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first classes highlighted a serious lack of grammars and dictionaries for the 

students, which left Thwaites scrambling on behalf of his students to provide 

instructional materials. The Thesaurus was in part created to help fill this void, 

and Fairer discusses Hickes‘s role as the senior statesman and mentor to the 

program and its teachers and students. Despite the availability of the Thesaurus, 

aforementioned problems led it to be an impractical textbook. Wotton‘s 

Conspectus brevis, a redaction of the Thesaurus and dismissed by a jealous Hearne 

as ―[…] a Trivial, mean, Performance […]‖ was the choice of textbook for 

students at Oxford instead. The program began to falter significantly after the 

deaths of Thwaites in 1711 and Hickes in 1715, and students already resident at 

the university began to leave in favor of clerical posts and other employments.  

Although William Nicolson endowed a lectureship in Anglo-Saxon which was 

split between Oxford and Cambridge, the appointee to the post at Oxford was 

not particularly interested in Anglo-Saxon and certainly nowhere near as skilled 

as Thwaites and Hickes had been. Thus the program gradually faded away, with 

the exception of Edward Lye.  

More scholarship on Hickes and the Thesaurus is also described in 

Humanism and History: Origins of Modern English Historiography, by Joseph M. 

Levine (1987).71  Levine does the invaluable work of showing how Hickes and his 

collaborators were forced by circumstance into accepting a classical model for 

                                                
71 Joseph M. Levine, Humanism and History: Origins of Modern English Historiography (Ithaca: Cornell 
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their studies, which proved to be an incorrect model.  This particularly affected 

the study of Anglo-Saxon languages and the developing theories of poetics, 

which were analyzed through a classical viewpoint, and forced into a classical 

Latin grammatical model which was inappropriate for a Germanic language. 

Still, even here the focus is on Hickes‘s career as a non-juror and his tenuous 

place in the prevailing classically inclined modes of language analysis. 

More significantly, Levine wrote The Battle of the Books: History and 

Literature in the Augustan Age (1991), a very rich treatment of the debate between 

the Ancients and the Moderns, and the involvement of Swift and his circle with 

the antiquarians.72 Levine‘s purpose is to put the Quarrel between the Ancients 

and Moderns in a larger historical context, as merely another volley in a battle 

that had been going on for years. He not only discusses the Temple versus 

Wotton exchange, but also Richard Bentley‘s various concurrent quarrels and the 

reception of Alexander Pope‘s Iliad, which was poor due to Pope‘s weak Greek, 

and the writing of The Dunciad. Levine focuses intensely on the irascible Bentley 

and on the dissipated Wotton, but skillfully connects the threads between all the 

major players and texts in the Quarrel. He traces the developments of the debate 

and the many concurrent threads that were swirling about. This is by far the best 

book for understanding the context that the Thesaurus was launched into and for 
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understanding the roots of the debate with a strong focus on the eighteenth 

century beliefs and thoughts that gave it such a difficult reception. 

Ann Cline Kelly has more intensely studied Swift‘s extraordinarily 

passionate beliefs about language and its uses and abuses.73 Swift and the English 

Language (1988) provides a little material about the antiquarians‘ connection to 

Swift, but, more importantly, it offers valuable insight as to why Swift took the 

efforts of the Oxford Saxonists as seriously as he did. Swift had passionate 

feelings about the state of language, and wished to ―fix‖ it securely to a stable 

cultural and nationalistic context. As demonstrated in the episode of the 

Houyhnhnms in the last book of Gulliver’s Travels, a language without a social 

context is worse than nothing: it is dangerous to the perceptions of humans. The 

Tale of a Tub frequently uses the word ―annihilate‖ to describe what happens to 

the coat of the three brothers, a metaphor for the ―social fabric‖ that holds 

nations together. Kelly devotes a chapter to the Proposal for Correcting, Improving, 

and Ascertaining the English Tongue (1712), a letter dedicated to Robert Harley, the 

Earl of Oxford, and ironically, Humfrey Wanley‘s employer. This is the only text 

that Swift published under his own name, which is probably due to the intense 

importance that he attached to the subject. She correctly points out that although 

the Proposal should be straightforward enough Swift engages in his customary 

obfuscation and contrariness so that it becomes a typically Swiftian document. 

                                                
73 Ann Cline Kelly, Swift and the English Language (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1988). 
 



53 

 

He insults the Whigs, probably in the hopes that they will disassociate 

themselves from the project of the Academy that he is proposing, despite the fact 

that he declares that the Academy should be non-partisan. He also displays 

uneasiness with the idea of an Academy as he always was suspicious of 

institutions designed to provide solutions; the major satire in the third book of 

Gulliver’s Travels focuses around the Academy in Lagado, whose members create 

nonsense with their ―word machine.‖  These internal inconsistencies undermine 

the whole argument of the Proposal, making it less effective as a rhetorical 

document. 

Recent research has focused on Elizabeth Elstob as a feminist scholar in 

her own right. The most important of these studies is Mechthild Gretsch‘s 

monumental two-part article, ―Elizabeth Elstob: A Scholar‘s Fight for Anglo-

Saxon Studies.‖74 The first part of the article provides a brief overview of the 

roots of Anglo-Saxon studies, beginning with Lambarde and Parker, and then 

moves quickly to Spelman and Wheelock. Gretsch moves into a detailed 

biography of Elstob; she makes mention of Elstob‘s first ―real‖ translation from 

the Anglo-Saxon, the translation of the ―Athanasian Creed,‖ which appeared in 

Wotton‘s Conspectus Brevis. The second part of the article deals with Elstob‘s 

scholarly achievements and more particularly her methods of work and her 

editing methods. She details Elstob‘s use of manuscripts, describing the 
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manuscripts that Elstob used and remarking on her seeming ease of access to 

collections, her methods of annotation, treatment of textual variants, and her 

transcriptions. Gretsch points out, very rightly, that the tone Elstob used in her 

notes on Ælfric‘s Catholic Homilies is not ―[…] the voice of a woman instructing 

an audience of fashionable ladies; hers is rather the voice of a scholar 

participating in a scholarly discourse and the pursuit of learning.‖75 Ultimately, 

this is what Elstob herself would have wanted for her work. This article on Elstob 

is a refreshing treatment, focusing as it does on her work and far less on Elstob as 

a feminist icon. 

   We are particularly fortunate to have a large volume of correspondence, 

not just of Hickes, but also of some of his closest collaborators on the Thesaurus. 

The most comprehensive and sustained examination of the Thesaurus and the 

collaborative efforts of the Oxford Saxonists, and the most valuable to this study, 

is found in Richard Harris‘s A Chorus Of Grammars: The Correspondence of George 

Hickes and His Collaborators on the “Thesaurus linguarum septentrionalium,‖ 

published in 1992.76 This book is an edition of the correspondence of Hickes and 

many of his collaborators, including Wanley, Edward Thwaites, Arthur Charlett, 

and Edmund Gibson. Harris provides a detailed background to Hickes‘s life and 

career both as a churchman and as a scholar in A Chorus of Grammars, as well as 

in a short biographical article published in volume 2 of Medieval Scholarship: 
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76 Richard L. Harris, A Chorus of Grammars: The Correspondence of George Hickes and His 
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Biographical Studies on the Formation of a Discipline.77 However, it is the letters that 

are the most valuable to this study, and they provide a wealth of information. 

The letters provide insight into the evolution of the thoughts and the ideas that 

shaped the final form of the Thesaurus.  

In 2000 two important articles appeared in one volume: The Recovery of Old 

English: Anglo-Saxon Studies in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries. The 

foremost of these articles is ―The Construction of Structure in the Earliest 

Editions of Old English Poetry,‖ by Danielle Cunniff Plumer.78 Plumer discusses 

the reasoning behind how Old English poetry was structured in the earliest 

publications. The first of these was the 1574 publication by Matthew Parker, the 

Ælfredi regis res gestæ, which includes the Metrical Preface to Alfred‘s translation of 

Pope Gregory‘s Regula pastoralis. Hickes‘s first comments on poetry were made in 

the Institutiones, where he comments on the Chronicle poems, which he describes 

as being ―Cædmonian,‖ despite Wheelock‘s description of them as ―rough.‖ 

Thwaites makes a note on 28 July 1698 that Hickes had shown him two chapters 

from the Thesaurus; one was the chapter on dialectal forms, the other a chapter 

―[…] concerning the poetry of the old Saxon […],‖ unquestionably chapter 23, 

―On the Poetic Art of the Anglo-Saxons.‖ Plumer then addresses how Thwaites 

                                                
77 Richard L. Harris, ―George Hickes (1642-1715), ― in Medieval Scholarship: Biographical Studies on 
the Formation of a Discipline, Vol. 2: Literature and Philology, ed. Helen Damico with Donald 
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probably conveyed Hickes‘s poetic theories to Christopher Rawlinson, who used 

them in his Meters of Boethius, which was one of the manuscripts at the Oxford 

press that held up the publication of the Thesaurus. Rawlinson used Hickes‘s 

ideas to dictate the visual formatting of the Meters. Furthermore, Hickes himself 

tried to use his own metrical theory in the lineation of the poetry, but sometimes 

could not make it work without the textual metrical markers. The editing of The 

Battle of Brunanburh, for example, without metric markers but using Hickes‘s 

theories, results in one line, ―beorna beah-gyfa. 7 his broðor,‖ becoming several 

syllables too long, thus exposing the weaknesses inherent in the system that 

Hickes had proposed. 

