[bookmark: _GoBack]What can manuscript traditions tell us?
The vast majority of ancient sources which are still available today have been passed down to us through manuscript tradition. Manuscript tradition is the process of texts being repeatedly copied down throughout history. Although manuscript tradition has provided us with a number of sources, there are many things which it cannot tell us, such as the oral tradition, which is how many accounts of history and myth will have been told; there are also texts which have not been written down and therefore have not survived. This essay also briefly looks at other ways that writings are passed down to us, such as inscriptions and papyri.
One limitation of manuscript tradition is that due to not being the original text, there is potential for changes in texts even in modern times, for example some older Latin texts such as the Annales of Ennius use some spellings which fell out of use in “classical Latin”, and academics who write editions often replace these older spellings with the classical Latin ones[footnoteRef:1]. Although the impact on the reading and understanding of the text is minimal, this has been done throughout history and therefore causes difficulties when studying the development of Latin language. This may also cause difficulties when dating texts as they may have been transcribed using later spellings and language than the original.  [1:  Gibson. B 2011: 48] 

Furthermore, when a copyist or author writes down an ancient source they often have to make decisions about which words to use, as in some cases different surviving manuscripts use different words[footnoteRef:2]. Often, to figure out which word is correct can be simple and done by looking at the context that the word is used in, however sometimes both words are viable options, in which case the author or copyist has to make a decision about which word gets included in their version. This limits the trustworthiness of manuscripts as this problem has existed for centuries, and these decisions may have been made on multiple occasions, resulting in the meaning of individual words changing and therefore whole sections of text potentially being transformed and changed from the original text that was written down. [2:  Armstrong.R.H.2016:35] 

The problems with manuscript tradition are not just in modern and medieval copies; as there was no printing press in the ancient world, popular books were copied out by hand and there were no laws to stop additions being made and texts edited,and as a result changes were made to texts both accidentally and purposefully[footnoteRef:3]. This means that even the ancient versions of the text may differ from the original.  [3:  Gibson. B 2011: 41] 

A further point is that the collection of complete texts which have been passed down only contains a fraction of the works which existed in ancient times due to events destroying texts over the centuries[footnoteRef:4], such as the Vikings pillaging and destroying monasteries, which housed many documents (either copies or original) in the early medieval period, or the burning of the Library of Alexandria. This means that we only have a small body of texts that remain readable to us today, and as a result there are many gaps in our knowledge of the ancient world which we know were recorded but cannot be accessed. For example the earliest surviving record of Alexander the Great’s life was written by Diodorus Siculus who was writing approximately 300 years after Alexander lived[footnoteRef:5], however we know that contemporary sources such as Calisthenes and Ptolemy[footnoteRef:6] did exist, and this is what ancient historians such as Diodorus and Arrian used to reconstruct Alexander’s life and campaigns. [4:  Rhodes. P.J. 2006: 26]  [5:  Hamilton. J.R. 1971:18]  [6:  Hamilton. J.R.1971:20] 

Despite its limitations manuscript traditions are still useful to us, as the vast majority of complete texts that we still have access to have only survived as a result of these traditions, therefore despite their issues we cannot ignore manuscripts as without them our knowledge of all literary sources would be greatly diminished. Not only do we know about complete works which manuscript tradition has passed down, it can also reveal to us fragmentary pieces of other literary works that have not survived in full, although these surviving fragments are generally only a few lines at most meaning that an overview of the whole text which exists only in fragments would be impossible to create. A small number of texts are summarised by later authors and are known to us by this, such as the “Phillipic Histories” that were written by Pompeius Trogus, which survive as a summary in an epitome of Justin’s. However this is one of very few examples which has survived like this, and Justin’s summary is often criticised by scholars such as Michael Austin who refers to it as “a sensationalising and mediocre work which can hardly be used as trustworthy guide” [footnoteRef:7]. This shows that manuscripts are not effective at telling us about sources which we do not have in full, however they are often the only reason we know anything of these lost texts.  [7:  Austin M.2006:6] 

Although the clear majority of complete texts that we still have access to have survived due to manuscript tradition, there are a few notable exceptions; many of these are legal texts such as the Gortyn code found on a wall in Crete[footnoteRef:8]. The examples of texts found in inscriptions are not just limited to legal texts, for example the Res Gustae Divi Augusti is a record (supposedly a first hand account by Augustus) of Augustus’ life and his accomplishments that was inscribed after his death. This text has not survived in any manuscripts and therefore we only know of its existence as a result of the inscriptions that have been found containing it. Inscriptions are far more difficult to edit than manuscripts and have not been repeatedly copied throughout the centuries as they are more likely to have survived in their original form. This shows that manuscripts are not the only means by which textual sources have survived nor are they necessarily the most accurate, although they are the most numerous and there are very few texts which have survived by other means. [8:  Encyclopaedia Britannica 1999] 

In conclusion, manuscript tradition provides us with flawed and unreliable copies of the original texts as even in the ancient world texts were changing, either intentionally or unintentionally. This causes us difficulties when studying the ancient world as the meaning of whole sections of text can be changed dramatically. However, manuscript tradition is the only means by which the majority of ancient texts have survived until today, therefore manuscripts cannot be ignored, nor their importance diminished.
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