
by their argument about The Seafarer, in
which they give a reading of some of
Tolkien’s works (250–7).
The Keys of Middle-earth presents excerpts

from texts in Old Norse (Völuspá stanzas 9–16,
VafÞrúðnismál), Old English (Solomon and
Saturn II, 47–68 and 104–23, The Ruin,
Beowulf, 26–52, 306–70, 1345–82, 2207–311,
The Fight at Finnsburg, ‘Cynewulf and
Cyneheard’, Maxims II, The Battle of
Maldon, 111–84, Ælfric’s Homily on the
Maccabees 499–519, The Wanderer, and The
Seafarer), and Middle English (Sir Orfeo,
107–94, Pearl, 61–276, Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight, 713–63), with explanatory
links to episodes in Tolkien’s fiction. The
fragmentary presentation of many of the
medieval texts makes them in many cases
useless as anything other than source refer-
ences, but the texts are presented in both
the original language and in Modern English
translation, well-edited and with reasonable
and well-written notes. The editors effectively
discuss the medieval cultural contexts of
the texts and set out current scholarly opinion
and major critical problems in a fair and
non-tendentious manner.
The greatest value of The Keys of Middle-

earth is the inclusion of quotations from
Tolkien’s unpublished Oxford lecture notes.
The opportunity to work with this material
and to quote it liberally gave the editors the
chance to make a major contribution to the
field which, unfortunately, they did not exploit
to the fullest. It is certainly very useful to cite
the unpublished material, but it is somewhat
obtuse to list unpublished manuscripts in the
‘Further reading’ sections for each medieval
text: a rather tiny percentage of the readers of
The Keys of Middle-earth will be able to go to
Oxford to consult lecture notes in manuscripts
in the Bodleian Library.
Errors are minor but telling, all suggesting

a lack of knowledge about and attention to
specific detail in Tolkien’s works: ‘Songs for
Philologists’ for Songs for the Philologists (7);
‘Ancalong’ for Ancalagon (110), ‘Arganoth’
for Argonath (137), ‘Barleyman Butterbur’ for
Barliman Butterbur (183); also, the ‘all that is
gold does not glitter’ verse does not ‘haunt’
Aragorn (185), it is composed for him
by Bilbo; the knights of Dol Amroth do not

arrive at the Battle of the Pelennor Fields with
Aragorn (223), they are already in Minas
Tirith; wolves do not ‘haunt’ Mordor (239),
or, if they do, they are never mentioned in
the text.

MICHAEL D. C. DROUT

Wheaton College

doi:10.1093/notesj/gjl196
� The Author (2006). Published by Oxford University Press.
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ALASTAIR MINNIS and IAN JOHNSON (eds), The
Cambridge History of Literary Criticism,
vol. 2, The Middle Ages. Pp. xviþ 865.
Cambridge, New York, Oakleigh:
Cambridge University Press, 2005. £100.00
(ISBN 0 521 30007 X).