The second article, Angelika Lutz‘s ―The Study of the Anglo-Saxon 

Chronicle in the Seventeenth Century and the Establishment of Old English 

Studies in the Universities,‖ is a general outline of Anglo-Saxon studies in the 

seventeenth century, progressing from the foundation of the Society of 

Antiquaries in about 1586 through the establishment of a formal course of study 

of Old English in English universities.79 Lutz traces the study of the Anglo-Saxon 

Chronicle through the seventeenth century, focusing on the editing of the 

Chronicle poems, and discussing how each successive generation of Saxonists 

treated them. In the period of the Oxford Saxonists, the focus is, of course, on 

Edmund Gibson, who re-edited the poems using a different manuscript than the 
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previous version by Abraham Wheelock. Having had the benefit of Hickes‘s 

Institutiones, Gibson was able to provide a much more satisfactory version of the 

Chronicle, and he was correctly able to identify the Chronicle poems thanks to 

Junius and Somner. Finally the article describes the ultimate dispositions of the 

manuscripts of the Chronicle in the seventeenth century. Although there was 

great confusion among many Saxonists over the chronology and the numbering 

of the manuscripts, Wanley‘s Catalogus in 1705 cleared up much of the confusion 

and he was able to correctly identify and separate out the various versions. 

More recent scholars such as Seth Lerer have attempted to place Hickes 

back into his historical framework in an attempt to show how the Thesaurus was 

influenced by its context. Lerer, in his article ―The Anglo-Saxon Pindar: Old 

English Scholarship and Augustan Criticism in George Hickes‘s Thesaurus,‖ tries 

―[...] to relocate Hickes along the axis of an English literary history that emerges 

in the Augustan age and, in the process, to illustrate how his conception of that 

history is both aesthetically and politically determined.‖80 Lerer posits Hickes as 

a critic of not only Old English poetry, but also contemporary poetry, so that he 

becomes one of the first literary theorists. The contemporary poetry that Hickes 

quotes in the Thesaurus is almost universally focused around the themes of loss, 

sorrow, and grief, not surprising for a man in his circumstances. Furthermore, 

the history of England and English that emerges in the criticism is driven by both 
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aesthetic and political considerations. As Collins placed Elstob into a larger 

historical context and a larger movement, Lerer places Hickes into the same; 

while Collins placed Elstob into a more overarching grammatical tradition, Lerer 

is contextualizing Hickes as a leading-edge literary theorist, whose work was 

applied to Augustan poetry.  

 These articles provide a valuable breadth of knowledge, but most do not 

provide much depth into the Thesaurus itself and how Hickes and his 

contemporaries treated Anglo-Saxon poetry. Many books and articles are 

interested in the relationships between the collaborators in the extensive circle of 

the Oxford Saxonists, which are important in understanding how the Thesaurus 

was assembled and published, but are sadly shallow in their insights into the 

theories that Hickes was developing. Lerer‘s study is on the right track with his 

work on Chapter 23 and his placement of Hickes in a theoretical context, but 

does not go quite far enough. I believe that this translation and edition of 

Chapter 23 will help place Hickes not only as an Augustan theorist, but as the 

father of Anglo-Saxon poetic theory. Understanding Hickes‘s work will provide 

useful insights into the editing of Old English poetry in the early stages, and also 

how we critically analyze poetry the way we do now. Furthermore, a translation 

will open up new avenues for scholars who may not have the requisite language 

skills to work with the Thesaurus in the original Latin. 
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Chapter Three: The Great Language Debates and the Antiquarian Enterprise 

 On the face of it, it is a great irony that one of the most basic and 

fundamental human gestures, language and speech, can produce such anxiety in 

a nation with such force. Yet it is precisely because of the basic nature of 

language and communication that it does have such power over people.  

Languages define us as a people, and help us to identify members of our own 

―groups,‖ however we choose to define them, and help us to identify the 

―others,‖ those who are not members of our ―group.‖ 

This anxiety is clearly communicated in King Alfred‘s Preface to his 

translation of Gregory‘s Pastoral Care. It is no coincidence that what Alfred is 

most deeply concerned about is the decay of English reading and writing among 

the clergy, leading to a breakdown in communication. It is also notable that 

Alfred recommends that all clergy be trained to communicate in English first, 

and then a few talented ones be taught Latin, and that learning English is clearly 

thought to be the pathway to greater wisdom. Furthermore, in Alfred‘s eyes, it is 

the connection to their ancestors that is most important to them:  

Ure ieldran, ða ðe ðas stowa ær heoldon, hie lufodon wisdom, ond 
ðurh ðone hie begeaton welan on us læfdon. Her mon mæg giet 
gesion hiora swæð, ac we him ne cunnon æfter spyrigean. Ond for 
ðæm we habbað nu ægðer forlæten ge ðone welan ge ðone 
wisdom, for ðæm ðe we noldon to ðæm spore mid ure mode 
onlutan.81 
Our forefathers, who before held these places, they loved wisdom, 
and through it acquired wealth they left to us. Here men may yet 
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see their footsteps, but we cannot follow after them. And therefore 
we have all together forfeited both the wealth and the knowledge, 
because we would not follow that course with our minds. 82 
 

The idea that losing one‘s sense of the language leads to losing a sense of 

identity and engagement with the culture as a whole is pervasive. It is small 

wonder, then, that upon seizing the English crown, William of Normandy almost 

immediately changed the lingua franca of the court to French and the law to Latin 

rather than permitting them to remain in English. This change of language 

allowed William to rebuild English society on a distinctly French model, dictated 

by Norman custom rather than native English tradition.  

 Although the language of the court and diplomacy remained French for 

several hundred years, the English language was adapting and assimilating the 

Romance language lesson it was receiving. However, by the fifteenth century, a 

whole new generation of men and women were being raised up, people who 

considered themselves culturally and politically English, as opposed to the court 

of the early Normans and the Plantagenets, who considered themselves 

culturally and politically French. The printer William Caxton, in his preface to 

The Recuyell of the Histories of Troy, comments, ―[a]nd for so much as this book 

was new and late made and drawn into French, and never had seen it in our 

English tongue, I thought in myself that it might be had as well in the royaume 

of England as in other lands […] and thus concluded in myself to begin this said 
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work.‖83 The point is, Caxton and other writers and printers at this stage could 

no longer be certain that their readers, a literate class of nobles and the middle 

class, could even read French any longer, something that earlier would not have 

even been an issue. 

This anxiety has most recently manifested itself in the ―English-only‖ 

movements which have sprung up in a surprising number of states in the U.S. In 

general terms, the ―English-only‖ advocates argue that permitting bilingual 

education and bilingual public services, such as driver‘s tests and other forms of 

public media, consumes a large proportion of money and time which could be 

spent more profitably elsewhere. The more extreme supporters of the movement 

have even referred to bilingual educators as ―ethnic militants‖ and ―Hispanic 

separatists.‖ The website ―ProEnglish‖ asks its readers to ―[u]rge Congress to 

defend English,‖ characterizing itself and summarizing its position on the 

homepage as ―[…] the nation's leading advocate of official English. We work 

through the courts and in the court of public opinion to defend English's historic 

role as America‘s common, unifying language, and to persuade lawmakers to 

adopt English as the official language at all levels of government.‖84  The passing 

of Proposition 227 in California in 1998, which eliminates bilingual 
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84 http://www.proenglish.org/index.html, accessed 30 March 2010. 

http://www.proenglish.org/index.html


62 

 

Spanish/English education in public schools, 85 was a huge victory for English-

only advocates. The law even allowed educators and public school 

administrators to be sued for personal liability and damages for failing to heed 

the law.  

By the time that the whole of George Hickes‘s Thesaurus was published in 

1705, there had been for many years an intense interest in the ―improvement‖ 

and development of the English language. Almost the whole of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries witnessed a restless development in ideas of national 

identity and exploration, reflected in the intense interest in both language and 

identity. ―Pirate narratives,‖ written by buccaneers and outright pirates alike, 

were immensely popular, and entered the public imagination. The most widely 

known of these narratives was the adventures of the buccaneer William 

Dampier, acknowledged by Swift‘s Gulliver as ―Cousin Dampier.‖ His journals 

in particular provided much new information about native cultures of South 

America and the Caribbean.86 Much of what drove this exploration was a desire 

for a new definition of national identity. 

Anglo-Saxon had more or less ceased to be a living language by the 

twelfth century.  Elaine Treharne estimates that English stopped being a 

significant written language during the period c. 1060-c. 1200; although a fair 

number of manuscripts were written in Anglo-Saxon during that time period, 
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increasingly Latin was becoming the primary written language.87 Certainly by 

the High Middle Ages, Anglo-Saxon was a dead language.  

During the English Renaissance interest in antiquarian studies had been 

revived in a significant way. Although there were scholars and antiquaries 

interested in the recovery of Anglo-Saxon toward the middle of the sixteenth 

century, specifically Robert Talbot and John Leland, it was not until the 1560‘s 

and the work of Archbishop Matthew Parker and his associates that Anglo-Saxon 

was subjected to concentrated study. The efforts of the Parker circle focused 

primarily on chronicles and religious texts in an attempt to provide precedent for 

many of the political and religious decisions that accompanied the reign of the 

Tudors.88 Parker himself was a driving force in Anglo-Saxon scholarship, 

providing multiple texts for printing and amassing a collection of manuscripts 

which would become valuable to future scholars. 

