text is that beam must be the subject (in variation 
with he), rather than the object, as hard was construed . 

.. . ]an. 
bearn [on h]rusan, 
wara5 wintrum frod; 

He gesecean sceall 
pa:r he ha:oen gold 

ne by5 him wihte 5y sel. 
(cf. Klaeber, 2275-2277) 

"A man will search in the earth where he [the dragon], old in winters, 
guards the heathen gold; he [the man] will be nothing the better for it." 
The change in referent for the personal pronoun in line 2276 will pre
sent no difficulty for anyone familiar with this practice in Beawulf (a 
notorious example occurs in lines 168-169). The apparent meaning of 
the passage may explain why it was deleted: it was replaced, and 
expanded, by the revised text on the palimpsest. 

65. See Malone's lists of such errors in The Thorkelin Transcripts, pp. 27 ff. 
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Because the vellum itself is lost between hyne foldbuend (2274b) and 
-an (2275a), it is impossible to be certain about the contextual and syn
tactical relationships originally made clear in the lacuna. The -an fol
lowing the lacuna leaves a great deal of room for speculation: it might 
be the vestiges of a preterit (such as hran, ongan, wan, can), it might 
be an adverb (ongean, /Yonan), a conjunction (siooan) , a noun (in 
phrases such as for sincgifan,Jor sinfrean, on sefan, and the like), or any 
infinitive. The possibilities for conjecture are innumerable. Speculation 
on the lost text from a lost piece of vellum is frustrating, and perhaps 
ultimately futile. Yet the current conjectural restoration, [swioe ondrCE]
dar 0], has been part of the received text for nearly a century, even 
though the unbracketed d is a guess and the last tWO letters are almost 
certainly -an, not -ao. And it is not speculation that everything on fo1. 
180v1-3 from -an to Oy sel was deliberately deleted by someone. The 
reason for the deletion may be as permanently lost as the piece of vellum 
from the upper left corner of the page; but the apparent substance of 
the deleted text suggests that it was associated with the palimpsest and 
the revised text of fo1. 179. 

It should be easier to accept the concept that the palimpsest on fo1. 
179 represents a revision once it is realized that a related text was delib
erately erased on the next folio. It cannot be denied, at any rate, that 
both folios provide striking evidence that can be legitimately interpreted 
as revisions. Aside from the bias that Beowulf is a 7th- or 8th-century 
poem preserved in a late 10th- or early 11 th-century MS, the chief 
impediment to accepting this interpretation is no doubt the apparent 
lack of a believable motive for the revisions. Even if one grants the pos
sibility that the poem is contemporary with the MS, the need for a total 
revision of one particular folio, deep in the MS and deep in the poem, is 
hard to imagine. The particular position of fo1. 179, both in the MS and 
in the poem, can, however, account for this need. Textually and codi
cologically, the folio marks off significant boundaries: in the poem, it 
marks the beginning of the dragon episode, a totally new development 
in the poem; in the MS, it is the first leaf of two five-sheet gatherings, 
which do not adhere to the physical format used in the rest of the Beo
wulf MS. From these facts it can be argued that Beowulf, as we now 
have it, is an amalgamation of two originally distinct poems, which first 
came together in the MS that has come down to us. If the dragon episode 
was already copied when two stories about Beowulf were fused into one, 
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there would be an explanation for the change in format, and, more 
important, for the palimpsest. The original text of fol. 179 was even
tually erased and replaced to mend the contextual leap that would nat
urally exist at this contextually artificial juncture. 

Surprisingly, there is considerable paleographical and codicological 
support for this hypothesis. Before considering this evidence, it is well 
to keep in mind that the theory has been repeatedly urged by scholars 
on textual grounds. These arguments are systematically rejected by 
other scholars almost as soon as they are made, and it is safe to say that 
the theory is generally repudiated by Beowulfians as a group. Those 
who have argued for multiple authorship of the poem are characterized 
as "dissectors,,,66 usually with some justification. The idea first surfaced 
as the so-called Liedertheorie, which held that the poem consists of 
many originally separate lays, loosely slapped together by carefree inter
polators or enterprising scribes. Expressed in this way, the theory 
amounts to what most readers have rightly dismissed as an impotent 
assault on the artistic integrity of the poem. The essential unity of Beo
wulf is not in question here. Whether one poet, or two, or more, com
posed two or more poems, and then conceived of a collaboration, is per
haps not even important, for whatever the "inner history" of its 
constituent parts may have been, Beowulf as it has come down to us is 
now unquestionably unified. Accordingly, the present argument stresses 
artistic fusion rather than critical dissection. It maintains only that the 
paleographical and codicological evidence suggest that Beowulf was cre
ated in more than one stage in the course of the 11 th century, and that 
our extant MS preserves the most exciting stages of its creation. 

Karl Miillenhoff, who in 1869, in "Die innere Geschichte des Beo
vulfs,,,67 presented the first extensive explanation of the poem's inner 
history, broke the story into four main parts, each of which, he believed, 
derived from a different author: 

1. Beowulf's fight with Grendel (lines 194-836); 
2. His fight with Grendel's dam (837-1628); 

66. See Klaeber, Beowulf, pp. cii If.; and Chambers, Beowulf: An Introduction, pp. 
112-120. The most elaborate attempt to delineate the "inner history" of the poem is 
by Walter A. Berendsohn, Zur Vorgeschichte des 'Beowulf' 

67. Miillenhoff's essay is reprinted as Chapter 3 of his Beovulj: Untersuchungen 
iiber das angelsiichsische Epos und die iilteste Geschichte der germanischen Seeviilker. 
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3. Beowulf's homecoming (1629-2199); 
4. His fight with the dragon, and his death (2200-3183). 

Miillenhoff believed that the fight with Grendel and the fight with the 
dragon were originally two distinct lays that eventually came together 
in Beowulf, after a third poet added the fight with Grendel's dam, and 
a fourth added Beowulf's homecoming. But one does not have to believe 
in the Liedertheorie, or even in multiple authorship, to see that a single 
poet in the 11 th century could have composed the epic from diverse 
sources, in several stages, in much the same way as Miillenhoff imag
ines. Certainly, Miillenhoff has not distorted the basic structure of the 
poem. Indeed, Klaeber, who argues persuasively for single authorship 
(pp. cii-cvii), describes the structure of the poem in essentially the same 
way, as the following outline, using Klaeber's headings (pp. ix-xii), will 
illustrate. 

I. Beowulf the young hero 
1. The fight with Grendel (lines 1-1250) 
2. The fight with Grendel's mother (1251-1887) 
3. Beowulf's homecoming and report to Hygelac (1888-2199) 

II. Beowulf's death 
The fight with the dragon (2200-3182) 

Klaeber emphasizes the unity of the first three episodes, and disagrees 
with Miillenhoff over where, precisely, one episode ends and another 
begins, but the four-part episodic structure of the poem is not chal
lenged. It might be argued, from Miillenhoff's view, that the first three 
episodes form a unit because successive poets deliberately unified them; 
the fourth episode stands apart, even in Klaeber's scheme, because as an 
older lay it was not written as a continuation, but was artificially 
appended. In fact, Klaeber's view of the structure helps illustrate Miil
lenhoff's theory of how the poem grew, by accretion, into an epic. But 
one 11 th-century poet could account for the creative process, as well. 

Most readers of the poem, from Tolkien on,68 are probably impressed 
most by the three-part thematic structure, based on Beowulf's three 
great fights. The structural role of Beowulf's homecoming, because it is 
not a heroic event in Beowulf's life, tends to be forgotten. Yet the tran
sition is structurally essential, and it ought to be seen as a transition, 

68. J. R. R. Tolkien, "Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics." 
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rather than as material integral to Klaeber's Part I, "Beowulf the young 
hero," but not to Part II, "Beowulf's death." While the three great 
fights of Beowulf's life must remain prominent, the structural link 
between the early fights in Denmark and the last fight in Geatland 
should be highlighted, to stress its crucial function. Without it, the 
dragon episode could be seen only as an awkward accretion, themati
cally but not structurally related to the rest of the poem. Beowulf's 
homecoming furnishes an adequate transition, when Beowulf, back in 
Geatland, tells Hygelac what he had accomplished in Denmark. The 
transition then swiftly moves from Danish to Geatish affairs, and pre
pares for Beowulf's kingship (lines 2166b-2206). 

While the transitional text known as Beowulf's homecoming firmly 
unites two disparate phases in Beowulf's career, it also raises some 
legitimate questions about the original dimensions of the poem, and pro
vides tenable reasons for believing in composite authorship. The prob
lem is that Beowulf's account of his exploits in Denmark is not in com
plete accord, at least not on the face of it, with earlier parts of the poem. 
The discrepancies are, of course, overplayed by those who believe in 
multiple authorship, and underplayed by those who believe in single 
authorship. But the fact that there are, indeed, discrepancies means that 
the case for multiple, or composite, authorship is not entirely a subjec
tive judgment. Composite authorship might better be seen as a pleasant 
alternative to Klaeber's view, for example, that, "in explanation of some 
discrepancies and blemishes of structure and execution it may also be 
urged that very possibly the author had no complete plan of the poem 
in his head when he embarked upon his work" (p. cvi). A late collab
oration that attempted to weld together two slightly different versions 
of the same story would explain the minor variants in question without 
the need to depend on authorial ineptitude. 

The textual case for composite authorship has been best marshaled 
by Levin Schucking.69 In Beowuljs Riickkehr, Schucking made an objec
tive, and exhaustive, stylistic investigation of the particular usage in 
Beowulf's homecoming of formulas, nominal compounds, metrics, syn
tax, and moods and tenses. Most of the results, as Schucking was the 
first to admit, are not compelling for anyone believing in single author-

69. Beowulfs Riickkehr: Eine kritische Studie. 
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ship,70 yet they do provide some support for the belief in multiple, or 
composite, authorship. For instance, Schiicking uncovers some syntact
ical usages in Beowulf's homecoming that are unique in the poem: the 
conjunction py-lms, "lest" (l9ISb, pmt ne elsewhere); ac used as an 
interrogative particle (1990b, used pervasively as the conjunction 
"but"); the placement of the adverb oa, "then" (2192b); the only certain 
case of jorjJam, rather than jorjJan or jorjJon, as the conjunction 
"because, since" (1957b). Unique syntactical transitions are made in the 
phrases Ie seeal foro spreean (206%) and To lang ys to reeeenne 
(2093a). Chambers has objected that this "is natural when we realize 
that we have here the longest speech in the whole poem, which obvi
ously calls for such apologies for prolixity" (p. 119); but Chambers's 
objection merely puts the unique phrases in their broad context, which 
as he implies is equally. unique in the poem. 

While it may be admitted that Schiicking does not prove separate 
authorship of Beowulf's homecoming, one ought not to lose sight of the 
issues that led him to make the argument in the first place. Even Cham
bers was ready to admit Schiicking's premises. As he says, "Schiicking 
starts from the fact, upon which we are all agreed, that the poem falls 
into two main divisions: the story of how Beowulf at Heorot slew Gren
del and Grendel's mother, and the story of the dragon, which fifty years 
later he slew at his home. These are connected by the section which tells 
how Beowulf returned from Heorot to his own home and was honora
bly received by his king, Hygelac." Chambers goes on to say that, "as 
Schiicking rightly urges, instances are forthcoming of two O. E. poems 
having been clumsily connected into one [Genesis, for example]. There
fore, whilst no one would now urge that Beowulf is put together out of 
two older lays, merely because it can so easily be divided into two sec
tions, this fact does suggest that a case exists for examination" (pp. 117-

70. And Chambers disputes them from this bias in his Beowulf: An Introduction 
(pp. 117-120). He concludes, "To me, the fact that so careful and elaborate a study 
of the story of Beowulf's Return fails to betray any satisfactory evidence of separate 
authorship, is a confirmation of the verdict of 'not proven' against the 'dividers.' But 
there can be no doubt that Schlicking's method, his attempt to prove differences in 
treatment, grammar, and style, is the right one." Ibid., p. 120. As we shall see, paleo
graphical and codicological evidence adds an entirely new dimension to the argument. 
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118). But these concessions insufficiently account for the purpose of 
Schlicking's investigations, and thus unfairly minimize the validity of 
his results. As Schlicking makes clear in his second chapter, "Der 
Ausgangspunkt der folgenden Untersuchung" (Beowulfs Riickkehr, pp. 
9-15), it is the textual contradictions in Beowulf's homecoming, more 
than the gulf between the fights in Denmark and the fight in Geatland, 
that oblige one to scrutinize even minor syntactical idiosyncrasies of the 
type mentioned above. They corroborate the more obvious textual evi
dence of composite authorship. Schlicking is usually characterized as a 
dissector or divider of Beowulf. Actually, his conclusions stress the ulti
mate unity of the poem, and the creative ingenuity of an Anglo-Saxon 
poet who (in an eminently medieval way) drew on the work of other 
poets to create a new poem of epic proportions (ibid., pp. 73-74). 

The same body of evidence has been interpreted quite differently by 
Francis P. Magoun, Jr. 71 His conclusions stress the ultimate disunity of 
the poem, for he views the three distinct parts of Beowulf (Beowulf's 
youthful exploits in Denmark, Beowulf's homecoming, and Beowulf's 
death in Geatland) as three distinct folk poems, brought together 
through the industry of "an anthologizing scribe." In short, Magoun's 
theory resuscitates the old Liedertheorie, in the light of current concep
tions of oral performance. Magoun refers to the three separate parts as 
Beowulf A, Beowulf A', and Beowulf B. From his folkloric standpoint, 
the question of the ultimate unity of the poem is irrelevant, and this 
frees him to emphasize textual discrepancies in the three parts as nat
ural variants. As he says in "Beowulf A': A Folk-Variant" (p. 100): 

Rather than assume the existence of an incredibly careless singer or 
irresponsible lettered poet it would seem more natural to assume the 
insertion by an anthologizing scribe of a variant (A') which, though giv
ing a far shorter version of the fabula in question, included what seemed 
to him like a lot of curious and interesting features not in A and that he 
made his insertion for just that reason. Such a solution allows one to have 
a higher opinion of the work of both A and A' and relieves a critic of 
feeling obliged to try to convert inconsistencies into artistic triumphs. 

71. In "Beowulf A': A Folk Variant"; and "Beowulf B: a Folk-Poem on Beowulf's 
Death." 
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If one is looking for inconsistencies, as Magoun is, it is easy to find 
them, though many of the ones he cites are more imagined than real. 
Most can be explained, if not as artistic triumphs, then as natural shifts 
in emphasis or pleasing variations in detail. 72 

Still, there are some inconsistencies between A and A' that are hard 
to ignore or gloss over: Hroogar's sons, Hreoric and Hroomund, figure 
rather prominently in A (lines 1169-1231), yet in A' Beowulf does not 
mention them by name and tells H ygelac all about the impending mar
riage of Ingeld the Heaoobard and Freawaru, Hroogar's daughter, who 
is not even mentioned in A (see 2020-2069); in A' Grendel seems less 
savage and primitive than in A, for Beowulf tells H ygelac that Grendel 
carried some kind of gaming bag (glof, 2085), in which to stow his vic
tims. These variants, alone, provide a case for Magoun. The variants 
he urges between A and B are perhaps less persuasive than these, but 
since all scholars agree that there is a rift between Beowulf's youthful 
exploits in Denmark and his death in Geatland, there is no need to hunt 
out specific variants. Whether or not they were composed by one person, 
the stories are different, and are presented differently enough to sustain 
Magoun's belief in an A singer and a B singer. In "Beowulf B: a Folk
Poem on Beowulf's Death," Magoun summarizes the entire theory in 
the following way (pp. 129-130): 

What we actually have are two stories about the Gautish hero Beowulf. 
The first is about a youthful adventure with a couple of trolls at the 
Scielding court ... in Denmark and is told twice, once at some length by 
a narrator (Beowulf A ... ), once much more briefly (cp. 11. 1999-2176) 
by Beowulf himself to his uncle HY3elac, king of the Gauts (Beowulf 
A'). Beowulf A' ends up with a somewhat curious miscellany of remarks 
(11. 2177-99) that seem only casually to concern what precedes or fol
lows. The second Beowulf story starting at line 2200 tells of Beowulf's 
death at the hands [sic] of a sort of flying dragon and begins in an almost 

72. See, especially, A. G. Brodeur, "Beowulf One Poem or Three?"; Sherman 
Kuhn, "Beowulf and the Life of Beowulf: A Study in Epic Structure"; and Waiter 
Scheps, "The Sequential Nature of Beowulf's Three Fights." For a recent and finely 
detailed structural analysis, see John D. Niles, "Ring Composition and the Structure 
of Beowulf." 
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jolting fashion, considering that some odd sixty-five years separate this 
part of Beowulf's life history from what precedes. 

While the evidence is malleable, there can be no doubt that there are 
textual and structural grounds for these arguments in favor of multiple 
authorship of the poem. The problem with Magoun's folkloric expla
nation of the evidence is that it does not sufficiently confront the unques
tionably literary activity of the "anthologizing scriber s]" who suppos
edly fused three oral performances into one literary (recorded) epic. 

It is here that Magoun's and Schilcking's theories merge. From his 
own point of view Magoun may have been a dissector or divider of the 
poem, since he was primarily interested in the oral performances, the 
prehistory of the transmitted text. But what must ultimately be of pri
mary interest is the transmitted text itself. Even if one accepts Magoun's 
outline of the prehistory of the epic, with its three independent oral 
sources, the person whom Magoun labels an "anthologizing scribe" 
must have been a lettered poet, who unified his diverse sources. Magoun 
himself unconsciously says as much: "The question of just where A' 
begins and ends, similarly to what extent the original ending of A may 
be involved, is presumably unanswerable short of the discovery of more 
manuscript material, for my postulated anthologizer had presumably to 
some extent mastered the technique of oral singing and hence was able 
to compose authentically in his own words neatly soldered joints. Pre
sumably part of the original ending of A was sacrificed, ... likewise no 
doubt the original beginning of A'. "73 In short, to round off his theory, 
Magoun is forced to create a lettered poet who had mastered the tech
niques of oral performers, who saw a great design in three narratives, 
and who had the talent to reshape them, using what he needed and 
discarding what he did not, into a unified epic. Regardless of his ante
cedents, this person is the Beowulf poet. 

