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The Dave Clark Five 
first take of ‘totus laetus sum, amica mea’ at EMI’s Abbey Road Studio1 

 

 

It was of course necessary with an element of deception in the caption to this introductory 

illustration. A rock group led by a Clark (as we pronounce it) performing a rather secular 

love song on the road to an abbey2 (in St John’s Wood) would be admirably to the 

purpose, but of course as everyone knows, the group’s “Baby, I’m Glad All Over” was 

actually recorded at the Lansdowne Studios, Holland Park (which did however use EMI 

equipment).3 And even should it transpire that it depicts a tonsured figure 

                                                 
1  Known to some as Hieronymus Bosch, The Ship of Fools, (ca 1490 – 1500) Louvre, Paris, detail of 

participants in the carnival game of eating-a-pancake-without-using-their-hands (-while-playing-a-

lute?). Wikipedia has the details: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ship_of_Fools_(painting).  
2  Or, properly speaking, Kilburn Priory. 
3  For anyone who was too young in 1963 to know what was going on, it’s here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EipdAjhImrc.  

http://www.leeds.ac.uk/ims/imc/imc2016.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ship_of_Fools_(painting)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EipdAjhImrc
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enthusiastically engaged in late-medieval carnivalesque revelry, the picture would remain 

an effective way of signalling that any contribution I may be able to make to the study of 

the ‘learned clerk’ will be from a point of departure in my research on what is sometimes 

called Popular Culture, but which, for the pre-modern period, I prefer to call Vernacular 

Tradition.4 I take this latter to comprise cultural production that qualifies as vernacular 

not only (or not even necessarily5) in linguistic terms, but in the broader sense -- as 

originally applied to ‘home grown’ Roman slaves – which is long established in the 

modern academic study of scribal hands and architecture, and, more recently, religious 

life and worship. Its essence is artisanal rather than artistic, producing cultural 

achievements in which inherited craftsmanship counts for more than individual 

idiosyncrasy or originality. Of established alternatives ‘Folklore’ (coined in 1849) should 

properly apply to vernacular tradition (such as it had become in the mean time) when 

rediscovered (as ‘popular antiquities’) by cultural elites in the late-eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. Medieval vernacular tradition may also be taken to include such 

forms of professional entertainment as may have emerged in the pre-modern period, 

antecedents of the modern, commercial, mass media (like rock groups) for which  

‘Popular Culture’ is probably best reserved. 

 Thus understood Vernacular Tradition may at first sight seem a world asunder 

from that of the learned clerk, but I suspect nonetheless there may be a significant 

relationship between the two, with implications, predictably, in both directions: what can 

the learned clerk tell us about vernacular tradition (which most interests me), and what 

can vernacular tradition tell us about the learned clerk (which may most interest others)? 

 

The Clerk and Vernacular Culture 

The first of these is the most obvious and straightforward, in that we owe to clerks of one 

degree or another most of such evidence as we have concerning late-medieval vernacular 

tradition, and consequently need to think about the possible implications and impact 

(selection; distortion; misrepresentation) of this clerical filter. 

 

Records 

Surviving external documentation, from financial accounts recording largesse received by 

customary singers and dancers at Christmastide, to transcripts of judicial interrogation of 

townsmen accused of performing subversive or sacrilegious plays, or in the form of 

correspondence, minutes, and regulations, was mostly penned by clerks in the service of 

the organizations concerned, be they communities, institutions (educational / 

ecclesiastical), associations or households.  

 Given their utilitarian purpose such records are generally void of active bias, but by 

the same token, with purposes other than enlightening scholars of a later age, are often 

                                                 
4  A broad swathe of my research in this field is available at 

https://southerndenmark.academia.edu/ThomasPettitt (see particularly under the headings ‘Theatre 

and Custom’, ‘Ballads’ and ‘Folk Tale’). 
5  There may well have been a Latinate clerical sub-culture qualifying as vernacular under other headings, 

and I have long been tempted to see the medieval liturgy as its major cultural achievement. 

https://southerndenmark.academia.edu/ThomasPettitt
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frustratingly taciturn or enigmatic (what exactly did they mean by lusores?). But other 

clerks, or these same in Sunday, pastoral mode, were luckily also given to homiletic 

animadversions on vernacular cultural production (song; narrative; rumour; custom; 

pastime; entertainment) which are vastly more informative, and we would be lost without 

them. Such clerical complaint can of course repeat inherited prejudices and 

commonplaces (or rumour and contemporary legend) rather than registering 

contemporary realities6, but on occasion the latter was evidently also the case. William 

Langland’s somewhat conventional aspersions in Piers Plowman on lazy labourers who 

rather than work prefer to sit around singing, modulate into something more resembling 

a memorat (personal experience narrative) in specifying their song as “Dieu vous saue, 

Dame Emme”. This may provide a precious early reference to a historical ballad on the 

troubles of King Canute’s queen, but would still be interesting if the song turned out 

merely to celebrate a notorious Shoreditch brothel-keeper.7 

 

Texts 

If we do not now have more of the words of the labourers’ Dame Emme song than those 

Langland cited it is because no one wrote them down, not even it seems among the 

marginal glosses with which some Piers Plowman manuscripts are adorned. For of 

course an equally vital aspect of the clerk’s role as link between late-medieval vernacular 

tradition and modern scholarship is his contribution as scribe in the copying and 

preservation of texts, and without that contribution we would have even fewer of the late-

medieval vernacular songs, ballads, plays and narratives than is actually the case. 

 It is hard to imagine anyone better qualified to represent this function than the John 

Clerke who was a deputy to the Common Clerk of the City of York in the early sixteenth 

century. His role in relation to the text in question is admittedly a rather special case, but 

one which will open up further perspectives on our subject. During performances of 

York’s celebrated Cycle of Biblical plays it was evidently the task of the Clerk’s Office to 

monitor each constituent play as it was performed in its turn at the first station, and check 

for conformity to the script. Straddling the boundary between Such community theatre 

was ‘lered’ in the sense of being text-based, its sources in Biblical and pseudo-Biblical 

narrative, and doubtless of clerical authorship in one sense or another. And unlike 

traditional songs and tales, because of the highly public auspices the scripts of such civic 

performances were subject to strict control to avoid transgression of current ordinances 

(typically with regard to religion and social order).8 The official and approved ‘Register’ of 

                                                 
6  A notorious instance being the condemnations of New Year beast-guise customs mechanically repeated 

century after century: see Rudolph Arbesmann, "The Cervuli and Anniculae of Caesarius of Arles", 

Traditio, 35 (1979): 89-119. 
7  Bennett, J.A.W., ed., Langland: Piers Plowman. Clarendon Medieval and Tudor Series. Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1972, p. 103 (= note to B.Prol.224, including reference to the much-cited record of a 

performance of a song on Queen Emma by a minstrel at Windsor in 1338). For a possible connection 

with a specific traditional ballad see Francis James Child’s headnote to No. 59, “Sir Aldingar”, in his 

English and Scottish Popular Ballads, 5 vols. (New York: Dover Publications, 1965), II, 38. 
8  On this and other aspects of official control over medieval civic drama, see my contribution, “Dramatic 

Entertainment, Pastime and Custom”, to Medieval Oral Literature, ed. Karl Reichl (Berlin: Walter de 

Gruyter, 2011), pp. 701-727. 
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the whole cycle’s scripts that John Clerke had before him on these occasions (and which 

has survived to us) was the cumulative production of scribes at various levels (and over 

considerable time), most recently compiled by clerks in civic employ like himself, but on 

the basis of scripts of their individual plays supplied by the contributing guilds, doubtless 

in the hand of scribes in their employ. Against this textual yardstick Clerke was to register 

any discrepancies introduced by performers, who although they had probably been 

selected for their good memories, and instructed to adhere strictly to the script, 

nonetheless represented the ‘lewed’ contribution to an enterprise that modern German 

scholarship qualifies as a vernacular tradition – Volksschauspiele – and to which 

performers may have brought a different complex of attitudes and competences. It was at 

about this time that the authorities in Suffolk were exercised by reports of a public 

morality play performance in which the man who played the role of Husbandry “said 

many things against gentlemen, much more than was in the book of the play’”.9 

 And while on a small scale and far from subversive, we can see from John Clerke’s 

annotations over several years that divergence from the official script did occur. Most are 

of technical interest in reflecting the challenges of reproducing textual material from 

memory, a topic which will loom large here in later discussion, and under the stresses and 

strains of performance. For example God in Play 3, The Creation of Adam and Eve, 

seems to have varied the order of his instructions to Adam and Eve from year to year, and 

Isaac, in Play 10, Abraham and Isaac, on one occasion totally spoils the build-up of 

suspense about the sacrifice by asking, “Why fadir, will God þat I be slayne?” twenty lines 

too early. It belongs at a later moment when the truth begins to dawn, but in an instance 

of the internal textual contamination we will meet again he has substituted it for the less 

suspicious, ‘Bot wherof sall oure offerand be?’ that was in the script here.10 There is also a 

minute but fascinating performance detail in Play 29, Christ before Annas and Caiaphas 

when Herod, following his opening harangue to the audience, turns to his soldiers with 

instructions to go out and arrest Christ. The official script reads: 

 

 Herod. And therefore sir knyghtis 

   I charge you … 

 

but in the margin Clerke notes that the soldiers respond to his first line before he goes on 

to the second: 

 

 Herod. And therefore sir knyghtis  

        Tunc dicunt Lorde 

   I charge you …. 