Anglo-Saxon poetry had not yet been recognized as poetry because of the 

written format of the texts: straight linear format like prose, with no separations 

into individual poetic lines or verses, although in some poems there were 

metrical markers. Laurence Nowell did some annotating of Anglo-Saxon poetry, 

as established by his ownership of the codex in which Beowulf appears and some 

glossing of the Exeter Book poems.89  
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Anglo-Saxon scholarship continued after the death of Parker in 1575 

despite the dissolution of the Elizabethan Society of Antiquaries in the early 

seventeenth century by James I. Especially notable was the amassing of the 

extremely important collection of manuscripts by Sir Robert Cotton.  The trend 

towards working with political and religious texts of the previous century 

continued with some slight decline in the number of students of the language 

and a reduction in the number of printed editions of Anglo-Saxon texts. In 1659, 

William Somner published his Dictionarium Saxonico-Latino-Anglicum, providing 

students of Anglo-Saxon with the first printed dictionary of the language. 

There was, however, little work on poetry or poetic texts in general after 

Nowell until the Dutch scholar Francis Junius began his work in England. When 

Junius began to recognize Anglo-Saxon poetry on the basis of metrical structure, 

it was a major turning point for the study of Anglo-Saxon poetics; the notion that 

there was no Anglo-Saxon poetry was dispelled, and serious investigation of 

poetry and poetic theory commenced. Junius‘s edition of the ―Cædmonian‖ 

Genesis, published in 1655, was the first published poetry that attempted to mark 

out metrics and line structure, based on metrical points in his source manuscript, 

Bodleian Library MS Junius 11.90  

 The next sixty years brought about a ―Golden Age‖ in Anglo-Saxon 

studies, with William Nicolson, George Hickes, Humfrey Wanley, and the 

Elstobs, among others, beginning to generate and publish Old English 
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scholarship.  In 1689, Hickes produced the Institutiones Grammaticae Anglo-

Saxonicae et Moeso-Gothicae, a grammar of Anglo-Saxon, Icelandic, and Gothic, 

which he revised and incorporated into the Thesaurus. In the Institutiones, Hickes 

himself provided the grammar of Anglo-Saxon and Gothic, along with a brief 

and spotty catalogue of Anglo-Saxon manuscripts. There was no attempt to deal 

with poetry or poetic theory in the Institutiones, a lack for which Hickes would 

make up in the Thesaurus. 

The development of, and interest in, the native English grammatical 

tradition influenced the mixed reception of the Thesaurus by scholars. On the one 

hand, philologists and scholars received the Thesaurus favorably, as evidenced by 

the letters from Continental scholars that Hickes received after its publication.91  

Still, despite the warm reception that the Thesaurus received from foreign 

scholars and men of letters, the book was only partially successful in its goal of 

being a textbook for students of the language: the volume was simply too 

expensive for most students to afford, despite the multiple choices in bindings 

available for buyers, and ultimately 200 copies remained unsold upon the death 

of Hickes‘s printer, Edmund Bush.92 

By the eighteenth century, the issue of language as a point of national 

identity and unity had interested scholars across Europe and America. As Susan 

Reynolds remarks, ―Words shed or accumulate meanings as the world they 
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represent changes and as people‘s ideas change […] We must study the words of 

the past in such a way as to discover the concepts of the past […]‖93 Especially 

important was the linking of language to nation building, as with the 

establishment of the Académie Française in 1635, but it took a small pamphlet 

written by a rather undistinguished nobleman to bring the matter to a head in 

England.  

If Sir William Temple is remembered at all today it is most likely for his 

lively correspondence with his wife Dorothy Osborne. Born in 1628, Temple was 

the son of Sir John Temple, a lawyer and the Master of the Rolls in Ireland, and 

his wife Mary.  William Temple was a study in contrasts; he attended Emmanuel 

College, Cambridge, but left with only the dubious honor of having become a 

reasonably good tennis player and with no degree. He was a competent 

diplomat, serving as a special ambassador to Christopher-Bernard von Galen, the 

bishop of Münster who was England‘s closest ally during the Second Anglo-

Dutch War, and then as ambassador to the Netherlands. He was equally capable 

of taking rash actions and making ill-informed decisions which led to diplomatic 

errors. Temple kept a personal chaplain at his beloved retirement home, Moor 

Park, and attended services every day; yet he encouraged inquiry and skepticism 

about religion, at one point being strongly suspected of being an atheist. At the 

core, Temple was basically an indolent man, fond of pleasure and luxury, and 
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determined to spend his later years indulging in both. Although Temple was not 

a scholar and did not fancy himself an intellectual, he still enjoyed literature and 

scholarly debate, and was himself a writer of romances, poetry, and essays. His 

essays show an intellectually lively man with a sense of humor and wit, but 

relatively shallow insight. He was also a voracious reader who kept au courant 

with the latest writers and philosophers, including Montaigne, Burnet and 

Fontenelle, and it was his encounter with reading Fontenelle that re-introduced 

England to a longstanding debate. 

Sieur Pierre Fontenelle had written a book entitled Digression sur les 

anciens et les modernes, which was published in 1688. The argument as Fontenelle 

sketched it out was between the ―ancients,‖ thinkers and writers who stoutly 

maintained that the intellectual tradition represented by such thinkers and 

writers as Virgil, Aristotle, Cicero, and Homer could not be overtaken, and that 

they were the proper models for imitation, and the ―moderns,‖ such as 

Fontenelle himself, who believed that modern scholarship far surpassed 

anything that the ancients were able to produce.  In response to Fontenelle, 

Temple wrote a reply entitled On Ancient and Modern Learning (1690), and then 

followed up with On Poetry (1690).  

The central argument in On Ancient and Modern Learning is simple: that 

―Thales, Pythagoras, Democritus, Hippocrates, Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus were the first 

mighty Conquerors of Ignorance in our World, and made greater progresses in 

the several Empires of Science than any of their Successors have been since able 



68 

 

to reach.‖94 Temple begins the argument in an odd way, rejecting the common 

metaphor of  ―[…] Dwarfs standing upon a Gyant‘s shoulders, and seeing more 

or farther than he,‖ by concluding ―[…] that Nature being still the same, these 

must be much at a Rate in all Ages, at least in the same Clymates, as the Growth 

and Size of Plants and Animals commonly are […]‖95 Furthermore, tradition, and 

in particular oral tradition, is accorded a place of great supremacy: 

Books may be helps to Learning and Knowledge, and make it more 
common and diffused; but I doubt whether they are necessary ones 
or no, or much advance any other Science beyond the particular 
Records of Actions or Registers of time; and these, perhaps, might 
be as long preserved without them, by the care and exactness of 
Tradition in the long Successes of certain Races of men with whom 
they were intrusted […] how much better the Records of time may 
be kept by Tradition in one country than Writing in another, and 
how much we owe to those Learned Languages of Greek and Latin, 
without which, for ought I know, the World in all these Western 

parts would hardly be known to have been above five or six 
Hundred Years old, nor any certainty remain of what passed in it 
before that time.96 
 

Since Temple was primarily an admirer of literary theory and philosophy, 

science and natural philosophy received short shrift from him. Astronomy, in his 

eyes, may have advanced with Copernicus, but even Copernicus‘s discoveries 

may well have drawn from the ―Ancient Fountains.‖97 Furthermore, in the field 

of medicine, Temple introduces Harvey‘s discovery of the circulation of the 

blood as a possible Modern advance, and then immediately undermines it by 

                                                
94 J. E. Springarn, ed., Sir William Temple’s Essays on Ancient and Modern Learning and on Poetry 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1909), 17. 
95 Springarn, Sir William Temple, 3. 
96 Springarn, Sir William Temple, 5. 
97 Springarn, Sir William Temple, 25. 
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saying, ―But whether either of these be modern discoveries, or derived from old 

Fountains is disputed: Nay, it is so too, whether they are true or no; for though 

reason may seem to favor them more than the contrary Opinion, yet sense can 

very hardly allow them; and to satisfie Mankind, both these must occur.‖98  

 The doubt whether or not these ideas ―derived from old Fountains,‖ was 

in part due to the horrors of the Middle Ages, thought Temple. According to 

him, ―Upon the Fall of the Roman Empire, almost all Learning was buried in its 

Ruines: The Northern Nations that Conquered, or rather overwhelmed it by their 

Numbers, were too barbarous to preserve the Remains of Learning or Civility 

more carefully than they did those of Statuary or Architecture, which fell before 

their Brutish Rage.‖99 Compare that with the Persians and Scythians, who in 

Temple‘s view invaded and then carried away and preserved the learning of 

Rome and Greece, making use of it in enriching their own cultures. The Goths 

and Visigoths were themselves conquered by the Roman Church, but their 

devotion to the Roman Catholic Church ―[…] gave great Authority and 

Revenues and thereby Ease to the Clergy, both Secular and Regular, through all 

their Conquests […] But these good men either contented themselves with their 

Devotion or with the Ease of quiet Lives, or else employed their Thoughts and 

Studies to raise and maintain the Esteem and Authority of that Sacred Order to 

which they owed the Safety and Repose, the Wealth and the Honour they 

                                                
98 Springarn, Sir William Temple, 25. 
99 Springarn, Sir William Temple, 22.  
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enjoyed.‖100 Neither were the laity of any use in Temple‘s eyes, preferring feats of 

arms, wars, and displays of chivalry and honor to genuine learning of any sort, 

eerily echoing Alfred‘s earlier complaint: ―Learning [was] so little in use among 

them that few could write or read, besides those of the Long Robes.‖101 

Universities, although present, were of small use, serving only as a path of 

clerical advancement to Rome instead of preserving and furthering any 

intellectual study or growth. Only the fall of Constantinople with its exodus of 

Greek scholars and learned classics proved to be the salvation of the Western 

world.  