The textual arguments for composite or multiple authorship of Beo
wulf are decisively reinforced by paleographical and codicological evi
dence that has been totally ignored. It can hardly be fortuitous that all 
of this evidence falls within the broadest limits, as first defined by Mi.il
lenhoff, of Beowulf's homecoming (that is, lines 1629-2199). Moreover, 
the clearest and most significant evidence falls within the narrower lim-

73. "Beowulf A': A Folk Variant," pp. 100-101. 
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its of Beowulf's homecoming as defined, for instance, by Klaeber (lines 
1888-2199). Nor, in retrospect, is it likely to be a coincidence that the 
second scribe copied the part of Beowulf's homecoming that holds all of 
the textual discrepancies (from line 1939 on). Indeed, the two scribes' 
work precisely parallels the textual case for composite or multiple 
authorship. As shown in "The Beowulf Codex" in Part 2, the Beowulf 
MS comprises the sixth through the thirteenth gatherings of the Nowell 
Codex. The first scribe alone copied all of Beowulf's youthful exploits 
in Denmark on the sixth through the tenth gatherings, and on the first 
fourteen lines of the eleventh gathering (fol. 171r, to line 1887); the 
second scribe alone copied all of the section on Beowulf's death, which 
conventionally begins with the last six lines of the eleventh gathering74 

(fol. 178v, from line 2200), and of course includes the twelfth and thir
teenth gatherings; the two scribes collaborated on Beowulf's homecom
ing, the eleventh gathering, lines 1888-2199. It is therefore possible that 
Beowulf's homecoming was first composed to join together two different 
Beowulf MSS, and that the extant MS preserves the actual collaboration. 

The exceptional nature of the eleventh gathering as the essential link 
between two otherwise disparate paleographical and codicological units 
is well illustrated by considering the MS minus the eleventh gathering. 
Without this gathering, paleographers would have every reason to con
clude that the two gatherings preserving Beowulf's fight with the 
dragon had been copied many years before the five preserving Beowulf's 
youthful exploits in Denmark. The archaic script of the second scribe, 
in which insular letterforms like the low s still effectively compete with 
the high caroline s, would suggest that the second scribe's work was 
somewhat older than the first scribe's, in which the caroline influence 
is more advanced. It would seem most probable as well that the two 

74. A case can be made for starting the dragon episode at line 2207, with the pal
impsest, the first page of the twelfth gathering. The last few lines of the eleventh 
gathering (lines 2200-2207a) do not lead inexorably to the kingship of Beowulf, the 
first line of the twelfth gathering. On the contrary, they seem to be leading elsewhere: 
"Again it came about in later days, in the crash of battle, after Hygelac lay dead, and 
battle swords became the slayer of Heardred under his shield covering, when fierce 
warriors, the Battle-Scilfings, sought him out among his victorious people, with force 
assailed the nephew of Hereric, after." The transition to Beowulf's rule is decidedly 
abrupt, even with a full stop after nejan Hererices. The former independent existence 
of the dragon episode might account for this. 
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Beowulf MSS derived from different scriptoria, for while the first scribe 
regularly uses gatherings of four sheets, ruled for twenty lines to the 
page,75 and generally arranged so that hair faces hair and flesh faces 
flesh, the second scribe uses gatherings of five sheets, ruled for twenty
one lines to the page, and invariably arranged with the hair side facing 
out. In short, without the eleventh gathering, scholars would have rea
sonably concluded that two unrelated Beowulf stories had been pre
served in two unrelated MSS, attesting to a lively Beowulf tradition 
throughout the country in late Anglo-Saxon times. Linguistic peculiar
ities of the two poems (for example, unbroken a in the first, or the io 
forms in the second) would tend to confirm this deduction, by suggesting 
that the two distinct Beowulf stories must have derived from different 
dialect areas. Surely, it would have been a reckless guess, attacked from 
all sides, to say that the first scribe's MS and the second scribe's MS were 
parts of the same MS, or that the two stories were part of the same poem. 

So the eleventh gathering, containing Beowulf's homecoming, is 
paleographically and codicologically as well as textually transitional. 
The second scribe takes over the copying on the second leaf (fo1. 172v4). 
Naturally, the gathering was made up in the first scribe's manner: it is 
a four-sheet quire, ruled for twenty lines of text to the page; the first 
two sheets are arranged with flesh facing flesh, the second two with hair 
facing hair. Between these paired sheets, hair faces flesh. One assumes 
that the first scribe fully intended to finish copying the gathering, if not 
the entire poem. Because the handwriting of the two scribes is so ill 
matched, it is clear that they did not plan beforehand a place for the 
second scribe to take over the copying. If they had, the change of hands 
could have been obscured by the first scribe stopping at the end of fo1. 
172r. There is compelling codicological evidence that the first scribe 
suddenly halted where he did, and the second took over, because at that 
point a collaboration had been devised to join two originally distinct 
MSS, and two originally distinct poems. 

It is virtually certain, at any rate, that the second scribe copied the 
eleventh gathering-Beowulf's homecoming-after he had already cop-

75. The first gathering of the poem is comprised of four full sheets, and two half
sheets (or leaves) folded on between the third and fourth sheets. The only anomalously 
ruled gathering by the first scribe is the tenth, which is fully discussed below. 
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ied the twelfth and thirteenth gatherings. Obviously, one cannot afford 
to ignore such an amazing parallel to the independent structural and 
textual arguments that the homecoming episode was written after the 
dragon episode, as a transitional link between two formerly unrelated 
Beowulf narratives. The evidence that the second scribe copied the elev
enth gathering last is that he had to squeeze in four extra lines of text, 
in disregard of the original rulings, on fols. 17 4v-17 6r. This compres
sion would not have been necessary if the scribe knew he had at least 
two extra gatherings of unused vellum ahead of him. The squeezing in 
of twenty-one lines of text, at this early stage, on four successive folios 
ruled for twenty lines of text can only mean that the scribe did not have 
vellum available after the eleventh gathering. Certainly, if he had more 
vellum beyond the eleventh gathering, he could have easily fit in the text 
of four extra lines by adding a few extra letters per line, in the course 
of copying the eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth gatherings. Unless he 
was compelled to fit the extra material into the eleventh gathering, it is 
far too early in the copying for the scribe to be worrying about running 
out of vellum. If he really had over twenty empty folios left on which 
to copy, the scribe's desperate recourse of ignoring the rulings of the 
eleventh gathering is inexplicable. The twelfth and thirteenth gather
ings must have been copied already. 

In view of the importance of this conclusion, it will be helpful to 
demonstrate that the four extra lines could not have been added inad
vertently. It might seem, for instance, that one sheet of the eleventh 
gathering could have been unintentionally ruled for twenty-one lines, 
rather than twenty. This simple solution, however, cannot apply here. 
Sheets are only ruled on one side, since the indentations made by the 
awl simultaneously provide identical rulings on the reverse side. Hence 
it is patently impossible for a sheet to be ruled for twenty lines on the 
hair side, but for twenty-one lines on the flesh side. Since foL 174v-
176r do not (and cannot) constitute a single sheet, the extra lines of text 
cannot be accounted for through any kind of oversight. The third sheet 
of the gathering consists of fols. 173 and 176, while the innermost sheet 
consists of fols. 174 and 175. By virtue of the method of ruling both 
sides of a sheet simultaneously, the third sheet cannot have been ruled 
by mistake for twenty lines on foL 173, recto and verso, and foL 176v, 
but for twenty-one lines on fol. 176r; similarly, the fourth sheet cannot 
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have been ruled for twenty lines on fol. 174r, but for twenty-one lines 
on fol. 17 4v, and fol. 175 recto and verso. The extra lines of text on 
these four folios are not there by accident. 

A closer look at these pages reveals how they came to have twenty
one lines of text, despite the fact that they were originally ruled, with 
the rest of the eleventh gathering, for twenty lines. First, it must be said 
that the extra line on fols. 174v-176r was not simply ruled in at the 
bottom of each page.76 A measurement of 174r (twenty lines) and 174v 
(twenty-one lines) from the first ruled line to the last shows that both 
pages have the same writing space (175 mm.). Since the eleventh gath
ering was already ruled for twenty lines throughout, it is surprising that 
the scribe was able to achieve a uniform written space while still using 
the first and last lines of the original rulings. The MS shows that the 
scribe achieved this result by deliberately ignoring the original rulings, 
and by spacing the lines of text so that he would progressively pick up 
enough room for an extra line of text. The FS of fol. 174v is clear enough 
to illustrate the method, for it faintly shows the original rulings. 77 Start
ing at line 3, the scribe begins lifting the line of text away from the 
ruling, until, at line 17, an entire line of text has been added, and the 
rulings can once more coincide with the lines of text. For this reason if 
one counts the rulings on fol. 174v there are twenty, but if one counts 
the lines of text there are twenty-one. This extremely difficult way of 

76. This was done once in the Nowell Codex, on fol. 122v, in Alexander's Letter. 
The scribe probably skipped a line, either at the end of fol. 122v or at the beginning 
of fol. 123r. It is certain that this extra ruling was added by the scribe after he had 
copied the text on fo!' 122r, because the indentation shows through clearly on the 
recto, and yet the scribe failed to use the line on the recto. It should be noted in passing 
that the second scribe did not create twenty-one lines from twenty rulings on fols. 
174v-176r to make his text in the eleventh gathering consistent with the text in the 
twelfth and thirteenth gatherings: he follows the twenty-line rulings on fols. 172v-
174r and on fols. 176v-178v. 

77. Oddly enough, Malone's FS, using the same photograph as Zupitza's, does not 
show the rulings very clearly at all. In the MS, the original rulings are most easily seen 
on fols. 174v and 176r. 

Plate 16. Fo!. 174v. In order to fit more text on the page than the first scribe's 
writing grid allowed, the second scribe omitted the fitt number, ignored the 
right margin, and wrote 21 lines of text within the space of the 20 rulings. 
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including the extra material emphasizes that the scribe was compelled 
to fit it all in within the eleventh gathering. 

There are other sure signs of his need to fit more text in than the 
gathering was designed to hold. On fol. 174v, the same page on which 
the scribe began squeezing in an extra line of text in disregard of the 
rulings, he omitted fitt number XXX for lack of space. It is not sur
prising that he did not squander the line he had so laboriously gained 
on a fitt number, and that he drew the large capital 0 outside the area 
of the text. He garnered a good deal more space throughout the gath
ering by ignoring the first scribe's margins, or bounding lines, which 
permitted him only about 10 cm. of text per line. The second scribe 
added between 1 and 2 cm. of additional space per line by ignoring one 
or both of the first scribe's margins. Again, fol. 174v provides a good 
example, because of the clarity of the rulings: the right bounding line 
can be easily seen in the FS in line 10, between hryre and lytle. By 
ignoring the margin on this one page, the scribe added outside the mar
gin over sixty characters, the equivalent of at least two whole lines, to 
his text. The scribe normally ignored the right margin, as in this exam
ple, though a few times he disregarded the left bounding line too. We 
can even see in the FS the point at which the scribe knew that the rest 
of his text would fit into the gathering without further violating the 
bounds of the first scribe's grid. By fol. 176v he stopped squeezing in an 
extra line of text in disregard of the first scribe's rulings; on the next 
page, fol. 177r, after ignoring the first scribe's left margin for the first 
eighteen lines, he used the first scribe's margin for the last two, and 
thereafter generally adhered to the 10-cm. boundaries until the last page 
of the gathering (fol. 178v). The scribe undeniably went to great lengths 
to fit a certain amount of text within the transitional eleventh gathering. 
And the only conceivable reason he would be compelled to do so would 
be that the following gatherings had already been copied. 

Thus a clear pattern emerges from all of the extraordinary paleo
graphical and codicological data associated with the second scribe. He 
has not only corrected errors, and restored damage caused by age and 
use. His part of the MS provides compelling codicological evidence that 
he copied a new episode, designed to fuse BeowuIrs Danish and Geatish 
exploits into a unified epic. Apparently, many years later, he was still 
working toward a better fusion of the parts, on the revised text of fol. 
179. But there is also some evidence that the first scribe took part in the 
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last revisions of the poem. The indications are that the text of what is 
now the tenth gathering was subjected to major revisions after the scribe 
stopped copying the eleventh gathering. Since the tenth gathering (fols. 
163-170) contains that part of the text that Miillenhoff would include 
in Beowulf's homecoming (lines 1629 ff.), there is at least a case to 
examine. And if the second scribe was copying an entirely new text in 
the eleventh gathering, it should not be surprising that the text imme
diately preceding it might need some revision, too, to accommodate the 
new direction of the narrative. Together, the rulings of the tenth gath
ering, and the fitt numbers after line 1629, make a solid case in favor 
of such a revision. 

The first scribe, as we have seen, ruled all of his gatherings, except 
the tenth, for twenty lines of text to the page.78 His absolute uniformity 
in this respect, not only in Beowulf, but in the prose texts as well, makes 
the twenty-two-line rulings of the tenth gathering somewhat suspicious. 
The only obvious explanations are that the scribe had more material to 
copy in the gathering than he originally had planned for it, which is 
consonant with revision, or that the gathering was ruled anomalously 
by mistake. The latter can be safely eliminated. The gathering was 
intentionally ruled for twenty-two lines, as a measurement of the writ
ten space, from the first ruling to the last, makes clear. If two extra 
pricks had been inadvertently made through the sheets when the rulings 
were prepared, the written space would be approximately 20 mm. 
longer than the written space of pages having only twenty lines per 
page. In fact, the written space for the twenty-two-line folios is the same 
as it is for the twenty-line folios (c. 175 mm.). Thus it is certain that the 
rulings were not expanded from twenty to twenty-two lines. On the 

78. All apparent exceptions have nothing to do with the original rulings. The extra 
ruling on fo!' 122 is explained in note 76, Part 3. The other exceptions are not in the 
number of rulings themselves, but in the number of rulings used. The recto of fol. 
95(97) has only seventeen lines of text on a page ruled for twenty lines because that 
was all that was needed to finish the St. Christopher legend; similarly, fo!' 103v has 
only nineteen lines of text, the number needed to finish The Wonders of the East, and 
fo!' 128v has only seven, to finish Alexander's Letter. Fo!. 108v in Alexander's Letter 
has nineteen lines, because the entire first line (and part of the second) was erased. 
Finally, the first page of Beowulf (fo!. 129r) has only nineteen lines of text, for the 
first line of capitals occupies the space between the first two rulings. In short, the first 
scribe was absolutely consistent in his ruling, until the tenth gathering. 



Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 
Kevin S. Kiernan With a new foreword by Katherine O'Brien O'Keeffe 
http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=8599 
The University of Michigan Press, 1997  

[264] Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 

contrary, it shows that the scribe took care from the beginning that an 
anomalously ruled gathering would not look remarkably different from 
the rest of his gatherings, by keeping the writing space identical, despite 
the extra rulings. 

It is not extraordinary in itself, of course, that the scribe ruled his 
gathering commensurate with the amount of text he had to copy. What 
is extraordinary is that, for some reason, he had to restrict the extra 
rulings to the tenth gathering. In short, it is hard to explain why he 
made the tenth gathering with twenty-two lines per page, and the elev
enth with twenty lines, instead of ruling both for twenty-one lines. The 
only apparent reason is that the scribe had to copy more material onto 
the tenth gathering than had been originally planned for it, and curi
ously could not spread the extra material over two gatherings. Once 
again, this kind of restriction implies revision in the circumscribed area. 
It is precisely the same kind of restriction that impelled the second scribe 
to fit in four extra lines of text on the eleventh gathering. The first 
scribe, after ceasing work on the eleventh gathering, must have gone 
back and copied a revised text on the tenth. 

The revised text, it seems, was either considerably shorter or some
what longer than the original text. At first glance, it would appear that 
the revised text was longer, since it required a gathering ruled for 22 
lines per page, while the original text only needed 20 lines per page. In 
other words, the revised text was about 32 lines longer than the original 
text. But these appearances are probably deceiving. Evidence from the 
fitt numbers indicates that the poem was shortened, which could mean 
that a gathering ruled for 22 lines replaced two original quires ruled for 
the customary 20 lines. In this case the revision is quite radical, for it 
means that about 288 lines (the difference between two quires ruled for 
20 lines and one quire ruled for 22) were deleted from the poem. How
ever, it is unrealistic to conceive of a major revision as simple addition 
or subtraction of lines. In all probability, parts of the text were deleted, 
while other parts were expanded. There is evidence from the fitt num
bers that an entire fitt was deleted from the poem, but aside from this, 
the precise nature and scope of the apparent revision of the text of the 
tenth gathering remain a mystery. 

The fitt numbers indicate that the twenty-fourth fitt of the original 
text was deleted in its entirety. Accordingly, they independently corrob-
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orate the conclusions reached on the basis of the anomalous rulings. All 
of the fitt numbers in Beowulf preceding line 1629 in the tenth gath
ering, from I to XXIII, are in perfect order, and have not been tampered 
with in any way. But beginning with the second number of the anom
alously ruled tenth gathering, and continuing through the eleventh gath
ering to number XXXI, all of the fitt numbers either have been altered 
or were never written in the first place. Since the reasons for these 
curious difficulties in the simple act of consecutive numbering have 
never been sought, no special significance has ever been attached to 
them. It has not even been recognized that the alterations of the fitt 
numbers were not made by either of the scribes.79 

The alterer was, it seems, an early modern reader of the codex, for 
the changes had already been made in time for the Thorkelin tran
scripts. On fol. 164r the scribe correctly wrote XXIII for the first fitt of 
the tenth gathering. However, on fol. 166r he mistakenly wrote XXV 
for the next fitt, instead of XXIIII, and thereafter he and the second 
scribe held to the new, erroneous sequence. The alterer made an abor
tive effort to correct the sequence, but in the process obscured the first 
scribe's real error, and left the false impression that the second scribe 
had made a series of errors. In all, five numbers were altered: of the 
first scribe's numbers, XXV was changed to XXIIII by writing two of 
the four I's over the V;80 XXVI, XXVII, and XXVIII on fols. 168r, 
169v, and 171r were changed to XXV,8! XXVI and XXVII, simply by 
erasing the last I of each number; similarly, the second scribe's number 

79. Malone says, "The fit number [XXIIII] is obviously corrected in another hand, 
presumably the second scribe's" (Nowell Codex, p. 71), and Westphalen concurs 
(Beowulf, p. lOS, n. 140). 

SO. The first two I's are joined at the bottom, because of the original V they attempt 
to obscure. 