 

                                                 
9  Letter of Duke of Suffolk to Privy Council in 1537, in William Ingram, The Business of Playing: The 

Beginnings of the Adult Professional Theater in Elizabethan England (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

1992), p.77 (my modernization of spelling). 
10  These and other examples are identified and discussed in Peter Meredith, “Scribes, texts and 

performance”, Aspects of Early English Drama, ed. Paula Neuss (Cambridge: Brewer, 1983), pp. 13-29. 
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Perter Meredith’s reference to this insertion as ‘heel-clicking’ should not perhaps be taken 

literally, but well captures the dramaturgical aspect. He suspects it is a result of external, 

what we might term intertextual, or perhaps, to the extent it involves action, 

interaxional,11 contamination, from a parallel moment in the following play, Play 30, 

Christ before Pilate, where the interjected response is recorded in the Register: 

 

 Pilatus. And þerfore sir knyghtis – 

 Milites. Lorde 

 Pilatus. Sir knyghtis … 

 

But since it is also encountered in Elizabethan stage plays it is more likely that this is a 

dramatic formula (perhaps also qualifying as what others have called a theatergram), 12 a 

standard unit common (because useful) to a dramatic tradition that authors can deploy as 

needed and that performers can introduce if it feels right.13 

  

                                                 
11  On the notion of ‘interaxionality’ designed to do for dramatic action what intertextuality does for texts, 

see my “Staging Intrusions: Interaction and Interaxionality in Medieval English Theatre”, forthcoming.   
12  For dramatic formulas see my "Formulaic Dramaturgy in Doctor Faustus", A Poet and a Filthy Play-

Maker. New Essays on Christopher Marlowe, ed. Kenneth Friedenreich, Roma Gill & Constance B. 

Kuriyama (New York: AMS Press, 1988), pp. 167-91; for theatergrams see Louise George Clubb, Italian 
Drama in Shakespeare's Time (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), chapter 1, “Theatergrams”, 

especially pp. 6ff.; perceptively reviewed from this perspective by Miranda Johnson-Haddad in 

Shakespeare Quarterly 43. 2 (1992), 253-57. 
13  (Occasional gaps in the text are to ensure that later textual illustrations are not disturbed by page 

divisions.) 
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The Vernacular Clerk  

In both of these roles, as historical witness and as textual transmitter, the clerk’s 

relationship to vernacular traditions, that is to say the relationship between the ‘lered’ 

observer and the ‘lewed’ object of his activities, will clearly be of considerable moment.  

 The expression “(the) lered and (the) lewed” is an alliterating formula (also 

deployed in Piers Plowman) which in meaning ‘everyone’ suggests that its constituent 

terms register categories into which (in this case from the perspective of learning) society 

can be divided. Applied to cultural production, ‘lewed’ would effectively be a medieval 

way of saying ‘vernacular’ (here too with more than purely linguistic connotations), and 

to the extent the York Mystery Cycle qualified as such, our clerk John Clerke, as a lered 

observer registering its lewed textual vagaries, might be hailed as one of our first students 

of medieval Vernacular Tradition. 

 But clerks also performed in civic Biblical plays, notably Chaucer’s parish clerk, 

Absolon, who “Somtyme, to shewe his lightnesse and maistrye, / ... pleyeth Herodes 

upon a scaffold hye”,14 and it would be legitimate to wonder if under such auspices they 

were any more likely than the York guildsmen to adhere strictly to what “was in the book 

of the play”, or whether they too among other things developed internal contaminations 

and introduced dramatic formulas. Social categories are in reality rarely exclusive, that 

between lered and lewed no exception, and it is a basic premise of these ruminations, to 

use a formulation popular more recently, that within many a medieval  ‘lered’ clerk there 

was a ‘lewed’ man struggling to get out, and sometimes this had cultural consequences. 

 The reasons come at various levels. Most generally, the relatively clear division 

between elite and plebeian cultures that emerged in England in the early-modern 

period15 did not apply earlier, when despite (or perhaps enabled by) massive social and 

economic differences, both elites and lower estates participated in a shared, common 

culture, distinguished by anthropologists as the ‘Little Tradition’ from the ‘Great 

Tradition’ which was exclusive to elites with the training and leisure to cultivate it. 

Assuredly there were gradations within the Little Tradition reflecting the relative wealth 

and sophistication of the participants, but denizens of great houses or educational 

institutions who enjoyed Christmas disguisings in expensive masks and costumes would 

have recognized a customary affinity with the humbler tenants who came to offer their 

seasonal greetings (and to prompt seasonal largesse) in less spectacular mummings with 

blackened faces and their clothes turned inside out (to display the lining – including fur 

or wool).16 

                                                 
14  Geoffrey Chaucer, “Miller’s Tale” ll. 275-6, Canterbury Tales, cited here from University of Glasgow’s 

STELLA Teaching Packages, at http://www.arts.gla.ac.uk/stella/Miller/prologue.htm#Back36.  
15  Peter Burke, Popular Culture in Early Modern Europe (London, 1978; 3rd. edn. London: Ashgate, 

2009). 
16  Until recently garments made of animal pelts were worn with the fur on the inside – so wearing them 

inside out would have the bonus of giving a distinctly bestial appearance – if with the side-effect of 

exciting later folklorists to extravagant theorizing. For animadversions on a specific instance (the 

carnival massacre at Romans), see my “Approaching Medieval Disorder: Folk Routes”, inVoix (et voies) 
du désordre au Moyen-Âge. Volume issu du colloque du Centre d'études médiévales anglaises de Paris-
Sorbonne, 22-23 mars 2012, ed. Tatjana Silec (Paris : Publications de l’Association de Médiévistes 

http://www.arts.gla.ac.uk/stella/Miller/prologue.htm#Back36
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 Furthermore within most domestic or even institutional households of any 

substance there will have been a vernacular environment within the walls, close to that of 

the craftsmen and peasantry of adjoining communities, in the dozens, scores or hundreds 

of servants (at the level of yeoman or below) with their own ‘servants’ hall’ for social and 

cultural recreation. This vernacular world may have been at some physical and cultural 

distance from that of the elite privy chamber, but specifically in domestic households 

children of the householder will have experienced a sustained sojourn in the not merely 

non-elite but emphatically non-male world of the sub-household constituted by the 

Nursery. From their nurses / nourices they will have imbibed not merely physical but 

cultural nourishment in the form of songs and ballads, tales and legends. A retrospective 

glimpse of how this may have affected late-medieval adults may be provided by the 

mixture of disdain and fascination evinced by (male) Elizabethan writers towards the oral 

and essentially female culture (not least ‘old wives tales’) of the nursery where they had 

spent their childhood, but which they had abandoned through their enculturation, by 

breeching, beating and schooling, into literate Latinate masculinity, yet had never quite 

forgotten.17 

 This trajectory from a lewed, vernacular cultural environment to a lered, Latinate 

one will have been more drastic in the not altogether unusual case of the (male) person 

whose access to the great tradition was achieved in life rather than determined by birth, 

and who consequently in his youth had not also participated in the elite culture of the 

household outside the Nursery. By definition and by virtue of his education a clerk was 

‘lered’, a denizen of the Latinate world of writing, parchment, pages and manuscripts, but 

of that world many a clerk was more a naturalized, than a natural born, citizen, his 

original habitat the village culture of peasants and craftsmen. For this same clerical 

education offered perhaps the most significant  avenue of upward mobility for boys (albeit 

requiring the necessary talents, good fortune and patrons) from non-elite backgrounds,18 

and more than any they will have been aware, through having traversed them, of the gap 

between great and little traditions, and of the gradations within the latter. 