 When the subject turns to languages, Temple waxes most eloquent: 

Do any of the moderns we Converse with appear of such a Spirit 
and Force as if they would live longer than the Ancient have done? 
If our Wit and Eloquence, our knowledge or Inventions would 
deserve it, yet our languages would not; there is no hope of them 
lasting long, nor anything in them; they change every Hundred 
Years so as to be hardly known for the same, or any thing of the 
former Styles to be endured by the later; so as they can no more last 
like the Ancients, than excellent carvings in Wood like those in 
Marble or Brass.102 
 

The beauties of French, Spanish, and Italian are only remarkable in that to have 

remained so noble, these languages must have derived from a particularly noble 

and beautiful language, which they did—Latin: ―‘Tis easy to imagine how 

imperfect Copies these modern Languages, thus composed, must needs be of so 

excellent an Original, being pacht up out of the Conceptions as well as sounds of 

                                                
100 Springarn, Sir William Temple, 23. 
101 Springarn, Sir William Temple, 23. 
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such barbarous or enslaved people. Whereas the Latin was framed or cultivated 

by the thoughts and uses of the Noblest Nation that appears upon any Record of 

Story, and enriched only by the Spoyls of Greece, which alone could pretend to 

contest it with them.‖103 He ends the essay with a quotation from Alfonso the 

Wise, King of Aragon, ―That by so many things are Men possessed or pursued in 

the Course of their Lives, all the rest are Baubles, Besides Old Wood to Burn, Old 

Wine to Drink, Old Friends to Converse with, and Old Books to Read.‖104  

 The essay was initially launched fairly quietly into England, and might 

even have gone completely unnoticed, except for two men who then joined the 

debate, and ignited a controversy. The first was a theologian and scholar, living 

in Milton Keynes, Buckinghamshire. William Wotton (1666-1727) had been a 

child prodigy, learning Greek, Latin, and Hebrew at five, entering St. Catherine‘s 

College, Oxford at nine as a pensioner, and matriculating with a B.A. three years 

later, having learned Arabic, Syriac, and Chaldee, as well as the more mundane 

French, German, and Spanish.105 Orphaned at eleven, he became a special ward 

of Gilbert Burnet, later Bishop of Salisbury, and was through his patron‘s 

connections employed by William Lloyd, then bishop of St. Asaph, as a librarian; 

this may be how he first came into contact with George Hickes, with whom he 

developed a friendship.  He joined the Royal Society and was a Fellow by the age 

of 21. Where Temple was admittedly a dilettante in languages, Wotton was a 

                                                
103 Springarn, Sir William Temple, 34. 
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serious scholar and brilliant linguist. If Temple had a shallow knowledge of the 

complexities of poetry and the history of the English language, Wotton had a far 

deeper acquaintance with them. Temple was concerned with style and taste, 

Wotton with substance. After reading the Essay by Temple, Wotton prepared a 

carefully reasoned discourse, examining each side with appropriate gravity and 

depth, bringing out a dense volume entitled Reflections on Ancient and Modern 

Learning (1694).  

 Poor Temple was hopelessly outmatched from the start. Wotton began his 

essay by declaring himself to be a neutral party in the debate, believing ―[…] if 

the several boundaries of Ancient and Modern Learning were once impartially 

stated, Men would know better what were still unfinished, and what were, in a 

manner, perfect; and consequently, what deserved the greatest application, upon 

the Score of its being  imperfect […].‖106 The proponents of the Ancients, in his 

view, were automatically crippled by a language barrier; the best texts of the 

Ancients have to be read in Latin or Greek, and ―To read Greek and Latin with 

ease is a thing not soon learnt […].‖107 Although translations in modern 

languages exist, modern languages are crippled by the lack of nuance which 

exists in the classic authors in their own languages, so any translation is 

automatically an inferior copy.  He pointed out that Temple had confused two 

very important issues in the debate: who were the greatest men and who were 

                                                
106 William Wotton, Reflections upon Ancient and Modern Learning (London, 1694), i. 
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the most learned? As Wotton observed, one is not necessarily automatically the 

other.  The chief conclusion that Wotton came to was that the ancients had 

indeed achieved superiority in moral and political philosophy, but that it was 

possible to equal their achievements given the correct set of conditions, and ―[…] 

the Moderns could share their insights, and the superiority of the ancients lay in 

their experience, not in any special genius.‖108  

Like Temple, he admitted the Ancients to be superior in poetry, rhetoric, 

philosophy, and moral philosophy; yet believed that the Moderns could well 

rival and equal the Ancients, very much against Temple. Furthermore, in terms of 

the sciences, a field which the artistically-inclined Temple virtually ignored, 

Wotton believed that the Moderns had far outstripped the Ancients; being a 

member of the Royal Society and friends with the leading lights of science such 

as Newton, Boyle, and Hooke could have hardly disposed him to think anything 

else. The ultimate verdict from Wotton was, 

Though Philological and Critical Learning has been generally 
accused of Pedantry, because it has sometimes been pursued by 
Men who seemed to value themselves upon an Abundance of 
Quotations of Greek and Latin, and a vain Ostentation of disused 
Reading, without any Thing else in their Writings to Recommend 
them; yet the Difficulty that there is, to do anything considerable in 
it, joyned  with the great Advantages which thereby have accrued 
to the Commonwealth of Learning, have made this no mean Head 
whereon to commend the great Sagacity, as well as Industry of these 
later Ages.109 

 

                                                
108 Joseph M. Levine, Humanism and History: Origins of Modern English Historiography (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1987), 35. 
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Wotton makes a strike at perceived indifference to religion despite 

observance of the forms, in an attempt to reconcile the subject with his own 

religious beliefs: 

But I had another, and a more powerful reason, to move me to 
consider this Subject; and that was that I did believe that it might be 
some way subservient to Religion it self. Among all the Hypotheses 
of those who would destroy our most holy Faith, none is so 
plausible as that of the Eternity of the World. The fabulous Histories 
of the Egyptians, Chaldeans and the Chinese seem to countenance that 

Assertion. The seeming Easiness of solving all difficulties that 
occur, by pretending that sweeping Floods, or general and 
successive Invasions of Barbarous Enemies, may have, by Turns, 
destroyed all the Records of the World, till within the last Five or 
Six Thousand Years, makes it very amiable to those whose interest 
it is, that the Christian Religion should be but an empty Form of 
Words, and yet cannot swallow the Epicurean Whimsies of Chance 

and Accident.110 
 

This is clearly aimed at Temple, who was rumored to be an agnostic at best, 

atheist at worst, yet kept a chaplain and attended services at Moor Park. 

Ironically, it was Temple‘s chaplain who led the defense against Wotton: 

Jonathan Swift. 

 Since Temple‘s position and wealth allowed him the luxury of a private 

chaplain, he selected the best that was available to him. The youngest child and 

only son of an Anglo-Irish family of minor nobility, Swift was educated at Trinity 

College, Dublin and was pursuing his M.A. when the political situation in 

Ireland became volatile due to the Glorious Revolution. His mother, a cousin of 

the poet John Dryden and Sir Erasmus Dryden, arranged for Jonathan to come to 
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The command of King Edgar on the observance of Sunday and on feasts and 

fasts of the Church: 

 

Concerning the feasts, fasts, and days unfit for business which at Canute‘s order 

were observed among the Anglo-Saxons: 

 

 

Above I observed that the Calendar followed, as it were, a certain dithyrambic 

poem, in which the natures of things lacking a soul, the passions of animals, and 
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the customs of humans, are described in asyndetic verses without any 

connection. Now, this type of writing is not at all dissimilar to the dithyrambic 

one, which for the sake of Saxon lovers I have added from that most beautiful 

manuscript of the church of Exeter, which is mutilated in the beginning and the 

end (alas!), but which contains varied and miscellaneous poems, copied without 

metrical marks.  
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Chapter Five: Analysis 

The most groundbreaking chapter in the Thesaurus is Chapter 23, ―On the 

Poetic Art of the Anglo-Saxons.‖ It represents a major step forward in Anglo-

Saxon studies because it provides the first application of a theoretical or critical 

apparatus to Anglo-Saxon poetry. Although there had been work on Anglo-

Saxon poetry earlier, it was not until the Thesaurus that there was an attempt to 

codify  a cohesive theory of poetics as they related to the Anglo-Saxon language, 

and this theory of poetry reflects that anxiety about language in general that 

preoccupied others in the eighteenth century.  Chapter 23 is where Hickes 

explores his theory of poetic rhetoric. He extends the theory of linguistic purity 

and corruption to encompass Middle English as well in later chapters, dividing it 

up into several dialects ranked from purest to most corrupt, accordingly as they 

specifically derive from the Anglo-Saxon dialects. 