S1. There is an inkblot covering everything after XX- (fol. 16Sr9), but it seems to 
be the same ink used to draw the four I's of the preceding fitt number. As Malone 
says, "Only the xx of the fit number is easy to read, because of the great blot (modern) 
over the rest of it. But [Thorkelin] AB have xxv, in A followed by a point, and I think 
I can make out both v and point. In all likelihood the scribe wrote vi (rather than v), 
later corrected by rubbing out the i, but the blot keeps us from finding signs of era
sure." Nowell Codex, p. 73. Under high-intensity light the V is certain, and what 
Malone takes for a point could just as well be faint signs of the original I, erased. 
Perhaps the alterer, after erasing the I, started to touch up the V when his pen ran. 
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XXVII II was changed to XXVIII by erasing the last 1. Only the first 
alteration, XXIIII, can be judged from a paleographical viewpoint, but 
it is easy to see in the stiff, childlike counterfeiting of the I's that neither 
of the two scribes made them. Yet even if the I's had been drawn more 
skillfully, it would still be hard to assign these changes to either of the 
scribes. The first scribe had no conceivable opportunity to correct one 
of the second scribe's numbers, while it is highly unlikely that the second 
scribe would correct four of the first scribe's numbers, and leave all but 
one of his own uncorrected. One may safely conclude that the five 
altered fitt numbers are later changes. 

The untenable belief that these alterations were made by the second 
scribe has led to some unwarranted conclusions about the number of 
fitts in the poem. The second scribe wrote only two fitt numbers in the 
eleventh gathering: XXVIII I on fo1. 173r, and XXXI on fo1. 177r. He 
did not write XXX on fo1. 174v for lack of space. After all, this is the 
first folio on which the scribe squeezed in an extra line of text in dis
regard of the rulings. He did, however, clearly mark the fitt by the large 
capital 0. When the alterer changed XXVIIII to XXVIII by erasing 
the last I, he left the impression that the second scribe had failed to write 
in two fitt numbers, XXVIIII and XXX, and worse, that he had failed 
even to mark the beginning of one of the fitts with a capital letter. 82 

Thus the alterer ingenuously shifted the first scribe's mistake over to 
the second scribe, for the illusion that two fitt numbers are missing here 
can be directly traced back to the first scribe's error of skipping number 
XXIIII, and writing XXV instead. The second scribe, who relied on 
the accuracy of the first scribe's number sequence, continued numbering 
the fitts where the first scribe left off. Hence the disarray in the fitt 

82. Most editors authorize this false impression. Klaeber and von Schau bert, for 
instance, print in brackets the numbers XXVIIII and XXX at the beginning of line 
2039. This procedure implies a major scribal corruption of the text where no corrup
tion at all exists. The only justification there is for the notion that the unnumbered fitt 
[XXX] is in fact two fitts is its length-lOS verses (lines 2039-2143); yet fitt VIII 
consists of 103 verses, XLI of 112, and XXXV of 142 verses. 

Plate 17. Fo!. 166r11. The first scribe's fitt number XXV was sloppily altered 
by a later hand to XXIIII. 
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numbers of the tenth and eleventh gatherings, and the confusion over 
the actual number of fitts in the poem, can all be reduced to the first 
scribe's omission of XXIIII. If one ignores the later alterations, the fitts 
were numbered from I to XXIII, and then from XXV to XLIII, indi-
cating that there are forty-three fitts in the poem, whereas in fact there 
are only forty-two. 

Despite the hiatus between XXIII and XXV, the scribes' erroneous 
number sequence ought to be maintained, for it preserves an interesting, 
and possibly very significant, feature from the making of the text. The 
following table provides at a glance a full account of this sequence, not-
ing the five spurious alterations in the margin. 

Altered 
Fitt Folio Verses Fitt Folio Verses Numbers 

I 130r 62 XXII 162v 84 
II 132v 74 XXIII 164r 94 

III 134r 69 [ ] 
III I 135v 62 XXV 166r 89 [XXIIII] 

V 137r 51 XXVI 168r 77 [XXV] 
VI 138r 85 XXVII 169v 71 [XXVI] 

VII 140r 43 XXVIII 171r 75 [XXVII] 
VIII 141r 60 XXVIIII 173r 76 [XXVIII] 

VIllI 142v 103 [XXX] 174v 105 
X 145r 48 XXXI 177r 77 

XI 146r 81 XXXII 179r 91 
XII 147r 46 XXXIII 181r 79 

XIII 148r 88 XXXIIII 183r 69 
XlIII 150r 66 XXXV 184v 142 

XV 151v 59 XXXVI 187v 92 
XVI 152v 75 XXXVII 189A(197)v 58 

XVII 154v 67 XXXVIII 189v 69 
XVIII 156r 59 [XXXVIIII] 191r 71 

XVIIII 157v 70 XL 192v 54 
XX 159r 62 XLI 193v 112 

XXI 160v 90 XLII 195v 79 
XLIII 198r 46 

The table highlights the source of all apparent errors in the number 
sequence as the first scribe's omission of number XXIIII. All of the 
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numbers following this omission are in proper sequence, if one ignores 
the alterer's abortive effort to correct the first scribe's oversight.83 

The scribes' number sequence is, in any event, quite significant. No 
matter how one interprets the evidence, it effectively proves that the fitts 
of the poem had not been numbered before the extant MS, and this in 
turn is consonant with a contemporary MS. At the very least, the omis
sion of XXIIII suggests that the first scribe was numbering the fitts of 
Beowulf for the first time, without the aid of numbers in his exemplar, 
and that he omitted a number by mistake. The second scribe did not 
have numbers in his exemplar, for his numbers follow the first scribe's 
erroneous sequence. The alternative-that their exemplars contained 
the same errors-should not be too tempting. We are sure that some of 
the fitt numbers in the Nowell Codex were drawn in after the texts had 
been copied. In Beowulf, the numbers up to fol. 168r were drawn by 
the first scribe with a much sharper quill than the one he used to copy 
the text. For the Judith fragment, we have seen that the numbers were 
put in later, by someone other than the scribe, presumably after the 
Judith codex was complete and all texts could be properly numbered 
seriatim. The evidence in the last two gatherings of the Beowulf MS 

likewise suggests that these numbers too were added later, after the 
entire text had been copied. It is obvious, though, that the second scribe 
intended to leave space for planned fitt numbers, for on fol. 183r he left 
an entire line free for a number. But it is equally clear that he did not 
have numbers in his exemplar, for in other cases he forgot to leave space 
for them. On fol. 189v he inadvertently began a new fitt without leaving 
space; part way through the first line of the new fitt he realized his 
oversight and improvised space by cutting off the name Wihstanes after 
writing only wih-. And on fol. 191r, he assumed he had left space for 
a number at the end of the fitt, but he must not have known at the time 
that the number would be XXXVIIII, the longest of all, too long he 
apparently decided for the space he had reserved for it: he left the space 
blank. Thus, all of the signs point to the conclusion that the fitts of the 
poem were first numbered in the extant MS. 

83. The alterer no doubt stopped where he did because he did not want to write 
in number XXVIIII on foi. 174v (for lack of skill as well as lack of space), and then 
continue altering all the rest of the numbers throughout the poem. The second scribe's 
omission of number XXX on foi. 174v provided a well-camouflaged place to stop. 
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On the other hand, the first scribe's omission of XXIIII may really 
point to a far more significant conclusion. The numbering could have 
been initially thrown off if a revised text of the tenth gathering in part 
entailed the deletion of the original twenty-fourth fitt. The first scribe's 
numerical oversight is easily understood if one assumes that the revi
sions were made on the quires replaced by the tenth gathering. When 
the scribe copied the revised text, he mechanically copied as well the fitt 
numbers he had formerly written on his first copy. In this light, the fitt 
numbers remarkably corroborate the conclusion, arrived at on the basis 
of the anomalous rulings, that the tenth gathering comprises a late 
revision of the poem. 

Conclusion 

Quite obviously, this study of the BeowuljMs is not totally objective, for 
it is founded on the premise of a contemporary MS, and therefore 
actively seeks significance in paleographical and codicological evidence. 
It deliberately searches for any indications in the MS that Beowulj was 
not mechanically copied, after the prose texts that now precede it in the 
Nowell Codex, as the fourth item in a humdrum anthology. It con
cludes, through paleographical and codicological evidence, not only that 
the premise is warranted, but that the extant MS actually was the poet's 
(or poets') working copy. All previous investigations of the MS are 
equally subjective, and far less descriptive, because they are founded on 
the premise that the MS is a late, corrupt copy of an early poem. Accord
ingly, though there has never been any attempt to justify this premise, 
the possible significance of paleographical and codicological evidence is 
assiduously ignored. If the conclusions of the present study are not 
inevitable, however, the mass of MS data on which they are based pro
vides for the first time relevant evidence to evaluate. Taken all together, 
the evidence sustains the view of a contemporary MS: it assuredly cannot 
support the traditional view that study of the MS, in the case of Beowulf, 
is not pertinent. 

The traditional view of the MS is faced, for the first time, with paleo
graphical and codicological data in direct conflict with it. The most 
probable construction of the original gatherings shows that the poem 
was probably copied as a separate codex. The capital lettering, partic-
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ularly in the first line of Beowulf, sharply contrasts with the capital 
lettering in the prose texts; also on the first page of Beowulf, the rulings, 
the deterioration of the script in the lower right corner, and the partly 
obliterated inscription, Vi[tellius) A. 15, all indicate that Beowulf 
existed (and thus was copied) as a separate codex. Wanley, who 
expertly studied and described the composite codex before the fire 
destroyed the gatherings, refers to the Beowulf MS as a separate book. 
If it was a separate book, it was not mechanically copied with the prose 
texts. More specifically, the traditional view must now be reconciled 
with the thorough and repeated scribal proofreading of Beowulf alone, 
which suggests that the MS was copied separately, and then corrected 
with care and comprehension. The MS was also repaired by the second 
scribe as time and use damaged it. Finally, the traditional view must 
ponder the palimpsest and the revised text on fol. 179; the three delib
erately deleted lines on fol. 180v; the four inserted lines in the eleventh 
gathering which flagrantly disregard the rulings; the anomalously ruled 
tenth gathering; and the ramifications of the skipped fitt number, 
XXIIII. Without ignoring all of this paleographical and codicological 
evidence, there is now an obligation, for those who would adhere to the 
traditional view, to prove that the BeowulfMs is not a contemporary MS 

of the poem. 
For now, it seems more fruitful to pursue the possibility, which much 

of this paleographical and codicological evidence supports, that the Beo
wulf MS is an unfinished draft of the poem, and that it preserves for us 
the artistic fusion of two originally distinct Beowulf narratives. It is 
unlikely that a final draft would have provided such consistent evidence 
that Beowulf is a composite poem: structurally and orthographically (so 
perhaps linguistically) there are two distinct parts to the poem, exclud
ing Beowulf's homecoming; paleographically and codicologically there 
are two distinct parts to the MS, excluding the transitional gathering 
containing Beowulf's homecoming; in the transitional gathering the 
orthographic (or linguistic), paleographic, and codicological differences 
all converge, and as they are fused, so too are the heroic events of Beo
wulf's life. Here the division in the poem and the division of labor 
between the two scribes are quite remarkably reconciled. A final draft 
would at least obscure the transition paleographically (aside from the 
change of hands) and codicologically, rather than highlight it, as the 
Beowulf MS does, in the tenth and eleventh gatherings, and in the pal-
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impsest. The Beowulf MS appears to be an unfinished draft of a late 
collaboration because there is evidence of collaboration in precisely the 
part of the MS where all of the different transitions-structural, ortho
graphical or linguistic, paleographical, and codicological-had to be 
made. CoincideJ:lce can be stretched to cover many contingencies, per
haps, but even it will snap when stretched too far. In the tenth gather
ing, the first scribe begins fitt XXVI (altered to XXV) with the word 
OojJcet, in the middle of a sentence (line 1740); in the eleventh gather
ing, the second scribe begins fitt [XXX] with the same word, Ooocet, 
again in the middle of a sentence (line 2039). Elsewhere, neither scribe 
ever begins a sentence with 000cet,84 or a fitt in the middle of a sentence. 
This coincidence at least implies that the division between fitts in these 
two crucial gatherings was not carefully planned out in advance. If a 
collaboration was in progress, there were more exciting things to think 
about. 

One final paleographical clue that Beowulf is a late fusion of two 
originally separate poems first accomplished, and therefore preserved, 
in the extant MS, may be deduced from the second scribe's proofreading 
of the first scribe's copy. This material has not been discussed with the 
rest of the scribal proofreading, because it seems fundamentally different 
from the rest of the proofreading. This additional evidence also reveals 
truly exceptional interest in the poem by a scribe who is usually sup
posed to have been largely ignorant of its meaning, and so inattentive, 
careless, and lazy in copying it. As we have seen from the scribe's proof
reading of his own work, these suppositions are untenable. But, in his 
proofreading of the first scribe's work, already carefully proofread by 
the first scribe, he picks up some decidedly minute oversights. His 
superscript corrections are easy to identify, not only by the difference in 
hand, but by his characteristic use of a comma to mark the place of 

insertion: thus, on fol. 133r20 he corrects beortre to beor~tre; on fol. 

84. Von Schaubert interprets 000«.1, in these cases in an adverbial sense-"after
ward"-rather than in the customary conjunctive sense, "until." Thus, in her text, 
000«.1, begins new sentences as the new fitts begin. The fact that the word is used to 
begin new fitts suggests that von Schau bert is right. 

Plate 18. The comma beneath the correction on fo!' 142r13, in the first scribe's 
part of the MS, indicates that the correction was made by the second scribe. 
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142r13 0 is corrected to o~; gan to gan~, on fol. 160v14, and jeh to 

jeh?, on fol. 168v3. These corrections reflect close attention to detail; the 
last two emphasize as well the scribe's comprehension of the text, for 
real linguistic forms that are wrong in the context are corrected. But 
most of the second scribe's corrections in the first scribe's section of the 
MS are not corrections at all: they are emendations. In many cases, the 
second scribe changes perfectly acceptable linguistic (or orthographic) 
forms to forms generally found in his own part of the MS. Together, 
these changes support the view that Beowulf and the Beowulf MS are 
one and the same, for the second scribe's emendations can be seen as the 
first steps toward normalizing the orthography of the composite text. 

On fol. 140v14, the second scribe emends dol-scaoan to dol-sceaoan. 
The first scribe's spelling is certainly not an error: the word appears 
with the a spelling frequently in his part of the text (554, 707, 712, 737, 
766,801,1339,1803,1895), and the other spelling occurs, too, but only 
in the genitive plural (4, 274). The second scribe's e represents a glide 
that developed in some dialects after palatalization of sc-.The spelling 
without the e is evidently a Mercian feature, for as Campbell points 
out, "there is no trace of the development of a glide between sc and a 
back vowel" in Mercian texts (Old English Grammar, p. 68). The 
spelling with the e, on the other hand, cannot be localized, because it is 
standard Late West Saxon, which at this late date was used as the lit
erary dialect by Mercians as well as West Saxons. In a contemporary 
MS it is very strange indeed that the two scribes followed such discrepant 
orthographical traditions to copy the same poem. After all, it is impos
sible to believe that the scribes' exemplar followed two different ortho
graphical traditions, too, which corresponded exactly with the parts of 
the poem later copied by the two scribes of the extant MS. In short, if 
one believes in a single exemplar, one or the other (or both) of the two 
scribes radically altered its spellings in the course of copying his part of 
the poem. 

The implications here are worth exploring. A single exemplar must 
have been uniformly written, either in a nonstandard, presumably Mer
cian orthography, or in the standard Late West Saxon orthography. In 
the case of the former, the first scribe copied -scaoa accurately, while 
the second scribe transliterated -scaoa into the Late West Saxon spelling 
-sceaoa, and even went so far as to start transliterating the first scribe's 
work. The alternative is less believable: the exemplar was basically 
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written in the standard Late West Saxon orthography, but for some 
reason the first scribe transliterated his portion of the MS into a non
standard, local orthography. These deductions apply, of course, to other 
major discrepancies in spelling, as well, the most famous of which is the 
preponderance of io (over eo) spellings in the second scribe's part of the 
MS. And, assuming a single exemplar (no matter who is supposed to 
have done the transliterating), it is astonishing that the two scribes 
worked on the same poem with such different aims and methods. The 
argument that either transliterated, however, cannot be easily upheld. 
As many of the scribes' written corrections and erasures illustrate, both 
scribes attempted to copy what was before them: a dittograph is not 
made by someone who is transliterating rather than copying. Further
more, though the spellings in the prose codex and in the Judith fragment 
are not appreciably different from the spellings in Beowulf, there are 
enough minor differences to suggest that both scribes faithfully copied 
the spellings of their exemplars. Hence a possible explanation for the 
orthographical differences between the first and second scribe in Beo
wulf is that their respective parts of the MS are based on two different 
exemplars. 

The second scribe's emendations in the first scribe's text (like scaoa 
to sceaoa) make a good deal more sense once it is realized that they are 
not corrections, and that they are not based on the first scribe's exem
plar. The second scribe did not need an exemplar to read the first 
scribe's copy, detect and correct a few minor mistakes, and normalize a 
few spellings in accordance with predominant spellings in his own copy. 
On fo1. 132r14 he emends the occasional spelling scyppen to the stan
dard form, scyppend.85 On fo1. 144r5 he changes wealhjJeo to wealh
jJeow; as in the case of -scaoan, he only makes the change the first time 
the word occurs, letting it stand without the w thereafter (629, 664, 
1162, 1215) .86 Zupitza believed that the change of amgum to the unsyn
copated form, mnigum, on fo1. 147rll was made "in the same hand," 

85. The first scribe's form, scyppen, has been defended by Malone in "Notes on 
Beowulf: I." Von Schau bert prints scyppen in her edition. 

86. Moreover, he spells the name without final w in his own part of the MS (2173); 
his emendation of the first scribe's form should perhaps still be seen as an attempt to 
regularize spellings throughout the MS, for at line 2961 (in his own section) he alters 
ongenoio to ongenoiow. It appears, then, that the second scribe ultimately wanted to 
return to the conservative spelling of the name element, -jJeow (or -fJiow). 
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but it was clearly made by the second scribe. A single minim is virtually 
impossible to identify with any real certitude on paleographical 
grounds; but since the first scribe only uses the spellings a:ng;um (474, 
1461) or a:neg;um (655, 842) for the dative, while the second scribe uses 
the form a:nig;um (2416) elsewhere, the emendation must have been 
made by him. A similar case occurs on fo1. 158v15, where on has been 
altered to in. Here the i does look like the first scribe's, but once again 
the usage is more in keeping with the second scribe: the alteration OCcurS 
in the phrase in Heorote, which the first scribe invariably writes on 
Heorote (475, 497, 593,1330,1671). The second scribe's usage varies. 
He writes on Hiorte (2099) once, but elsewhere he writes in Swiorice 
(2383,2495) and in Hrefnesholt (2935). The significance of the change 
is hard to imagine, but in any event it is an emendation, not a correction. 