 For such clerks, ‘lered’ is less an adjective than a past participle – it is not something 

they are but something they have become (through learning; and/or through being 

taught – like its German and Scandinavian analogues, ‘learn’ in English previously also 

meant to teach).  Attitudes towards the illiterate, traditional, ‘vernacular’ environment in 

which they spent their early years and in which their family and cohorts remained would 

have been greatly complicated by the process of detachment and distancing oneself from 

it – similar to but stronger than the graduation of young gentlemen from Nursery to 

schoolroom, and probably more akin to the ambiguous feelings towards 20th century 

                                                                                                                                                         
Anglicistes de l’Enseignement Supérieur, 2013), pp. 5-49 ; online at 

https://www.academia.edu/11641587/Approaching_Medieval_Disorder_Folk_Routes . 
17  Mary Ellen Lamb, The Popular Culture of Shakespeare, Spenser, and Jonson (London: Routledge 

2006). 
18  Edward L. Cutts, Parish Priests and Their People in the Middle Ages in England (London: SPCK, 

1898), pp. 127-130; R.B. Dobson, Church and Society in the Medieval North of England (London: 

Hambledon Press, 1996), p. 206. 

https://www.academia.edu/11641587/Approaching_Medieval_Disorder_Folk_Routes
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working class or popular culture of the upwardly mobile ‘scholarship boy’ who acquired 

middle or upper class status through grammar school and university education.19 

 In addition to likely elements of both nostalgia (say, in  a tendency to idealize 

ploughmen) and disdain (say in condemning lazy labourers), the medieval lered clerk’s 

feelings about the lewed culture from which he had emerged could also comprise anxiety 

concerning the possible stain, in the eyes of others, it may have left, or even at the 

possibility, in the event of failing to establish a career, of being dragged back into it.  

 This alertness to cultural origins may correspondingly manifest itself in various 

ways: most positively and materially of course in the engagement of clerks in social unrest 

and peasant revolts (for some of which they provided spiritual and even practical 

leadership). It may also be reflected in an intertextuality with folk verbal idiom in some 

aspects of their writings associated with the unrest, or in an interaxionality with folk 

custom in the choreography of the revolts.20  

 In contrast there may lie a degree of socio-cultural anxiety behind Langland’s 

obsessive denunciations of minstrels and other professional entertainers, and not merely, 

as Langland complains, because they are rivals for patronage and household audiences. 

One senses an underlying neurosis at the possibility that in contexts where their paths 

crossed lered (but unbeneficed) clerk and lewed minstrel might somehow be confused in 

people’s minds. There is again an Elizabethan analogue in the obsession of the 

‘University Wits’ with the common players (including that ‘upstart crow’ of a player who 

thought he could write plays), who while non-graduates are both social rivals and 

professional associates. 

  

                                                 
19  Sketched in the concluding chapter of Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy (London: Chatto and 

Windus, 1957). 
20  For various aspects of this relationship see Richard Firth Green, “John Ball’s Letters: Literary History 

and Historical Literature”, in  Chaucer’s England: Literature in Historical Context, ed. Barbara 

Hanawalt (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992), pp. 176-20; Thomas Pettitt, "'Here 

Comes I, Jack Straw': English Folk Drama and Social Revolt",  Folklore. 95.1 (1984): 3-20 and "'Folk 

Allegory' in the Idiom of John Ball", in Essays on  Medieval and Renaissance Culture in honour of 
André Lascombes, ed. Michel Bitot, Roberta Mullini & Peter Happé (Tours: Université Francois 

Rabelais, 1996), pp. 55-68. 
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The Clerk as Scribe 

These considerations spill over from the matter of what the learned clerk can tell us about 

vernacular tradition to its reverse, what vernacular tradition can tell us about the learned 

clerk, for that lewed inner man can have interfered with the functioning of the clerk in his 

scribal role more generally, and in relation to a central problem in the study of late-

medieval verbal culture of all kinds: the matter of textual instability and how to handle it 

in the interpretation and indeed the publication of medieval texts. 

 It can doubtless be assumed that in the case of canonical, high-authority texts, 

textual stability was the norm – the basic aim of the enterprise and the object of 

appropriate techniques such as care, concentration and checking. But as soon as we move 

into the realm even of quasi-canonical texts in the vernacular languages standards seem to 

be different, as in the notorious instance of Chaucer’s ‘Adam Scrivener’, admonished by 

the irate author to “write more trew” than hitherto. Adam’s problem seems to have been 

carelessness (or what Chaucer calls ‘necligence’) – and his refreshingly indifferent attitude 

to Chaucer’s Boethius and Troilus might indeed qualify as our earliest critical response to 

the salient qualities of those works. At the opposite extreme, some scribes were evidently 

so engaged with the work they were copying that they indulged not merely in marginal 

glossing but in significant revision of the texts concerned.  

 The less canonical and more ‘vernacular’ the work concerned the more likely this 

was to occur, and it differs in degree rather than in kind from the revisions an author 

might undertake of his own work: both are manifestly operative in the case of Piers 

Plowman. Indeed it is tempting to reverse the perspective and define the verbal forms of 

Vernacular Culture as those displaying a particular degree, but also particular kinds, of 

textual instability. 

 For alongside passive carelessness and active engagement, with distinct, systemic 

symptoms of its own, is the kind of textual change stemming from the particular 

affordances of the medium most characteristic of Vernacular verbal culture. That 

medium generally goes by the name of ‘oral tradition’, but this is inadequate or even 

misleading, as the ‘oral’ aspect refers only to the vocal performance by which a work is 

(‘aurally’) received by an audience (a feature shared with manuscript transmission, which 

often culminated with reading aloud), and, more significantly, the performance by which 

a work is passed on from one performer to another (for which oral-aural transmission 

would be more accurate).  More important still, the term omits the definitive difference 

between the two media technologies, the mode in which a work is preserved over time 

and diffused across space: texts (letters on a material surface) in the one case; the human 

memory in the other.  

 And while ideally verbatim textual copying may be the expected professional 

competence of our lered clerk, reproduction from memory is the default mode of the 

lewed man within, and the mechanics of scribal copying render it vulnerable to 

interference by such memorial-oral (memor-al; mem-oral) processes. Their point of entry 

is of course the gap between the scribe’s eyes leaving the copy text (the text he is copying) 

and his pen touching the parchment or paper on which he is writing (the copied text). In 
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that gap the verbal material is retained in the memory of the scribe, and subject to the 

systemic textual impact of commitment to, retention in, and reproduction from, memory.  

 Indeed the process might also include oral-aural transmission as well, in that 

audible vocalization was customary even in solitary reading, so that the scribe would 

actually write not what his eyes saw but what he heard his voice speak. The joint impact 

of such a memorial-oral-aural mediation between manuscript texts would naturally vary 

in proportion to the length21 of text subjected to the process at each turn. I see no reason 

why we should not operate with a spectrum of copy-lengths extending from a single word 

or even syllable (in the case of a high-authority work like the Bible) to a complete item 

(say a dance-lyric or a ballad the scribe was confident he knew well enough, having 

glanced at the copy MS to ascertain what it was) – effectively indistinguishable from 

reproduction ‘from memory’. In between, say in copying a longer narrative or discursive 

work, especially if bordering on the vernacular, the scribe might reproduce a string of 

lines or stanzas in this way, depending say on how familiar he was with it beforehand, or 

how comfortable in handling the verse-form. 

 The decisive matter, or course, is whether we can distinguish the symptoms of such 

‘memoral’ change from those attendant on either passively careless or actively engaged 

scribal copying. It would be fair to say that commentary hitherto has largely been based 

on common-sense principles, largely of a quantitative aspect, with adjudications along the 

lines of ‘differences of this degree can only be explained by reproduction from memory’, 

although with a qualitative edge in the expectation that memory generates incoherence. 

But empirical evidence abounds in instances from recent (19th – 20th century) English 

folklore, in which more or less literate performers have reproduced from memory 

vernacular cultural production which originated as texts (typically printed), occasionally 

at the end of a sequence of performers who have passed it on from one to another through 

performance. Juxtaposition of source and derivative performance reveals precisely what 

kinds of change occur under these media auspices.  

 Comparative analysis of folk songs (and one folk tale) as recorded in performance 

tradition and their originals in cheap print such as broadsides (and chapbooks) decades 

earlier has revealed, alongside the predictable arbitrary garblings, a set of symptoms 

which can then be used to diagnose the occurrence of a ‘mem-oral’ element in other 

situations. By way of experiment this diagnostic tool will be applied in what follows to 

manuscripts of two late-medieval English works in whose rendition of the text an 

element of memory has previously been suspected. 

 The most basic of those symptoms are ‘reduction’ and ‘patterning’. In the process of 

memorization, retention and recollection of an Urform, material which is less necessary, 

purely decorative, or in other ways redundant is liable to subtraction, so that change in is 

the direction of a Zielform, a leaner text whose inner structures are more easily perceived. 

