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Re-classicizing Bede?:
Hrabanus Maurus on Prosody and Meter

SEPPO HEIKKINEN

de arte grammatica Prisciani' as a compendium of rules on syl-

lable lengths to supplement the teaching and reading of prosodic
literature and facilitate the scansion and composition of Latin verse. As a
considerable amount of Christian poetry in classical meters had come to
existence in Late Antiquity and many of these texts continued to be studied
and emulated, the study of metrics was considered an indispensable part
of a monastic scholar’s education, rendered ultimately very difficult by the
disappearance of syllable quantity from the spoken Latin of the period.
Especially from the late eighth century onwards, Priscian’s discussion of syl-
lable lengths in his encyclopedic Institutiones grammaticae (ca. 500)* proved
an invaluable source to medieval scholars in their attempts to develop a
comprehensive theoretical presentation of syllable prosody. Despite the
possibly inauthentic name of Hrabanus’s treatise, his Excerptio is not sim-
ply an abridged version of Priscian, but a compilation of the presentations
of prosody he had found in the grammatical writings of Late Antiquity; in
this he relied not only on Priscian but also on Diomedes, Isidore, and, most
notably, Donatus, whose Artes grammaticae provided him with the basic
layout of his treatise.” Ultimately, Hrabanus also resorted to Bede’s De arte
metrica, a work that appears to have been the standard guide to metrics of
the Carolingian schoolroom.* The integration of Priscian’s broadly inclusive
approach with Bede’s normative attempt to excise “pagan” influences from
prosody and metrics posed an obvious challenge to Hrabanus. The Carolin-
gians’ newly found interest in the pre-Christian classics meant that Bede’s
metrical theory had to be reinterpreted in a way that would, at least on the
surface, make it compatible with the teaching of classical verse. This paper
discusses Hrabanus’s presentation of common syllables, which, although
largely identical with Bede, has frequently undergone subtle rephrasing at
Hrabanus’s hands. It will emerge that although Hrabanus did not openly
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question Bede’s views on “pagan” and “Christian” prosody as such, his
presentation of this dichotomy is considerably more moderate than his pre-
decessor’s. At the same time it demonstrates how classical authors, largely
excised from Bede’s treatise, begin to reemerge as useable models for verse
composition in the Carolingian age.

PAGAN LEARNING AND CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE: BEDE’S DE ARTE METRICA

The relationship between Christianity and the pagan literary heritage was
troubled from the start, as demonstrated by Jerome’s oft-cited nightmare
vision where he was accused of being a Ciceronian rather than a Christian.®
It is understandable that Jerome viewed his “Ciceronianism” as a guilty
pleasure; like many of his Christian contemporaries, he was quite open in
his admiration of the pre-Christian classics, which led to some rather com-
plex maneuvers in their attempts to reconcile Christian and secular learn-
ing. Jerome found pagan poetry and rhetoric a useful tool for the defense
of Christian truths® and, together with other early Christian authors, even
made the bold claim that, e.g., hexameters and pentameters could be found
in Scripture.” This may have been primarily an attempt to refute claims that
Christians were cultural upstarts, but later served to enforce the role of po-
etry and metrics in Christian education: if Moses had known and used the
hexameter, why should not they? Correspondingly, Late Antiquity saw the
emergence of Christian epic poetry composed in classical meters. Although
it would be tempting to see them merely as an awkward effort to supplant
pagan authors in the school curriculum,® the Christian “Bible epics” of
Sedulius, Juvencus, and Arator probably constitute earnest attempts to
provide a tool for meditation on Scripture.” At the same time, a large num-
ber of Christian hymns, most prominently those of Ambrose, Prudentius,
and Sedulius, were composed in forms that adhered to the classical rules
of syllable quantity, which indicates the strong classical background of the
early Christian hymnodists; as the hymns were intended to be sung, such
prosodic considerations would otherwise appear inconsequential.

With the spread of Christianity to the British Isles, grammar and, by
implication, metrics became by necessity integrated into the monastic cur-
riculum, as the early Christian scholars of Ireland and England were not
native speakers of Latin.'” The Venerable Bede’s De arte metrica," the most
important metrical treatise to emerge in the Early Middle Ages, served the
dual purpose of combining instruction in syllable prosody with the teaching
of poetic meter and, at the same time, presenting prosody and metrics in a
way that harmonized with the scholarly aims of the monastic system. Bede’s
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arguably greatest innovation was the incorporation of syllable prosody into
what he termed the metrica ars: earlier treatises on metrics, with titles along
the lines of De metris, were content to discuss the structure of individual
poetic meters, whereas syllable lengths were the matter of grammar. Bede’s
didactic genius is apparent in the way in which he starts from the smallest
units of language, sounds and syllables, and then proceeds to demonstrate
how they can be combined into metrical feet and, ultimately, lines of verse.
This served as the basis for later treatises on metrics: the medieval genre of
ars metrica as a composite presentation of prosody and poetic composition
is ultimately Bede’s creation.?