The second scribe makes another emendation on fo1. 167v10, where 
he changes ferjJe to ferhjJe. He himself uses the first scribe's form as a 
variant spelling in collenfera (2787; versus collenferha 1806) and sar
igfera (2447). The change was perhaps motivated by an erratic desire 
for a conservative spelling. Curiously, he emends a conservative form on 
fo1. 169r19, by altering dogor to the analogical form dogore. The first 
scribe's original reading, jJy dogor, is the cOrrect dative-instrumental 
for nouns of the -es -as declension, and the first scribe uses the form 
elsewhere (1395). The second scribe apparently made the emendation 
to refine the meter, though dogore is the form he uses anyway (2573). 
Since the emendation transcends orthography, it supports the view that 
the two scribes worked with two different exemplars. On the other 
hand, orthographical variety is perhaps unusually significant in the sec
ond scribe's final emendation, of hrejJe to hrajJe, on fo1. 171v20. The 
word appears frequently, with a variety of spellings, in the first scribe's 
part of the MS: hrajJe (748), hraoe (224), hra:jJe (1437), rajJe (724, 
where it alliterates with recedes), and hrejJe again (991). The word 
appears three times in the second scribe's section, twice in the eleventh 
gathering, and always spelled with a (1975, 2117, 2968). The revised 
text on the palimpsest contains the late, nonstandard spelling, hra:de 
(fol. 179r11). The word seems mOre familiar to poet and scribe in the 
first part of the MS than in the second. And if the eleventh gathering 
was in fact written after the twelfth and thirteenth, word frequency 
alone would suggest that hraae became an active word in the second 
scribe's part of the MS in the transitional text of Beowulf's homecoming. 
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As we have seen, most of the second scribe's alterations in the first 
scribe's copy are emendations rather than corrections. As a whole, they 
show the scribe normalizing the spelling between the first and second 
parts of the poem. There is no reason to assume that the scribe made 
any of these emendations on the basis of the first scribe's exemplar. 
There is, however, one bit of evidence that strongly implies that the 
second scribe did not have an exemplar to refer to when he read and 
altered the first scribe's work. After the word hafe/an, on fo1. 160r17, 
there is a mark that Zupitza transcribed as a colon, but that in all like
lihood is a mark for insertion, made by the second scribe. The spacing 
makes it clear that the mark was made after the text was copied, and 
the mark itself is what the second scribe ordinarily uses to signal the 
place where an insertion belongs. B7 As Malone says, "After hafe/an 17 
comes what I take for a mark of insertion, printed by Z[ upitzal as a 
colon. It looks like the handiwork of the second scribe .... The first 
scribe here seems to have skipped a verb, which modern editors have to 
supply, since the correction was never made" (Nowell Codex, p. 68). 
The apparent significance of this has gone unnoticed. It is difficult to 
believe that the scribe would note the omission of a verb, mark the place, 
and then fail to write in the missing word,BB if indeed he had the exem
plar. We know he had an exemplar for his own part of the MS, but it 
now seems quite evident that it was not the same as the exemplar used 
by the first scribe. 

Paleographically and codicologically, at least, all of the facts converge 
to support the theory that Beowulf is an 11 th-century composite poem, 

87. See, for example, his marks for insertion on fols. 186r3, 188v13, 189A(197)r4, 
193r11, and 196v19. 

88. The passage, as it stands in the MS, is not in need of an infinitive, as far as the 
sense is concerned, for wille alone is syntactically and contextually sufficient; thus, eeT 
he in wille hafelan (1371-1372) means "before he would want his head within." 
Moreover, willan is frequently used with an infinitive understood from the context, 
and so it would be possible to translate the same phrase "before he will (put) his head 
within." Perhaps the second scribe refrained from making an interpolation here, 
because he came to realize that no interpolation was required. Lines 1371-1372 
should be read as three half-lines: 

aldre on ofre, eeT he in wille hafelan: nis peel heoru slow! 

The enjambment of alliteration provided by the second half-line is effective. 
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and that the Beowulf MS is the archetype of the epic as we now have it. 
Students of the poem first need a new, truly conservative, edition before 
the poem can be easily, or even adequately, revaluated in the light of 
this theory. But it is not hard to imagine how Anglo-Saxon poems like 
Beowulf might have emerged during the reign of Cnut the Great, as an 
aesthetic aftermath of the Danish Conquest. On its most basic level, the 
subject matter is thoroughly Scandinavian, and the poem begins with a 
dedicatory salute to the founding of the king's royal Scylding dynasty. 
Surely Hroogar, the dominant power in Scandinavia, who received 
exiles like Hunfero and Ecgpeow; who married a foreign queen-wor
ried about the succession of her sons-and who was honored by heroes 
like Beowulf, could have been modeled on the latest Scylding king, Cnut 
the Great. The Anglo-Saxon poet who created the exploits of Beowulf 
in Denmark was content to suggest that even the mighty Scyldings, led 
by a wise and noble king, were not immune to irrational disaster. Cnut 
would not have been embarrassed by the implication that everything in 
this life is transitory, or that God rules the universe. 

But the Anglo-Saxon poet who created the dragon episode was more 
poignant. He traces the actual disintegration of a dynasty, which cul
minates in the death of a glorious hero and implies the subsequent 
extinction of an entire race. This poet had for his model the fall of the 
house of Alfred, and the subsumption of his homeland and his race in 
the Danish empire. If he knew Anglo-Saxon history from the Chronicle, 
he might have remembered that fiery dragons first portended the Viking 
invasions of England (A.D. 793); at any rate, he would have known that 
many Anglo-Saxon thanes deserted their lords when the dragon ships 
came in the 11 th-century Danish conquest. His mood is elegiac and, in 
the light of 11 th-century events, unbearably sad. The poet himself is a 
"last survivor of a noble race," who was left an enormous legacy after 
the death of his lord. If the last poet of Beowulf was the second scribe, 
as the paleographical and codicological evidence encourages one to 
believe, he increased, and continued to polish, an Anglo-Saxon treasure 
during the reign of a Danish Scylding lord. 
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[For clarity and ease of reference, distinct indices rerum are provided for the 
headings, Beowulf, BeowulfMs, BL MS Cotton Vitellius A. XV., Nowell Codex, 
and Southwick Codex.] 
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Adams, Eleanor N., 160 
1Elfheah, Archbishop of Canterbury, 

17-18,23 n.17 
1Elfric, 38, 41 n.45, 52-53, 62, 

160 
1Ethelred, 4,15,17-18,19,22 n.16, 

23 
Aldhelm, 173 n. 4 
Alexander's Letter to Aristotle. See 

Nowell Codex. 
Alfred, 12,20,21,23,40,45-46,87, 

278 
Andrew, S. 0., 191 n.24, 215 n.42 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 15-18,21, 

47-48,62, 179,278 
Anstis, John, 92 
Armborst, David, 36 n.36 
Azarias, 179 

B 

Backhouse, Janet, 69 n.7, 71 n.9 
Bale, John, 162 n.69 
Battle of Brunanburh, 24, 47-48 

Battle of Maldon, 24, 27, 45-46,56, 
190 

Bede, 23, 62,174-175 
Bede's Death Song, 30, 173, 176-

178,180 
Benediktsson, Jakob, 16 n.7 
Bennett, J. A. W., 96 n.28 
Benton, John F., 233 n.52 
Benzelius, Eric, 133 n.44 
Beowulf, 3-63, 171-278, and pas

sim. See also Beowulf MS, fols. 
129-198. 

-alliteration and, 10, 182, 184, 
185-190,196,206,214,232. See 
also meter. 

-Anglian, 5, 13,21,28-30,38,41 
n.45, 43-45, 51, 52, 56-58, 63. 
See also Mercian; Northumbrian. 

-archaisms in, 37-38, 42-43, 49-
50, 52. See also poetic dialect. 

-archetype (Urform) , 9, 31,171, 
223,278 

-composite authorship of, 8, 12, 
171,249-264,271-272 

-contractions in, 25-27. See also 
date. 
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Beowulf (continued) 
-date: historical tests of, 4, 15-23, 

61; linguistic tests of, 4-5, 23-
37,43,55,57; phonetic-metrical 
tests of, 5, 24-27, 37; phonetic
morphological-orthographical 
test of, 5, 28, 31-33, 34 (Plate 
1), 35-37; syntactical test of, 5, 
24. See also poetic dialect; stan
dard literary dialect. 

-dialect areas. See Anglian; Ken
tish; Mercian; Northumbrian; 
West Saxon (Early and Late). 

-disyllabic pronunciation. See 
contractions. 

-dragon episode in, 12, 249, 251-
257,257 n.74, 278 

-Early West Saxon, 21, 28, 37-40, 
56 

-as eleventh-century poem, 3-63, 
171-278, passim. 

-emendations of, 9-10, 27, 32, 35-
36, 50, 56, 61-63, 182-189, 192, 
206-211,216-217,241,243,247 

-homecoming episode of, 12,251-
257,271 

-interpolations in, 10, 62, 186-187, 
189,217 

-Kentish, 21, 28, 29, 37-39, 42, 
51, 56, 59. See also linguistic 
forms (mixture of); spellings. 

- Late Old English (Late West 
Saxon), 5, 13, 15,21,23,28-31, 
37 -50 passim, 52, 55, 63, 173-
176, 204, 234, 237, 240, 274, 275. 
See also poetic dialect; spellings; 
standard literary dialect. 

-Late West Saxon. See Late Old 
English. 

-leveling in, 36-37, 37 n.37, 52, 
204. See also spellings. 

Beowulf (continued) 
-linguistic forms (mixture of) in, 5, 

11,14,20-21,24,28,38,40,42, 
48,50-61,219-243 passim. See 
also poetic dialect; spellings. 

-Mercian, 21, 28-29, 32, 37-40, 
40 n.44, 42, 49-51, 53-58, 61-62, 
274-277. See also linguistic forms 
(mixture of); origin (provenance) 
of; spellings. 

-meter of, 10,24-27,32 n.29, 
185-191,196,232,276. See also 
alliteration; date. 

-names in, 50-52, 61,180-185. 
See also linguistic forms (mixture 
of); emendations. 

-non-West Saxonisms and, 5, 38, 
41,43,47,50-54. See also poetic 
dialect; spelling; standard literary 
dialect. 

-Northumbrian, 21, 28, 30, 32, 
37 -40, 51, 52. See also linguistic 
forms (mixture of); spellings. 

-origin (provenance) of, 4, 9, 49-
51, 57-58, 61, 62. See also date; 
as eleventh-century poem; trans
mission of text of. 

-phonetic-metrical test. See 
date. 

- phonetic-morphological-ortho
graphical test. See date. 

-poet, 5, 42, 55, 57,60-61,251-
252, 256, 278 

-poetic dialect of, 5, 37 -50, 57-58, 
61 

-Saxon patois, 28, 37, 53 n.62. See 
also Mercian. 

-single half-lines and, 189-191, 
277 

-spellings, 5,28, 30, 36-37, 52-53, 
56,58-61,188,196,215 n.42, 
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Beowulf (continued) 
234,237-238,239 n.57, 242 n.59, 
243,258,271,274-277. See also 
archaisms; poetic dialect; standard 
literary dialect. 

-standard literary dialect of, 5, 11, 
37-50,55 n.66, 61, 234, 237, 243, 
245. See also Late Old English 
(Late West Saxon). 

-structure of, 12,249-256 
-syntactical test of date. See date. 
-transmission of text of, 3-5, 9, 13, 

14,21-24,27-63 passim, 171-
172, 192, 245 

-vocabulary of, 41-44. See also 
archaisms; poetic dialect. 

Beowulf Codex. See Beowulf MS. 

Beowulf MS, fols. 129-198, 3-23, 
120-132,171-278, and passim. 
See also BL MS Cotton Vitelli us A. 
XV., composite codex. 

-authority of, 9-10, 71,180-190 
passim, 205. See also scribes; first 
scribe; second scribe. 

-capital letters in, 140-141, 270-
271. See also as separate 
codex. 

-construction of, 12, 126,249-252, 
257,270. See also gatherings; as 
separate codex. 

-corrections. See first scribe; second 
scribe. 

-creation of, from two distinct MSS, 

249,256-264,271-278. See also 
as draft of poem. 

-date of, 4, 9,13 n.2, 13-15,22 
n.15, 61, 270 

-dragon episode in, 222 n.46, 249, 
256,257 n.74 

-as draft of poem, 11, 121, 171, 
270-278 

Beowulf MS (continued) 
-exemplar(s) of, 171, 182, 187, 

188, 193, 199,202,203,208,213, 
215,216,217,227,275-277 

-fire of 1731 and, 7, 68, 97-98, 
152-154 

-first scribe, fols. 129-172v3, 196-
205 and passim; accuracy of, 180-
181,185,191,202,217; attentive
ness of, 187, 191, 193, 196-197, 
198-200,202-205; corrections by, 
141-142,145-146,172,191, 
193-197, (of dittographic mate
ria!), 198-199, (of incorrect 
words), 201-205, (of omitted 
material), 199-201; errors of, 171, 
181,182-183,191-192; fitt num
bers and, 263-270, 267 (Plate 
17), 272; gatherings copied by, 
257,263-264; proofreading of, 9, 
145,147-148,194,196-205; revi
sion of text and, 257-259, 263-
264, 270, 271-272; rulings and, 
263-264,270-271; sheet arrange
ment of, 124, 139, 146-147,258; 
spelling of, 60, 275 n.85; under
standing of text and, 202-205, 
214 

-fitt numbers, 148, 154 n.64, 156-
157 (Plates 12a, 12b), 264-270, 
272; complete table of, 268; as 
later additions to MS, 269 

-foliation. See MS foliation. 
-fol. 129r, first page of, 133-135, 

134 (Plate 11), 218, 270-271; 
outside cover of, 133-135 

-fol. 145, replacement leaf in, 147-
148 

-fol. 147A(131), misplaced leaf 
and, 82-83,105,128-129,134-
139. See also MS foliation. 
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Beowulf MS (continued) 
---:-fols. 174v-176r, crowding of text 

and, 259-262; ignoring rulings 
and, 261-262, 260 (Plate 16). See 
also revision of text; second scribe. 

-fo!' 179, palimpsest and, 11-12, 
219-243,225-226 (Plates 14a, 
14b), 244-250, 257 n.74, 271. See 
frontispiece (color plate of 179r). 

-fo!' 180vl-3, deliberately deleted 
lines and, 244 (Plate 15), 245-
249,264,271 

-fo!' 189A(197), as cover for Judith 
fragment, 154-155, 155-156 
(Plates 12a, 12b); misplaced leaf 
and, 82-88, 105, 128-129; as out
side sheet of last gathering, 126, 
154. See also MS foliation. 

-fo!' 198v, as cover for Judith frag
ment, 154-155, 155-156 (Plates 
12a, 12b); fire damage to, 98, 
100-101 (Plates 6a, 6b); last page 
of, 7, 93-99; as last page of Now
ell Codex, 152-154; as misplaced 
leaf, 98-99, 154; as missing leaf, 
98; as outside cover of MS, 218; as 
outside sheet of last gathering, 
126, 149-150, 155-156 (Plates 
12a, 12b). See also MS foliation. 

- "freshening up" theory and, 11, 
150, 152, 218-224, 227 

-gatherings and, 7-8, 12, 126-128, 
132,136,139,146-147,168, 
257-262,270-271; table of, 126; 
transitional gathering, 257-262, 
271. See also construction; creation 
from two MSS; homecoming epi
sode; palimpsest; revision of text; 
as separate codex. 

-historical context of, 15-23 
-homecoming episode and, 12, 

253-262,276 

Beowulf MS (continued) 
-Judith fragment and, 152-158, 

165 
-misplaced folios and, 82-88, 97-

99,105,128-129,134-139,154, 
154 n.63 

-missing folio and, 97-98,157 
(Plate 12b, fo!' 198r), 100 (Plate 
6a, fo!' 198v) 

-MS foliation, 6-7, 72, 81-88, 98-
103, 110. See also misplaced 
folios; missing folio. 

-notice of ownership, fo!' 129r, 
133-134,135 (Plate 11). See also 
outside covers; as separate codex. 

-outside covers of, 100 (Plate 6a, 
fo!' 198v), 133-134, 135 (Plate 
11, fo!' 129r), 149-150, 152-154 

- palimpsest, fo!' 179, lines 2207-
2252, 11-12, 219-250, 225-226 
(Plates 14a, 14b), 271; gaps in 
text on, 228-233; ink on, 219, 
222, 227-243 passim; lack of rul
ings on, 238; texture of vellum 
and, 219, 222-223, 227-228, 
229-230,231,235,238,240,242; 
transcript of text on, 228, 232-
243; vellum discoloration and, 
219,229-230,235,236,238. See 
frontispiece (color plate of fo!' 
179r). See also revision of text; 
second scribe. 

-paper frames (1845 binding) and, 
33, 34 (Plate 1), 35, 195, 233 

-proofreading (scribal) and, 9-10, 
141-148,187,191-218,271-
272. See also first scribe; second 
scribe. 

-prose texts (of Nowell Codex) 
and, 139-140, 148-149. See also 
as separate codex. 

-quires. See gatherings. 
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Beowulf MS (continued) 
-revision of text and, 11-12,219-

250,257-259,262-264,270, 
271-272; deletion of text (fo!. 
180vl-3) and, 245-249; fitt num
bers and, 264-270; palimpsest 
(fo!. 179) and, 219-243; scribal 
collaboration and, 257-259 

-rulings and, 122-123, 134, 146, 
148, 151, 158, 238, 259-262, 260 
(Plate 16), 263 n.78 

-scribes and, 5,9-10,28-37,39, 
42,49,52 n.61, 141-146, 172-
185,191-218,257-270, and pas
sim. See also first scribe; second 
scribe. 