I have compared the process to the wearing of cloth to reveal the stronger threads 

underneath, and the weathering of rock by wind and rain, useful as a reminder that the 

                                                 
21  The appropriate term, still used by actors learning their roles from a written / printed script 

(presumably echoing a time when the roles were written on rolls wound around a stick that could be 

unwound in the process of reading/memorizing).  
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resulting shape will vary in accordance with the inner strengths of the substance 

concerned (just so will stanzaic, stychic and prose texts respond differently to the process). 

In the company of medievalists I tend rather to invoke the familiar image of the cadaver 

tomb,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Thomas Bekynton, Wells Cathedral (1464) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

the magnificently garbed, fully fleshed image of the magnifico above representing the 

original, written work (with all its literary amplifications and rhetorical flourishes), the 

skeletal remains and their rags below the result of reduction to the bare essentials.  

 These features are probably too broad to figure in the limited impact of memory 

within scribal copying, where perhaps the most relevant feature is the verbal concomitant 

of patterning, in which links between points already established by underlying aspects of 

content acquire a verbal reinforcement when the formulation at one is adjusted into line 

with that at the other: we may already have seen the beginning of the process  in the York 

material with Isaac’s confusions of his cues. This verbal ‘internal contamination’, which 

can also occur on a smaller scale between adjacent elements, is distinct from (but can 

operate in tandem with) the ‘external contamination’ in which original formulations are 

replaced by verbal material from an external source, in the form either of intertextual 

borrowings from other works (by definition in the repertoire of, or at least known to, the 

performer concerned), or of verbal formulas common to the (generic) tradition as a whole. 

In either case this last process, together with some of the others, contributes to making 

the resultant version more like other items in the same tradition, or in another word, 

traditional. 
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 By way of illustration here is what happened under these headings to the opening 

stanzas of a crime and execution ballad between its printing in connection with the events 

concerned in 1818, and its recovery from an illiterate Gypsy in 1966:22 

 

The Lamentation of W. Warner  “Three Brothers in Fair Warwickshire” 

T. Ward & T. Williams ca 1818  Danny Brazil 1966  
 

1. It’s melancholy to relate      SUBTRACTION 
 Of three young men who met their fate    of packaging and commentary 
 Cut of[f] just in the bloom of day,      
 For robbing in the king’s highway.    from family idiom     tradition   
 
2. At Nuneaton in Warwickshire      1. All for three brothers in fair Warwickshire 

 We lived as you soon shall hear,      Three daring fellows you all shall hear 

 But in our station not content,  To rob and plunder was their intent 

 To rob and plunder we were bent,  To go robbing along the highway they went 

        (another song in repertoire) 
3. Mr. Greenway was the first we met,   . 2.  The first they met was Lord Granuaille       
 And by us he was soon beset  With his coach and four there they did rebay 
 With a dreadful blow upon the head,  The heavy blow struck him on the head 

 We left him as we thought for dead.  And they left him on the highway for dead 

 
4. His money and his watch also          3. They took his watch and his money too 
 We took, which proved our overthrow,  So soon they proved his sad overthrow  
 And then we ran away with speed,  They run away its with all the speed 

 And left him on the road to bleed.  And they left him on the highway to bleed 

 

Boxed text indicates repetitions generated from within the song (internal contamination); 

red text the intrusion of material from song tradition (commonplaces; formulas), or of  

idioms characteristic of this family of singers,  or from another other song in the repertoire 

of this singer (external contamination). And performance tradition has no use for the 

lugubrious introductory stanza of the news ballad. 

 Among other features demonstrated as ‘memoral’ symptoms by this song, and of 

relevance for later discussion here, is the generation of parataxis (a sequence of 

syntactically parallel statements rather than complex sentences)23, as in the following (in 

which contamination also participates): 

 

4. His money and his watch also          3. They took his watch and his money too 

                                                 
22  See further my study, “From Journalism to Gypsy Folk Song: The Road to Orality of an English 

Ballad”, Oral Tradition, 23.1 (2008): 87-117, online at ttp://journal.oraltradition.org/issues/23i/pettitt, 

and for another case, "Written Composition and (Mem)oral Decomposition: The Case of ‘The Suffolk 

Tragedy’", Proceedings of 2006 "Sound Effects" conference at University of St Andrews, Oral 
Tradition, 24/2 (2009): 429-454. online at: http://journal.oraltradition.org/issues/24ii/pettitt  

23  For the analogous development of parataxis at multiple levels in a folk tale reproduced from memory 

many decades after its initial commitment to memory (from print) see my “The Wondertale in the 

Workhouse. ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ and the Aesthetics of Parataxis”, Rask: International Journal of 
Language and Communication, 38 (August 2013): 369-389, online at: 

http://www.sdu.dk/en/Om_SDU/Institutter_centre/Isk/Forskning/Forskningspublikationer/RAS

K/Issues/38/Tom+Pettitt . 

http://journal.oraltradition.org/issues/23i/pettitt
http://journal.oraltradition.org/issues/24ii/pettitt
http://www.sdu.dk/en/Om_SDU/Institutter_centre/Isk/Forskning/Forskningspublikationer/RASK/Issues/38/Tom+Pettitt
http://www.sdu.dk/en/Om_SDU/Institutter_centre/Isk/Forskning/Forskningspublikationer/RASK/Issues/38/Tom+Pettitt
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 We took, which proved our overthrow,  So soon they proved his sad overthrow  

 And then we ran away with speed,  They run away its with all the speed 

 And left him on the road to bleed.  And they left him on the highway to bleed 

 

This apparent simplification has its communicative strengths however, for while parataxis 

is sustained into the report of the robbers’ capture, the shift to the passive voice from the 

active voice of their exploits is striking: 

 

5.  But for the crime we soon were ta’en 4.  Now as they were taken all for the same 

 And sent to Warwick for the same;  They were put in prison to the trial come 

 To be confined in prison strong,  They were put in prison bound in iron strong 

 Till the Assizes did come on.  Until the assizes it did come on. 
 

Mem-oral transmission is not merely a process in which something sophisticated is ‘sung 

to pieces’ (zersungen), as German philology used to have it. Selection and patterning 

actively modulate the narrative concerned into accordance with what might be termed a 

‘vernacular aesthetic’, its features the result of necessity rather than artistic endeavour 

(like the half-timbered barns and farmhouses of both English and Danish rural 

communities). And it is not always and exclusively a matter of reduction. As this 

particular song illustrates, performance tradition is capable of introducing new material, 

provided it too is traditional, and in the same aesthetic mode as that achieved by the song 

itself  -- in this case an episode (traditional in trail and execution ballads) in which 

someone close to the perpetrators begs for mercy on their behalf. The insertion is skilfully 

achieved here by what amounts to another instance of internal contamination: 

 

6. When at the bar we did appear, 5. Now at the Bar these three young men ‘peared 

 We pleaded guilty as you shall hear,  They was pleading guilty you all shall hear 

 The jury all the same did cry,  The judge and jurymen all did say 

 And we were condemned to die.       For its they are cast and condemned to die.   

   ... 
           
  8. At the Bar their poor mother ‘peared   

    She was wringing her tender hands tearing out her hair 

   Saying Judge and jurymen spare their lives 

   For they are my sons and my heart’s delight   
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Scribes, Minstrels. and the Middle English Popular Romances 

Although the Middle English popular romances naturally survive to us only in late-

medieval or occasionally early-modern manuscripts, the mode by which a given romance 

was mediated before it arrived in a particular manuscript, or from one manuscript to 

another (and by implication how it reached its public), has been a matter of controversy 

ever since the publication of romances and more vernacular material from the most 

notorious of the early-modern collections, the Percy Folio, up to and beyond their 

submersion in the ‘oral-formulaic’ controversy of the mid-twentieth century.24 

 Boiled down to essentials, for much of the debate the options were scribal copying 

or ‘oral tradition’, elaborated by the general assumption that if the first was the business of 

clerks, the latter was the work of minstrels. Of course a minstrel might have manuscript 

copies of some of the longer items in his repertoire, in a portable ‘holster-book’ format, 

with which to refresh his memory, but what the audience heard was the romance as he 

remembered it at a given time under given conditions (and conditions could vary). The 

next performer in the line of transmission might acquire the romance from listening to 

performances rather than acquiring the written text, but somewhere down the line a 

performance would be dictated or transcribed to become another manuscript text. This 

minstrel + (mem-)oral tradition thesis was supported by ‘oral’ features of the text and the 

quite explicit references to an ongoing live performance by a professional performer built 

in the texts of the romances themselves, not least in the form of a ‘minstrel opening’ and 

other remarks addressed directly to an audience.25 A more sophisticated interpretation 

has of late seen these as deliberate ploys to deliver a sense of performance to manuscript 

readers (or to an audience listening to a manuscript being read aloud), while various other 

supports for the thesis (like the idea of holsterbooks) have be steadily dismantled.26 

