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                          What do manuscript traditions tell us? What don’t they tell us?

The production and archiving of manuscripts is an integral part of the building of history as both the content and the manufacturing techniques as well as the ways of protecting them can reveal a lot about a society. By analysing the methods used by ancient and classical societies along with more modern ones, a conclusion will be made as to how much we can infer from manuscript tradition.
Firstly, it is important to have a base on how different things would have been remembered before they were written and store. This is the oral tradition which is basically the skill of passing along the information verbally through people and generations. A prime example of this is the performing of Homeric poems, whether the theory of these being created by an individual or a group, these were performed in front of a local audience in the performers own variation.[footnoteRef:1] This means that there would have been differences according to region so though the main content might be the same, but the finer points would vary. As well as this because they were always spoken aloud, each performance would only echo earlier ones[footnoteRef:2] which indicates that there was no consistency and therefore, the later written copies may only represent one version or use elements of all. Meaning the true beliefs of the individual regions of Greece was lost. [1:  Scodel R:2002: p42]  [2:  Scodel R:2002: p65] 

The introduction of scribes around C.5000BC[footnoteRef:3] marks the progression into the more modern method of record keeping. It is known that, from the beginning of the recordings, both permanent and semi-permanent forms were used.[footnoteRef:4] From archaeological evidence, it can be inferred what techniques were used to write for each method and what information was viewed as important in this period. In the case of semi-permanent recordings, information was written in charcoal on ‘whitened boards’[footnoteRef:5]. This shows that content that was viewed as unimportant could be erased easily, which means that the modern historian cannot know for sure about the more niche areas of the society. Although some of this was archived as well. Along with this, in the earlier periods, the more important literature depicting law or religion[footnoteRef:6] was put onto public monuments. This means that only a standardised copy of the content was given to the public, although a monument is long-lasting evidence. Overall, the transmission of history is dependent on what content survives due to its significance. [3:  Davies J K:2003: p325]  [4:  Davies J K:2003]  [5:  Davies J K:2003: p325]  [6:  Davies J K:2003] 

This is shown by the written copies of Ovid’s works, which differ in each version. This is mainly due to there being no ‘formal publication’ of his own wording[footnoteRef:7]. This means that all his work that is studied today is a copy by a different author or a reference in another. There are many problems that are caused by this, the main being that, it will never be certain what purpose Ovid had with his text because it is likely that some content was left out to fit the other author’s purpose. This is a probability because there is a clear pattern in which ancient authors adapt information to fit their political or social standpoint. It is also possible that spelling and grammatical errors would have been made which would then lead to an incorrect translation and reading. As it is known that Ovid worked on writing tablets and only had copies put on papyrus rolls[footnoteRef:8], it is obvious that any original work of Ovid has been destroyed. This means that the earliest surviving work of his is from around the ninth or tenth centuries[footnoteRef:9], which leaves a very large margin for error. The most probable reason for this is that Ovid’s work was not popular enough when more durable manuscripts were produced. [7:  Richmond J:2001: p445]  [8:  Richmond J:2001]  [9:  Richmond J:2001: p449] 

In the centuries after Ovid, the progression in technology meant that parchment was used instead of papyrus which is considerably more durable. From this, certain records would have likely been chosen to be copied onto this material and be bound into a ‘codex’[footnoteRef:10]. The fact that only a selected number of records had been chosen is supported by the fact that there must have been a very large number of texts written on Papyrus and tablets that it would have been a difficult and long task to copy them all onto parchment. This would mean that only the records that were seen as important to the society at that time would have been chosen. Again, the copying of the original documents would have led to mistakes being made in a portion of the literature taken. As well as this it is also possible that they were purposely changed to benefit the societal values. This can be seen in the adaptions of Homeric writings because, over time, from both oral and written traditions, the events had been changed and viewed in different ways.[footnoteRef:11] For example, when looking at Virgil’s Aeneid, the political and social opinions are significantly different from the so-called original record of the Iliad and Odyssey which is representative of the progressing views from Ancient Greek to Roman.   [10:  Richmond J: 2001]  [11:  Scodel R:2002] 

This is also shown on the progressing publications of religious texts, both Hebrew and Christian. In the case of the Hebrew texts, it is theorised that the books within the old testament were composed and committed to paper in different generations[footnoteRef:12] this means that the old testament was produced over a long period of time and that some books were easier to compose than others. For example, remaining fragments show that the book of Daniel had a brief period of composition, whereas, the book of Isaiah is likely to have taken longer therefore adapted multiple times as it was put together[footnoteRef:13]. Also, unlike writing of Ovid and other authors, religious texts like the bible would have been copied very carefully as it was important to so many. This is supported by the fact that most religious texts are exact copies of one another with very few variations.[footnoteRef:14]However, it is shown that modern editions of the bible are more ‘diplomatic’ than the earlier productions[footnoteRef:15], this may be because religious texts must adapt to stay relevant through time. which would mean that, to fit a modern audience, it should appear that people have free will so the texts would adapt to make the ‘laws’ seem more like a lifestyle choice. Where as the world was known to be more ‘god fearing’ in earlier times, therefore the following of religious texts would be more rigid. [12:  Norton G J: 2008]  [13:  Norton G J: 2008]  [14:  Kazhdan A P (editor):1991]  [15:  Norton G J: 2008] 

In conclusion, the fact the transmission and tradition of manuscripts can indicate the most important features of a societies values and can show progressing of manufacturing techniques as well. However, as it is only what the earlier people viewed as important, some factors of how people lived, and their opinions are not available, meaning it’s impossible to get an overall history. Also, the progression of language and literacy can be derived from this, but this is also limited by there being few people in early societies who were literate, and they were normally of the same status. Though the number of literate people does increase, but groups like women are still excluded until much later. Although, probably the most important point of this is that it is ‘pot luck’ as to what documents survived and because many of the original copies have been destroyed or only remain in fragments. This leads onto the bias of those copying the original works, because literature is used to present an opinion, whether that be political or otherwise and this is just as true in modern works as it was in ancient and classical times.
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