-second scribe, fols. 172v4-198, 
205-218,274-277, and passim; 
accuracy of, 193-194,213,216, 
217; attentiveness of, 187, 193-
194,214-216; corrections by 193-
194, 205-211, 235, 262, (of ditto
graphic errors), 208, 211-212, 
216,231-232, (of first scribe's 
work) 194, 196 n.25, 272-274, (of 
incorrect words), 214-216, (of 
omitted material), 187,212-214, 
217, (using comma as mark of), 
141-146,214,272,273 (Plate 
18), 274, 277; emendations of first 
scribe's work, 274-277; errors by, 
171,183,187-189,191-192,197 
n.26, 206, 217, 235 n.54, 241, 
243; fitt numbers and, 262, 265-
266,268-269, 272; gatherings 
copied by, 257-264; interest in 
text of, 150 n.59, 193-194,205, 
218,272; Judith fragment and, 
148-149,155-158; later hand
writing of, 219, 223, 224-227, 
230-243 passim, 245; palimpsest 
and,11-12,219-243,262;as 

Beowulf MS (continued) 
poet, 278; proofreading of, 9-11, 
147,171,193-194,205-218, (of 
first scribe's work), 145, 171, 194, 
272-274; restoration of text and, 
150,193-194,205,218,219,262; 
revision of text and, 12, 224, 257-
259,262-264, 271-272; rulings 
and, 259-262; sheet arrangement 
of, 124, 126-128, 132, 139, 146, 
222-223, 258; spelling variations 
and, 53, 59-60, 208,209, 210, 
234,239 n.57, 240, 242, 243, 245; 
understanding of text and, 208-
209,211,214-216,218 

-as separate codex, 8-9, 35, 66, 71, 
120-121, 126-127, 132-134, 
139-147,153 n.62, 169, 171, 193, 
270-271 

-sheet collation, 123-128, 132, 139, 
146-147,245 n.62, 259 

-technological aids for study of, 
195-196,198,199,200,201,203, 
214,218,229,232-233,243 

-transmission of, 13-63 passim, 
171-172,216; from poet's wax 
tablets, 171 

Berendsohn, Walter A., 250 n.66 
Bethurum, Dorothy, 23 n.18, 41, 

41 n.45 
Blake, Norman F., 20 n.13, 22 n.15, 

27 n.24 
Blickling Homilies, 13-14 n.2, 62 
Bliss, Alan J., 25 n.21, 189, 190 
BL MS Cotton Vitellius A. xv., com

posite codex, 4-9, 65-169 passim. 
See also Beowulf MS, fols. 129-
198; Nowell Codex, fols. 91 (93)-
206; Southwick Codex, fols. 1-90. 

-Alexander's Letter to Aristotle, 
fols. 104-128. See Nowell Codex, 
fols.91(93)-206. 
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BL MS Cotton Vitelli us A. XV., com
posite codex (continued) 

- Beowulf, fols. 129-198. See 
Beowulf,' Beowulf MS, fols. 129-
198; Nowell Codex, fols. 91 (93)-
206. 

-binder (Gough, August 1845),69 n.7 
-binding (1845), 65-71, 85,103, 

104 (Plate 7),105-109,154, 156-
157 (Plates 12a, 12b) 

-blank leaves: vellum, 95-97, 109; 
paper, 108-109. See also fifth 
foliation. 

-construction of, 4, 6-8, 65-169 
-contents of, 70, 84 
- Debate of Solomon and Saturr 

fols. 83v-90. See Southwick 
Codex, fols. 1-90. 

-Elenchus contentorum, 73, 74, 75 
(Plate 2), 76-79, 87. See also pre
fixed leaves. 

-fifth foliation (early 1870s), 85, 
103,104 (Plate 7),108-110. See 
also foliations. 

-fire of 1731 and, 7, 67-68, 72, 
85-88, 94-95, 98, 109 

-first foliation (1628-1638?), 85, 
90-93. See also foliations. 

-foliations, 6, 65, 71-110; double 
references and, 6, 81-82, 83 n.19, 
84, 103-108; prefixed leaves and, 
71-85,108. See also individual 
foliations. 

-fourth foliation (c. 1845),85, 103, 
104 (Plate 7), 105-108. See also 
foliations. 

- Gospel of Nicodemus fragment, 
fols. 57-83. See Southwick Codex, 
fols. 1-90. 

-history of Cotton collection and, 
65-66, 67 n.3, 67-68 

BL MS Cotton Vitelli us A. xv., com
posite codex (continued) 

-Judith fragment, fols. 199-206. 
See Nowell Codex, fols. 91(93)-
206. 

-MS foliation (third, 1793-1801), 
advantages of, 6, 71-86, 96-97, 
109, 116. See also foliations; sixth 
foliation (1884, "official"). 

- "official" foliation. See sixth folia
tion (1884, "official"). 

-paper frames, 69-70, 72 n.lO, 85, 
103, 104 (Plate 7), 105, 109. See 
also binding (1845). 

-prefixed leaves of, 71-85, 75 
(Plate 2), 77 (Plate 3), 78 (Plate 
4),98, 108, 110. See also folia
tions; sixth foliation (1884, 
"official"). 

-St. Christopher fragment, fols. 
91(93)-94(92). See Nowell 
Codex, fols. 91(93)-206. 

-St. Quintin fragment, fol. 90v. See 
Southwick Codex, fols. 1-90. 

-second foliation (1703), 85, 93-98. 
See also foliations. 

-sixth foliation (1884, "official"), 6, 
71-85, 104 (Plate 7), 105, 110; 
disadvantages and shortcomings of, 
6,71-73,79,81-85,110. See also 
foliations; MS foliation. 

-Soliloquia of St. Augustine, fols. 
1-56. See Southwick Codex, fols. 
1-90. 

-third foliation. See MS foliation. 
- Wonders of the East, fols. 95(97)-

103. See Nowell Codex, fols. 91 
(93)-206. 

Bolton, Whitney F., 25 n.22, 27 
n.24, 31, 32 n.29, 54 n.63, 83, 
137-138 n.47, 182, 186,206 
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Bosworth-Toller (Anglo-Saxon Dic
tionary), 19 n.12, 21, 36,183 
n.16, 206, 210, 211, 239 n.57, 
241. See also Toller Supplement. 

Brodeur, A. G., 255 n.72 
Brook, G. L., 33 n.34, 38 n.39, 

39 
Brotanek, Rudolph, 177 
Bugge, E. S., 208, 209 
Byers, John R., 182 

C 

C;edmon,62 
Ct1!dmon's Hymn, 30, 173-176, 178, 

180 
Campbell, Alistair, 16 n.7, 39,40, 

47,51 n.57, 52, 58, 274 
Campbell, J. J., 53 n.62 
Cecil, Sir William, 162 n.69 
Chadwick, H. M., 16 n.7 
Chamberlain, David, 162 n.70 
Chambers, R. W., 19 n.12, 24, 31, 

32,51 n.57, 83,172 n.2, 184 n.17, 
208-209, 253 

Christ and Satan, 144 n.54, 164, 189 
n.23 

Chronicle. See Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicle. 

The Chronicle of £thelweard, 16 
n.7,62 

The Chronicle of Thietmar of Merse
berg, 18 n.l0 

Cony beare, J. J., 137 n.47 
Cook, Albert S., 84, 158, 159 n.66, 

163,163 n.71, 163 n.72, 164, 
167 

Cotton, Sir John, 67 
Cotton, Sir Robert Bruce, 7, 66, 72, 

73 n.l1, 74 n.13, 76, 87, 91,112-
113,131,168 

Coveney, Dorothy K., 122 n.39, 124 
n.40 

Cnut the Great, 4,16 n.7, 18-19, 
22-23,23 n.18, 37 n.37, 47,50, 
61, 62, 63, 278 

Crawford, Samuel J., 54, 160 n.68 
Cynewulf, 42, 62 

D 

Danelaw, 16 n.8, 20, 22, 42, 49, 62 
Danes, 4, 12, 15-23,49-50,62,278. 

See also Vikings. 
Daniel, 164 
Danish Scyldings, 4,16,16 n.7, 19, 

278. See also Cnut the Great; 
Swein Forkbeard. 

Dano-Saxon, 43 n.46, 96 n.28 
Daunt, Marjorie, 86 n.21, 103 n.31 
Davis, Norman, 35, 82-83, 84 
Death of Edward the Confessor, 48 
Debate of Solomon and Saturn. See 

Southwick Codex. 
DeCamp, David, 39, 52 n.61 
Denholm-Young, N., 224 n.50, 227 

n.51 
Dobbie, Elliott van Kirk, 30 n.25, 

31,46 n.52, 79 n.14, 81 n.17, 83, 
86,91,120,121,126,128,129, 
154 n.63, 155, 173, 174 n.5, 175, 
176-177,178,179,210 n.34 

Doubleday, James F., 159 n.66 
Dream of the Rood, 173 

E 

Edward III, 80, 81 
Elene, 164 
Esdaile, Arundell, 67 n.3 
Exeter Book, 36, 178-179, 189 

n.22 
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F 

Finnegan, Robert Emmett, 144 n.54 
Flower, Robin, 162 n.69 
Forster, Max, 13 n.2, 22 n.15, 65, 

69 n.7, 73 n.ll, 74 n.12, 76, 79, 
80, 86, 87 -88, 90, 91 n.25, 98 
n.30, 99,110,112-116,118,120, 
121,126,128-130,131,132,137 
n.47, 150, 154 n.63, 159, 162-
163, 168,222 n.46 

Fry, Donald K., 33 n.30, 181 n.12 

G 

Genesis, 45-46, 164 
Gillespie, Alan R., 233 n.52 
Gilson, Julius P., 72-73 
Gneuss, Helmut, 41 n.45 
Gospel of Nicodemus fragment. See 

Southwick Codex. 
Gough, Henry ("G" in Madden's 

notes; 1845 binder of BL MS 

Cotton Vitellius A. xv.), 69 n.7, 
104 (Plate 7), 108, 121 

Grein, M., 218 n.45 

H 

Halliwell, James Orchard, 73 n.l1 
Harley, Robert, 67, 92 
Havelok the Dane, 23 n.19 
Heliand,46 
Henry VIII: dissolution of monaster

ies (1537) and, 159 
Hickes, George, 43 n.46, 94 n.27, 

133 n.44 
Hill, G. F., 118 
Holder, Alfred, 110 
Holmes, George, 81 n.16 
Holthausen, Ferdinand, 83, 149 

Homilies of Wulfstan, 23 n.18, 41, 
41 n.45. See also Wulfstan, 
Bishop of Worcester, Archbishop 
of York. 

Hoops, Johannes, 86, 94, 98 n.30, 
103 n.31, 109 

Hutton, Matthew, 92, 93, 94 n.26, 
95,97,98, 152 

J 

Jacobs, Nicholas, 20 n.13 
James, Richard, 73-80, 87, 90-91, 

93 
Jespersen, Otto, 43 n.46 
Jones, Gwyn, 15 n.5 
Jones, Leslie Webber, 122 n.39 
Junius, Franciscus, 79 n.14, 90-91, 

95, 98 
Junius MS, 37 n.37, 46 n.51, 144 

n.54, 164, 167, 178, 179 

K 

Karpinski, Louis C., 118 n.36 
Keller, Wolfgang, 22 n.15, 41, 222 

n.46 
Ker, Neil R., 13 n.2, 13-14, 14 n.3, 

22 n.15, 37 n.37, 59 n.70, 74 n.13, 
84,94,112-113,120,121-122, 
125, 127-128, 130~43, 146, 147, 
148,151,152,154,160,176, 
177-178,180 n.l0, 214 n.39, 224 
n.50 

Keyser, S. j., 27 n.24 
Klaeber, Frederick, 14 n.4, 19 n.12, 

24,27-28,30,31,37,42,48-49, 
50-51,52,53,54,56,58,61,62, 
83,183,184 n.18, 187, 188, 189, 
197 n.26, 206, 217, 220, 251, 252, 
257,266 n.82 
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Klingender, Francis, 37 n.37 
Krapp, George Philip, 37 n.37, 45 

n.50, 46 n.51, 179 n.8, 179 n.9 
Kuhn, Sherman M., 54 n.63, 255 

n.72 

L 

Larson, L. M., 17 n.9, 19,23 n.17 
Laws of King Edgar, 22 
Legend of St. Thomas fragment 

(lost). See Southwick Codex. 
Lehmann, Winfred P., 186 n.20 
Leiden Riddle, 173 
Liber Vita? ecclesia? Dunelmensis, 51 
Liedertheorie, 250-251, 254 
Lindisfarne Gospels, 30 
L'Isle, William, 160 n.68 
Loyn, H. R., 15 n.5 
Luick, Karl, 37 n.37, 54, 56 

M 

McKisack, May, 162 n.69 
Madden, Sir Frederic, 69 n.7, 85, 93 
Magoun, Francis P., Jr., 254-256 
Malone, Kemp, 13-14, 14 n.3, 33 

n.31, 36, 37 n.37, 59 n.70, 65, 69 
n.7, 70 n.8, 71 n.9, 73 n.ll, 81 
n.17, 82 n.18, 84, 86, 94, 98 n.30, 
105-109,120,121,126,127-128, 
129,130 n.43, 131, 134-136, 141 
n.50, 146, 151-152, 154 n.63, 
155,165 n.73, 168, 182, 184,212 
n.37-38, 221-222, 223, 234,234 
n.53, 235 n.54, 237, 238, 239, 240 
n.58, 242, 243, 245, 246 n.63, 248 
n.65, 261, 265 n.79, 265 n.81, 275 
n.85,277 

Marckwardt, Albert H., 36 n.36, 
120 n.37, 162 n.69 

Marquardt, Hertha, 54 n.63 
Martyrology, 40, 140 n.48 
Menner, Robert j., 41 n.45, 43, 44, 

47 n.53, 59 n.69, 179 
Meters of Boethius, 45-46, 45 n.50 
Mlillenhoff, Karl, 250-251, 256, 263 

N 

Napier, A. S., 56 
Needham, Geoffrey I., 53 
Nickson, M. A. E., 69 n.7 
Niles, John D., 255 n.72 
Nowell Codex, fols. 91 (93)-206, 7-

8,42,57,65-66,70-71,81,85-
88, 102, 120-133, 150-167, and 
passim. See also BL MS Cotton 
Vitelli us A. ::-v., composite codex; 
Beowulf MS, fols. 129-198. 

-acquisition of, 162 n.69 
-Alexander's Letter to Aristotle, 

fols. 104-128,70-71,79,81,84, 
97,105,110,124-126,132,133, 
136,139,140,142,144-145; rul
ings, 144, 261 n. 7 6; spelling 
reforms in, 144; transposed quires, 
fols. 107(115)-114(122) and 115 
(107)-122(114),105,124-126, 
127 n.4t. See also prose codex. 

- Beowulf. See Beowulf MS, fols. 
129-198. 

-catchwords (modern) and, 105-
108,106-107 (Plates 8a, 8b). See 
also misplaced folios. 

-construction of, 7-8, 120-132 
-contents of, 70-71, 84, 120 
-date of script, 13 n.2, 120-121 
-fire damage and, 87,121-123,133 
-foliation, 71-72, 76, 81, 84-91, 

94-99, 102-110. See also mis
placed folios. 
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Nowell Codex (continued) 
-gatherings, 120-132; table of, 126. 

See also Beowulf MS, fols. 129-198. 
-glosses (Middle English) and, 143 

n.53. See also Wonders of the 
East, fols. 95(97)-103. 

-Judith fragment, fols. 199-206, 8, 
70,79,84, 140, 150-167 and pas
sim; addition of, to Nowell Codex, 
59-60, 71, 120, 128, 140, 150-
159, 162; construction of, 128, 
148; dismemberment of, 159-163, 
165; fire damage and, 153, 100-
101 (Plates 6a, 6b); fitt numbers 
and, 151, 162, 164-167, 166 
(Plate 13); foliation and, 90-91, 
93,95-98, 102, 109; former codex 
and, 154, 155, 158, 159, 162, 167; 
Junius transcript of, 90-91; lin
guistic forms (mixture of) and, 55, 
59; monasteries (dissolution of) 
and, 159; original length of, 150-
151, 158-168; poetic words and, 
44-45; Reformation and, 160-
161, 167; rulings and, 151, 153; as 
separable from Beowulf, 150-152; 
Vulgate source and, 159-165, 167 

-misplaced folios in, 81, 86-87, 93, 
95-97, 100 (Plate 6a), 103, 105, 
108,122-123,125,129-132. See 
also catchwords; Beowulf MS, fols. 
129-198. 

-name of codex and, 70 n.8. See 
also notice of ownership. 

-notice of ownership, fol. 91(93)r, 
120 

-paper frames and, 121 
-prose codex, fols. 91 (93)-128, 

120-132 and passim; capital let
ters and, 140-141, 271; catch
words and, 105-108, 106-107 
(Plates 8a, 8b); errors in, 142-

Nowell Codex (continued) 
145,261 n.76; gatherings and, 
125-126, 132, 148-149; misplaced 
folios and, 81 n.17; proofreading 
and, 9,142-145,193-194; rulings 
in, 121-123, 128, 144,263 n.78; 
as separate codex, 126; sheet colla
tion and, 121-132; transposed 
quires and, 71,126,127 n.41. See 
also Alexander's Letter to Aristotle, 
fols. 104-128; St. Christopher 
fragment, fols. 91 (93)-94(92); 
Wonders of the East, fols. 95(97)-
103. 

-q uires. See gatherings. 
- rulings. See prose codex. 
-St. Christopher fragment, fols. 

91(93)-94(92), 70, 76, 84, 95-97, 
103, 131-132, 140, 142, 199, 263 
n.78; double references to mis
placed folios in, 84, 103, 131-132. 
See also prose codex. 

-scribes and, 120-124, 142-143. 
See also Beowulf MS, fols. 129-
198. 

-sheet collation, 120-148 passim; 
addition of leaves (half-sheets) 
and, 125-126, 139; hair-flesh pat
terns of vellum and, 8, 121-129, 
131-132,139,146,147. See also 
Beowulf MS, fols. 129-198. 

-transposed quires. See Alexander's 
Letter to Aristotle, fols. 104-128; 
prose codex. 

- Wonders of the East, fols. 95(97)-
103, 70, 79, 84, 96-97, 103, 110, 
132, 140-141, 143, 263 n.78; dou
ble references to misplaced folios 
in, 84, 103, 132. See also prose 
codex. 

Nowell, Laurence, 83 n.19, 120, 
127, 133, 152, 159, 162 n.69, 168 
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o 
Olaf Tryggvason, 15 
Othere the Black, 19 n.ll 

P 

Paris Psalter, 45 n.50 
Parker, Matthew, Archbishop of 

Canterbury, 161, 162 n.69 
Pastoral Care, 214 n.39 
Planta, Joseph, 85, 99-103, 132 
Powell, F. York, 19 n.ll 
Prokosch, Eduard, 192-193 

Q 
Quirk, Randolph, 37, 38 n.38 

R 

Reformation, 160-161 
Regularis concordia, 161 
Ricci, Aldo, 27 n.24 
Rickert, Edith, 189 n.21 
Robertson, A. j., 22 n.16 
Robinson, Fred, 32 n.29 
Rosier, James, 181 n.13 
Ruthwell Cross runes, 173 
Rypins, Stanley, 60 n.71, 81 n.17, 

84, 86 n.20, 120, 143 n.52, 144 

S 

St. Christopher fragment. See Now
ell Codex. 