 But the role of performance in the mediation of late-medieval popular narrative 

remains resilient in the study of continental traditions,27 still has its defenders in 

England,28 and in an insufficiently appreciated study Murray McGillivray has identified 

textual features in particular MS versions of a given romance lacking in other versions, 

which are plausibly symptoms of mem-oral transmission.29 He assigns greatest 

                                                 
24  Starting with A.C. Baugh’s "Improvisation in the Middle English Romance", Proceedings of the 

American Philosophical Society, 103 (1959): 418-54. 
25  Michael Chesnutt, ”Minstrel Reciters and the Enigma of the Middle English Romance”, Culture and 

History. 2 (1987), 48-67. 
26  For a significant contribution to the process see Andrew Taylor, ”Fragmentation, Corruption and 

Minstrel Narration”, Yearbook of English Studies, 22 (1992): 39-62. 
27  Evelyn Birge Vitz, Orality and Performance in Early French Romance  (Cambridge: Brewer, 1999); 

Performing Medieval Narrative, ed. Evelyn Birge Vitz, Nancy Freeman Regalado, & Marilyn Lawrence 

(Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2005); Karl Reichl, "The Literate Fallacy: Interpreting Medieval Popular 

Narrative Poetry", in Interpretation: Medieval and Modern, ed. Piero Boitani & Anna Torti 

(Woodbridge: Brewer, 1993), pp. 67-90. 
28  For a recent survey of changing views, with a vigorous defence of the oralist position,  see Ad Putter, 

“Middle English Romances and the Oral Tradition”, in Medieval Oral Literature, ed. Karl Reichl 

(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012), pp. 335-51. 
29  Murray McGillivray, Memorization in the Transmission of the Middle English Romances, Albert Bates 

Lord Studies in Oral Tradition, 5 (New York & London: Garland, 1990). 
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significance precisely to the generation of verbal repetitions through internal 

contamination, as here for example in King Horn:30 

 

MS. O (Bodl. Laud Misc. 108)  MS. C (CUL. Gg4.27.2) 
 
341-44 [Rymenhild berates Athebrus] 341-44 

Aylbrous, þu foule þef,    Hennes þu go, thu fule þeof 

Ne worstu me neuere lef   Ne wurstu me neure more leof 

Wend out of mi boure    Went vt of my bur 

Wyt muchel mesauenture   Wiþ muchel mesauenteur. 

 

...        ... 
 
753-6 [Aylmer berates Horn]   753-6 

Henne out, qwad aylmer king   Awei vt, he sede, fule þeof 

Henne, þou foule wendling   Ne wurstu me neure more leof 

Out of boure flore,    Wend vt of my bure 

Fram Reymyld þi hore    Wiþ muchel messauenture. 

 

        

But the qualification ‘plausibly’ is required, for although the theories behind it have a 

distinguished pedigree, and the assertion is inherently likely, McGillivray offers no 

empirical documentation that such ‘memorial transfer’ actually is a reliable symptom of 

mem-oral transmission. The appeal to its occurrence in Elizabethan ‘bad quartos’ is 

insufficient, as it is no longer generally accepted that they are ‘memorial reconstructions’ 

by erstwhile performers, and so their internal contaminations cannot be used as evidence 

elsewhere.31 Empirical evidence that such generation of verbal repetition is symptomatic 

of a mem-oral element in mediation is provided however in the comparative contextual 

studies of printed material in performance tradition reported on above – and which 

indeed has also been applied to Elizabethan bad quartos to some effect.32  

 Furthermore with specific reference to late-medieval popular romances the 

phenomenon has been usefully demonstrated in Linda Marie Zaerr’s fascinating 

‘clinical’33 experiments in committing popular Middle English romances to memory, 

recording her own performances before live audiences, and comparing the result with the 

                                                 
30  McGillivray, Memorization, p. 65. As McGillivray does not quote all four passages in full I have replaced 

his texts (and adjusted the line numbering accordingly) by those in King Horn, Floriz and 
Blauncheflur, The Assumption of our Lady, ed. George H. McKnight, EETS. os. 14 (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1901; repr. 1962. 
31  Laurie McGuire, Shakespearean Suspect Texts. The 'Bad' Quartos and Their Contexts (Cambridge: 

CUP, 1996). 
32  See for example my ”Marlowe's Texts and Oral Transmission: Towards the Zielform”, Comparative 

Drama, 39 (2006 for 2005): 213-242.  
33  I think this is the proper ethnographic term, in contrast to the ‘ecological’ investigations of the real thing 

in the field -- which is effectively the approach I have pursued in studying living song traditions (if from 

the comfort of my study). 
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original.34 And the generation of verbal repetition by internal contamination is 

discernible, as here from The Weddyng of Sir Gawen and Dame Ragnell :35 

 

 Bodl. MS Linda Zaerr at Kalamazoo, 1996 
 

4. In the tyme of Arthoure thys adventure betyd, In the time of Arthur 

10. In his contrey was nothyng butt chyvalry In his time ... 

 

170. And also I shold telle hym att the same day And also I should tell him at the same day 

 Whate wemen desyren moste, in good faye; What women desire most in good fay 

 My lyf els shold I le[s]e. Of this I might not chese 

 This othe I made unto that knyghte, And also I swore 

 And that I shold nevere telle itt to no wight; that I should tell it none other wight 

175. Of thys I myghte nott chese. Of this I might not chese. 

 

 

 However, the ‘mem-oral’ credentials of internal verbal contamination in romance 

thus established, and their occurrence in medieval manuscript versions of romances thus 

documented, this does not necessarily mean that the texts in question have been 

transmitted exclusively or in their entirety by this medium, or that the mediators were 

minstrels. In an inadvertent concession, McGillivray notes that most other verbal 

discrepancies between manuscript versions can also feasibly occur in manuscript copying, 

not least in that phase between the scribe reading and remembering a passage and his 

writing it down. But with the emphasis shifted from the ‘oral’ mediation of a romance 

from one performer to another to its mediation in the memory of a performer between 

reception and performance and between performances, it is feasible, as noted earlier, that 

this mem-oral symptom too can be introduced by a scribe in the process of copying, 

especially if he is a learned clerk with a lewed romance enthusiast inside waiting to usurp 

the process. 

 And it may be this that explains an otherwise awkward phenomenon, the limited 

but varying incidence of contamination-generated repetition in different manuscripts of 

the same romance, for which fully-fledged mem-oral transmission, by minstrels or others, 

is unlikely. A case in point is Sir Eglamour of Artois, which was evidently both highly 

popular and yet among the most ‘bookish’ of the romances by virtue of its survival in 

                                                 
34  Linda Marie Zaerr’s work has culminated in her recent Performance and the Middle English Romance 

(Woodbridge: Brewer, 2012), but it is mostly focussed on the relationship between verbal and musical 

aspects of performance, has little to say about the verbal impact of recollection from memory in 

performance, and indeed downplays the value of these experiments for research (pp. 14-15). On the 

other hand it provides along the way a comprehensive survey both of external evidence for performance, 

and of the scribal vs. performance tradition controversy. 
35  Linda Marie Zaerr, “The Weddyn.g of Sir Gawen. and Dame Ragn.ell: Performance and inter 

textuality in Middle English popular romance”, in Performing Medieval Narrative, ed. by Evelyn Birge 

Vitz et al. (Cambridge, D. S. Brewer, 2005), pp. 193-208, at pp. 205-8, set against The Wedding of Sir 
Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, in Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tales ed. Thomas Hahn, TEAMS 

(Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 1995), online at: 

http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/Teams/ragnfrm.htm; Zaerr notes correspondences with 

theories of romance transmission, including McGillivray’s, on pp. 200-201. 

http://www.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/Teams/ragnfrm.htm
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several late-medieval manuscripts and almost as many sixteenth-century printed editions, 

from one of which it regressed to scribal mediation in the Percy Folio Manuscript. 36 

Comparative textual analysis is more often undertaken to determine the genetic 

relationships of manuscript versions, but here the opposite is effectively the case, for it is 

enough to assume that there was some kind of genetic relationship, be it direct or at one 

or more removes, between two versions, to indicate that transmission has included the 

introduction of internal textual contamination, but at different points in the respective 

versions, as here for example in the course of the hero’s first giant-killing quest: 

 

 Lincoln MS      Cotton MS 
 

Sir Eglamour sets off: 
 

274. An heghe strete he helde faste   274. A brode gate he helde faste 

 Till þat he come till a forest    Tyll ho come to þe foreste 
 …        … 
280. Fothirmare þan gan he fare;   280. Forth he wente, I vnderstonde, 

 A brade 3ate þan fonde he þare   To a brode gate þer he fonde, 

 þarein þe knyghte es gane.    And in þer ys he gone, 
 

The giant hears him:  
 
289. He said, ‘þer es som thefe comen here 289. ‘Me thynkes howndes þat I here! 

 In my foreste to stele my dere    Some thefe ys come to stele my dere! 