THIS tome comprises one volume of
The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism,
an ambitious project that seeks to provide
an account of literary thought from its origins
in antiquity through the twentieth century.
Perhaps this task is more difficult in the
present volume than in any of the others for,
unlike classical Greece and Rome on the one
hand, and Renaissance Europe on the other,
the medieval West did not have anything like
a sustained, continuous history of literature,
much less of literary criticism and theory. This
difficulty is compounded by the editors’
mandate to produce a volume spanning the
entire period from the fourth to the fifteenth
centuries (4); to their credit, Minnis and
Johnson are mindful of the complications
that necessarily arise from this constraint.
They acknowledge that their accomplishment
is a ‘compromise’ (3), reflecting not only the
difficulties of producing a single volume with
such broad chronological and geographic
coverage, but also the added challenge posed
by the Cambridge series’ directive to exclude
any detailed consideration of ‘theology’ (4)
from the volume – that is, to sharply curtail
discussion of what was without doubt the
central focus of literary criticism as it was
practiced during the Middle Ages: namely,
the ‘sacred page’ of scripture.
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This volume includes several excellent chap-
ters by masters of their field, which reflects well
on the editors’ supervision of the project.
Minnis’s own work on medieval theories
of authorship, on commentary traditions, and
on the status of the vernacular is amply
attested in the pages of the volume, testifying
to the aptness of his selection as one of its
editors. The volume as a whole is divided into
seven sections which are of very uneven size
and scope, some with a single short chapter
(e.g., ‘Byzantine literary theory and criticism’),
others with six chapters sprawling over almost
two hundred pages (e.g., ‘Vernacular critical
traditions: The late Middle Ages’). This
unevenness of structure is compounded by
a great disjunction between those chapters
that chronicle rich, complex literary histories
(e.g., Julian Weiss, ‘Literary theory and
polemic in Castile, c. 1200–c. 1500’; Simon
Gaunt and John Marshall, ‘Occitan grammars
and the art of troubadour poetry’) and those
that provide an interesting overview of the
literary production of cultures that produced
very little in the way of explicit ‘literary
criticism’ during the Middle Ages. These
latter include the five chapters on German,
Old Norse-Icelandic, and Welsh literatures.
This disjunction is undoubtedly the result
of the straining of the series’ mandate to
include the full geographical range of
European literature against the stark fact that
medieval literary criticism flourished more
abundantly in some regions than others.
In this regard, the editors chose wisely to
include a six-chapter section on ‘Latin and
vernacular in Italian literary theory’, a section
which is without doubt the strongest in
the volume: it is distinguished not only by the
excellence of the individual contributors, but
by the coherence of the series of essays, which
refer to one another without at any point
being redundant or repetitive.
The first section of the volume, ‘The liberal

arts and the arts of Latin textuality’, includes
essays on ‘Grammatica and literary theory’
(Martin Irvine with David Thomson), ‘The
arts of poetry and prose’ (J. J. Murphy),
and ‘The arts of letter-writing’ (Ronald Witt);
a fourth chapter, on ‘The arts of preaching’
(Siegfried Wenzel), fits somewhat awkwardly
into the rhetorical and pedagogical framework

of the section as a whole. The second section,
‘The study of classical authors’, which provides
a detailed overview of the medieval reception
of classical literature, is divided into two
sections, one ‘From late Antiquity to the
twelfth century’ (Winthrop Wetherbee) and
one ‘From the twelfth century to c. 1450’
(Vincent Gillespie). Wetherbee’s contribution
is an especially cogent, lucid exposition
of literary traditions that can pose special
challenges to the reader not well-versed in
medieval philosophy. Gillespie’s essay, at 91
pages, is a monograph in itself, providing
a taut narrative of medieval reading practices
and commentaries. The third section, ‘Textual
psychologies: imagination, memory, pleasure’,
includes just two essays: one by Alastair
Minnis on ‘Medieval imagination and
memory’, and one by Glending Olson on
‘The profits of pleasure’. Olson’s essay is a
relatively brief meditation on how not just
literature but the arts in general were thought
to provide pleasure (not just edification) to
their consumers; Minnis’s essay, conversely,
is a magisterial survey of imagination and
memory that both draws upon his well known
earlier articles on imagination in Piers
Plowman and The Cloud of Unknowing and
goes beyond them, ranging widely throughout
early to late medieval literature, both devo-
tional and secular. In spite of its excellence,
however, it is difficult to see this essay as
anything but peripheral to the stated aims of
the volume as a whole.
Parts four and five are devoted