St. Mary's Priory, 112 
St. Quintin fragment. See Southwick 

Codex. 
Schabram, lIans, 43-46 
Scheps, Walter, 255 n.72 
Schlemilch, Willy, 52 n.61, 55 

Schiicking, Levin, 20, 22, 252-254, 
256 

Scyldings. See Danes; Danish 
Scyldings. 

Scyld Scefing, 15 
Sedgefield, Walter j., 33 n.33, 83, 

221,236 
Seward, Desmond, 81 n.15 
Sievers, Eduard, 25 n.21 
Sighvat the Poet, 19 n.11 
Sisam, Kenneth, 32 n.28, 41, 46, 47 

n.53, 51, 55 n.66, 57, 60, 62, 120, 
132, 133 n.44, 139, 140 n.48, 
172-174,176, 178-179, 180-185, 
191, 237 n.55 

Skeat, Walter W., 60 n.71 
SkiQldunga saga, 16 n.7 
Smith, David Eugene, 118 n.36 
Smith, Thomas, 67 n.4, 92, 93, 94 
Soha, James M., 233 n.52 
Soliloquia of St. Augustine. See 

Southwick Codex. 
Solomon and Saturn, 179-180 
Soul and Body I, 178 
Soul and Body II, 178-179 
Southwick Codex, fols. 1-90,7,70, 

84, 110-119 and passim. See also 
BL MS Cotton Vitelli us A. xv., 
composite codex. 

-arabic numerals (medieval) and, 
115-118 

-binding (medieval) of, 113-115, 119 
-construction of, 7 -8, 110-119 
-contents of, 70, 84 
-dating: of script, 112; of binding, 

113-119 
-Debate of Solomon and Saturn, 

fols. 83v-90, 70, 76, 84, 110, 113, 
179-180 

- fire damage and, 87 
-foliation, 72, 76, 81, 84-88, 89 

(Plate 5), 90, 91, 94, 95 
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Southwick Codex (continued) 
-Gospel of Nicodemus fragment, 

fols. 57-83,70,74-76,84,91, 
110,113-115,119 

- Legend of St. Thomas fragment 
(lost), 74, 76, 87. See also BL MS 

Cotton Vitellius A. xv., composite 
codex. 

-name of codex, 70 n.8 
-notice of ownership. See Soliloquia 

of St. Augustine, fols. 1-56. 
-quire signatures, 8, 75,113-119, 

117 (Plate 10) 
-St. Quintin fragment, fol. 90v, 70, 

76,84,110-113 
-scribe, 112-113, 119; name of, 

119 
-sheet signatures, 8, 113-119, 117 

(Plate 10) 
-Soliloquia of St. Augustine, fols. 
1-5~ 70,74, 84, 87, 91,110-115, 
119; Alfredian colophon, fol. 56v, 
75-7 6, 87, 114; notice of owner
shi p, fol. 2r, 11 0-112, 111 (Plate 
9), 119 

Stanley, Eric G., 55 n.65, 56 
Stenton, Sir Frank, 15, 16 n.8, 17, 

18 n.10, 50 
Stevick, Robert D., 196 n.25 
Sweet, Henry, 52 n.60 
Swein Forkbeard, 4,15-16,17,18, 

50 

T 

ten Brink, Bernhard, 59 n.68 
Thomas, P. G., 51-59 
Thorarinn Praisetongue, 19 n.11 
Thorkelin, Grimur Jonsson, 33, 35, 

37,54 n.64, 62 n.72, 97 n.29, 98-
99,134,136-138,153,154 n.64, 
206,212 n.38, 222 n.46, 233, 234 

Thorkelin, Grimur Jonsson 
( continued) 
n.53, 238, 239 n.57, 240, 243, 
245-248,248 n.65, 265 n.81 

Thorkel the Tall, 18 
Thorpe, Benjamin, 182 
Thwaites, Edward, 96 
Timmer, B. ]., 45 n.49, 55 
Tolkien,]. R. R., 251 
Toller Supplement (Anglo-Saxon 

Dictionary), 19 n.l2, 21, 36,183, 
206,209 n.33, 210, 239 n.57, 241. 
See also Bosworth-Toller. 

Tuckett, Charles, 69 n.7 
Tupper, Frederick, Jr., 24, 55 
Turner, Sharon, 136-137 
Tuso, Joseph F., 182 

v 
Vaughn, M. F., 52 n.59, 188 
Vercelli Book, 178, 179 n.8 
Vespasian Psalter, 39 n.43 
Vigfusson, Gudbrand, 19 n.11 
Vikings, 4, 15-23 passim, 50, 62, 

278. See also Danes. 
Vleeskruyer, Rudolph, 40, 49,51 

n.58, 53 n.62, 54, 55, 56, 57 
von Schaubert, Else, 31, 54 n.63, 62, 

83,188,217,220,266 n.82, 272 
n.84 

W 

Wanley, Humfrey, 67, 76, 80, 86-
87, 92-97, 98, 99, 102, 109, 133, 
140 n.48, 152, 271 

Warner, George Frederic, 71 n.9 
Weightman, Jane, 13 n.l 
Westphalen, Tilman, 145 n.56, 150, 

152-153,165 n.73, 194,218,219, 
220,221-224,227,229,236,239 
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APPENDIX 

• 
The State of the Beowulf Manuscript 

1882-1983 

There is a lingering notion among Beowulf scholars, despite Chauncey 
Tinker's effort to dispel it eighty years ago, I that the Beowulf manu
script is slowly but inexorably crumbling away in its modern home in 
the British Library. The gloomy news for a general audience is that the 
manuscript, "charred at the edges by the fire" that decimated the 
Cotton Library in 1731, "continues to deteriorate year by year."2 A 
scholarly audience gets the same impression from Norman Davis, who 
gives us a reproduction of an old transliteration beside new photo
graphs of the manuscript. He says, "Zupitza's transliteration ... has 
permanent value as a record of what he could see in the manuscript in 
1880-2,"3 a comment that certainly implies that Zupitza was able to see 
more in the manuscript a century ago than we can see today. In fact, 
with the aid of modern artificial lighting, notably fibre-optic and ultra
violet light, we can see far more in the manuscript today than Zupitza 
was able to see in 1882. 

The manuscript of course sustained considerable fire-damage along 
the edges of every leaf as well as around the holes burnt on the last 
folio, but these areas are in no worse shape today than they were in 

Reprinted from Anglo Saxon England 13 (1983): 23-42. Reprinted with permission 
of Cambridge University Press. 

I. The Translations of Beowulf: A Critical Bibliography, Yale Stud. in Eng. 16 (1903: 
repro New York, 1968), 7-8. 

2. A Kent Hieatt, "Introduction," Beowulf and other Old English Poems, trans. 
Constance B. Hieatt (Indianapolis, Ind., 1979), p. I. 

3. Beowulf Reproduced in Facsimile from the Unique Manuscript British Museum MS. 
Cotton Vitellius A. xv, with a Transliteration and Notes lJy Julius ZuPitza, 2nd ed. 
(containing a new reproduction of the manuscript with an introductory note by 
Norman Davis), EETS 245 (London, 1959; repro 1967), V. 

[305] 



Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 
Kevin S. Kiernan With a new foreword by Katherine O'Brien O'Keeffe 
http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=8599 
The University of Michigan Press, 1997  

[306] Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 

1882. The rest of the text is arguably as legible now as it was in 1705, 
when Wanley copied the extracts for his Catalogue before the fire. We 
have no cause, at any rate, to think that he could see the now damaged 
readings at the bottom of 129r, for he copies aldor . .. ase, all that we 
can see today, at line IS, and does not attempt to copy the last line and 
a half of the page.4 The Thorkelin transcripts tell a similar story for 
l29r, l79r and v, the first three lines of l80v and 1 98v. Apart from 
readings that have crumbled away from fire-damage, neither A nor B 
provides any reading that we cannot see as well or better today. 5 

Moreover, ultra-violet light allows us to read some words not visible to 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century readers, and continuing tech
nological advances, in particular electronic photography and digital 
image-processing, give us some legitimate hope for future discoveries 
in this manuscript. 6 

Although scholars have profitably used ultra-violet light to restore 
readings that were invisible to Zupitza,7 no one has yet tried to verify 
the "covered readings" Zupitza laboriously read, without the aid of 
bright artificial light, beneath the protective paper frames around each 
leaf of Cotton Vitellius A. xv. Kemp Malone, who could have used 
modern artificial lighting to verify them for his facsimile edition of the 
Nowell Codex, made no special effort to read beneath the frames.s 

4. Humphrey Wanley, Antiqut£ Literaturt£ Septentrionalis Liber alter . .. Catalogus 
Historico-Criticus (Oxford, 1705) (and, in facsimile, Eng. Ling. 1500-1800 248 
(Menston, Wise., 1970»,218. 

5. The Thorkelin Transcripts of Beowulf in Facsimile, ed. Kemp Malone, EEMF I 
(Copenhagen, 1951), 1,65-67 and 89-90 for A,and la, IOla-2a, 104aand 140afor B. 

6. For two successful applications of electronic photography and digital image
processing to medieval manuscripts, see John F. Benton, Alan R. Gillespie and 
James M. Soha, "Digital Image-Processing Applied to the Photography of Manu
scripts: with Examples Drawn from the Pincus MS of Arnald of Villanova," Scrip
torium 33 (1979): 40-55, and John F. Benton, "Electronic Subtraction of the 
Superior Writing of a Palimpsest," forthcoming in Techniques de dechiffrement des 
ecritures effades, ed. Jean Irigoin. There is an electronic camera (the Video Spectral 
Comparator, or VSC-2) now available in the Conservation Laboratory of the British 
Library, but as yet no equipment for digital image-processing. 

7. See A. H. Smith, "The Photography of Manuscripts," London Med. Stud. I 
(1938): 200-2, for ultra-violet readings from the last page of Beowulf, and Kevin S. 
Kiernan, "Beowulf' and the "Beowulf'Manuscript (New Brunswick, NJ, 1981), for 
ultra-violet readings of scribal erasures in the manuscript. 

8. The Nowell Codes (British Museum Cotton Vitellius A. xv, Second MS) EEMF 12 
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Fibre-optic light is especially well suited to this task, since it provides a 
high-intensity light-source without heat. As a result, we can now place 
an extremely bright light directly behind a covered reading without 
subjecting the manuscript to heat. 

In July and August 1982, and once again in August 1983, I systemat
ically checked all of Zupitza's notes with the aid of fibre-optic light.9 I 
discovered that, although they are extremely accurate as far as they go, 
Zupitza's notes do not record hundreds of letters and parts of letters 
that still survive in the manuscript, recto and verso. While the paper 
frames only cover readings on the versos, paste and tape that secure the 
vellum leaves to the frames similarly hide or obscure readings on the 
rectos as well. In many areas the paste seems to have discoloured and 
sometimes disintegrated the ink; but, by holding bright light behind 
(and sometimes directly over) these areas, it is normally easy to 
distinguish pen-strokes from heavy paste, opaque tape, shine-through, 
shrinkage, tears, wrinkles, holes, dirt and charred vellum. Fibre-optic 
light reveals forty-nine whole letters and ten virtually whole letters 
where Zupitza saw nothing, 118 whole letters where he saw only part of 
a letter, and 171 parts of letters where he saw either nothing at all or 
considerably less than what actually remains in the manuscript. 

To facilitate collation, this paper presents the results of my search in 
the format of Zupitza's notes, by folio and line number. Like Zupitza, I 
adhere to the old foliation written on the manuscript and printed with 
Zupitza's transliteration. IO Malone is cited by page and column (for 
example, M50.2), to contrast his readings with mine and Zupitza's 
without adding the confusion of a conflicting foliation. Unless other-

(Copenhagen, 1963),49-109. With better lighting than Zupitza had, Malone was 
able to see some readings that Zupitza could not. But Malone's cautious, yet 
fundamental, reliance on Zupitza for covered readings repeatedly appears in 
phrases like "gone or covered" and "mayor may not be whole," corresponding to 
analogous statements in Zupitza's notes. 

9. The instrument available in the Students' Room transmits light through a 
bundle of fibres; the one now available in the Conservation Laboratory, however, 
transmits a somewhat clearer light through a tube of fibres with a liquid centre. 

10. For the many advantages of the manuscript foliation over the 1884 foliation 
Malone follows, see my "The History and Construction of the Composite Codex," 
"Beowulf' and the "Beowulf'Manuscript, pp. 65-169, esp. 71-110. The use of the 
manuscript foliation will present no difficulties for readers of Malone's notes, 
because Malone begins his discussion of each folio by locating the folio number on 
the manuscript. 
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wise noted, brackets, dots and colons in the readings follow Zupitza's 
transliteration. Abbreviations, however, are not expanded. The main 
purpose of the following entries is to provide additional notes to 
Zupitza's facsimile edition of Beowulf or to supplement or correct 
Zupitza's notes. An ancillary aim is to show to what extent Malone's 
notes are deficient in this respect. Whenever a note in Zupitza is passed 
over, the reader may presume that Zupitza's remarks are accurate, 
although it should be kept in mind that almost all of his notes could be 
profitably rewritten now that technology can help us give more precise 
and detailed descriptions. 

129r 7 gebad The top of d can still be seen above a, because the 
vellum shrank inward here from the heat of the fire. 
(MSO.I: d gone.) 

129v 19 pan Some opaque substance above pan obscures and 
discolours the mark of abbreviation Kolbing correctly 
read in the manuscript. (The ink is grey, instead of 
brown.) (MSO.2 reads pan.) 

130v 2 beam b gone, ea intact, with e and the left side of a only 
covered. (MSI.I: be and part of a gone or covered.) 

4 sealde Both high s (along the burnt edge) and e intact, but 
covered. (MSl.l: se partly gone, partly covered.) 

5 oa A small part of the right side and cross-stroke of 0 
survives, this and a partly covered. (MSl.l: nearly all 0 
gone.) 

132r 1 cWa?o The top of C gone, W intact, a? split in two by a tear, 0 
survives except for most of the cross-stroke, the beginning 
of which is visible on the e-head of a? (MS1.2: o without tip 
and cross-mark.) 

5 sceatas The second high s split by a tear, but a bit of the 
upper part survives as well as the bottom. (MSl.2: no 
comment.) 

132v 1 gantas Most of caroline s and perhaps a bit of the lower 
right of a survive under the paper to the left of a tear. 
(MS1.2: line now begins with pa.) 

133v 1 scua a and all but the bottom of u gone (MS2.2: u gone), sc 
partly covered, the top of c gone. 

3 sin The top of caroline s survives (MS2.2: s gone), i and the 
first stroke of n covered. 
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4 cunnon c gone, the first stroke of u only covered. (M52.2: 
first minim of u gone or covered.) 

6 nes n gone, a covered e (if it is not shine-through) appar-
ently survives. (M52.2: e gone.) 

8 fage The tip of the fdescender and the bottom of a survive 
under a covered tear (M52.2: fa gone), g virtually intact 
(cf. M52.2: a bit damaged, partly covered). 

134r 1 heofena The top of the h-ascender gone, parts of n and a 

only obscured by the paste and tape. (M52.2: no com-
ment.) 

134v 1 peah The bottom tip of the first and almost all of the 
second stroke of h survive. (M53.1: only bit of very bottom 
left. ) 

2 heel h and most of the a-bow of ee gone (Zupitza and M53.2 
thought a-bow only covered). 

135r 1 geseah The top of h not gone, but leaning to the right of a 
tear (cf. M53.2). 

135v 4 poht The descender of p torn, but intact. (M53.2: p from 
AB.) 

136v 1 mas The bottom of a and most of s survive. (M54.1: mas 
gone.) 

8 7 The abbreviation for ond intact under the paper. (M54.1: 
bottom of sign for ond gone, rest covered.) 

137r 1 wrao wand the top of 0 gone, ra intact. (M54.2: rao partly 
gone, partly covered.) 

138v 5 peem Part of the top of p covered, but the entire word 
legible in strong light. (M55.l: pee gone.) 

6 madmas Parts of the last two strokes of the first m survive. 
(M55.l: only bit of m left.) 

7 in i intact, but covered. (M55.1: i partly gone.) 

139r 1 hearda h and all except the extreme bottom of e gone, the 
first a wanting its upper left side and d part of its ascender. 
(M55.2: e gone.) 

139v 2 mum The first two strokes of the first m survive under the 
paper. (M56.l: last minim of first m left, partly covered.) 

141r 3 to o gone, t clear (cf. M57.1: t a bit shrunken and distorted 
but easy to read). 
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141v 

143v 

144r 

144v 

146r 

146v 

147A 

(131)v 

147r 

Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 

1 mamJa m intact, but covered except for the bottoms of the 
last two minims (cf. M57.1: nearly all covered but seems 
practically whole). 

2 duge Most of d survives under the paper. (M58.1 unclear
refers to "what was left of d" when Thorkelin made his 
transcript.) 

1 brego The tops of brgone, eintact (cf. M58.1: only rounded 
part of b left, some of r gone or covered). 

1 wealhpeon w gone, the first e only torn. (M58.2: part of e 
gone.) 

gefysed geJintact, y lacks its dot and the tip of its right side, s 
lacks its top, eintact, d lacks its ascender (both shrunken). 
(M58.2: not much of sed left, its remains nearly all 
covered.) 

1 Jul tum Ju and t intact, the top of l gone, only the bottoms 
of u and of the first two strokes of m survive. (M59.l: Ju, 
lower part of l, three faded minims that may make an m, 
between remains of land m traces of unidentifiable let
ters. ) 

5 [g]ehran Though only an really clear, everything except g 
pretty certain in strong light (a minim stroke erased after 
n). (M59.2: "our ultra-violet photograph makes hran 5 
practically certain, though r lost most of its descender by 
fading ... " ; cf. Zupitza-Davis: "the letters preceding an, 

about which Zupitza was uncertain, appear clearly as hr' 
(p. xiii).) 

1 he The top of h only covered. (M60.1: only tip of h gone.) 
2 on 0 gone, the first stroke of n covered. (M60.1: only sec

ond minim of n left.) 
4 pa:t The shine-through from Je on the recto very dark, but 

between them a faint t still visible. (M60.l: t gone.) 
7 endum e faded, but intact under the paper. (M60.1: e 

gone.) 

2 para Intact. (M60.2.) 
pe Only the bottom part of the perpendicular stroke and 

the left side of the loop of p survive, e gone. (M60.2: top 
and bottom of p gone, middle part seems whole, though 
greatly shrunken.) 



Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript 
Kevin S. Kiernan With a new foreword by Katherine O'Brien O'Keeffe 
http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=8599 
The University of Michigan Press, 1997  

The State of the Beowulf Manuscript 1882-1983 [311] 

147v 1 for f gone, a survives except for a bit of the upper left, r 
survives except for a bit of the top. (M60.2: fa and some of 
r gone.) 