 

approaches and upbraids him:  
 
313. He sayd ‘Traytour what dose þou here 313. ‘Thefe! traytour! what doos þou here 

 In my foreste to stele my dere?    In my forest to stele my dere? 

 

but Eglamour is victorious and returns: 

 

334. An heghe strete tuke he thare   334. Syr Eglamour ys gon hys way 

 þe geauntis hede wyth hym bar   With þe gyantes hed, as I 3ou say. 

 

While not the case in this extract, on balance the Cotton version has more instances of 

internal contamination, as also of another mem-oral feature, the use of verbal 

commonplaces (italicized above), and (like ‘oral’ narrative more generally), it lacks dixit’s 

specifying speaker (underlined here). Yet contamination does also occur in the Thornton 

version, whether or not it be attributed to that line of transmission’s last scribe, the 

merchant Robert Thornton. 

 

  

                                                 
36  I cite the romance from Sir Eglamour of Artois, ed. Frances E. Richardson, EETS. o.s. 265 (London: 

Oxford University Press, 1965); for the manuscripts and their possible relationships see Introduction, 

pp. ix-xiv.  
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Piers Plowman 

While not a romance, Piers Plowman is another denizen of manuscript culture for which 

it has been claimed symptoms of passage through memory can be detected. Among the 

many, disparate, manuscript versions of Langland’s work, that preserved in MS Bodley 

851 was so idiosyncratic that the great editor of Piers Plowman, Walter Skeat, suggested 

that its first part (corresponding to Langland’s A-Version), was ‘written out from 

imperfect recollection’.37 In this the later editors Kane and Donaldson concurred, if 

uncertain about the precise procedures involved,38 and remarks on the ‘oral transmission’ 

or ‘reproduction from memory’ of the poem have been a sustained if occasional feature of 

commentary on the poem,39 in part prompted by apparent references to it on the part of 

John Ball, clerical instigator and adviser of the Peasants Revolt of 1381.40 Indeed at the 

height of the enthusiasm for the ‘oral-formulaic theory’, Piers Plowman like many other 

Middle English works was brought within its orbit by virtue of deploying many 

alliterative formulas.41 

 But the status of Bodley 851 was drastically upgraded by the assertion of A.G. Rigg 

and Charlotte Brewer that it actually represented Langland’s first draft, which they 

labelled (since A was already taken) the Z-version.42 This has not won universal 

acceptance,43 and the arguments on either side are extremely complex. Without direct 

involvement with any of the specific discussions concerned, I have juxtaposed the first 

                                                 
37  Skeat, W.W., ed., William's Vision of Piers Plowman, Part III, C-Text, Richard the Redeless & The 

Crowned King, EETS. os. 54 (London: Oxford University Press, 1873; repr. 1973), p. xxx. 
38  George Kane & E. Talbot Donaldson, eds., Piers Plowman: The B-Version. Will's Visions of Piers 

Plowman, D-Well, Do-Better and Do-Best (London: Athlone Press, 1975), p. 14, n. 95. 
39  Cf. the anonymous Review of E. Talbot Donaldson’s Piers Plowman. The C-Text and its Poet 

(London, 1949), in Times Literary Supplement (10th Feb., 1950), p. 87:  ‘the many variants in text and 

shape suggest that they have often been transmitted through recitation’. For Gervase Matthew, ‘Justice 

and Charity in The Vision of Piers Plowman’, Dominican Studies, 1 (1948): 360-366, at p. 361, the sheer 

number of surviving manuscripts and their textual variations suggest that the poem ‘must have 

possessed the popularity of ballad literature and many of the variants in text and shape may be due to 

the fact that they had been transmitted through recitation. In the Introduction to his edition of Piers 
Plowman: The A-Version (London: Athlone Press 1960), p. 144, George Kane properly insists that a 

memoral element in scribal copying should be distinguished from ‘oral transmission’. For a more 

sophisticated exploration of the memoral aftermath of (select bits) of the poem in later times see 

Lawrence Warner, ‘An Overlooked Piers Plowman Excerpt and the Oral Circulation of Non-Reformist 

Prophecy, c.1520–55’, Yearbook of Langland Studies, 21 (2007): 119-142. 
40  The central authoritative study is Steven Justice,Writing and Rebellion: England in 1381 (Berkeley: U 

California Press, 1994), ch. 3, “Piers Plowman and the Rising”. 
41  Sister Francis Dolores Covella, ‘Formulaic Second Half-Lines in Skeat's A-Text of Piers Plowman: 

Norms  for a Comparative Analysis of the A-, B- and C-Texts’ (Diss. New York University, 1972). The 

topic of the possible memoral transmission of the text is distinct from the question of its being read 

aloud from a manuscript, for an interesting discussions of which see Wendy Scase, 'Writing and the 

Plowman: Langland and Literacy', Yearbook of Langland Studies, 9 (1995): 121-31. The ‘memoral’ 

symptoms to be discussed here do not seem to have been invoked hitherto. 
42  Charlotte Brewer & A.G. Rigg, eds., Piers Plowman: the Z-Version (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 

1983). 
43  There was predictably a robust riposte from George Kane in his "The 'Z Version' of Piers Plowman", 

Speculum, 60 (1985): 910-30, which suggests (p. 929) that part of the text is a ‘memorial reconstruction’ 

of illegible pages of an A-text manuscript. Charlotte Brewer returns to the topic in her Editing Piers 
Plowman. The Evolution of the Text (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1996), Part VI. 

“Epilogue: the Athlone aftermath ...”, which includes a chronological survey of responses. 
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100 or so lines of the Z version with a text generally accepted as representing the A-

version,44 with a view to observing if Z exhibited any of the tell-tale signs, established 

above, of a mem-oral element in its transmission from something like the A-Text. 

 Such symptoms do occur, mainly in the form of the most definitive, verbal 

repetitions unique to this version largely generated through internal contamination. 

While its incidence and extent are limited, there are just enough instances, perhaps, to 

merit its being encompassed in the discussion. There is for example  a classic instance in 

which ‘on Malvern hills’ becomes ‘under Malvern hills’ through contamination from (and 

forming a repetition pattern with)  a line a little later 

 

 A-Text       Bodley 851 

5. But on a May morwenyng    6. Ac in a May morwen 

  on Maluerne hilles      vnder Maluerne Hylles 

 Me befell a ferly,       Me befel a ferly, 
  of fairie me þou3te.      of fayré me thoughte. 
 I was wery ofwandrit      I was wery ofwandret 
  and wente me to reste      ant wente me to reste 

 Undir a brood bank      Vnder a brod birch 

  be a bourne side;       be a bourne side;  

 

and another in which the contamination is between adjacent lines: 

 
28. Al for loue of Oure Lord    29. Al for loue of houre lord 

  lyuede ful streite       leueden ful streyte 

 In hope to haue        Al for hope to haue 

  heuenriche blisse.      heuenriche blysse. 

 

In another instance, repetition is achieved without contamination, when two prepositions 

are replaced by the same alternative: 

 
 And as I lay and lenide     10. Ant as Y lay and lened 

  and lokide on þe watris,      ant loked  in the water 

10. I slomeride into a slepyng,     I slumbred   in a slep, 

  it swi3ede so merye.      hyt sweyed so murye, 
 

-- although this could also be seen as an anticipation of a complex set of contaminations 

some lines later in which one ‘in’ becomes two (substituting for an original alternative) in 

a series of half-lines (and with a steadier spoken rhythm as a result): 

 
21. In setting and sowing      22. In settyng,   in sowing 

24. In cuntenaunce of cloþing    25. In contynance,  in clothyng, 

25. In preyours and penaunce     26. In pryeres  and  in pennaunses 

  

                                                 
44  They are both taken from William Langland, Piers Plowman. A Parallel-Text Edition of the A, B, C 

and Z Versions, ed. A.V.C. Schmidt (London: Longman, 1995); for the commentary I have also 

consulted Brewer & Rigg, eds., Piers Plowman: the Z-Version.  
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-- and note also the balance of plurals generated in the Bodley rendition of the last line. On the 
other hand these intra-linear contaminations in turn contribute to establishing a verbally closer 
analogy between two conceptually balanced statements in the original: 
 

20. Summe putte hem to þe plou3,   21. Somme pote hem to plow 

  plei3ede ful selde,          pleyuden ful selde 

 In setting and sowing       In settyng,   in sowing 

  swonke ful harde,       swonken ful harde 
 Wonne þat þise wastours     Wonnen that wastres 
  with glotonye destroi3eþ.     wyth glotenye dystruyen. 
 