At the same time, Bede’s treatise exhibits a strong Christianizing agenda:
where Bede departs from his predecessors is his attempt to create a stan-
dard for prosody and meter that is exclusively based on Christian material.
Earlier Christian grammarians had cautiously introduced ecclesiastical
vocabulary and quotations from Christian poetry into their treatises: at the
outset, such attempts had been tentative."* As the Artes of Donatus, which
formed the backbone of grammatical institution in the Early Middle Ages,
were, by nature, skeletal, expanded and annotated versions of them soon
emerged, and the earliest attempts at constructing a “Christian” grammar
of Latin are essentially founded on a cosmetically Christianized version of
the Ars minor.™ The focal point of these innovations was Ireland, which
fostered a number of such grammatical works."* Their dual improvement
on their source material was a more thorough discussion of Latin morphol-
ogy, suited to the needs of the nonnative speaker, and a systematic attempt
to adapt their material for the study of Scripture, which, however, mainly
manifested itself as prefaces adapted from the writings of the church fa-
thers, word lists with a more pronounced Judaeo-Christian content and the
substitution of Scriptural quotations for classical ones.'® Unfortunately, the
Irish were illequipped to undertake a thorough overhaul of metrical theory:
there is no evidence that the early Irish scholars had any grasp of classical
syllable quantity, and early Hiberno-Latin verse is exclusively rhythmi-
cal (nonquantitative)."” Quantitative versification in the British Isles only
truly began in seventh-century Anglo-Saxon England, probably through
the influence of Theodore and Hadrian at the School of Canterbury,'® with
Aldhelm (ca. 639-709) as its main proponent. In addition to some 4,000
lines of hexameter poetry, Aldhelm produced two treatises on metrics,"
which, however, are patchy, gratuitously theoretical, and do not properly
address issues of syllable quantity.*® With the Anglo-Latin renaissance of
quantitative versification, it was apparent that there was a general need for
a handbook on metrics suited to the needs of nonnative users of Latin and
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the monastic curriculum. Bede’s De arte metrica constitutes the first serious
attempt to meet this demand.”” In his presentations of syllable lengths and
dactylic verse, most of the traditional textbook quotations from Vergil have
been thoroughly supplanted with lines from Christian poets, most notably
Sedulius, whom Bede tried to cast as the standard for good verse. Bede’s
presentation is apparently founded on a thorough reading of Sedulius and
a careful analysis of his metrical practices. This ultimately led to Bede’s cre-
ation of an artificial dichotomy of “pagan” and “Christian” verse techniques,
based on what the Christian epic poets did or did not do. He discusses this
exhaustively in his chapter on the prosodic differences between “ancient”
and “modern” poets, trying to demonstrate that such metrical liberties as
hiatus and spondaic hexameter lines in Vergil are symptomatic of the inher-
ent inferiority of pagan learning.”

In Bede’s discussion of syllable prosody, of particular interest is his chap-
ter on common syllables, i.e., syllables that can be scanned as either long or
short.? As the length of common syllables varies considerably, they leave
much room for poetic license, as Bede himself asserts. His presentation
is largely derived from the largely similar expositions of the Late Antique
grammarians, Diomedes, Donatus, Mallius Theodorus, Marius Victorinus,
Pompeius, Sergius, Servius, and Maximus Victorinus,” and his order of
presentation follows that of his predecessors. Apart from some refine-
ments to the rules as given in his sources, Bede’s innovations consist in his
substitution of Christian quotations for classical ones and his attempt to
codify these practices in a way that is consistent with postclassical Chris-
tian usage.” This seems to foreshadow the more exhaustive—and more
polemical—discussion of the “metrical faults” of the pagans at the end of his
treatise. The types of common syllable in Bede’s discussion are the following
(the examples are taken from Bede’s presentation):

1: Short word-internal vowels followed by two consonants, the latter of which is a liquid (¢,
pr 1 fr, cl, pl, tl, fl, e.g., tenébrae—tenébrae).

2: Word-initial 4, which in post-classical verse could lengthen a nominally short final syllable
that ended in a consonant (e.g., nigér hispidus but uir humilis).

3: Word-initial s groups (sc, sp, st, sm) after a short final vowel (e.g., albd smaragdus but
iamqueé scilicet).

4: The lengthening of a short final syllable by a following caesura known as productio ob cae-
suram (e.g., cuitis in robore).

5 and 6: The voluntary shortening of a final diphthong or long vowel in a hiatus (e.g,. 6 utinam
but 0 Alexi).
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7: The pronouns hic and hoc (e.g., hic est—hic est).
8: The consonant z after a short vowel (gidza—gaza).

9: The final syllables of lines of verse.

In his discussion, Bede uses every opportunity to enforce the validity of
the Christian epic poets as models of good verse, and, not surprisingly,
the classics Vergil and Lucan come to the fore as examples of outdated
metrical practices. Bede has refined the presentations of his predecessors
by specifying that consonant compounds with liquids, or the letter z, may
lengthen a nominally short syllable only word-internally; similar lengthen-
ing in final syllables is something that he elsewhere in his treatise presents
as an example of inferior pagan prosody.” On the other hand, relying on
the example of Sedulius, he fully condones the similar use of word-initial s
groups, which in classical verse is highly unusual.”® The consonantal use of
h is a late antique practice that probably originated in the faulty analysis of
Vergil’s terga fatigamiis hasta (Aen. 9.618), a textbook commonplace where
the final syllable of fatigamus is, in reality, lengthened by the following cae-
sura rather than the h.?? The feature is ubiquitous in most Christian verse of
Late Antiquity, and, not surprisingly, Bede fully approves of it. Nevertheless,
he vehemently rejects the authority of Vergil’s line, giving it what we would
consider the correct analysis; this shows his consistent reluctance to rely on
the authority of the pagans where Christian sources are available.*