to ‘Vernacular critical traditions’, both in
‘the early Middle Ages’ (part four) and ‘the
late Middle Ages’ (part five). Inevitably,
the chronological and linguistic boundaries
dictated by this structure produce both redun-
dancies and lacunae; it would be churlish,
however, to complain of this when so much
rich material is gathered together in these
sections. Part four includes ‘Medieval Irish
literary theory and criticism’ (Patrick Sims-
Williams and Erich Poppe), ‘Anglo-Saxon
textual attitudes’ (Ananya Jahanara Kabir),
‘Literary theory and practice in early-medieval
Germany’ (John Flood), ‘Literary criticism
in Welsh before c. 1300’ (Marged Haycock),
and ‘Criticism and literary theory in Old
Norse-Icelandic’ (Margaret Clunies Ross).
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Part five is more heterogeneous. It includes
some essays which simply continue the literary
histories begun in part four, such as ‘Literary
theory in Middle High German literature’
(Nigel Palmer) and ‘Later literary criticism
in Wales’ (Gruffydd Aled Williams); others
which explore the extraordinarily dynamic
literary criticism generated in medieval
Castile and Occitania (the fascinating essays
by Gaunt and Marshall, and Weiss, described
above); and still others which are the hybrid
product of a group of contributors working
in concert. These last include ‘Latin commen-
tary tradition and vernacular literature’, by
Ralph Hanna, Tony Hunt, R. G. Keightley,
Alastair Minnis, and Nigel Palmer; and
‘Vernacular literary consciousness c. 1100–c.
1500: French, German, and English evidence’,
by Kevin Brownlee, Tony Hunt, Ian Johnson,
Alastair Minnis, and Nigel Palmer. Based
on the eminence of the contributors, these
two chapters should be among the strongest in
the volume; paradoxically, however, they are
among the weakest, the diversity of approaches
producing diffuseness in the narrative and,
consequently, frustration for the reader.
Section six, ‘Latin and vernacular in Italian

literary theory’, is superb: here, the editors
have allowed the Latin and vernacular tradi-
tions to be the joint focus of the sections,
providing ample room for a strong focus on
the development of humanism and on the
special role of Dante – not only his own
writings, but the voluminous commentary
tradition engendered by his work. Here,
literary criticism as such can be seen in
a form which at once looks backward to the
commentary tradition of the twelfth century
and looks forward to the arts of poetry that
characterize ‘Renaissance’ literary production.
The essays include two by Zygmunt Baranski,
one on Dante and one on the Epistle to
Can Grande; one on Dante commentaries, by
Steven Botterill; two by Martin McLaughlin,
on ‘Latin and vernacular from Dante to the
age of Lorenzo (1321–c. 1500)’ and ‘Humanist
criticism of Latin and vernacular prose’;
and David Robey on ‘Humanist views on the
study of Italian poetry in the early Italian
Renaissance’. The final section, comprised
of one short essay on Byzantine criticism,
feels like a gratuitous coda, which makes

no evident links to the rich history of literary
criticism that comes before. Far more relevant
to this volume, as Julian Weiss points out in
his essay on literary theory in Castile, would
be essays on medieval Hebrew and Arabic
poetics (496 n. 1), whose cross-fertilization
of European vernacular literatures is perhaps
one of the most dynamic areas of current study
of medieval literary history.
Finally, one can only be grateful for the

voluminous bibliography that concludes the
volume, which runs to 123 pages. The biblio-
graphy is divided into sections that correspond
to each chapter, however; these might more
aptly have appeared at the end of the appro-
priate chapters. Here once again, however,
perhaps the constraints of the series format
have limited the editors’ ability to tailor
this particular volume to an ideal shape.
The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism:
The Middle Ages is a valuable reference work,
one which is sure to stimulate future work
in the field of comparative literary histories,
as well as on the fascinating links between
medieval and early modern literary theory.

SUZANNE CONKLIN AKBARI

Centre for Medieval Studies, University of
Toronto
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JEREMY J. SMITH, Essentials of Early English:
An Introduction to Old, Middle and Early
Modern English, 2nd edn. Pp. xivþ 248.
London and New York: Routledge, 2005.
Paperbound £18.99 (ISBN 0 415 34259 7).

THIS is a revised, updated version of Jeremy
Smith’s commendable introduction to the
study of the English language in the period
up until c. 1700, the first edition of which
appeared in 1999. It provides compact, hand-
book-style digests of the principal linguistic
features of each of Old English, Middle
English, and Early Modern English, in sections
that give syntax and lexis their due next
to spelling/pronunciation and morphology.
These guides are to be used alongside a range
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