2 his The first stroke of h gone, the second (over the shine
through from the recto), like i and a small part of s, only 
covered. (M60.2: h gone.) 

6 manna The first stroke of m gone, most of the second and 
all of the third only covered. (M61.l: first two minims of m 
gone.) 

148v 4 eft gewiton eft gone, g only covered. (M61.1: g gone.) 
8 ge The top and right side of gsurvive, covered, like part of e 

(M61.1: g gone.) 

149r 4 wide Only indistinct traces of wid survive, obscured by the 
shine-through, e clear, but shrunken and abraded. (M61.2: 
lower part of descender of wynn plain, ide gone.) 

5 ne e shrunken and on an angle, its left side obscured by the 
paste, but legible. (M61.2: e gone.) 

7 walde de gone except for the top of the d-ascender under 
the tape (M61.2: de gone.) 

149v 4 ofer 0 gone, fintact, but faded (M61.2: f covered but visible 
recto through leaf.) 

5 he h gone, part of the e-head and tongue survives under 
the paper. (M61.2: he gone.) 

7 wearo w gone, e intact, but half-covered by the heavy paper 
and further obscured by the shine-through. (M62.1: e 
nearly all gone, tongue and possibly bit of head left.) 

8 snude Bits of high s visible on the left edge of the frame. 
(M62.l: s gone.) 

150r 2 self se intact, the bottom of l and all of f gone. (M62.1: e 
nearly whole.) 

150v 1 scuccum s intact, but its bottom part covered. (M62.1: bot-
tom of s gone or covered.) 

2 drihtnes The bottom of d gone, the r-descender only torn. 
(M62.1: most of d and descender of r gone.) 

3 a:me (1fT gone except for the upper right side of r (M62.1: r 

gone), this and the first stroke of n covered. 
4 secgan All but a bit of the middle of s gone (M62.1: s gone), 

e and a small part of c covered. 
5 oone 0 survives under the paper except for the left side of 

its loop. (M62.1: 0 gone.) 
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8 me m intact, but its first stroke charred, its second a bit 
faded and both covered. (M62.1: only third minim of m 
left.) 

151r 3 ie e virtually intact, but shrunken. (M62.2.) 
6 mihtig tiggone, the h-ascender visible and distinct from the 

shine-through in strong light. (M62.2: h gone.) 

151v 3 god The bottom of ggone, the rest and part of 0 covered. 
(M62.2: ggone.) 

152r 2 mcegPe e gone, light from behind shows P intact, but partly 
shrunken (FS poor). (M63.l: bow of p gone.) 

6 hiegende The edge shrunken, the tape wrinkled and 
opaque, but all except the right side of the final e seems 
intact and d clear. (M63.1: de gone.) 

7 heo The first side of h survives, distinct from the shine
through of h from the verso (cf. Kolbing and Wiilcker). 
(M63.l: h gone.) 

13 beam The middle of e, all of 0 except for its top and m 
gone. (M63.l: e torn, displaced, 0 gone.) 

152v 1 lal la gone, f, minus its descender, only covered (no space 
between laf and Irecne). (M63. I: I gone.) 

153v 1 wunde w gone, the shrunken u seems intact (M63.2: u 
partly gone), and the rest of the word except small por
tions of de covered. 

154v 1 to Gone except for the right side of 0, only covered. 
(M64.l: 0 gone.) 

wolenum w partly covered, but intact (M64.I: gone or 
covered), the tips of ol covered. 

5 gilrost g gone, i and the greater part of I covered, part of r 
a little faded. (The vellum is rather transparent here, as 
well.) (M64.l: igone.) 

155r 8 his The top of h split, the top of s gone. (M64.2: top of h 
gone, rest not easy to read.) 

155v 1 leodum l gone, e, a small part of 0 and the top of d covered. 
(M65.l: e partly gone.) 

2 nes The top of caroline s survives. (M65.1: s gone.) 
3 bene b gone, e only covered. (M65.l: e gone.) 
6 godan Except for the beginning of its top-stroke, gsurvives, 

but covered, like the top of od (cf. M65.l: remains of g 
covered). 
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156r 7 pon An abbreviation for neover 0 (the stroke begins with a 
tiny hole and is covered with peeling tape), while the 
second stroke of n, but not the ligature, gone. (M65.1: 
presumably mark of abbreviation already gone when B 
made his copy.) 

10 hwa:t t shrunken, but intact. (M65.2: t hardly legible, 
though not all gone.) 

156v 1 gas ga gone, caroline s intact under the paper. (M65.2: s 
gone.) 

2 gefra:gen ge gone except for the bottom of e. (M65.2: e 
gone.) 

3 Ie I gone, the e-head and tongue intact, but covered, faded 
and worn. (M65.2: e gone.) 

6 searo s and the bottom of e gone, the e-head and most of a 
covered. (M65.2: e gone.) 

8 ta t apparently intact, its top corresponding to the split 
edge of the vellum. (M65.2: t damaged, its remains 
covered.) 

18 heal h intact, but its ascender split and obscured by the 
heavy paste and paper. (M65.2: h-ascender gone.) 

157r 11 dryht ht and the dot over y gone (cf. M66.l). 
15 cwom The last stroke of m faded and obscured by the paste 

and tape. (M66.2: third minim of m partly gone.) 

157v 1 beag bea gone, the top half of gsurvives, faded and covered, 
to the upper right of a small hole. (M66.2: g gone.) 

4 hringed Only the h-ascender gone, the rest of h and a bit of 
the r-descender covered. (M66.2: most of h gone.) 

5 peaw p gone, e and half of a only covered. (M66.2: bit of e 
gone.) 

6 ge g intact, but covered. (M66.2: g somewhat damaged.) 

158r 1 dream Bits of the loop and ascender of d survive to the left 
of a split. (M67.l: d nearly all gone.) 

6 gife e seems intact, but shrunken. (M67.l: e shrunken, 
charred, nearly headless.) 

158v 1 healle The top of the h-ascender gone, ea intact, but 
covered, lle gone. (M67.l: upper part of hea gone.) 

2 heard he gone, most of a intact under the paper, part of r 
covered as well. (M67.1: a gone.) 
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159r 1 mode mo gone, d intact, e split and its top damaged. (M67.2: 
de damaged.) 

3 seeg ee and what is left of the top half of g shrunken to
gether, the bottom of g gone. (M67.2: e not whole, g 
gone.) 

159v 1 swy[le] scolde Only eolde left, all of e and the tops of the 
other letters covered. (M67.2: e gone.) 

15 ze i split in two, but otheIWise intact. (M67.2: i gone.) 

160v 1 jJe epartly survives (on an angle) under the paper. (M68.1: 
e gone.) 

3 sec s gone, ee clear with light from behind. (M68.2: nearly 
all e and most of e covered.) 

8 wes es intact, but partly covered and e rather faded. (M68.2: 
e gone.) 

161v 1 fuslie fu, the bottom of s and (after a tear) the bottom of l 
or i left. (M69.l: lie gone.) 

2 f[yrd] Though obscured by the shine-through from 0, 

what appears to be an l (not a d) survives under the paper 
before leoo. (M69.1: only leoo left.) 

4 sund The second minim of n survives, but covered. (M69.1: 
n gone.) 

8 ton Except for the start of its top-stroke t intact, but faded 
and covered. (M69.l: t partly gone.) 

162r 1 mengan Only men and part of the bottom loop of gsurvive. 
(M69.l: ggone.) 

162v 4 BEOWVLF E not quite intact, nor could it have been for 
Zupitza (or Malone). The pencilled tracings on the paper 
frame, recto, show that this part had already crumbled off. 
(M69.2: E whole, mostly covered.) 

163r 12 leooo The second 0 gone, the cross-stroke of 0 intact along 
the upper edge of a crack. (M69.2: right side of cross
stroke gone.) 

163v 1 leoht Part of the ascender and second stroke of h survive 
under the paper. (M69.2: h gone.) 

7 nolde The right side of n survives, 0 destroyed by a small 
hole, both covered. (M70.1: n gone, 0 gone or covered.) 

8 oeodne 0 gone, the top of e and all of od intact, but covered 
except for the d-ascender. (M70.l: oeo gone or covered.) 
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10 hreegl hrgone, ee intact, but half covered. (M70.l: part of ee 
gone or covered.) 

11 15 his Both the abbreviation for peet and the h-ascender 
intact under the paper. (M70. I: crossed thorn and top of h 
gone.) 

13 oa 0 torn at the bottom, but intact though covered. 
(M70.I: 0 gone.) 

164v 11 fela /,s two bars and e clear with light from behind. (M71.1: 
fe illegible.) 

12 of tor The left side of the first a gone, the fdescender only 
torn. (M71.1: most of of gone.) 

13 hroo The left side of h gone, the rest and part of r covered. 
(M71.1: h gone.) 

14 fate fa intact, but partly covered. (M71.1: fpartly gone.) 

165r 2 lrrim m not torn. (M71.1: no comment.) 

165v 1 to pees Only the e-part of ee, covered, and s survive. (M71.1: 
ee gone.) 

peer rintact, but partly covered. (M71.1: some of rgone or 
covered.) 

2 inne At least two minims from inn survive on a misplaced 
chip of vellum (see r2). (M71.I: only eleft.) 

6 gast g shrunken, but intact, most of it and the bottom of a 
covered (vellum brittle, cracked and slightly displaced). 
(M71.2: g damaged.) 

166v 4 ageald The loop of the first a gone, the rest and the bottom 
of g covered. (M71.2: first a gone.) 

6 hatost h and the lower corner of the a-bow gone, the rest 
and part of the first t covered. (M72.l: a gone.) 

9 hit h gone, i and the greater part of t only covered. (M72. I: 
i gone.) 

167r 1 seeat The bottom of high s on the charred edge. (M72.l: 
seeat gone.) 

6 dryhtne ne, t except for part of its top and the tip of the 
h-ascender gone. (M72.I: t gone.) 

167v 1 heeleoum Only eoum survives, e under a tear, covered except 
for its base, 0 split by the tear and partly covered. (M72.2: e 
gone.) 
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3 Ne geweox Ne gone, g appears to be intact, but partly 
covered (the first e of geweox, inserted above w, barely 
visible in FS). (M72.2: gpartly gone.) 

4 Ie 7 Ie and a bit of the top of the abbreviation for ond gone, 
the rest of the top covered. (M72.2: top-stroke gone.) 

6 steallan ste gone except for part of the e-head. (M72.2: e 
gone.) 

7 den d gone, e only covered. (M72.2: e, or its remains, 
covered.) 

10 de d gone, e intact, but mostly covered. (M72.2-73.1: only 
end of tongue of e left.) 

11 hord h gone except for the bottom of its second stroke, 0 

only covered. (M73.1: h gone.) 
12 num n intact, but covered. (M73.1: n, or its remains, 

covered.) 
14 10 The top of I survives along the covered edge. (M73.1: I 

gone.) 

168v 1 waldend wal gone, the first d shrunken, but intact, this and 
most of e covered. (M73.2: first d gone.) 

3 lame Gone except for the head and tongue of e. (M73.2: e 
gone.) 

9 m(£gnes m gone, (£ shrunken (the a-bow perhaps slightly 
damaged), g intact. (M73.2: (£ partly gone.) 

13 oaae 0 gone except for a bit of the right side, this, like the 
first a, covered. (M73.2: 0 gone.) 

14 cea c gone, ea intact, but partly covered. (M73.2: e, or its 
remains, nearly all covered.) 

15 ofer The left side of 0 gone, the rest covered. (M73.2: 0 

gone.) 
16 ra The left side of rintact, but faded and covered. (M73.2: 

only lower part of second down-stroke of r left.) 
17 leac The curved bottom of I survives, the rest may coincide 

with the edge of the paper frame. (M73.2: I gone or 
covered.) 

18 dan d intact under the paper (cf. M73.2). 

169r 5 sym The perpendicular part of high caroline s visible, but 
obscured by the paste and shine-through of the r-descender. 
(M74.l: s gone.) 

169v 1 aa com Indistinct traces of m and possibly 0 survive (on an 
angle because ofa tear in the vellum). (M74.1: om gone.) 
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2 wtEron Only n survives, intact, but partly covered. (M74.1: n 
somewhat damaged, partly covered.) 

3 farene fa and the left side of r gone except for its top, the 
right side only covered. (M74.1: r gone.) 

7 jJms jJ and m except for its e-tongue gone, s mostly covered. 
(M74.l: e gone.) 

10 jJa The middle part of the jJ-perpendicular, distinct from 
the shine-through, survives on the burnt edge. (M74.1: jJ 
gone.) 

12 jJtEr jJm gone except for the bottom of e, covered. (M74.2: m 
gone.) 

13 gar ggone, a intact, but partly covered. (M74.2: all or most 
of a left.) 

15 Beo Be gone, 0 intact, but covered. (M74.2: all or part of 0 

left.) 

170r 11 fe e obscured by the paste and tape, but clear with light 
from behind (a faint a seems to follow it, but may be 
shine-through). (M74.2: bit of e gone, rest blurred.) 

170v 3 gyf Y split, but otherwise seems intact. (M75.l: y nearly all 
gone.) 

4 mod The third minim of m may remain, most of 0 covered. 
(M74.2: m gone.) 

7 ge Some of the top half of g survives, this and a bit of e 
covered. (M74.2: g gone.) 

8 jJe The right side of the e-head and tongue survive. (M74.2: 
e gone.) 

9 de d gone, e survives, but obscured by the paste, tape, 
shrinkage and shine-through from g. (M74.2: e gone.) 

12 hea h gone, e intact. (M75.l: bit of e gone.) 
13 leode The top of I survives a little to the left of the shine

through from the h-ascender. (M75.l: l gone.) 
15 de d intact, but mostly covered. (M75.l: d mayor may not 

be whole.) 

171v 2 cwma cwmgone, very little (if any) of agone, its cross-stroke 
survives along the edge of the covered vellum. (M75.2: a 
mostly gone.) 

10 rjJre The first rand perpendicular stroke of jJgone, the rest 
of it covered. (M75.2: jJ gone.) 

11 drefan d gone except for part of its ascender, covered along 
with a bit of r. (M75.2: d gone.) 
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13 segl The covered bottom of s torn, but intact. (M75.2: s may 
or may not be whole.) 

172r 5 meah Only the first minim of m survives. (M76.l: only very 
bottom of first minim left.) 

6 gestreon eon gone except for the first side of e along the 
edge. (M76.l: e gone.) 

12 oe e shrunken, but virtually intact at the edge. (M76.1: part 
of e gone, rest shrunken, charred.) 

172v 1 weotode A bit of the w-bow survives and eo intact, but 
covered. (M76.l: w gone, first e, or its remains, covered.) 

2 seopoan seo gone except for the upper right corner of o. 
(M76.1: 0 gone.) 

4 moste The first two minims of m gone, the third and the left 
side of 0 only covered. (M76.1: m nearly all gone, rest 
covered.) 

173r 1 ge Though obscured somewhat by the paste and tape, the 
bottoms of both letters survive to the upper left of lin eoel 
in the next line (the shrinkage and rip before l pulled the 
vellum out of place). (M76.2: presumably ge already gone 
when B made his copy.) 

173v 1 siooan The letters before ooan obscure, partly because the 
vellum here is transparent and worn. I read uncial sand i: 
what looks like a dot (for y) may be the start of uncial s, 
while the curved stroke beneath it looks like the bend of 
the right side of this s; the next stroke is almost certainly i, 
marred by a small hole in the middle (cf. iooanA; B's later 
sy was formerly .i). (M76.2: sy partly gone, partly covered, 
partly visible.) 

5 oa Though partly covered, 0 seems virtually intact (per
haps the tip of the ascender gone). (M77.l: part of 0 
gone.) 

174v 2 [d] uguoe Only the lower right corner of the second u, 
most of 0 (both covered) and e survive. (M78.1: second u 
gone.) 

3 on ende on gone, ende intact, with the first e and bits of n 
covered. (M78.1: first e gone.) 

175r 4 higes The first stroke of h, though obscured by the paste 
and tape and coinciding with the shine-through of I from 
the verso, seems to survive. (M78.2: h gone.) 
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10 syooan The second stroke of n intact except for some that 
has chipped off at the upper right (cf. M79.1). 

175v 2 [a] brocene ab gone, most of r survives under the paper. 
(M79.2: r not whole, its remains covered.) 

12 eatol e and the left side of a gone, the right side only 
covered. (M79.2: a gone.) 

16 grendel g intact, but partly covered. (M80.1: some of g 
gone.) 

176r 1 hangode All gone except perhaps for the beginning of h. 
(Someone seems to have rubbed the vellum here with a 
pencil.) (M80.1: h gone.) 

9 hui[ cD] am Only hui survives (Zupitza is mistaken that i is 
instead the shine-through of m from the verso, for light 
from the back shows that the m is not in the right 
position-the i is obscured by the paste; cf. M80.2). 

176v 1 fricgende The top of gen damaged and en faded as well, 
followed by a space, the d-ascender gone, the second e 
intact (M81.1: g and de damaged, en blurred.) 

3 mel A bit of the bottom of I survives. (M81.1: I gone.) 
5 rihte r gone, most of i survives. (M81.1: I gone.) 

10 dmg Traces of the right side of the g-loop survive. (M8 I. I: g 
gone.) 

11 ooer 00 gone, most of the e-head survives, covered, above r. 

(M8I.I: e gone.) 
17 genge The e-head and nge survive. (M8I.1: first e gone.) 
20 ne on The second stroke of the first n survives under the 

paper, 0 intact, but torn. (M81.1: first n shrunken, 
displaced downward, partly gone, rest covered, 0 some
what damaged.) 

177r 5 ji The first side of the cross-stroke survives. (M81.2: ji 
gone.) 

177v 1 geaf The tops of ge survive on the displaced strip of vellum. 
(M82.1: ge damaged.) 

2 [min] ne min gone except for a bit of the bottom of n, ne 
intact except for a bit of the top of n. (M82. I: first n gone, 
most of first minim of second n gone, rest and top of 
second minim covered.) 

4 ywan The top of the w-bow intact, but covered. (M82. I: w 
gone.) 
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6 hygelac hy gone except for the top of the right side of y, g 
intact except for the left side of the loop. (M82.1: y gone, g 
partly gone, partly covered.) 

178r 6 ge Gone except for the beginning of g, obscured by the 
paste and tape. (M82.2: g gone.) 

8 oeod[nes] Traces of the left side of d survive along the 
broken edge. (M82.2: d gone.) 