As for short syllables lengthened by the following caesura (productio ob
caesuram), Bede has, as one might expect, jettisoned the traditional Vergil-
ian commonplace omnia uincit amor, et nos cedamus amori (ecl. 10.69) in
favor of Sedulius’s cuitis in robore nullum (Sedul. carm. pasch. 4.46). Yet,
quoting Mallius Theodorus’s De metris (ca. 400),*! he goes on to stress that
the feature is archaic, to be frequently encountered in Vergil and Homer but
less common in “more recent” verse and preferably to be avoided.*> Bede
condemns hiatus in all its forms, with or without correption of the preced-
ing final syllable, and writes the feature off as a pagan technique, dwelling
on it at length in his chapter on the differences between ancient and modern
poets.

Bede has codified the use of common syllables to make his presentation
harmonize with the poetic practices of Sedulius while effectively under-
lining the invalidity of classical verse as a model. His polemical approach
comes to the fore in passages where he castigates his predecessors for
things that they had overlooked or misanalyzed. Apart from the “mistaken”
presentation of terga fatigamus hasta in the grammarians, Bede criticizes
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Sergius for citing the example nevé flagella (Verg. georg. 2.299) because fl
can never make position in the beginning of a word.*® He has also included
a discussion of word-initial ps, essential for Christian poets in such words as
psalmus and psallo, contending that it cannot make position and criticizing
Pompeius for overlooking this.** Bede’s other minor innovations include
the suggestion that a long vowel may be voluntarily shortened before an-
other vowel inside a word; this is an extension of his discussion of correp-
tion before a hiatus, presented as an explanation for such prosodic doublets
as Maria/Maria and Eous/Eous.”

HRABANUS’S EXCERPTIO

Judging by the complete absence of extant manuscripts, Hrabanus Maurus’s
ninth-century Excerptio de arte grammatica Prisciani never won a circula-
tion even remotely comparable to that of Bede’s treatise. It has only survived
to us as an early edition printed in Cologne in 1627 by George Colveneer,
based on the work of Jacobus Pamelius (1536-1587). The source of the
edition, on which the text in Patrologia Latina 111, col. 613-670, is also
based, is a manuscript that still existed in Fulda in 1550 but has since disap-
peared.”® The title of the treatise, which may not be original, is misleading,
as the work is much more than a mere extract from Priscian’s Institutiones:
it is a handbook on prosody, with a short introduction to meter. As Louis
Holtz has noted, the treatise consists of two disparate parts: the first half
contains an introduction to syllables, followed by a short essay on poetics
derived from Diomedes, whereas the second consists of the author’s glosses
to Donatus’s Ars maior. The work ends with a short presentation of poetic
feet and a short poem that demonstrates common syllables. Given the dis-
jointed structure of the whole, it is difficult to say whether the text began
as a dossier of loosely connected pedagogical texts or whether, on the con-
trary, chapters have gone missing or been misplaced in what was originally
a more extensive and cohesive work.?

In what may be considered the principal portion of Hrabanus’s treatise,
much of the actual content is derived from Priscian, although the infor-
mation has been thoroughly restructured along the lines of Donatus’s Ars
maior and Bede’s discussion of prosody, which similarly followed the layout
of Donatus’s grammar. Although Priscian’s exposition of prosody was exten-
sive, it was impractical for Hrabanus’s didactic aims, as, rather than treating
syllable lengths and accentuation as a separate subject, Priscian offered his
views only in passing in his presentation of declensions, conjugations, and
word formation.* The integration of the structurally different presentations
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of Donatus and Priscian, supplemented by his reading of other authors,*
forms the central innovation of Hrabanus’s creative synthesis, which makes
Priscian’s originally disjointed observations on prosody its main theme.*’

Hrabanus’s most notable contributions can be found in his presentation
of syllable rules, mainly the various methods by which the lengths of sylla-
bles can be deduced. Although the portions dealing with the syllable mainly
rely on Bede’s reading of Serviuss De finalibus,* Hrabanus has fleshed
them out with his own observations inspired by his reading of Priscian. In
particular, his presentation of middle syllables has been extended through
his adaptation of rules that Servius and Bede only apply to initial or final
syllables.”* He extends the role of exemplum (readings of earlier poetry)
from initial to middle syllables, presents the rule that compound words
generally retain the quantities of their root words even in the middle of the
word (e.g., benevolus from béne and volo) as well as extending the regula
of final syllables (lists of common suffixes) to apply to penultimate and
antepenultimate syllables (e.g., -ciilus).* Although still far from anything
approaching a “unified theory” of syllable prosody, Hrabanus’s presentation
shows considerable improvements over his sources.