 And summe putte hem to pride,    Somme pote hem to pruide 

  aparailide hem þereaftir,      parayled hem thereaftur  

 In cuntenaunce of cloþing    25. In contynance,  in clothyng, 

  comen disgisid.       comen disgised. 

25. In preyours and penaunce      In pryeres  and  in pennaunses 

  putten hem manye ….      potten hem money …. 
 

Finally, in its survey of ill-doing on the Field of Folk Bodley has a distinct tendency (the 
result of multiple contaminations from a single instance) to introduce a new category of 

sinners in a paratactic manner (including added groups): 

 
55. I fond þere freris,       43. Freres Y fond there 

         53. Bischopes blessed there 

85. Seriauntis, it semide,      65. Seriauns serued there 

         89. Myllares ant mynstrales … 

           … lopen forth there, 

 

Parataxis is also achieved in describing the activities of the friars: 

 
56. Prechinge the peple …     44. Preched … 

57. Gloside the gospel       45 Glosed …  

 

 There is in addition some external contamination in the Z-Text which introduces 

occasional  lines and phrases from the C-Text (2 instances in these 100 lines, noted in the 

Schmidt edition of Z), plus what look rather like commonplace tags, ‘Y can nat sey alle’ 

(5); ‘as me thou3te’ (16); ‘ronne in a route’ (57).  
 Large scale differences include the omission of some 30 lines, partly balanced by the 

addition of 15 new lines, but in neither case is their nature of a kind that would signal 

anything about mem-oral transmission. The discrepancies are largely due to short blocks 

of lines describing specific groups on the ‘field of folk’ which the respective texts do or do 

not include. The presence in Bodley 851 of comments on bishops and justices not in A 

does not rule out its derivative status – as we saw earlier, memoral transmission could 

encompass the addition of material compatible with, and in the same form as, the 

remainder of the product. And changes in the order in which the groups are presented (in 

which Bodley 851 sometimes seems neater) have likewise no lesson concerning the media 

involved.  
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 Otherwise these differences in content may have tenuous connections with the 

present topic in other terms. Bodley 851 seems to have a more negative view of minstrels. 

It follows the A-text’s observation: 

 

34 And somme merþis to make    34. Ant summe murthus to make 

  as mynstralis conne,     as mynstrales conneht   

 

but omits the latter’s exculpatory remark, 

 

 And gete gold wiþ here gle – 

  synneles, I trowe 

 

replacing it with a line from the C-Text’s more critical treatment here (C.Prol.36): 

 

        35. Nolle noythur swynke ne swete, 

          but swere grete othus,  

and adds on its own behalf:    36. Ant as here licam loueth 

          leueth thereaftur. 

  

(which may be developed from A’s line 30 on good anchorites and hermits who do not 

seek ‘likerous liflode hire likam to plese’). Minstrels are also arbitrarily added to the 

‘craftis’ associated with those lazy labourers who spend the day singing about ‘Dame 

Emme’ (A.Prol.100-104; Z.Prol.89-92). Interestingly Bodley 851 conversely displays an 

enhanced concern about clerks, one of the additions being a complaint about ‘religious’ 

(presumably members of religious orders) who go to Rome ‘To apropre parsonages that 

pore clerkus hasketh’ (58). It also omits A’s criticism of churchmen (bishops, chancellors, 

archdeacons and deans) who leave their posts to become ‘clerks’ in the royal 

administration (A.Prol.90-96). 

 
 

The Clerk and the Gutenberg Parenthesis 

Some time ago, in discussing the somewhat analogous situation of members of the 

educated elite in late-eighteenth century Scotland who also sang traditional ballads from 

performance tradition, the pioneering and still lamented folklorist David Buchan 

suggested that they had what could be perceived as ‘bicameral minds’, so that their 

remembering and singing of ballads was not interfered with by their literary attitudes and 

activities.45 I objected at the time that the ballads recorded from the most celebrated of 

such gentlefolks, Mrs. Anna Brown of Falkland, compared to versions sung by lower class 

informants, had literary qualities suggesting that the wall between those two cerebral 

chambers was far from watertight.46 With the late-medieval clerk, despite deploying a 

different image, we have a similar breach of demarcation, only now in the opposite 

                                                 
45  David Buchan, The Ballad and the Folk (London: Routledge, 1972), chapter 7. 
46 “Mrs Brown's 'Lass of Roch Royal' and the Golden Age of Scottish Balladry”, Jahrbuch für 

Volksliedforschung, 29 (1984): 13-31. 
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direction. It is evident that in exercising his task of scribal copyist the lered clerk was 

sometimes hijacked by the lewed man within, who complicated the process by 

introducing practices more akin to transmission by memory and performance. Which 

makes the clerk an even more troublesome figure to deal with in connection with the 

Gutenberg Parenthesis than he was already. 

 As the term suggests (for those who appreciate that this is a parenthesis – a 

statement interjected into an ongoing statement which will resume when the parenthesis 

closes: here it comes ...) the Gutenberg Parenthesis is a postulated interlude in the deep 

history of media technology marked by the cultural hegemony of print in general and the 

printed book in particular.47 As with the sentence in the metaphor, the digital, internet 

technology by which print is now challenged does not merely constitute further 

‘progress’, but also in many ways reconnects with media conditions before the opening of 

the (Gutenberg) parenthesis. Among its many implications, this confers on Medieval 

Studies some of that much coveted ‘impact’ beloved of grant awarding authorities, as we 

are currently in the process of reconstructing – of course at a higher level of technology – 

medieval media conditions, a knowledge of which should thus be relevant in predicting 

and coping with ongoing and future developments (it has been a pleasure to point out 

that spelled the old way, ’Mediaeval Studies’ actually includes ‘Media Studies’).  

 But the equation also works the other way: in using, engaging with and studying 

digital technology we may gain insights into medieval culture not available to our bookish 

predecessors of a generation or less ago. I have suggested for example that investigating 

the complex, rapid, but extraordinarily well-documented emergence and development of 

the Slender Man figure from a single posting of two pictures with captions via an internet 

meme into a fully-fledged legend may provide hitherto infeasible insights into the slower 

but analogous genesis and development of medieval legend complexes such as those 

around King Arthur and Robin Hood.48 (And if there really are Wisconsin teenagers who 

feel they must kill sacrificial victims to curry favour with the Slender Man, other pre-

modern analogies may come to mind.)  

 To this we may add the more mechanical aspect that makes digital text and 

hypertext more suitable means (because reproducing them at a higher technological 

level) for exploring and representing many characteristic features (for example the 

                                                 
47  The notion that digital technology was reconnecting us with pre-print media (and the wider 

perspectives of this development) emerged in the course of discussions in the mid-1990’s between 

faculty within the then Institute of Literature, Culture and Media Studies of the University of Southern 

Denmark (now the Cultural Sciences Institute). Professor Marianne Børch has formally stipulated that 

she be credited with the concept as such. These discussions were initiated and led by Professor Lars Ole 

Sauerberg, whose felicitous formulation, ‘Gutenberg Parenthesis’, both crystallized what was at stake 

and contributed decisively to its successful subsequent diffusion. My contributions (from 2007 onwards) 

to the further development and international diffusion of both term and concept are mostly available or 

linked to online at https://southerndenmark.academia.edu/ThomasPettitt/Gutenberg-Parenthesis, 

with the exception of the most considered statement, ‘Media Dynamics and the Lessons of History: The 

“Gutenberg Parenthesis” as Restoration Topos’, in The Blackwell Companion to New Media 
Dynamics, ed. Jean Burgess, John Hartley and Axel Bruns (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), pp. 53-72. 