Hickes begins the chapter with an outline of the procession of topics: 

language; meter; rhythm; and finally, ―with respect to what occurs in poems, 

especially that which renders things written poetically by the Anglo-Saxons so 

thorny and difficult to understand.‖166 Hickes divides the Anglo-Saxon dialects 

into various categories in chapters 20 through 22.  First, there is ―pure‖ Saxon. 

                                                
166 Hickes, Thesaurus, 177. ―Poetica Anglo-Saxonum consideranda est, vel respectu sermonis, in 
quo poemata scribuntur; vel respectu metri, cuijus tota ratio versatur circa pedes vel quantitatem 
& mensuram syllabarum, quæ poemata à prosâ scriptis distinguit; vel tertio respectu rythmi, qui 

consistit in systemate seu collectione pedum, quorum tempora aliquam ad se invicem habent 
rationem seu aptam proportionem, ex diversorum temporum vel motuum concinna & 
convenienti mensura compositam; vel denique respectu eorum quae carminibus accidunt, præsertim 
verum istorum, quæ poeticè ab Anglo-Saxonibus scripta tam spinosa & intellectu difficilia 

reddunt.‖ 
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―Pure Saxon‖ consists of the language of such authors as Ælfric, Alfred, 

Wulfstan, and the author of the poetic encomium urbis, ―Durham.‖ Cædmon, and 

the Cædmonian Genesis are the only examples of ―British-Saxon.‖ Lastly, there is 

―Dano-Saxonic,‖ a language which encompasses Beowulf, and that Hickes 

believes is greatly corrupted from ―pure‖ Saxon. He makes it clear that the 

poems ―constructed in purer Saxon […] should be called Saxon poems, but those 

poems which are in the Dano-Saxonic dialect should be called Dano-Saxonic.‖167 

Although Hickes treats prose discourse in earlier chapters, this chapter is for 

Hickes to explicate and elaborate on the poetry. In Hickes‘s theory Dano-Saxonic 

becomes ―Semi-Saxon,‖ and ―pure Saxon‖ becomes ―Norman-Saxon,‖ which he 

explains more fully in Chapter 24. 

One of Hickes‘s main goals is to illustrate for the reader the construction 

of poetry in both pure Saxon and Dano-Saxonic, beginning with syntax and 

vocabulary choices. This helps the absolute novice begin to dissect and analyze 

the poetry. He distinguishes between the two Anglo-Saxon ―dialects‖ early in 

chapter 23 by saying, ―Saxon poems, just like those things that are written more 

purely in prose, are generally free from strange words, as also from those 

barbarisms, which in Dano-Saxonic poems sometimes either distort the syntax 

itself or seem to distort it.‖168 Discussing the translation of a psalm contained in 

                                                
167 Hickes, 177. ―Poemata, quæ in Saxonico puriori contexuntur, poemata Saxonica, quæ autem in 
Dano-Saxonicâ dialecto panguntur carmina, Dano-Saxonica vocanda censemus.‖ 
168 Hickes, 177. ―Poemata Saxonica, perinde ac ea, quæ purius in prosa oratione scribuntur, ab 
exoticis plerumque vocibus immunia sunt, ut & à barbarismis illis, qui in Dano-Saxonicis 

interdum vel syntaxin ipsam depravant vel depravare videntur.‖ 
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the night office of the Benedictine Rule in Junius 121, Chapter 25, folio 41, he 

remarks, ―There is no Dano-Saxonic barbarism in these examples, no shaky 

syntax, words departing from the common use of those who wrote in prose, 

except no one word, breome or breoma in the former, and foldan in the latter 

example. Otherwise, in each, the poem is as familiar in its language as prose and 

equally easy to understand.‖169 

Vocabulary is not the only major distinction between the differing 

dialects. Syntax, especially syntax driven by vocabulary concerns, also plays an 

important role in the differentiation of dialects. The idea of linguistic purity 

manifests itself clearly here, as does the desire to differentiate poetry from prose. 

Hickes moves on to a long discussion of meter and syllabic manipulation 

as it relates to metric constraints. Although he clearly does not understand 

completely how poetic meter is working in the poems, Hickes attempts to show 

the reader how poems were composed rhythmically:  

The reader will perceive in the examples given below that the 
poems of the Anglo-Saxons, both Saxon and Dano-Saxonic, consist 
of verses, or rather of verselets, of three, four, five, six, seven, eight, 
and sometimes of nine syllables, and even more, connected in an 
uncertain arrangement, but very elegantly and rhythmically. For 
the most part, one sees verselets of four and five syllables, with 
verses of fewer or more syllables interspersed at will, as it seems to 
me, and without rules.170 

                                                
169 Hickes, 180. ―Nihil in his Dano-Saxonicæ barbariei, nihil labefactatæ syntaxeos, nihil 
abhorrentium vocum à communi usu solute scribentium, præter unam breome ł breoma in priore, 
& foldan in posteriore exemplo.‖ 
170 Hickes, 180-1. ―Percipiet enim in exemplis, quæ infra damus, carmina Anglo-Saxonum, quum 
Saxonica, tum Dano-Saxonica consistere ex vesibus, seu potius versiculis trium, quattuor, quinque, 
sex, septem, octo, & quandoque novem syllabarum, & qui excedunt, ordine sane non certo, sed 
concinne valde & rythmice conjunctis.‖ 
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Elegance, although important, is not the only criterion for Hickes. He is also keen 

to demonstrate the quantitative rhythm of the poetry, which is important for 

him. If the rhythm is accounted for properly, then the reader should have no 

trouble seeing the difference between poetry and prose in Anglo-Saxon 

manuscripts. Furthermore, the rhythm gives the poetry power and elegance. 

Hickes tells of his first experience of reading Anglo-Saxon poetry directly from 

the manuscript: 

Truly when I was a novice in Saxon matters and had come in 
reading the Saxon Chronicle to the year 938, immediately from the 
graceful opening of the poem, which affected me through the 
power of the rhythm, I perceived the discourse to be metrical, 
although it was written continuously, in the manner of prose. And 
indeed, although I was unaware of the meaning of the words then 
and also of the quantity of the syllables and the tempos of the feet, 
nevertheless I perceived a certain graceful symmetry of the parts in 
this poem, and I understood what I had read to be verses from the 
power of the quantities which I did not perceive in the prose of 
other annals lacking metrical qualities.171 
 

He compares the poetry of the Anglo-Saxons with the poetry of poets such 

as Cowley and Waller, both popular poets of the seventeenth century:  

Thus indeed our poets, and likewise foreign poets throughout all Europe 
— among whom there is a single law of poetry— observe a certain and 
definite number of syllables, observing any quantity of syllables. 
Nowadays this alone makes a verse:  whatever the nature and quantity of 
the syllables, it is reckoned to be a verse when they have heaped up a 

                                                
171 Hickes, 188. ―Equidem cum in Saxonicis tyro essem, in legendo chronico Saxonico ventum esset 
ad annum DCCCC.XXXVIII protinus ex carminis decoro incessu, quo me pro viribus rythmi 
afficiebat, orationem percipiebam esse metricam, esti continuo scripta erat, instar liberæ orationis. 
Etenim quamvis verborum sensum tum nesciebam, ut & quantitatem syllabarum  &  tempora 
pedum, venustam tamen partium quondam symmetriam in isto poemate discernebam, 
versusque esse quos legi intelligebam, ex vi numerorum, quam in libera & numeris metricis 
carenti aliorum annorum oratione non sentiebam.‖ 
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certain number of syllables. The observation of metrical feet is accordingly 
missing among today‘s poems; if they occur anywhere, it comes about 
purely by accident, not by craft or by effort, since it is lawful to put in 
syllables of whatever measure you wish in any place randomly, so that 
one could say about the verses of this century that they flow in only one 
foot. But in Anglo-Saxon poems, as is justifiable to believe, the quantity of 
syllables, or the usage of metrical feet is not neglected in this way, even if 
perhaps they do not observe the reckoning of poetic measures and 
quantities as strictly as the heroic Greek and Latin poets of old.172 

 

The scorn in the comparison is palpable, especially later when he declares ―[…] 

Anglo-Saxon is rich to the extent that, emulating Latin, it seems to claim for itself 

second, or at least third place among languages, after Greek,‖173 in specific 

reference to compound words, the lack of which in English compels modern 

poets ―to pile up eight or ten monosyllables in a verse, and therefore there is no 

reason that [the Anglo-Saxons] might neglect the quantity of syllables and metric 

feet much at all […].‖174 This is also a point on which Swift remarked in his 

Proposal, and one of the few points on which Hickes and Swift agree.  