Bede’s prominent influence on the treatise is attributable not only to his
innovative Ars metrica as a joint presentation of prosody and meter; it was
probably also the direct result of his unprecedentedly normative tone. Un-
like Bede, Hrabanus does not offer conflicting theories to be considered by
his reader: he is only interested in the thorough exposition of what he con-
siders to be the facts, corroborating them with an exceptionally wide choice
of material. The quotations from earlier poetry show that, unlike Bede,
Hrabanus did not attempt to supplant the classics with Christian authors:
of the 170 quoted lines in his treatise, only twenty are of Christian origin,
whereas in Bede, the situation is almost the reverse.* It is even more telling
that, of the 36 poetic lines that are not traceable to any intermediate source,
none are Christian.*

Hrabanus’s use of Bede nevertheless suggests that he must have shared
at least some of Bede’s ideologically motivated views on correct and incor-
rect metrical practice. It is obvious that this was based on his own, as well
as Bedes, belief in the seniority of Judeo-Christian learning over that of
the pagans. Tellingly, Hrabanus’s chapter on poetic theory (De ui ac uaria
potestate metrorum) has an extensive quotation from his friend Freculf’s
Historia where that author more or less presents Moses as the inventor of
hexameter poetry.* When it comes to actual poetic practice, Hrabanus
nonetheless only touches on the Bedan dichotomy of “pagan” and “Chris-
tian” metrics in his presentation of common syllables, which often follows
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that of Bede to the letter: Bede’s chapter is one of the most partisanly Chris-
tian portions of his treatise and is characterized by its reiterated comments
on the differences between “ancient” and “modern” poets. Hrabanus’s most
conspicuous departure from his model is the toning down of Bede’s polemic
directed against earlier grammarians and pre-Christian authors. Hrabanus
has also been critical in his adoption of some of Bede’s innovations to met-
rical theory: in these respects, he can be seen to have reverted to the more
classical practices described by earlier authors. Hrabanus’s attempt to find a
delicate balance between Priscian’s encyclopedic views and Bede’s narrowly
prescriptive approach is evident throughout his discussion.

BEDE AND HRABANUS ON COMMON SYLLABLES

In his presentation of those common syllables where a word-internal short
vowel is followed by a consonant and a liquid, Hrabanus initially quotes
Bede almost word for word.*” He also uses the Christian samples taken
from Sedulius (carm. pasch. 2.209, mens tenébris obscura suis) and Juven-
cus (1.128, mortisque tenébras), rather than the classical quotations used
by Bede’s predecessors. He has, however, excised Bede’s attack on Sergius’s
inclusion of Vergil’'s neve flagella, and does not discuss the invalidity of the
rule when applied to word-final vowels. On the other hand, Hrabanus has
expanded Bede’s discussion by including the nasals m and »n, which may
function in a way similar to “true” liquids (/ or r). Bede only mentions the
letter n placed after another consonant with the caveat that it always makes
position word-internally (regnum, calumnia) but never at the beginning
of a word, citing the Christian Prosper’s nec tamen hos toto depellit foederé
gnarus (epigr. 67, 3), concluding that it does not constitute a true common
syllable.*® Hrabanus makes no mention of this, deciding to ignore Bede’s
Christian example. Surprisingly, he presents plosives followed by nasals as
a type of common syllable employed by “ancient” (prisci) poets, thereby
expanding Bede’s dichotomy of old and new practices:

Et sciendum quod non solum ante [ uel r, sed etiam ante m et n positae mutae apud priscos
poetas communes faciunt syllabas, ut Ovidius:

Piscosamqué Cnidon gravidamque Amathunta metallis.”

[Tt is also to be noted that plosives, placed not only before [ and r, but also before m and #,
make common syllables in the ancient poets, as in Ovid’s:

Piscosamqué Cnidon gravidamque Amathunta metallis (Ov. met. 10.523).]



RE-CLASSICIZING BEDE?

Hrabanus owes this interpolation, together with its quotation from Ovid,
to Priscian’s Institutiones.” The insertion also stands out from the portion
taken from Bede because Bede nowhere states what kind of consonant may
be followed by a liquid, whereas Priscian and, in this single case, Hrabanus
specify plosives (mutae). The addition apud priscos poetas, nevertheless, is
Hrabanus’s own. This could be construed as an acknowledgement of Bede’s
views on pagan versus Christian metrics, but may more probably be Hraba-
nus’s shorthand for the extensive quotations from Greek verse in Priscian’s
passage, which he has chosen to omit. Factually, Priscian and Hrabanus
are correct, as the combination of plosive and nasal can create a common
syllable even in the middle of a word in classical verse, although the fea-
ture is highly uncommon and restricted to Greek loans (Procne/Procne,
ichneumon/ichneumon etc.).”!

Hrabanus’s discussion of the postclassical practice of position made
by an initial & is identical with Bede’s together with its quotations from
Sedulius’s Carmen paschale (carm. pasch. 3.84, porcinum tenuere gregem,
nigér, hispidiis, horrens; carm. pasch. 3.296, uir humilis maesto deiectus
lumine terram). He has, however, yet again left out Bede’s attack on earlier
grammarians for their use of Vergil’s terga fatigamiis hasta. Bede’s insertion
is, undoubtedly, unnecessary and needlessly confrontational, and Bede’s
polemical tone is something that Hrabanus seems to avoid conscientiously.

