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ON THE TEXT OF BEOWULF

THE editors of Beowulf have, with rare exceptions,
concentrated their attention upon the problem of fixing
and interpreting the text, and have avoided discussing the
literary history of the poem. Theories as to the origin and
structure of Beowulf have been developed, not in editions,
but in monographs such as those of ten Brink, Miillenhoff,
and Boer.

This practice is probably scund: and in aceordance with
it I have made no pretence here to deal with questions of the
“ higher eriticism.” 1 hope to attempt this in an [Intro-
duction to the Study of Beowulf, which is to be issued
separately. But an editor cught to give an account of the
principles upon which he has worked, and the relation of his
text to the MS. This duoty is particularly incumbent npon
him, when he is revising a standard text,

Tue Maxuscrier

The Beowulf has been preserved in one manuseript only, ° &

written nbout the year 1000 : a feature which it shares with
most extant Old English poetry. As to the history of this
manuseript we have no information, till we find it in the
callection formed by Sir Robert Cotton, which 1s now in the
British Museum. From its position in the book-cases of this
colleetion the MS, containing Beownlf roceived the name and
number (Cotton Vitellinus A. 15) by which it is still known. .
Our first record of it dates from 1705, when Wanley in his
Catalogue of Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts described our poem
as telling of the wars which a Dane, Beowulf, waged against
the Kings of Sweden.
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x On the Text of Beowulf

Twenty-six years later cccurred the disastrons fire in
which so many of the Cottonian M58, were either destroyed
or, like the Beowulf M8, damaged.

It was not till the eighteenth century was drawing to
a close that any serions attempt was made to master the poem.
Thorkelin, an Icolander by birth, inspired by that revival of
historical studies which marked the close of the eighteenth
century in Denmark, and doubtless led by Wanley's mis-

.. description of the M8, came to England, made a transeript
“of the MS, and caused a second tramseript to be made.

After twenty years of labour his edifion was nearing com-
pletion, when in 1807 “the Englishman came, the damnéd
thief!," bombarded Copenhagen, and incidentally destroyed
Thorkelin's translation and notes. The much more valuable
transeripts of the MS. fortunately escaped. But the work
had all to be done again,and it was not till 1815 that the first
edition of the Beownlf appeared, under the title of De Dano-
rum rebus gestis...poema Danicum, dialecto Anglo-sazonica.

Thorkelin’s ignorance has been harshly eensured by later
students, who have often forgotten that, by his twe transeripts,
made more than forty years before any Englishman cared to
study the poem, the Seandinavian scholar had done a service,
the value of which cannot be exaggerated. For after Thor-
kelin's time the MS. continued to deteriorate steadily, by
the dropping away of its charred edges®, Thorkelin's mis-
translations simply do not matter to us. What does matter
is that he recorded what waa to be read in the MS, at the
time he saw it. He, and, to a greater extent, the transeriber
whom he employed, made many mistakes: but the two
transeripts correct each other: and the mistakes are of a
type easily detected and explained. Indeed Thorkelin's
ignorance of Anglo-Saxon, and the ignorance of his scribe,
add immensely to the value of their transcripts. Had they

i Aa det var daret attent bundreds aa syv

Drx Enpelemanden kom, den forbandede Tyo-—=

* More than thirty years sgo, further destruction wad prevented by the

M8, being rebound, and the parchment inset: but the paper which now

surrounds ench parshment lewf necessarily covers letbers or portions of letters,
egpecially on the back.




*"L.om,&nv 198 v
.L(.,;f—u.t

known more, they would have been tempted to fill in from
conjecture such gaps as they did find, and this would have
deprived their wstimony of its value,

Thorkelin's transeripts are generally referred to as A
(the copy made by Thorkchin's order) and B (the copy which
he made personally). Both belong to the year 1787: they
are preserved in the Royal Libeary at Copenhagen,

In 1830 the MS. was again copied by Thorpe, who how-
ever did not publish till & quarter of a century later. 1In
15585 {and more correctly in a second edition, in 1535) Kemble
published the results of his nspection, In 1861 N. F. 8
Grundtvig published a text bused upon an axaniination both
of the M5, and of Thorkelin's transeripts.  In 1578 Kilbing
published collations in Herrigs Adreldv (Lve), and both

The Manuscript xi

Wiilker (1881) and Holder (1881: from his notes made in J

1876) prefixed to their texts o transeription of the MS,
letter by letter.

Finally. in 1882, a facsimile of the MS. was published by
the Early E:.ngllsh Text ":um.t}, with o transcription by
Prof, Zupitza (quoted in tho notes below as “ Zupitza”). This
transeription embodies more than Zupitza's personal reading
of the MS; fur he endeavoured “to give the text as far
as possible in that condition in which it stood in the MS,
acentury ago.” He weighed the evidence of all the scholars,
enumernted above, who hul examined the M3, before him,
and he hud the advantage of comparing the MS. itself with
Thorkelin's two transcripts, which were sent to the British
Museum for the purpose,

The MS. h'nring thus been collated and recollated by
eight seholars, each in his day peenliarly competent, it |mghl.
well seem that nothing further remained to be done, And
in fact most recent students have been content to take the
facsimile, and Zupitza’s transliteration, as final.  But in the
stmh nl' a ‘ifS which hns suffered as l-hl? Bmwuff M=, haﬂ,

be pmduccd h} an cdﬂ.ur who will lock at tl'.e MS. for h:m-
self. Cotton Vitelliug A. 15 is still a field in which a student,



