What do manuscript traditions tell us? What don’t they tell us?
Methods and Approaches: Exploring Sustainability in the Ancient World (CLSK5003
Sam Gedrych, 1600772



Classical texts as we read them now are not the same as when they were first penned by their authors. It is a fact that all of our modern versions of such famous texts like the Odyssey to the plays of Sophocles have come through different manuscript traditions, and have therefore been copied by many hands; by each pair little inevitable mistakes and alterations so that over the millennia these cumulative errors result in very different texts from their distant originals. Yet this system of historical ‘Chinese whispers’ can provide us with a vast wealth of knowledge on many manuscripts and it is this that my paper shall reveal – how much can we ascertain from any number of manuscripts preserving a given work? My focus shall be split down two lines of enquiry, primarily I shall examine the physical information a manuscript can provide us with – Where is it from? What is it written on? Does it provide any significant palaeographical information? Is there any meaningful Iconography present? – followed by the literary significance of the manuscript – what language is used and to what effect? Does the text refer to any other extant manuscripts? Does the manuscript cite any other texts that have not survived through to the modern era? Whilst there is much scholarship on this topic I find discussions from Bordalejo and Weitzman to be particularly conducive to my argument as their focus on linguistic fluctuations best demonstrates the changes that can be inherited through a manuscript tradition. By drawing on these points I shall show to the audience that a text having a more than one contributor through its tradition may not be the hinderance it appears but is simply a facet of literary study that must be celebrated and used to distil more knowledge from these texts.
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