Hrabanus’s presentation of word-initial s groups (s, sp, and st) is initially
quoted from Bede’s presentation, and his poetic citations, from Venantius
Fortunatus and Sedulius, respectively, are the same. The end of his discus-
sion of this type of common syllable, however, has been edited and argu-
ably improved. Hrabanus has left out Bede’s erroneous suggestion that an
s group may not necessarily make position word-internally, based on his
incorrect scansion of Mnestheus (Mné-sthe-us, rather than the correct
Mneés-theus) found in Vergil.* The practice described by Bede is, in reality,
nonexistent and apparently reflects the problems he had encountered with
the prosody of Greek words together with the fact that earlier discussions of
common syllables had neglected to specify the positions in which s groups
may create a common syllable.”” Hrabanus has, however, done his readers a
further service by expanding his presentation to include consonant groups
formed by an s together with a plosive and a liquid (scr, spr, str, etc.). This
addition is taken from Priscian, by way of the Grammatica of Alcuin, Hra-
banus’s teacher,* and, remarkably, the quoted example line is from Horace:

Haec quoque s littera, aliis duabus consonantibus, id est mutae et liquidae, in principio syl-
labae sequentis praeposita, inueniuntur communem syllabam facere, ut Horatius, Sermon.
lib. 1:
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Linquimus insani ridentes praemii scribae.

[This self-same letter s is also found to make a common syllable when placed in the begin-
ning of the following syllable and followed by two consonants, i.e., a plosive and a liquid, as
in Horace, Satires 1:

Linquimus insani ridentes praemia scribae (Hor. sat. 1.5.35).]

Hrabanus’s verbatim reproduction of Alcuin’s presentation is simpler than
that of Priscian, who dwells on the number of letters in this type of conso-
nant compound. It may be telling that both Alcuin and Hrabanus have also
left out Priscian’s surprising statement that this practice is used more ueteri
(“in the old way”), as they clearly viewed this as a legitimate prosodic tech-
nique and wanted to avoid subjecting it to the Bedan dichotomy of ancient
and modern metrical practices. The inclusion of Horace as a valid textbook
example is remarkable, as Horace, even more than Vergil and Lucan, had
been carefully excised from the material quoted in Bedes treatise.” The
ready explanation is probably the fact that Lucan and Vergil still remained
a part of Bede’s monastic curriculum, whereas Horace could be safely jet-
tisoned. The reintroduction of Horace into Alcuin’s and Hrabanus’s presen-
tation can be seen to reflect not only their keen interest in Priscian but also
the general renaissance of Horatian verse during the Carolingian period.*
Hrabanus’s omission of Bede’s innovative discussion of word-initial ps not
creating a position (as in psallo) is striking: why he should have ignored
this case from his discussion seems inexplicable, as Bede’s observation is
perfectly correct and actually relevant for poetic scansion.

Hrabanus’s presentation of productio ob caesuram, or nominally short
syllables lengthened by the following caesura, is, in similar fashion, taken
from Bede, together with the lines from Sedulius where the word cuius is
given two different scansions (carm. pasch. 1.290, cuiiis onus leve est; carm.
pasch. 4.46 frondea ficus erat, cuiis in robore nullum). However, unlike
Bede, Hrabanus ends his presentation there, leaving out Bede’s observation
that this metrical liberty is more properly a feature of “the ancients” and
therefore to be avoided. By implication, Hrabanus presents productio ob
caesuram as a perfectly legitimate device and leaves the relative merits and
faults of pagan and Christian prosody undiscussed.

Hrabanus’s presentation of diphthongs and long vowels shortened by a
hiatus is the one occasion where he actually seems to follow Bede’s dichoto-
my of “pagan” and “Christian” techniques and even extends it so as to make
it stricter. Discussing the correption of diphthongs, he cites Bede’s classical
specimens but adds yet another example where a diphthong is shortened
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word-internally, insisting that this, too, is a pagan feature:

Item modus quintus, cum pars orationis desinit in diphtongon, sequente statim altera uocali;
est enim longa in hoc, ut, musae Aonides; breuis in hoc: Insulaé Ionio in magno. Vergilius in
vii:

Stipitibus duris agitur sudibusve pragustis.
Hoc ergo modo, sicut et priore, recentiores poetae rarissime utuntur, sed magis synaloepham
in eo faciunt, ut Prosper:

Non nostr(ae) hoc opis est, sed ab illo sumitur hic ros,

qui siccam rupem fundere jussit aquas.

[Similarly, there is the fifth type of common syllable, where a word ends in a diphthong
followed immediately by another vowel. It is long in this: musae Aonides, but short in this:
Insulaé Ionio in magno. Vergil, in his seventh book, writes:

Stipitibus duris agitur sudibusve praéustis (Verg. Aen. 7.524).
But this, like the former, is very rarely used by the more recent poets, who prefer to make an
elision, as in Prosper:

Non nostr(ae) hoc opis est, sed ab illo sumitur hic ros,

qui siccam rupem fundere iussit aquas (Prosper epigr. 11.7-8)]

Hrabanus does not note that the prefix prae is almost universally scanned
as short before a vowel in Latin compounds,’” and why he should have in-
cluded this as an example of “pagan” liberties is hard to fathom. Bede, on
the contrary, states that “later poets” (posteriores poetae) or the composers
of “our poetry” (nostratia poemata) prefer to shorten diphthongs only in-
side words, although he fails to provide his reader with an example of this:

Quod posteriores poetae magis in una parte orationis fieri uoluerunt. Unde nec huius exem-
plum facile in nostratibus poematibus inuenies.*®

[Later poets have preferred to use this license within a single word, and therefore you will not
easily find an example of this in our poetry.]