                                                
172 Hickes, 186. ―Ita quidem nostri, ita etiam exteri, per totam Europam poëtæ, apud quos una 
carminis lex est, certum & definitum syllabarum numerum observare , nulla tamen observata 
syllabarum quantitate. Hoc solum jam versum facit, cuijuscunque vero naturæ & temporis istæ 
syllabæ fuerint, id perinde esse creditur, modo certum syllabarum numerum coacervaverint. 
Abest itaque ab hodiernis carminibus pedum metricorum observatio, qui si ullibi occurrunt, casu 
sane id sit, non arte, aut studio, cum promiscue licitum sit cujusvis mensuræ syllabas cuilibet 
aptare loco, adeo ut de hujus seculi versibus dici possit, illos uno tantum pede decurrere. Ast in 
Anglo-Saxonum poematis, ut par est credere, non ita negligitur syllabarum quantitas, vel pedum 

metricorum observatio, esti forsan non stricte habent temporum & numerorum poeticorum 
rationem, quam heroici veteres Graeci & Latini poetæ.‖  
173 Hickes, 188. ―Adhæc, patronymica, gentilia, possessive, denominativa, composite, & 
decomposita, carmini omnia sunt apta, in quibus adeo est dives Anglo-Saxonica, ut post Græcam 
Latinæ æmula secundum, saltem tertium locum inter linguas vindicare sibi videatur.‖ 
174 Hickes 188. ―Non in hac ut in nostra scribentes Poetæ coacti erant octo vel decem monosyllaba 
simul in versu coacervare, ideoque syllabarum quantitatem & pedes metricos, ut multum saltem 
negligerent, ratio non patitur, ut credamus.‖ 
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Robert Cotton continued his collection of manuscripts, and William L‘Isle 

worked on Old English translations during the 1620s and 30s, but did not 

publish. The next major publication did not occur until the 1640s until 

Wheelock‘s publication of his editions of Bede and the Chronicle, and a reprint of 

Lambarde‘s Archaionomia. 

Anglo-Saxon poetry had not yet been recognized as poetry because of the 

written format of the texts: straight linear format like prose, with no separations 

into individual poetic lines or verses, although in some poems there were 

metrical markers. Laurence Nowell annotated some Anglo-Saxon poetry, as 

established by his ownership of the codex in which Beowulf appears and some 

glossing of the Exeter Book poems.182 There was little work on poetry or poetic 

texts in general after Nowell until the Dutch philologist Francis Junius (1591-

1677) began his work in England. When Junius began to recognize Anglo-Saxon 

poetry on the basis of metrical structure, it was a major turning point for the 

study of Anglo-Saxon poetics; the notion that there was no Anglo-Saxon poetry 

was dispelled, and serious investigation of poetry and poetic theory commenced. 

Junius‘s edition of the ―Cædmonian‖ Genesis, published in 1655, was the first 

published poetry that attempted to mark out metrics and line structure, based on 

metrical points in his source manuscript, Bodleian Library Junius 11.183  

                                                
182Graham, ―Anglo-Saxon Studies,― 418. 
183 Graham, ―Anglo-Saxon Studies,‖427. 
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Although Junius‘s edition of Genesis was relatively well-known to scholars 

of the language, there was a serious scarcity of other poetic texts available for 

study in print. Christopher Rawlinson, whom Hickes hails as ―The most 

illustrious […] born to promote good literature,‖ had produced an edition of the 

Anglo-Saxon Meters of Boethius for print in 1698.184 Earlier, Wheelock had 

printed Bede‘s Historia Ecclesiastica with Cædmon‘s Hymn, and an edition of the 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle together with the poems (1644), but gave no sign that he 

understood the poems to be poetry.  Although libraries and private collectors 

were generally very generous in loaning out and providing access to 

manuscripts as evidenced by Hickes‘s own selections from the Bodleian and 

Cambridge libraries, among other libraries and collectors, many important 

manuscripts remained in private collections at this time. Despite the willingness 

of collectors and libraries to lend texts to scholars and the merely curious alike, 

the circulation of texts was still limited by geographical proximity, and the small 

number of poetic manuscripts available.  

In many ways, the Thesaurus solved this limitation for students and 

teachers of Anglo-Saxon: it provided access for scholars and students of the 

language to rare and generally unknown texts to work with. The monumental 

Librorum veterum septentrionalium … catalogus historico-criticus of Humfrey 

Wanley, which appeared as a second volume to the Thesaurus, provided further 

                                                
184 Hickes, 177. ―Poemata codicem nobis dedit cl. vir juvandus bonis literis natus Christoph. 
Rawlinson […]‖ 
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information for the reader to obtain texts on his own, but the Thesaurus was a 

critical intermediary in disseminating Anglo-Saxon texts, especially poetic texts, 

to a much larger audience.  Hickes specifically states that he knows that his real 

contribution is to provide a starting point for students, himself having had ―no 

guide we might follow in these pathless places, although we will have many who 

will follow us with greater success, which we desire.‖185 The Menologium may 

have been in a ―barbaric‖ dialect, but it was in an Anglo-Saxon dialect and it was 

poetic; that was all the justification that Hickes needed for including it in the 

Thesaurus and giving it such a place of prominence in Chapter 23 as an exemplar. 

Indeed, if all Hickes‘s plans had come to fruition, the Thesaurus would have been 

followed by a number of other editions of important Anglo-Saxon works, prose 

and poetic, including William Elstob‘s edition of the laws, and his sister 

Elizabeth‘s monumental and ambitious edition of Ælfric‘s Catholic Homilies. This 

turned out not to be the case, but had Hickes‘s publishing plan worked out, there 

would have been a relative flood of Anglo-Saxon texts for scholars in relatively 

short order. Since this did not come to pass for a number of reasons, Hickes‘s 

texts of these poems remain an important source; and in the case of the Finnsburh 

Fragment, the only surviving text of the poem. 

The second reason for the choice of the texts may have been a far more 

personal one. Seth Lerer directly addresses Hickes‘s choice of poetry in this 

                                                
185 Hickes, 195. ―[…] quem in his inviis sequeremur, neminem habentes, at qui nos sequentur 
majori cum successu multos, quod optamus, habituri.‖ 
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chapter in his 2001 article, ―The Anglo-Saxon Pindar: Old English Scholarship 

and Augustan Criticism in George Hickes‘s Thesaurus.‖ Lerer points out that the 

poems Hickes chooses are meaningful in their own way. The politically and 

religiously conservative Hickes, along with many other influential churchmen, 

around four hundred of them, refused to take the oath of allegiance to William of 

Orange and Mary after the Glorious Revolution of 1688. That Hickes felt strongly 

against taking the oath of allegiance to William and Mary is evident in his 

pamphlet Jovian:  

[…] if it please God to suffer a Popish Prince to reign over us, rather 
than he should prove a Julian indeed to undermine our religion by 

crafty arts and tempt us out of it by Worldly Honours and 
Rewards. I heartily wish for the Churches good that he may prove 
a Maximin or Diocletian (I mean a down-right Bloody persecutor) 
though I was the Proto-Martyr of the Cause. I speak this not relying 
on my own Strength, but on the Gracious Alliance of God, in whom 
I trust that he will inspire me with the boldness of a Confessor, and 
the Patience, Courage, and Constancy of a Martyr, whensoever he 
shall please to call me to Confess his truths and suffer for his Holy 
Name.186  
 

By the end of 1689, Hickes‘s precarious position as a non-juror caused him to be 

stripped of his position as the Dean of Worcester, and  ‖[…] for most of his life 

thereafter he lived in trouble, infirmity, poverty and persecution (not to mention 

a wife prejudiced against ‗the uncourtly Gothic and Saxon‘).‖187 He lived as an 

outlaw in hiding for much of the rest of his life while attempting to evade the 

arrest warrant for nailing a refusal to surrender the deanery to the door of 

                                                
186 ―Jovian; or, an Answer to Julian the Apostate,‖ 299. 
187  J. A. W. Bennett, "Hickes's Thesaurus,‖ 29. 
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Worcester Cathedral, and for various other crimes, including consecrating new 

bishops without the permission of the monarchy, which was punishable by 

death. 

When Chapter 23 opens, it does so with Metrum Three of The Meters of 

Boethius, detailing the soul‘s struggles against ―strongan stormas […] weoruld 

bisgunga,‖ (the strong storms of worldly cares). This sets the tone for the rest of 

the chapter.188 The same theme follows through much of the other poetry he 

selects to illustrate his points in the chapter. The poetry is generally concerned 

with chaos, destruction, sacrifice, loss, grief, and care: the sacrifice of Isaac by 

Abraham; the destruction of the city of Sodom; the disastrous Fight at Finnsburh; 

the Fall of the Angels; the flood battering the walls of the city of Durham; the 

dark and dangerous path that the Icelandic heroine Hervar travels to summon 

her murdered father and his followers from their graves and claim his sword for 

her revenge against his murderer. 

The modern poets he chooses to illustrate his text are also concerned with 

these same issues: Waller, Donne, Dryden, Cowley, and John Denham. The 

fragments of poetry that Hickes chooses from these authors, as Lerer puts it, 

―come from poems on dissent and treason, loyalty and betrayal: themes that 

were all part and parcel of Hickes‘s own highly charged political and social life 

during the decade that the Thesaurus was taking shape.‖189 His choice of 

                                                
188 Lerer, ―The Anglo-Saxon Pindar‖ 37. 
189 Lerer, ―The Anglo-Saxon Pindar,‖ 31. 
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Dryden‘s poem Absalom and Achitophel is particularly interesting, dealing as it 

does with the conspiracy against the lawful heir to the throne by the thinly 

disguised Duke of Monmouth (Absalom) and the Earl of Shaftesbury 

(Achitophel). Hickes‘s choice was perhaps made even more poignant by the 

execution of his brother, John Hickes, for his part in the Monmouth Rebellion in 

1685.  

