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SE R I E S E DI TOR S ’ PR E FAC E

Oxford Textual Perspectives is a new series of informative and provocative studies focused upon texts (conceived of in the broadest sense of
that term) and the technologies, cultures, and communities that produce, inform, and receive them. It provides fresh interpretations of fundamental works, images, and artefacts, and of the vital and challenging
issues emerging in English literary studies. By engaging with the contexts and materiality of the text, its production, transmission, and reception history, and by frequently testing and exploring the boundaries of
the notions of text and meaning themselves, the volumes in the series
question conventional frameworks and provide innovative interpretations of both canonical and less well-known works. These books will
oﬀer new perspectives, and challenge familiar ones, both on and through
texts and textual communities. While they focus on speciﬁc authors,
periods, and issues, they nonetheless scan wider horizons, addressing
themes and provoking questions that have a more general application to
literary studies and cultural history as a whole. Each is designed to be as
accessible to the non-specialist reader as it is fresh and rewarding for the
specialist, combining an informative orientation in a landscape with
detailed analysis of the territory and suggestions for further travel.
Elaine Treharne and Greg Walker
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Introduction

A

mong the many Anglo-Saxon treasures of the British Museum
is the small eighth-century whalebone chest now usually known
as the Franks Casket. Intricately carved on all four sides as well as
on a top panel, the Casket shows scenes from Christian history, from
Germanic legend, and from the Bible, attesting to the complex cultural
forces operating in Anglo-Saxon England at the time; each of the four
sides includes written material, in either English runes, Latin letters,
or both, generally relating to the accompanying images. The right-hand
side of the Casket features a puzzling set of cryptic runes, seemingly
involving a vowel-substitution cipher of some sort: where we might
expect to see vowels there only appear to be more consonants. The
cipher was, it is widely agreed, ‘solved’ in an important 1900 essay by
Arthur Napier, who identified cryptic forms of the Old English vowels
‘a’, ‘æ’, ‘e’, ‘i’, and ‘o’.1 Napier’s solution was widely adopted and forms
the basis for the standard edition of the text in the Anglo-Saxon
Poetic Records:
Her Hos sitæþ   on hærmbergæ
agl[.] drigiþ,   swæ hiri Ertae gisgraf
særden sorgæ   and sefa tornæ.