On the other hand, he does discuss the correption of prae in his chapter
on the fusion and resolution of syllables and states firmly that praeeunte
in Vergil’s nec tota tamen ille prior praeeunte carina (Aen. 5.186) is to be
scanned with a short ae, rebuking Maximus Victorinus who had postulated
that elision should take place inside the word:*

Ita scandendum esse ratio probat, ut primo sit necto spondeus, deinde tatamen dactylus, il-
lepri dactylus, orpraee dactylus, adbreuiata diptongo propter uocalem quae sequitur, unteca
rina dactylus et spondeus, qui terminent. Quis enim audiat Victorinum docentem ut scan-
damus enteca rina, facientes synalipham in media parte orationis, quod numquam fecere
priores?®

[Therefore, theory dictates that this should be scanned in the following manner: necto
spondee, tatamen dactyl, illepri dactyl, orpraee dactyl, with the diphthong shortened by the
following vowel, unteca rina dactyl and spondee, which end the line. For who would listen to
Victorinus who teaches that we should scan enteca rina, making an elision in the middle of a
word, which earlier authors never did?]

11
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Hrabanus’s assertion that the scansion of prae as short before another vowel
is outmoded and avoided by “more recent poets” seems a lapse; it runs
counter to both actual metrical practice and Bede’s views, and as an attempt
to refine Bede’s presentation of common syllables it is oddly misguided. By
contrast, in his discussion of long vowels shortened by a hiatus, Hrabanus
follows Bede almost to the letter, stating, as does his source, that “modern
versifiers” (moderni uersificatores) prefer to use the device inside a word,
using Sedulius’s Eous/Eous as his example.® Hrabanus, in other words,
ends in the untenable position of defending the word-internal correption
of long vowels while condemning the same practice when applied to diph-
thongs. This constitutes his greatest shortcoming in his paraphrase of Bede’s
discussion of common syllables while also underlining the rather artificial
prosodic distinction between diphthongs and long vowels made by the
grammarians of Late Antiquity.

Hrabanus’s exposition of the variable length of nominally long vowels
does not include Bede’s apologetic mention of the interjection o that Arator
uses before a vowel; Bede’s explanation is that Arator has been “imitating
ancient poets” (imitatus ueteres), underlining the impression that this is an
outdated metrical feature.®

The rest of Hrabanus’s presentation of common syllables follows closely
that of Bede, together with his model’s omissions and attempted improve-
ments. He presents the pronouns hic and hoc as true common syllables but
includes Bede’s addition that the final syllables of adverbs ending in ¢ (as in
donec) may also be treated as common. This addition in Bede is apparently
the result of a corrupt reading of Paulinus of Nola, but Hrabanus has taken
it at face value.®® Hrabanus also echoes Bede’s belief that the letter x does
not make a true common syllable, as it always makes position in the middle
of a word but never in its beginning. This must be considered a major im-
provement over the presentation of x in Sergius which states that it makes
a common syllable.*

