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

Abstract:
Manuscript tradition is often looked upon so harshly by historians. The argument here is of moderation, and while there are many negatives to the manuscript traditions that have preserved most of our ancient sources, there are also positives. New technologies addressing the evolution of literary works have recently been developed, giving us insights into new areas, making this topic an important one to expand upon here.[footnoteRef:1] Correspondingly, this essay looks not just at ways in which manuscript traditions, with reference to the topics of transcription, translation, and accessibility, change the texts from their pure forms, but also the potential benefits of manuscript traditions.[footnoteRef:2] Specifically, I will be looking at the Iliad, Sophocles’ play Oedipus Tyrannus, and Plutarch’s Vitae parallelae Alexander.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Bordalejo 2016: 567-570.]  [2:  Weitzman 1987: 287.]  [3:  Hom. Il.; Soph. OT.; Plut. Vit. Alex.] 

 Many scholars comment on the harmful effects of the processes of manuscript traditions, but it is often neglected that manuscripts have preserved and saved many texts from destruction. In the case of oral traditions, the original texts are not necessarily accurate to begin with, but we can learn about the evolution of these traditions through the changes in the manuscripts.[footnoteRef:4] We must address what exactly manuscript traditions are, and how they can—but do not necessarily—alter the text. These manuscripts should not be appraised based on how many times they were transcribed or translated, but through linguistic analysis and other evidence found.[footnoteRef:5] Translations improve the accessibility of these ancient texts therefore are a vital tool in creating interest in future generations, and encouraging further development that would be impossible without manuscripts, despite their potential errors. We no longer have the original texts from the authors who wrote them, and this is fine, because we can learn more than we could without any texts. [4:  Finkelberg 2000: 1.]  [5:  Weitzman 1987: 287.] 
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