 Given that Hickes used the Thesaurus to comment on his own political and 

religious problems, it is not at all surprising that he also uses it to comment on 

religion, and the Roman Catholic religion to which he was so vehemently 

opposed. The recovery of Anglo-Saxon began as an attempt on the part of the 

Parker circle and its associates to justify the legitimacy of the Church of England, 

and reaffirm the use of the vernacular Scriptural and homiletic tradition as 

established in pre-Norman England, as well as a refutation of the laws of the 

Roman Church.  

A man of strict religious and political principles, Hickes himself had used 

an Anglo-Saxon text in an earlier treatise, An Apologetical Vindication of the Church 

of England (1687), to demonstrate the legitimacy of episcopal authority in the 

Church of England. He cites the authority of the ―[…] Saxon Bishops, one of who, 

in his Advice to his Clergy, speaks thus ‗Ye ought to know, that your Order is 

next after, and next to ours; for as the Bishops are in the place and stead of the 

Apostles, over the Holy Church, so are the Priests in the place of the Disciples. 

The Bishops are of the order of Aaron, and the Priests have the order of his 
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sons.‘‖190 Alongside his translation of the text, Hickes provides the Anglo-Saxon 

text, taken from Spelman‘s Concilia. He seems quite unaware that the authority in 

question is not a Saxon bishop at all. The quotation derives originally from the 

Capitula of Theodulf of Orleans, and though originally a Latin text, it was 

translated at a later date into Anglo-Saxon, and it is this copy, now in 

Cambridge, Corpus Christi Ccollege, MS. 201, that Spelman used in the Concilia, 

and that Hickes took the quotation from. 

 Chapter 23 demonstrates this same disdain for the Roman Catholic 

Church that Hickes displays in the Vindication. The clearest and most vehement 

example of this occurs in the notes to the Menologium, for line 284, discussing the 

poet‘s treatment of the Virgin Mary. Hickes comments that, ―Indeed concerning 

the Virgin Mary, the Anglo-Saxon church was accustomed to feel and speak so 

temperately that not even poets would write about her beyond what was 

appropriate,‖191 and commends the poet of the Heliand for doing the same. He 

then levels an accusation of blasphemy against the Roman Church in what he 

sees as its overly fulsome praise of the Virgin: ―[…] blasphemies not only of 

Anselm, Bernard, and other writers of the Roman Church, but also of the sacred 

offices of the blessed Virgin of the Roman Church itself, which having been 

                                                
190 Hickes, ‖An Apologetical Vindication of the Church of England,‖ 58. 
191 Hickes, 210. ―De Maria enim virgine tam sobrie sentire & loqui solebat Ecclesia Anglo-Saxonica, 

ut ne poetæ quidem, supra quod opportebat, de ea sciberent.‖ 
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compiled into a book written in English, whose title is ‗The Mirror of the Blessed 

Virgin,‘ it grieves me to repeat here.‖192  

It is not surprising that Hickes would feel this way. For him, Roman 

Catholicism was a legitimate threat, and even though he supported the Roman 

Catholic James II as King of England by divine right of kingship, he was firmly 

Anglican. Politics and religion were still solidly tied together at this time, 

although the conflict between partisans of James II and those of William of 

Orange and Mary signaled the beginning of the end. If the seventeenth century 

was about chaos and unrest, on political, social, and religious levels, the 

eighteenth century was about the restoration of order from chaos and preventing 

England from slipping back into the unrest and disorder of the previous century. 

During the seventeenth century, England had endured a huge amount of change 

in a relatively short period of time: the end of the Tudors, the installation of the 

Stuarts, the deposition of the Stuarts, the Interregnum, the Restoration of the 

Stuarts, a rebellion, the execution of one king and the abdication of another, 

religious unrest and fragmentation, and the strongest stirrings yet of exploration 

and empire building. This change was usually chaotic and undisciplined, states 

abhorred by the faintly emerging strains of the rational Enlightenment in the 

seventeenth century. If the seventeenth century was chaotic, the eighteenth 

                                                
192 Hickes, 211. ―Hæc paulo sublimius, quam par erat, poeta supra se raptus; quæ tamen sano & 
sobrio sensu capi possunt; quem prorsus respuunt, non solum Anselmi, Bernardi, & aliorum 
scriptorum Romanæ ecclelesiæ, sed ipsius etiam ecclesiæ Romanæ sacrorum officiorum de beata 
virgine blasphema, quæ in libro Anglice scripto, cui titulus, Speculum beatæ verginis, congesta hic 

piget recitare.‖ 
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century sought to restore order from the chaos and prevent any future decline 

into chaos. Religion, politics, social hierarchies, scholastic endeavors, had all 

suffered from this descent into unrest, and the goal of the eighteenth century was 

to prevent it from happening again and to correct the damage inflicted by this 

loss of rationality. To Hickes, bred so solidly in the pre-Enlightenment Anglican 

tradition, the Roman Catholic Church represented nothing less than the 

superstition and lack of temperance that had so characterized the chaos of the 

Stuart era. His anti-Catholic comments in Chapter 23 reflect this mode of 

thinking.  

Finally, there is the issue of linguistic anxiety to consider in Chapter 23. 

Hickes refers to ―pure‖ and ―corrupt‖ or ―foreign‖ language, and reviles 

contemporary poets for their abuses of language. This notion of ―pure‖ English 

manifested itself throughout English society as an anxiety over the direction of 

the language and confusion about the origins of the language. This anxiety about 

English linguistic identity manifested itself in a few key ways. First, there was a 

deep desire to ―explore‖ English as a language, in much the same way as an 

attempt to explore foreign lands, and the development of prescriptive grammar 

in England.  There were a number of new ―maps‖ of the language printed in the 

form of grammars of English, including Gildon and Brightland in 1711, 

Greenwood, also in 1711, and Maittaire in 1712.193 These grammars wavered 

                                                
193 Shaun F. D. Hughes, ―Mrs. Elstob's Defense of Antiquarian Learning in Her 'Rudiments of 
Grammar for the English-Saxon Tongue' (1715),‖ Harvard Library Bulletin 27 (1979): 178. 
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between wanting to present English in an entirely Latin model and desiring to 

break free of the Latinate model entirely and forge a new and thoroughly English 

model for language pedagogy. Brightland‘s revision of the grammar of 1711 was 

subtitled ―The Whole Making a Compleat System for an English Education.‖ 

Unsurprisingly, these grammars all recommended the reformation and study of 

grammar along classical models. 

A crucial part of the debate focused on this issue: which direction was it 

appropriate for the language to take? Theories about Indo-European poetics only 

began to be developed in the late 1780s, so there was no clear sense of how 

languages related to one another, beyond surface similarities. There was also the 

prestige factor to consider: Latin was a much more prestigious language than 

English or Anglo-Saxon. This muddied the issue even further. 

Second, there was a drive to establish a national regulating body for the 

regulation and the reform of the English language, in the same form as the 

establishment of the Accademia della Crusca in Italy in 1582, and the Académie 

Française in 1635. Much of the impetus for this kind of language reform in 

England in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries began with the Inkhorn 

Controversy, a debate over the adoption of Latinate words into English, and 

continued with the efforts of the Royal Society to reform English.  The Inkhorn 

Controversy (c. 1560-1640) revolved around so-called ―inkhorn terms,‖ foreign 

words, usually those of some pretention, or a word created from an existing 

word root by an English speaker. The need for these words was especially high 
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in the sixteenth century during the shift from Middle English, and the transition 

from Latin to English as a newly emerging primary language for science and the 

arts. In need of new terms for developing fields of study, such as science, writers 

began importing Greek and Latin terms into English. The controversy debated to 

what extent these inkhorn terms were acceptable in English. Opponents of the 

inkhorn terms tried to resurrect older Germanic terms or create new words based 

on Germanic roots in an attempt to speak plainly. 

At the same time, creations on the Continent of bodies to regulate 

languages were gaining steam. The Accademia della Crusca (1582) founded in 

Florence was created to distance itself from the more formal Accademia 

Florentina, while still maintaining literary ambitions. In 1590, the Accademia 

began a large-scale dictionary project, the Vocabolario. Drawing on major Italian 

authors, particularly Florentine authors such as Dante, as well as contemporary 

poets and writers, they compiled a monumental dictionary, printed in Venice in 

1612. The reviews were mixed; some objected to the Florentine-centered 

examples used in the Vocabolario, although the dictionary is defended as having 

―represented for centuries, in a politically and linguistically divided Italy, the 

most precious collection of the common language, the strongest internal bond of 

the Italian community, and an indispensable tool for all those who wanted to 

write in good Italian.‖194 

                                                
194 ―The First Edition of the Vocabolario, (1612),‖ Accademia della Crusca, 

http://www.accademiadellacrusca.it/the_first_vocabulary_eng.shtml, accessed 10 October 2010. 
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The Académie Française was founded in 1635 by Cardinal Richelieu, and 

has played much the same role in French culture that the Accademia has in 

Italian, namely the codification and sanction of the ―official‖ versions of the 

language, although the rulings are largely recommendations and are not legally 

binding. The journal of the Académie, Recueil des Harangues prononcées par 

Messieurs de l’Académie Françoise dans leurs réceptions, & en d’autres occasions 

différentes, depuis l’establissement de l’Académie jusqu’à present, was first published 

in 1694.195 

The problem was that England had no comparable body for the regulation 

of language. The best that England could produce was the Royal Society, which 

had been founded primarily as a scientific academy, not a linguistic and 

philological body, and it remains a scientific body, interested in the promotion of 

math and science education. However, one of the first major projects undertaken 

by the Royal Society, founded in 1645, was in fact a project to improve the 

English language. By 1664, the Royal Society had established a ―Committee for 

Improving the English Language,‖196 and John Wilkins, the Bishop of Chester 

from 1668, wrote a treatise for the Society entitled An Essay Towards a Real 

Character and a Philosophical Language, published in 1668. Such notables as Swift, 

Daniel Defoe, John Dryden, and John Evelyn all urged the establishment of an 

                                                                                                                                            
The last edition of the Vocabolario appeared in 1923, and the Accademia is still working on 

various linguistic and philological projects. 
195 ―L‘histoire,‖ Académie Française, http://www.academie-francaise.fr/histoire/index.html, 
accessed 10 Oct 2010. 
196 Gneuss, English Language Scholarship, 23. 
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academy at various points.197 This is the perceived deficiency that Swift‘s 

Proposal addressed, blissfully ignoring the fact that the Royal Society was trying 

to establish one itself. 