CONCLUSION

In general, although the bulk of Hrabanus’s presentation of common syl-
lables is taken from Bede, it shows an almost complete absence of his
predecessor’s obsessive classification of pagan and Christian techniques.
Hrabanus’s observations on the differences between earlier and more recent
poets, which in Bede is a circumlocution for pagan and Christian, have
received an altogether different tone: they imply a belief in the evolution
of poetry rather than a complete break between classical antiquity and the
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Christian age. The only poetic practices that he acknowledges as antiquated
are common syllables where short vowels are followed by plosives and
nasals (remarkably, this is his own observation, informed by his reading of
Priscian and possibly his own more extensive knowledge of classical verse)
and the use of hiatus, with or without correption, of a diphthong or a long
vowel. This is a far cry from Bede’s veritable checklist of pagan techniques
that should be avoided. Undeniably, this may partly owe to the narrower
scope of Hrabanus’s treatise when it comes to his discussion of meter: he
either had not included an actual discussion of poetic meters in his treatise,
or if such a chapter existed in his original work, it has gone missing.*® We
have therefore no evidence of Hrabanus’s views on, e.g., spondaic hexam-
eter lines which Bede held to be one of the symptomatic features of pagan
metrics, apart from his general avoidance of them in his own verse.® It
is noteworthy that Hrabanus, unlike Bede, neither presents productio ob
caesuram as a “pagan” feature nor exhorts his readers to avoid it. This fact,
taken together with the feature’s prominence in later medieval verse, seems
to indicate that Bede’s caveat was ignored in the medieval schoolroom.*”
Hrabanus has retained some of Bede’s additions to the rules governing
common syllables: these include the erroneous assertion that final syllables
ending in ¢ may be common in adverbs, as well as the extension of correp-
tion at hiatus to word-internal vowels followed by another vowel. The latter
is arguably useful as an explanation for the varying vowel lengths in such
prosodic doublets as Eous/Eous, unius/unius, and fidéi/fidéi, although the
feature is ultimately a minor one: in the majority of Latin words, vowels
preceding other vowels are uniformly short, which the majority of gram-
marians of late antiquity had, however, not presented as a rule.®®
Hrabanus’s discussion of common syllables is far more moderate than
his predecessor’s. Bede’s antipagan polemic has been almost completely ex-
cised, as have his attacks on the mistakes of earlier grammarians. Although
Hrabanus, by and large, follows Bede’s presentation, it is telling that where
he has found it necessary to flesh it out, he has opted for exclusively classical
material: he seems to suggest that his reader is free to draw on all possible
sources in his study of prosody, only modestly reminding him that there
have been changes in metrical practices over the course of history. Bede’s
implied argument that, with the onset of Christianity, poetic expression also
underwent major renovation no longer plays a central role in his discussion.
Hrabanus’s views on classical literature seem to have followed the lines of
the Christian apologists of Late Antiquity. In his De clericorum institutione,
a guidebook on the instruction of clerics, he stresses that, although the con-
tent of pagan works inevitably must be rejected as potentially dangerous,
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they are worthy of study for their flos eloquentiae.®® As such, they provide
material for Christian literature, and it is specifically their aesthetic merits
that make them worthy of study.” Hrabanus’s views present a middle course
between a wholesale rejection of pagan models and their uncritical accep-
tance, and seem to echo Augustine’s widely circulated allegory of the gold
and silver of the Egyptians being used in the construction of the Temple
of the Lord.” They also reflect Cassiodorus’s views on the necessity of the
humanae litterae for the study of the diuinae litterae. 1t is telling that Hra-
banus’s teacher Alcuin paraphrases Cassiodorus in the introduction to his
grammar, where, in an allusion to Proverbs 9:1, he casts the liberal arts as
the “seven pillars of wisdom” that are indispensable for biblical studies.” As
the value of the pre-Christian classics was, for the Carolingians, primarily
aesthetic, there was no need for them to stress their aesthetic inferiority to
Christian literature as Bede had done. For their agenda, a sharp dichotomy
between “pagan” and “Christian” prosody and metrics had become super-
fluous. The goal of the Carolingian reform, addressed by Hrabanus, was the
refinement of liturgical speech, and in this process classical and Christian
sources were granted equal validity, at least as far as form rather than con-
tent was concerned. Although Hrabanus acknowledges that there do exist
prosodic differences between classical and Christian poets, this does not
detract from the overall value of the classics’ flos eloquentiae and does not
constitute a reflection of the inferiority of their content—which he other-
wise takes for granted.

It is obvious that, despite his reservations, Bede accepted the necessity
of instruction in the classics, although he felt compelled to emphasize their
essential inferiority to Christian literature. This applied mainly to Vergil
and possibly Lucan, who apparently still constituted a central author in the
Anglo-Saxon school curriculum, whereas other pagan authors could be
safely ignored. Bede’s aesthetic starting point was the hypothesis that pagan
content must, inevitably, be reflected in outward manifestations of style and
meter, and, consequently, he devoted huge amounts of energy to proving his
point. Although Martin Irvine has stated that Bede “knew Vergil quite well
and succeeded in neutralizing the poet of his pagan associations,””* Bede’s
constant harping on Vergil’s prosodic faults would indicate that, in his view,
the pagan associations existed even in the outward form of Vergil’s poetry.”

No such sentiment is apparent in Hrabanus’s presentation of prosody and
verse. Classical verse is, for him, raw material to be freely used.” It is telling
that Hrabanus is known to have composed hymns after the metrical model
of Horace’s Odes. The very meters employed in these poems are something
that Bede deliberately left out of his presentation of poetic meters as pa-
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gan,”® whereas for Hrabanus, meter or prosody itself could not be pagan or
Christian. The superiority of Christian literature was based primarily on its
content, whereas the value of pagan authors rested solely on their aesthetic
achievement. Nothing encapsulates Hrabanus’s views better than a passage
from a poem that he addressed to an anonymous friend with literary ambi-
tions:

Carmina nempe tua dico meliora Maronis
carminibus, celsi cantibus Ouidii,

odis quas cecinit Flaccus, uerbosus Homerus
Corduba quem genuit, Affrica quem tenuit.

Hi quia protulerant pomposis falsa Camenis
rite tabescentes morsibus inuidiae.

Tu deuota piis connectis uincula uerbis,
decantans placide pectora amica notas.”

[For I declare your poems to be better than Vergil’s,

Loftier than Ovid’s songs,

Or the odes sung by Flaccus or the wordy Homer

Or the one begotten by Cérdoba but held by Africa (Lucan?).
For they had propagated the falsehoods of the pompous Muses,
Rightly perishing from the bites of envy.

But you forge chains of devotion from pious words,

Singing peacefully of loving hearts.]

This is obviously an outrageous piece of flattery, and the letter’s denigration
of pagan culture is a Late Antique commonplace. Nevertheless, the idea
behind it is apparent: for its perfection, poetry must be truthful and pious.
The main shortcoming of pagan authors is the fact that they are pagan, and,
for all their achievements, they are easily surpassed by a competent Chris-
tian poet on the merits of his proper ethos. Structure and form as such can
neither redeem nor condemn an author.