48  ‘Digital Human: Tales”, B.B.C. Radio 4 (29 October 2012), online at: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01nl671 

https://southerndenmark.academia.edu/ThomasPettitt/Gutenberg-Parenthesis
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01nl671
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endemic textual instability discussed above) of pre-parenthetical media49 than the fixity of 

print. This is well-illustrated with regard to mem-oral traditions by the unwieldy five 

volume canonical edition of the English and Scottish Popular Ballads by Francis James 

Child (not to mention its ten-volume Danish counterpart), and with regard to the scribal 

medium by the despair-inducing apparatus of the Kane-Donaldson edition of Piers 

Plowman. The potential advantages for scholarship, in both attitude and action, of digital 

technology were predicted some years ago in Leah Sinanouglu Marcus’s elegantly 

formulated ‘Cyberspace Renaissance’.50 

 Furthermore the reconnection, from whichever direction we approach it, may 

concern much more than the nuts and bolts of media technology, as these will naturally 

have repercussions for the verbal culture produced for and mediated through the 

technologies concerned. And there are also those (of late adherents of Media Ecology 

rather than a vulgar Technological Determinism) who are of the view that significant 

changes in the mix of ambient media technologies induce or rather enable changes in 

ways of thinking – not so much in what people think (which would result from the 

content of books) but in how people think (which may result from the form of books).  

 Such at least is my rendition of the Gutenberg Parenthesis,51 which in all its 

simplicity further suggests that within the Gutenberg Parenthesis both cultural 

production (among much else in its taste for closure) and ways of thinking (among much 

else in their tendency to the demarcative and the categorical) mimic the qualities of 

enclosure and isolation characteristic of the printed artifact (a bound volume with 

contents made up of pages with margins). The extra- (pre- and post-)parenthetical media 

technologies, cultural production and ways of thinking for their part shared both a weaker 

tendency to demarcation and a very strong tendency towards an alternative, not so much 

opposite as incompatible, principle, that of connection (internet; intertextualities; 

connectivity). Accordingly this line of thinking has culminated in the suggestion that a 

convenient symbol of the media systems, cultural production and ways of thinking within 

the Gutenberg Parenthesis is its archetypal denizen, homo clausus (borrowed from 

Norbert Elias) for whom the world is constructed of lines that demarcate. His homologue 

from the pre-parenthetical period is correspondingly homo conexus, who lives in a world 

                                                 
49  Cf. the many academic websites making accessible multi-text resources for individual works such as the 

Piers Plowman Electronic Archive, and John Miles Foley’s experimental digital ‘edition’ of the fluid 

verbal material from a still mem-oral sub-cultures: How to Reed an Oral Poem, online at 

http://www.oraltradition.org/hrop/.  
50  English Literary Renaissance, 25 (1995): 388- 401; see also now Jonas Carlquist, “Medieval Manuscripts, 

Hypertext and reading. Visions of Digital Editions”, Literary and Linguistic Computing, 19.1 (2004): 

105-118. 
51  The joint views of Professors Marianne Børch and Lars Ole Sauerberg are conveniently represented by 

their ‘Position Paper’ at the website of the (currently quiescent) Gutenberg Parenthesis Research 

Forum, 

http://www.sdu.dk/en/om_sdu/institutter_centre/ikv/forskning/forskningsprojekter/gutenberg_proj

ekt/positionpaper . Professor Sauerberg’s publications on the Gutenberg Parenthesis are listed in his 

SDU profile: http://findresearcher.sdu.dk/portal/da/persons/lars-ole-sauerberg(0b1cc041-b509-4dde-

a95a-e03e0c7b7bc7).html. 

http://www.oraltradition.org/hrop/
http://www.sdu.dk/en/om_sdu/institutter_centre/ikv/forskning/forskningsprojekter/gutenberg_projekt/positionpaper
http://www.sdu.dk/en/om_sdu/institutter_centre/ikv/forskning/forskningsprojekter/gutenberg_projekt/positionpaper
http://findresearcher.sdu.dk/portal/da/persons/lars-ole-sauerberg(0b1cc041-b509-4dde-a95a-e03e0c7b7bc7).html
http://findresearcher.sdu.dk/portal/da/persons/lars-ole-sauerberg(0b1cc041-b509-4dde-a95a-e03e0c7b7bc7).html
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of lines that connect, and who on his forthcoming digital resurrection may be greeted as 

homo conexus redivivus, or in plain American, the networked self.52 

 

In relation to all this the learned clerk is at worst an awkward, at best a thought-

provoking, fellow. It is awkward that while many a fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century 

clerk may technically have been living in the age of print we do not consider him as part 

of the world of print, which indeed will in due course encroach on some of his functions. 

But this is a simple chronological matter: the Gutenberg Parenthesis will not open until 

some watershed or lock in moment has been reached, as reflected say in the number and 

significance of the cultural domains that print has usurped from other media technologies 

(my preferred moment is the publication of the Shakespeare First Folio in 1623). And yet 

even in terms of media technologies the Gutenberg Parenthesis is both other and more 

than print. The latter both contributed unique affordances of its own, most definitively in 

the rapid production of large numbers of identical copies (the scalability affordance), and 

at the same time fulfilled the potential of media technologies which had been in place for 

some time, notably the alphabet, paper and the codex. A particularly cogent objection to 

the thesis of a Gutenberg Parenthesis is that the alphabet was a far greater revolution than 

print (manifestly requiring more radical rewiring of brain functions), and another is that 

the parenthesis now closing is really that of the codex, a more decisive revolution (in 

relation to the scroll) in media technology, and which print merely inherited. 

 To these the only valid objection is that the qualitative significance of these other 

technologies is overshadowed by the sheer quantitative significance of print, in that before 

the sixteenth century there were simply not enough texts or manuscript codices in 

circulation to affect more than quite limited cultural systems, and reading was still 

subordinate to listening (including listening to someone reading aloud from a text or 

book) as the mode of reception for verbal culture. Unless, of course, one was a learned 

clerk .... The major awkwardness of the clerk in this context is that although a denizen of 

scribal, manuscript culture, his intense engagement with the text and the book 

anticipated in many ways, both quantitatively and qualitatively, that of a denizen of the 

Gutenberg Parenthesis, our homo clausus, and may have already taken on some of the 

latter’s habits (like solitary, silent reading) and perhaps ways of thinking. There were 

book-people before the Gutenberg Parenthesis, and their name is Clerk. 

 But within this proto homo clausus, the lered clerk, there lurked, as we have seen, a 

lewed man, whom we can now identify as homo conexus, indigenous to that even deeper 

                                                 
52  The most recent presentation of this line of thought in general terms (if from a specific point of 

departure) appears in my paper, “The Privacy Parenthesis: Gutenberg, Homo Clausus and the 

Networked Self”, presented to conference, Media in Transition 8: Public Media, Private Media, 

Department of Comparative Media Studies, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 3-5 May 2013; full 

text available online at http://web.mit.edu/comm-forum/mit8/papers/TomPettitt%20Paper.pdf; 

there is a detailed application to late-medieval narrative more closely related to the present topic in my 

“Connection vs. Demarcation: The Representation of Space in Oral Tradition and the Book”, paper 

presented to Conference Place and Space in the Medieval World, Centre for Medieval Studies, 

University of York, 29-31 May, 2015 (31 May), full text online at: 

https://www.academia.edu/12277841/Connection_vs._Demarcation_The_Representation_of_Space_i

n_Oral_Tradition_and_the_Book 

http://web.mit.edu/comm-forum/mit8/papers/TomPettitt%20Paper.pdf
https://www.academia.edu/12277841/Connection_vs._Demarcation_The_Representation_of_Space_in_Oral_Tradition_and_the_Book
https://www.academia.edu/12277841/Connection_vs._Demarcation_The_Representation_of_Space_in_Oral_Tradition_and_the_Book
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pre-Parenthetical realm of the technological zero option that was performance tradition 

and mem-oral transmission (corp-oral technology).  Or to put it another way, the clerk 

both personifies and resolves a major ambiguity about the Gutenberg Parenthesis 

scenario, that is whether its opening, the insurgence of print technology, is to be seen as 

usurping an antecedent hegemony of script, or of memory-and-performance. Well of 

course it was both at the same time, as both coexisted at the same time, in society at large 

and more specifically we can now appreciate, within the late-medieval clerk. He 

represents, or is a product, of a world, with which we are now reconnecting, in which the 

movement of cultural production between the major ambient media systems was feasible 

with relatively widespread capabilities (literacy) and relatively accessible technology (pen 

and paper). Remediation in the one direction was a matter of an individual writing 

something down,  in the other direction their reading something aloud. The two-way 

movement comes through more clearly in the Danish ‘writing down’ (skrive ned) versus 

‘reading up’ (læse op), which also signals the similarity (appropriately reversed) to the 

ease with which we can now ‘up-load’ and ‘down-load’ between our individual digital 

equipment and the internet. Both are in contrast to the intervening period in which 

publication required deploying a print technology to which access was severely limited 

(another demarcation interrupting connection). 

 

ooo 