Although Chapter 23 of the Thesaurus, ―On the Poetic Art of the Anglo-

Saxons,‖ represents the first sustained attempt to apply a critical and theoretical 

apparatus to Anglo-Saxon poetry, using rhetorical theory and poetics to analyze 

the construction of the poetry, another concern in the text is Hickes‘s attempt to 

delineate a ―purer‖ language from the various dialects represented in Anglo-

Saxon manuscripts. The question is, what did Hickes mean by ―purer‖ language 

and how was he defining each of the dialects he perceived in the language?  In 

Chapter 19, he says that the language should be separated into three time 

periods, and each epoch has its own dialect. The first division is from the entry of 

the Angles and Saxons into England to the Danish invasions; this period in his 

estimation lasted 337 years, and the only remnant is the true Cædmon from 

Bede‘s Historia Ecclesiastica and perhaps the Cotton Harmony of the Gospels.198 

Next, there is the language from the arrival of the Danes in England up to the 

Norman invasion, a period of 274 years. In his view, the language had 

particularly suffered extreme corruption in southern Scotland and northern 

England where there had been a heavy influx of Danish settlers early on; their 

―corrupt‖ language Hickes referred to as ―Dano-Saxonic.‖ The examples of the 

                                                
197 Kelly, Swift and the English Language, 8. 
198 Hickes, Thesaurus, 87.  
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language Hickes offers here are the interlinear Rushworth Gospels and the 

Cotton Gospels, which he proposes to deal with more fully in Chapter 20. The 

last period is from the arrival of the Normans to the reign of Henry II, and 

Hickes proposes to call the dialect by the complex name of ―Norman-Dano-

Saxonic.‖199 Middle English is thus ―Semi-Saxonic.‖200 

Hickes directly addresses the two major Anglo-Saxon forms in Chapter 23, 

―pure Saxon,‖ and ―Dano-Saxonic,‖ the lesser of the two languages, because of 

its ―foreignness,‖ a key term for Hickes, who sought to separate out what he 

believed to be the true Anglo-Saxon from other languages which he believed to 

have introduced ―abhorrent‖ elements into Saxon poetry. As always, Cædmon is 

held up as the true model for all Anglo-Saxon poetry. Some of the poetic 

elements introduced by the Danes, according to Hickes, include strange words 

that are not used in prose, strange syntax, and the vague complaint of 

―barbarisms,‖ although they do agree in meter. In his analysis of the poem 

―Durham,‖ Hickes comments that the poem is free of any Dano-Saxonic 

barbarisms, and only uses two words of non-prose extraction. 

Compared to the section on meter, the language analysis by Hickes is 

amazingly brief and vague. Although he treated Dano-Saxonic in Chapter 20, 

even there, the description remains somewhat ambiguous. This is certainly not 

                                                
199 Hickes, Thesaurus, 88.  
200 See David Matthews‘ translation of Hickes‘s comments on Semi-Saxonic in The Invention of 
Middle English: An Anthology of Primary Sources, (University Park, Penn.: The Pennsylvania State 
University Press), 2000. 
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due to any coyness or reluctance on Hickes‘s part, but a symptom of his 

uncertainty; he is literally exploring entirely on his own, having no predecessors 

in this, and ―leaving a trail for others to follow.‖ Furthermore, it is a bit odd that 

he is basing his entire foundation for a ―pure‖ dialect on one, possibly two, 

poems. Like Swift and his perceptions of contemporary English, Hickes is not 

seeing the evolution of the language so much as he is seeing dramatic upheavals 

in the language, based on his perceptions of history. To Hickes, the appearance 

of the Danish was a rapid invasion, and he seems to see the change in the 

language as relatively sudden. Although we know that adoption of Danish 

loanwords and syntactical change was through a slower process of settlement 

and assimilation, from his limited perspective, and perhaps limited knowledge, 

Hickes is trying to make sense of what he has.  

This then begs the question: why is a ―pure‖ dialect being posited on such 

slim and scanty evidence? Perhaps we can excuse Hickes on the grounds that his 

understanding of how languages evolve was poor, and his picture about 

relationships between languages was incomplete. If Lerer is correct that Hickes 

chose poems that reflect his own changed circumstances, and most of Hickes‘s 

poetry selections do have a powerful rhetoric of loss and grief underlying them, 

is it possible that something similar is at work in this case as well? Hickes is 

seeing a ―Golden Age‖ in Anglo-Saxon England, an age that was pure in its 

beliefs and ideas, before being tainted first by the barbarism of the Danes, and 

then by the invasion of the Normans. Certainly, the accession of the Catholic 
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James II and then William and Mary to the throne of England must have seemed 

as traumatic to Hickes as the Danish invasions and then the Norman invasion 

would have been to the Anglo-Saxons. In the time before the Danes, ideas and 

languages were consistent and people had a uniformity of practice of customs, 

much as the Restoration had seemed. Cædmon‘s Hymn, and the dialect 

predicated on it, represents stability and consistency of belief, something Hickes 

did not have in his own circumstance. Cædmon‘s Hymn does not contain that 

rhetoric of grief and loss; instead it celebrates the eternalness of God, His love for 

His creation, and the might of the Lord.   

Hickes, like Swift, was concerned with the direction that language was 

taking, especially poetic language. The Thesaurus was in part an attempt to try 

and to reconcile the past with the present, and provide a road-map for the future. 

Although much of his supposition about Old English poetry is not correct, it is 

still important for modern scholars to understand what Hickes was trying to do. 

The analysis of the poetry represents an important step forward in the study of 

the language as more than a philological specimen. Instead, Hickes is trying to 

cast the poetry as worthy of being studied for its own sake, not just as a linguistic 

oddity. Furthermore, his chapters represents the first critical approach to 

studying Anglo-Saxon poetry, notable for that reason if nothing else. Although 

Hickes and Swift shared much in common, Hickes and the Oxford Saxonists‘ 

radically new philological analysis and appeal to textual authority irked Swift 

and caused him to lash out at them. While Swift might indeed have objected to 
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Hickes‘s politics, to say that it was the only reason he attacked the Saxonists 

would be a shallow dismissal of Swift as a language scholar in his own right. 

Swift was as passionate about his own ideas about language as Hickes was about 

his; the difference is that while Swift thrived on conflict and debate, Hickes did 

not. He had been involved with enough conflict in his personal and professional 

life, and there is no doubt that it adversely affected his health.  

I believe Hickes was trying to improve the contemporary language, 

particularly poetic discourse, but there is an element of pure enjoyment in the 

study of language as well in Chapter 23. He loved Anglo-Saxon for its own sake, 

and wanted others to love it as well. One can almost sense his joy when he 

discusses the beauty of Brunanburh and how it affected him. He also remarks that 

he wants the reader to find the poetry of the Anglo-Saxons ―[…] pleasant and 

useful to read,‖ and he no doubt tried his hardest to make it so, despite his 

deficiencies and his mistaken assumptions.  

Swift and Hickes had the same goal: improving the English language. 

That both Swift and his contemporaries and Hickes and his collaborators felt 

strongly about this there is no doubt. Eleanor Adams quotes John Bale as having 

said ―Among all the nations, in whom I have wandered, for the knowledge of 

things […] I have found none so negligent and untoward as I have found in 

England on the due search of their ancient histories […]‖.201 Both Hickes and 

                                                
201  Adams, Old English Scholarship, 11. 
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Swift would have been in agreement with Bale on this point, but their 

interpretations varied. Both men were unquestionably anxious about the state of 

the English language, and about English national interests as reflected in the 

language.  For Hickes, the key was in the ―pure‖ Anglo-Saxon poetry and the 

theories of poetics presented in the Thesaurus, while for Swift, the proper models 

were to be found in classical poets and classical poetics, and not the ―barbaric‖ 

models of Northern poets. In the short term, Swift was the ―winner‖: after the 

death of Hickes in 1715 there was a sharp decline in antiquarian studies, and 

classical studies once again became the focus for scholars in Britain.  Anglo-

Saxon poetics would have to wait almost a hundred years for its star to ascend 

again with Rasmus Rask and Jacob Grimm. Hickes and the antiquarian 

movement would only be vindicated with developments that came later, which 

would put poetics and language in general back into their proper Germanic 

models, and finally reject the classical models of Swift and the classicists.  
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