
PREFACE 

This is a study of the words an Old English poet added as he changed 
prose into verse - words that were not to be found in the prose text 
before him. His additions were not few. In later times, the nature of 
English poetry would change,1 but in Old English, poetry required special-
ized syntax and diction as well as meter and alliteration.2 Even with the 
temptation of ready-made prose at hand, the versifier of the Meters of 
Boethius made copious use of the special vocabulary of poetry. To be 
sure, he adopted more of the prose vocabulary,3 and less of the poetic,4 

than most other Old English poets. Nevertheless, between one-third and 
one-quarter of the vocabulary of the Meters has no counterpart anywhere 
in the 50,000 words of the Old English prose Boethius. The versifier 
would introduce a poetic word on the average every two and a half 
lines. 

It is easy enough to list this poetic vocabulary with the help of published 
glossaries and concordances. This study goes further, to examine how the 

1 Josephine Miles notes, for English and American poetry in post-medieval times, 
that "most of the major language is shared in common and comes from the basic 
stock of the words most commonly spoken, monosyllabic or disyllabic language.... 
Prose, not poetry, is the specializer of language in its materials of choice." Style and 
Proportion: The Language of Prose and Poetry (Boston: Little, Brown, 1967), p. 98. 
Old English prose and poetry both are specialized in this sense. 
2 iElfric managed "to divorce the rhythm and alliteration of Old English poetry from 
its traditional vocabulary and syntax and to associate them with the vocabulary and 
syntax of prose", observes Peter Clemoes, "/Elfric", in Continuations and Beginnings, 
ed. Eric Gerald Stanley (London: Nelson, 1966), p. 203. iElfric's combination, lacking 
poetic syntax and diction, is generally considered to be prose. 
3 See E. G. Stanley, "Studies in the Prosaic Vocabulary of Old English Verse", 
Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 72 (1971), 390-91; also Robert J. Menner, "The Date 
and Dialect of Genesis A 852-2936", Anglia 70 (1951), 290. On the problem of studying 
non-poetic vocabulary, with reference to Latin literature, see Bertil Axelson, Unpoe-
tische Wdrter(-Skrifter Utgivna av Vetenskaps-Societeten i Lund, 29) (Lund, 1945). 
4 Menner, "Genesis A", pp. 287-88. 
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poet used the words, how he seems to have chosen particular words for 
particular positions and functions. It will appear that the poet's use of 
his poetic vocabulary is anything but random. Particular stages in adapt-
ing his prose text, particular metrical and syntactic situations, and partic-
ular collocations of vocabulary, more often than semantic demands, 
seem to have governed his use of the poetic vocabulary, because in the 
Meters of Boethius the poetic vocabulary generally has a minimal role in 
advancing the arguments and illustrations of the prose. The poet seems 
to have valued the poetic diction for its formal qualities, not for its 
content. It simply signifies to reader or hearer that the Meters are poetry 
(as in the Latin original), not prose. 

Professor David Premack of the University of California, Santa 
Barbara, who has trained a chimpanzee to communicate in an impres-
sively complex and abstract symbolic language, was recently asked 
whether he thought chimpanzees could be taught to communicate like 
humans. "No", he replied. "We have underestimated the abilities of 
chimpanzees, but we have underestimated the abilities of humans too." 
The art of even a mediocre Old English poet is far too complex for any 
single study to investigate completely.5 This book limits itself to one 
aspect of that art, the poetic vocabulary, in hopes of contributing to our 
still embryonic understanding of the nature of Old English poetic com-
position. 

Much of this book consists of studies of individual words and the 
circumstances in which the poet used them. But the forest is of interest 
as well as the trees. The beginnings of Chapters 2, 3, and 4, therefore, 
list all occurrences of all words found in the Meters but not in the prose. 
With the reference to each occurrence is a notation of the circumstances 
of that occurrence: whether or not there is a related (though different) 
prose source for the word; the degree of independence from the prose of 
the verse line in which the word appears; whether the word carries stress 
and alliterates. The notation is in a simple numeric code which the reader 
may find inconvenient at first, but which is easily learned, and which per-
mits quick reference and convenient summary. Tables following the lists 
of words, and in the concluding chapter, indicate at a glance the most 
common situations for the use of poetic words. The tabulations should 
be viewed as suggestive rather than definitive; they lead into discussions 
of how the poet generally made use of the poetic vocabulary. 

5 Another approach to the art of the Meters, focusing on formulas and formulaic 
systems, is illustrated in John W. Conlee, "A Note on Verse Composition in the 
Meters of Boethius" Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 71 (1970), 576-85. 
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The prose and verse of the Old English Boethius provide the criteria 
for deciding which words belong in this study. Also important for the 
analysis is the way in which other Old English literature uses these words. 
The relative paucity of the surviving corpus of Old English verse and prose 
must of course caution against overconfident conclusions, and so must 
the current lack of up-to-date concordances, especially to the prose. 
Nevertheless, existing texts and reference materials permit one sort of 
useful division into three categories: first, poetic words which are appar-
ently unique to the Meters of Boethius and found elsewhere neither in 
poetry nor prose; second, poetic words which occur "only or mainly in 
poetical texts", as indicated by Clark Hall;6 and third, poetic words 
which occur freely elsewhere in both poetry and prose. Chapter 2 deals 
with the first group, Chapter 3 with the second, Chapter 4 with the 
third. 

In addition to the more than five hundred words which are strictly 
the poet's own additions, there are quite a few more that are almost poetic 
by this criterion. That is, they occur occasionally in the prose, but much 
more often in the Meters, even though the prose Boethius amounts to 
50,000 words and the Meters to less than 10,000. Some of these words 
seem much like their entirely poetic counterparts in Chapters 2-4. 
Chapter 5 accordingly discusses certain "nearly poetic" words, those 
which never occur in the prose that corresponds to the Meters, and 
Chapter 6 mentions some of the "partly poetic" vocabulary, words that 
at times do occur in the prose source of the Meters, but more often are 
the poet's additions. 

Chapter 7 then summarizes the chief characteristics of the poetic 
vocabulary, and compares its use in the Meters with that in other Old 
English poetry - Beowulf, Judith, and the Battle of Maldon. 

This study began as a doctoral dissertation at the University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley, under the direction and with the helpful advice of 
Professors Alain Renoir, Paul Theiner, and Charles Witke. Their sug-
gestions and comments have been invaluable. Professor Donald K. Fry, 
of the State University of New York, Stony Brook, provided biblio-
graphical assistance. Intramural Research Grants Nos. 8028 and 9103 of 
the University of California, Riverside, supported the production by 
computer of a concordance to the prose Boethius, which helped especially 
with the study of nearly and partly poetic words (Chapters 5 and 6). 

6 John R. Clark Hall, A Concise Anglo-Saxon Dictionary, 4th ed. with supp. by 
Herbert D- Meritt (Cambridge: Cambridge U. Press, 1960), p. [ix]. 
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Thomas E. Armbruster, Edgar C. Howell IV, and George Musacchio 
assisted in the concordance project. My wife Teri provided much encour-
agement and helped prepare the index of words cited, which is an essential 
reference tool for the user of this work. For all of this help I am 
grateful. 

Riverside, California 
December 1971 

A. M. 