178v 1 drihten dr and most of i gone, hten intact except for the 
h-ascender (both hand n split by a tear). (M83.l: i gone, 
only second down-stroke of h left.) 

2 [wen] don d seems intact, but the heavy paste obscures the 
left side. (M83.l: most of d gone or covered.) 

3 from fr and the left side of 0 gone, its right side covered. 
(M83.2: 0 gone.) 

4 menn me gone, the first n, distinct from the strong shine-
through, only covered. (M83.2: first minim of first n 
gone.) 

8 on The second stroke of n intact, but covered. (M83.2: n 
gone.) 

11 bam The second stroke of a survives under the paper. 
(M83.2: a gone.) 

12 lond I and the left side of 0 gone, the rest of 0 covered. 
(M83.2: 0 gone.) 

14 eft The front of the e-head and the top of f survive, but 
covered. (M83.2: e gone.) 

179 For a discussion of the readings on the palimpsest, see 
Kiernan, "Beowulf" and the "Beowulf'Manuscript, pp. 219-
43. 

180r 1 nah hwa The extreme top of nah damaged, h in hwa seems 
intact. (M87.l: tip of second h gone.) 

*f[eormie] There is no palaeographicaljustification for the 
bracketed restoration (Grein). The curved stroke that 
survives after f looks more like the side of an a or 0 than 
an e (there is no sign of a middle-stroke); moreover, the 
vestige of a descender is not the bottom of 1; since it 
clearly curves inward, like a g-loop; between the f and this 
apparent g there does not seem to be enough room for a 
digraph as wide as eo (cf. feorm . .. in line 4). (M87.l: part 
of e gone, only bottom of r left ("if the letter is an r; it 
might be any letter with a descender").) 
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18 uht h intact and the start of the t-bar survives, but both 
slightly out of place (the vellum distorted by heat). 
(M87.l-2: bottom of h a bit damaged, t gone.) 

180v 1 . .. nan The first n covered, the first stroke of the second n 
torn (these letters clear with light from behind). (M87.2: 
... oa: for MS ... nan; "Z[upitza's] long restoration swioe 
ondra!dao at the head of the line could hardly be bet
tered .... " 

beam (B) The bottom of the first letter closes, but this may 
be a distortion from the erasure; the remainder of B's 
reading is supported by the ink traces except for the 
second stroke of n, now gone. An alternative reading, well 
supported by B, the manuscript, the sense and the allitera
tion, would be hearrn. (M87.2: h:r: for B's beam; "restora
tion hord (Z) at the end of the line seems certain, though 
two letters are illegible and h has lost its ascender.") 

3 wintrum win gone except for covered traces of the second 
stroke of n. (M87.2: n gone.) 

14 stearc Part of ste covered, a intact, but torn at the tail. 
(M88.l: bottom of a a bit damaged.) 

20 guman g intact, but partly covered, u torn (cf. M88.l). 

181r 2 pa!re Only the p-descender and the left side of the bow 
survive (the latter somewhat obscured by the paste and 
tape). (M88.1: only descender of P left, a! gone.) 

10 drinc The left side of c survives at the edge. (M88.2: c 
gone.) 

181v 1 wolde. Only the point survives, barely covered. (M88.2: line 
now begins with wa!s.) 

gesyne gesy intact, but partly covered. (M88.2: line now be
gins with wa!s.) 

8 geleah The top right of g survives, e intact, but partly 
covered. (M88.2: g gone, e partly gone, partly covered.) 

19 kyning There are faint traces of the vertical stroke of k 
directly above the torn h-ascender at the beginning of the 
next line. (M89.1: Malone states bottom of stroke can be 
seen in facsimile, but mark he refers to is torn top of h.) 

182r 1 wisse he Only the tips of ss gone, h intact. (M89.1: h not 
whole.) 

12 gares ga and most of the first stroke and top of r left. 
(M89.2: most of rgone.) 
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19 gebeaten Only the second stroke of n gone, the first survives 
below the e-head even in FS. (M89.2: n gone.) 

182v 7 earm ea gone except for the off-stroke from a, part of r 
covered. (M89.2: a gone.) 

11 hygelac Most of the h-ascender gone, the rest of h and the 
bottoms of y and g only covered. (M89.2-90.1: h gone.) 

15 de d gone, e only covered. (M90.l: part of e gone, rest 
covered.) 

183v 5 wisian w gone except for the bottom tip of the descender 
(M91.1: w gone), covered along with part of is. 

14 wine w gone except for the tip of its descender (M91.1: w 

gone), i intact except for a bit gone at its base, the rest of i 
covered, n torn. 

184v 2 to Only the bottom of t and most of 0 survive, both covered. 
(M91.2: t gone.) 

4 oes o intact, but its shrunken loop partly covered. (M91.2: 
0, or its remains, covered except for part of cross-stroke.) 

14 Linde lin torn through the middle, but not much missing 
from any of the letters, though li and part of n are covered 
(the base of l obscured by the shine-through of 0). 
(M91.2: "of the first two letters I see only the upper part of 
l (Z saw also a bit of what he thought was i); the upper left 
corner of n is gone.") 

185r 11 onscege egone, cegintact, but torn. (M92.l: cegtorn, some of 
g gone.) 

185v 8 breost The extreme tip of the b-ascender gone, the rest only 
covered. (M92.2: ascender of b nearly all gone.) 

11 hilde The first stroke of h torn, but apparently intact. 
(M92.2: lower part of upright of h nearly all gone.) 

14 oelode o intact except for the tip of its ascender, but half 
covered. (M92.2: much of 0 gone.) 

15 ic The bottom of i survives under the frame. (M92.2: most 
of i gone.) 

186r 1 elies es obscured by the paste and tape, but with light from 
behind only the top of s appears to have gone. (M92.2: es 
gone.) 

3 hates te faint, but visible with light from behind, high s 
visible with direct light except for its top (coinciding with 
the shine-through of s). (M92.2: te gone, s headless, shaft 
seems whole.) 
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6 seeal Only see survives, e with a faded head visible in bright 
light. (M92.2: only down-stroke of e seems to be left.) 

8 mode All intact, but parts of d and efaded (e, on the edge, is 
seen best with strong light from behind). (M92.2: e gone.) 

186v 1 ge Partly covered, but intact except for the upper right 
corner of the e-head. (M93.1: some of g and more of e 
gone.) 

187v 19 oa The bottom of 0 torn and mostly covered. (M94.2: 0 
partly gone.) 

20 geolwe g apparently intact, but somewhat out of place be
cause of a tear in the vellum after it (cf. M94.2). 

188r 2 eegu g apparently intact, but somewhat distorted by heat 
and its top obscured by the paste, it gone. (M94.2: top of g 
a bit damaged.) 

188v 1 meel The bottom of l survives under the paper. (M94.2: l 

189A 
(197)r 

189A 
(197)v 

gone.) 
geman g intact, but partly covered. (M94.2: g, or its re

mains, partly covered.) 
ponne Only pon and the first stroke of the second n survive. 

(M94.2: second n gone.) 
2 wegeheton wand the top of the first e gone (M94.2: e gone), 

g intact, but partly covered. (M94.2: bit of g gone.) 
13 mede The first stroke of m covered. (M95.1: first minim of 

m, or its remains, covered.) 
14 man The first stroke of m covered, the second obscured by 

a curled piece of the paper frame. (M95.l: first minim of 
m gone, second covered.) 

1 geare r torn and only the base and tongue of the faded final 
e survive. (M95.l: e gone [influenced by B?].) 

14 wio Only the bottoms of these letters survive. (M95.2: 0 
gone.) 

20 neegling The first g-loop faded, the second stroke of the 
second n gone, vestiges of the second g-loop (split by a 
tear in the vellum) survive in the manuscript, truncated in 
FS. (M96.1: second ggone.) 

4 mme Only the top of the second stroke of m and the third 
stroke survive, with i, covered. (M96.1: first two minims of 
m gone.) 
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18 deaf d covered, but seemingly intact except perhaps for the 
top of its ascender. (M96.1: d not quite whole.) 

189v 2 heold he intact under the paper, but e faded, perhaps 
rubbed like o. (M97.1: upper part of h and head of e 
gone.) 

4 gretan g and the bottom of the r-descender gone, the rest 
of r and the torn e covered. (M97.1: some of e gone.) 

5 meel m gone, ee (except for the tail of its e-part) preserved 
by the tape over the very thin vellum, l torn, but intact. 
(M97.l: ee gone.) 

6 searo Caroline s lacks a bit at its top and bottom, ea intact 
under the paper. (M97.l: se gone, most of a, or its re
mains, covered.) 

8 fean The f-descender preserved to the left of a split in the 
vellum above w in waldend in the next line (M97.l: f 
gone), e and the lower left corner of a gone, the rest of a 
covered. 

13 since si gone, nee torn and partly covered. (M97.1: n gone.) 
15 gfmas Only a tiny piece of the bottom of ggone. (M97.1: 

bottom of ggone.) 

190v 6 mid m intact under the paper. (M97.2: only top of third 
minim of m visible, even when leaf held up to light, letter 
mayor may not be whole.) 

15 bohte bo gone except for the faded right side of 0, covered 
and split by a tear, the h-ascender also torn and covered. 
(M98.l: 0 gone, ascender of h partly gone.) 

17 heaoo The first stroke of h gone (M98.1: h gone), the rest of 
h,e and half of a covered. 

191r 11 gewat The accent mark coincides with a tear above a (cf. 
M98.2). 

191v 1 hwearf h torn, but its covered ascender preserved on the 
right side of a tear (cf. M98.2). 

12 nees A very small part of ee covered, not gone (cf. M98.2). 
17 mela The top of the first stroke of m faded rather than 

gone. (M98.2: top of first minim of m gone.) 

192v 1 becwom The top of the b-ascender gone and the loop al-
most entirely filled with a taped hole. (M99.l: upright of b 
covered except for rounded bit at bottom, rest of b gone.) 

swyrdgifu rd partly covered, but intact, gifu gone except for 
a bit of the g-loop under the paper. (M99.l: ggone.) 
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7 XL:- Was LX (not XLI) , the original X erased and rewrit
ten to the left of L by another hand. (M99.2): "obviously 
there was an erasure but I cannot make out what was 
erased, though Z[upitza] makes a good guess.") 

193r 13 on med on barely torn at the bottom, the first two minims of 
m damaged at the bottom, its third minim and ed gone 
except for the top of the d-ascender. (M100.l: d gone.) 

193v 1 eannre m torn, the top of the first stroke survives to the 
right of a tear. (MI00.1: m torn, top of first minim gone.) 

teoh he The top of t torn, but survives (M 1 00.1: upper right 
corner of t gone), both the h-ascenders covered, the final e 
blurred, but legible (cf. M 100.1-2). 

13 hilde h torn through the middle, the bottom of its first 
stroke gone, the top survives (MI00.2: upright of h gone), 
the rest of h, most of i and parts of Ide covered. 

194r 1 won reoing a (not d), its cross-stroke slightly torn at the 
right, but unmistakable with light from behind (cf. A, pace 
M100.2). 

194v 19 maoma The first m intact, but heat-damage has pulled its 
first two minims to the upper left. (M101.1: nearly all of 
first m gone or covered.) 

20 [po] d The d-ascender in tact under the paper. (M 1 01.1: 
nothing visible before sign for ond, anything there 
covered.) 

21 [geboh] te What looks like the top of another t precedes teo 
(MI01.1: line now begins with te.) 

198v Davis: "The last page ... , the photographer found after 
long experiment gave better results by ordinary light" (p. 
v). According to Smith, "in some cases less is visible now 
than formerly (judging by the editions of the poem), but 
on the other hand some new readings . . . have been 
deciphered ... " (Zupitza-Davis, p. viii). Fibre-optic light 
reveals more than Smith could see. 

1 meowle... After meowle, on the covered edge of a large rip, 
the tops of some letters (perhaps the tips of an e-head and 
a caroline s, i.e. . . es) can be seen (but no sign of a 
b-ascender) . 

heorde The tops of hand r covered, de intact under the 
paper. (MI04.2: de gone.) 
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5 swealg Torn down the middle, parts of some letters gone, 
other parts covered; with light from behind I see the tops 
of sw, the bottom of w, eal almost intact and the top and 
bottom of g. (M106.l-2: top of s, bottom of w, most of e, 
no a, nearly all of l, top stroke of g.) 

hla:o Neither hla:w nor hleo, but a combination of the two, a 
variant spelling of hleo. (M106.2: "Z[upitza] read ... hleo 
(footnote; hl . . in his text) and this is also Smith's reading 
(photo) but if I read the MS aright it has hlweo by meta
thesis for hleowand this reading comes out clearly in Z's 
facsimile, much less clearly but surely, I think, in the 
present one; Davis notes that the word "does not appear 
to be hleo because there is too much space between land e; 
hlam; would fit best" ... but he does not reckon with 
metathesis. ") 

6 gesyne The first evisible in strong light. (M107.l: "Davis sees 
traces of e in the new facsimile and so do I; in Z's I see the 
down-stroke better but the head not so well as here.") 

13 hyt All intact, including the dot over y. (M 107.2-108.1: "my 
reading hy is that of the new facsimile (or so I think), 
though the dot over the y is poorly centered; the first 
down-stroke after h is slanting, as one would expect for y 
... and the second one slants the other way, again as it 
does in y, and proceeds downward in a tail thin and faint 
but visible; after it I see vestiges of the top of a t but none 
of a curving down-stroke .... " 

15 .e.g Before cwioan e, gand an abbreviation for e seem clear 
in bright light. (M108.1: "the illegible word at the head of 
the line is commonly restored as ceare (Grein) but Z in his 
text finds room here (rightly, I think) for only four letters . 
. . . ") 

21 monowCErUst The bottoms of the first two minims of m 
under the tape, followed by a hole, the bottom of 0, most 
of the tops of no (including the cross-stroke, divided by a 
small hole), w gone, the tops of a:r, only ust intact. 
(MI09.l: monowmrgone except for top of a: and bit of r.) 

As the preceding entries show, the Beowulfmanuscript is not in worse 
shape today than it was in 1882. Combined, the evidence is overwhelm
ing that the protective paper frames of the 1845 Gough binding suc
cessfully stopped the crumbling at the edges of the manuscript. At the 
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same time it must be admitted that the current binding is not a safe or 
useful way to preserve a treasure of the stature of Beowulf. It is true that 
the paper frames securely hold the vellum leaves in place, while the 
binding tightly holds the paper frames together. But, because the 
vellum leaves are cockled and perhaps somewhat thicker than their 
paper frames, the binding is actually much smaller than the codex it is 
meant to bind. Thus the covers give little protection, since the book is 
always ajar. 

Soon it may be expedient for the British Library to attempt to 
provide a safer method of preserving the manuscript, perhaps one that 
can also reveal all of the readings that are now covered by the paper 
frames. Experiments are already under way in the Conservation Labo
ratory of the British Library for resuscitating the vellum of manuscripts 
damaged in the Cottonian Library fire. One method recently tested on 
BL Cotton Otho B. xii was developed by 1. K. Belaya of the Department 
of Book Hygiene and Restoration at the V. 1. Lenin Library in 
Moscow. II By this method the paper frames could be removed and the 
vellum processed with a 10% solution of urea and a 1-2% spermaceti 
emulsion, which restore the original texture and resilience to the skin 
without apparently affecting the text. The leaves are then pressed, first 
between sheets of wax paper and thick cardboard, and then between 
filter-paper and glass, until the spermaceti has thoroughly permeated 
the parchment and dried. According to Belaya, "facts from physico
mechanical testing of parchments processed with a 10% solution of 
urea, and with urea followed by greasing with a 2% spermaceti emul
sion, indicate that [these substances] have a beneficial effect on old 
parchment."12 

If some such process proves to be reliable enough to use on the 
Beowulf manuscript, there would be many accompanying benefits. 
Most of the manuscript could be safely stored away in separate polyes
ter slip-cases, even while tourists would be able to see more of it than 
two facing pages. For instance, parts of The Wonders of the East, Beowulf 
and judith could be displayed simultaneously. The benefits to scholars 
would be manifold as well. For a start, they could study parts of the 

II. See I. K. Belaya, "Softening and Restoration of Parchment in Manuscripts 
and Bookbindings," and "Instructions for the Softening of Parchment Manuscripts 
and Bookbindings," Restaurator 1.1 (1969),20-48 and 49-51. 

12. Ibid. pp. 30 and 36. 
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manuscript without disappointing the tourists. With the vellum leaves 
out of their paper frames codicologists might be able to prove the 
construction of the original gatherings, if it turns out that the original 
folds were not destroyed in the fire, but instead split by Gough when he 
prepared the paper frames. Textual scholars would be able to see 
without fibre-optic light the hundreds of readings that are now hidden 
by the paper frames. And photographers could furnish, for the first 
time, a reasonably full reproduction of the remarkable text that has 
come down to us from a thousand years ago. 

Despite these many advantages, however, I would not recommend 
removing the paper frames, since some chips of vellum are now obvi
ously held in place by tape alone. I would strongly recommend, 
though, that Cotton Vitellius A. xv be rebound in two or more separate 
parts, as has been done with Cotton Nero A. x, the Gawain manuscript. 
The combination of the Southwick and Nowell codices is, after all, a 
seventeenth-century innovation. In a conventional new binding, guards 
could be added at the spine to alleviate pressure on the vellum leaves 
when the book is open. Another possibility is "incapsulation" in a post 
binder, whereby each framed leaf could be placed in a Melinex (polyes
ter) sleeve, as has been recently done with Cotton Vitellius A. vii. 13 

Anyone who has studied the Beowulfmanuscript, even in facsimile, 
must be saddened by the lamentable state it is now in. The outside 
edges and the last page were badly burnt in the fire of 1731. Though 
much of the edges survived to the late eighteenth century, theyappar
ently crumbled away, folio by folio, as Thorkelin and his hired scribe 
made their now indispensable transcripts. Bits of the edges were no 
doubt sacrificed, as well, when tracings of them were made for the 1845 
binding, and it appears that the paste used to secure the leaves to the 
frames caused some fading and obliteration of the text. But we have no 
reason to believe that the manuscript deteriorated between 1845 and 
Zupitza's transcript, and good reason now to believe that it has not 
been further damaged since 1882. Indeed, by virtue of modern tech
nology, especially fibre-optic light, we can even say that, for us, the 
manuscript is in far better condition today than it was 101 years ago. 

13. I wish to thank Mr. Anthony Parker, Senior Conservation Officer in the 
Department of Manuscripts at the British Library, for patiently answering my 
questions and for giving me access to the equipment in the Conservation 
Laboratory. 
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