University of Helsinki

NOTES
1 Ed. Migne, Patrologia Latina (hereafter PL) 111, 613-70.
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bis zum Ausklang der karolingischen Erneuerung (Minchen: Fink, 1975), 330-31; Maria
Rissel, Rezeption antiker und patristischer Wissenschaft bei Hrabanus Maurus: Studien
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in the middle of a word, as in ‘Eoi uenere magi’ and ‘splendidus auctoris de vertice fulget
Eous’]; Sedul. carm. pasch. 2.74; 5.191.
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RE-CLASSICIZING BEDE?

DAM 3.93-96 (p. 92).

DAM 3.103-5 (p. 92); PL 111, 621. Bede and Hrabanus cite Paulinus’s donec et adspirante
Deo conatibus aegris (Paulin. 15.299) in the form donéc aspirante Deo.

Gramm. 4.479.25-26: “Sciendum est etiam quod et x communem syllabam facit, sicut et
z Graecum” [It is to be noted that x also makes a common syllable, as does the Greek z].

In his chapter on the history of poetics (De ui ac uaria potestate metrorum), Hrabanus
makes the vague promise that he will also discuss poetic meters: “Sed de his plenius in
sequentibus, cum de speciebus metrorum scripserimus, dicemus” [But we shall discuss
this at greater length in the following part when we have written on the types of meter].
PL 111, 666. According to Holtz (“Raban Maur et I Excerptio,” 214-15), this cannot nec-
essarily be taken at face value: “..toute cette partie du second livre est perdue...a moins
que Hraban [sic] ne l'ait jamais écrite”

See Seppo Heikkinen, “Quae non habet intellectum: The Disappearance of Spondaic Fifth
Feet from Dactylic Hexameter Verse,” in Interfaces between Language and Culture in
Medieval England : A Festschrift for Matti Kilpio, ed. Alaric Hall, Olga Timofeeva, Agnes
Kiricsi, and Bethany Fox, The Northern World 48 (Boston: Brill, 2008), 95-96.

Klopsch, Einfiihrung in die mittelalterliche Verslehre, 74-76.

The major exception is Priscian, gramm. 2.465.26: “raro enim in Latinis dictionibus uo-
calem paenultimam ante alteram uocalem productam inuenies” [Namely, you will rarely
find in Latin words a long penultimate vowel before another vowel]. The principle now
universally known as uocalis ante uocalem corripitur seems to have been in the making
for along period of time; see Leonhardt, Dimensio syllabarum, 67.

Hrabanus Maurus, De institutione clericorum libri tres: Studien und Edition, ed. Detlev
Zimpel, Freiburger Beitrage zur mittelalterlichen Geschichte: Studien und Texte 7 (Frank-
furt: Peter Lang, 1996).

Mary Carruthers, The Craft of Thought: Meditation, Rhetoric, and the Making of Images,
400-1200 (Cambridge U. Press, 1998), 127-28; Amando Bisanti, “Scopi e funzioni
dell'insegnamento grammaticale in Rabano Mauro e in Remigio d’Auxerre,” Schede
medievali 45 (2007): 103-46; Lynda L. Coon, Dark Age Bodies: Gender and Monastic
Practice in the Early Medieval West (U. of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 27.

Aug. doctr. christ. 2.40.

PL 101, 853B. See also Mark E. Amsler, Etymology and Grammatical Discourse in Late
Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, Amsterdam Studies in the Theory and History of
Linguistic Science, ser. 3, Studies in the History of the Language Sciences, 44 (Amster-
dam: Benjamins, 1989), 220; Gernot Wieland, “Alcuin’s Ambiguous Attitude Towards
the Classics,” Journal of Medieval Latin 2 (1992), 84-95.

Martin Irvine, “Bede the Grammarian and the Scope of Grammatical Studies in Anglo-
Saxon England,” Anglo-Saxon England 15 (1986): 15-45, 39.

See also Seppo Heikkinen, “Vergilian Quotations in Bede’s De arte metrica,” Journal of
Medieval Latin 17 (2007): 101-9.
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Tellingly, in poem 1 of his cycle De laudibus Sanctae Crucis (PL 107, 137-294), a picture-
poem adaptation of Isidores list of the names of Christ (orig. 7.2), Hrabanus has freely
supplemented his source both with classical expressions (e.g., tela Martia,” the arms of
Mars”) and ones adopted from liturgical texts. Also, he conspicuously alters biblical expres-
sions to accommodate his metrical form, rather than doing the opposite, although such
a course is sanctioned in Bede’s discussion of poetic licenses in DAM 15 (pp. 127-29).
See Michel Jean-Louis Perrin, “D’Isidore de Séville a Raban Maur: de la prose a la prose
en passant par la poésie,” Helmantica 45 (1994): 543-55.

At the conclusion of his treatise (DAM 24.4-9, p. 138), Bede refers his reader to Marius
Servius’s De centum metris in case he wants to be acquainted with meters that he has not
discussed, stating that he himself did not want to use the text because of its pagan nature
(“quae, quia pagana erant, nos tangere non libuit”).

Ernst Dimmler, ed., Monumenta Germaniae Historica: Poetae Latini aevi Carolini 2
(Berlin: Weidmann, 1884), 172.