1
Arthur Napier, ‘Contributions to Old English Literature: 1. An Old English Homily
on the Observance of Sunday. 2. The Franks Casket’, in W. P. Ker, A. S. Napier, and W. W.
Skeat, eds., An English Miscellany presented to Dr F. J. Furnivall (reprint edn. New York:
AMS, 1969), pp. 355–81.
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(‘Here sits Hos on the harm-barrow; she endures agl[.], as Ertae
appointed to her a sore-den of sorrows and troubles of mind.’)2 Napier
literally made the cryptic text legible, but a damaged letter and some difficult words have meant that its meaning has remained an open question
in some ways.
For over a century, scholars studying the Casket have read the cryptic
right-hand text with the aid of Napier’s solution, but it now appears to be
the case that Napier’s solution was incomplete. In a recent essay, I have
shown that an additional cryptic rune-consonant should be read as the
vowel ‘u’, changing three characters previously understood as ‘r’.3
Although one resulting word, ‘sæuden’, remains difficult to construe, the
prepositional phrase ‘on hærmbergæ’ should now be read ‘on hæum
bergæ’ (on the high hill) and the otherwise unknown proper name
‘Ertae’ can now be properly read as ‘Eutae’, seeming to reference the
tribal name of the Jutes recorded in the Venerable Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica as well as in the poem Beowulf. Although not all modern scholars
assent to an origin for Beowulf in Bede’s eighth-century Northumbrian
milieu, the Franks Casket’s date and Northumbrian dialect open the
door for a reinterpretation of this puzzling bit of verse in just such a
context.
I begin with this example because it exposes a central problem in the
very process of what we know as reading, which can be understood as a
process for decrypting the mysterious signs we call letters into meaningful language. Once Napier had done the initial work of decoding the
Casket’s cryptic runes, later generations of readers could well argue
about the meaning of the language that Napier had found within the
inscription, but once it had been read, scholars effectively ceased to look
at the runic material itself, preferring to read through it to the bit of language they understood it to conceal. What this example teaches us so
clearly is that we often conceptualize reading as an operation that is
somehow directly opposed to seeing: although we must of course see a
text that we read (and I refer here only to the common case, and pass
2
George Philip Krapp and Elliott V. K. Dobbie, eds., The Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records
[ASPR], 6 vols. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1931–53), vol. 6: The Anglo-Saxon
Minor Poems, p. 116. The translation is mine, as are all translations into Modern English
throughout, unless otherwise noted.
3
Thomas A. Bredehoft, ‘Three New Cryptic Runes on the Franks Casket’, Notes and
Queries N.S. 58.2 (2011), 181–3.
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over exceptions such as Braille writing), the very process of reading
assigns importance or significance not to the visible aspects of letters,
but to the linguistic entities that lie behind them. Once we reach beyond
the visible signs to their linguistic meanings, we feel free to discard or
ignore the visible component. The visible aspect of the text is treated as a
veil that conceals the meanings that we hope to find within texts, and
what a cryptic text like that on the Franks Casket does is to call our attention as readers to the veil itself; here we must see as well as read.
It will be one of my central contentions in this book that we must
always see as well as read, whether the text in question is overtly cryptic
or not. Further, the notion that the visible component of text is able to be
discarded or ignored or bypassed must be understood as an ideological
position. Seemingly one of the central underpinnings of our entire practice of literacy, this ideological principle is, like writing itself, something
that Jacques Derrida would label as a pharmakon—a drug—neither
medicinal remedy nor poison, although having the potential to partake
of both.4 Writing’s ability to serve as a representation of language, Derrida insists, is always accompanied by a supplément, an irreducible difference, or gap, or deferral, falling between the written text and its supposed
linguistic content. The three ‘u’s conventionally (and I believe incorrectly) read as ‘r’ in the Franks Casket text remind us that what is lost
when we cross the gap between seeing and reading can sometimes be
very important indeed. But the truly important lesson here will not allow
us to merely let the new reading of the Casket replace the old; rather it
should remind us that reading, as a strategy or practice, must always lose
something in that gap. Seeing cannot simply be a remedy (or even a
pharmakon) for reading, it is important to recognize, as seeing no doubt
leaves its own gaps and suppléments, but seeing while we are reading can
help us recognize the play in the text.
To put it in other terms, whenever we read, we must simultaneously
remain conscious of our visual experience of a text. To do so, I believe,
means that we must attend closely to what it is, exactly, that we mean by
the word ‘text’. In this book, where I will cover materials ranging from
Anglo-Saxon manuscripts and inscribed objects like the Franks Casket
to modern contemporary comics works like Chris Ware’s Jimmy Corrigan,
4
Jacques Derrida, ‘Plato’s Pharmacy’, in Dissemination, trans. Barbara Johnson
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), pp. 61–171.
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it will become clear quite quickly that any definition of text we might
choose to use necessarily leaves its own irreducible gaps and problems.
To choose a definition, or even to attempt to arrive at one, is to surrender
the game in some fashion, to limit the possibilities of the very project at
hand, which is to articulate the necessity of both reading and seeing:
defining precisely what is a ‘text’, I suspect, is always to return us to a
paradigm of reading. Instead of offering a singular definition of ‘text’,
then, I will offer a dual definition in order to indicate the nature of my
arguments as we proceed through the chapters of this book: on the one
hand, as we shall see, a text is a media object, that which is reproduced or
otherwise caught up within an economy of reproduction; on the other
hand, a text must be understood as that which is bounded and defined
by paratext. Much of the history that my own book will attempt to trace
can be understood as what falls in the gap between and beyond these
two competing definitions.

Textual media and the logic of the copy
As part of his fascinating close reading of Plato’s Phaedrus, Derrida both
articulates and undermines what we can conveniently label ‘the logic of
the copy’ or ‘the logic of copying’. In those domains where the logic of
the copy operates, one understands that by its very nature the copy is
always a failure, and what it fails at specifically is to be identical to what it
attempts to reproduce. Derrida, primarily concerned with ideas that
swirl around writing as a secondary phenomenon, an implicit or explicit
attempt to represent speech or language, suggests that the ideological
content of the logic of the copy misunderstands or misrepresents the
play that characterizes writing: ‘Having no essence, introducing difference as the condition for the presence of essence, opening up the possibility of the double, the copy, the imitation, the simulacrum—the game
and the graphē are constantly disappearing as they go along.’5 Thus, for
Derrida, critiques of writing that characterize it as a failure simply reinscribe a claim that is essentially ideological in nature. Yet if one can step
outside of that ideological formation, writing need not be a failure and

5

Derrida, ‘Plato’s Pharmacy’, p. 157.
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what we might be inclined to call a text need not be seen as a copy or
representation of anything at all, but can rather be a thing in itself.
In principle, Derrida’s insight allows us to distinguish between scripts
that are subject to the logic of the copy (texts, media) and those which
are not, although we do not have any equivalently convenient label for
the latter category; I will generally call such items textual artefacts or
productions. The act of distinguishing between texts and textual artefacts, however, seems difficult, especially when our most basic notion of
reading means, of course, to use the script to grant us access to its linguistic contents: in its most basic formation, and perhaps even in its historically originary formation, reading means reading aloud, and reading
aloud explicitly generates language itself. In other words, the act of reading (aloud) appears always to position the script as medial: certainly the
script lies outside the reader, and to the degree that it also lies outside the
writer, the script seems inherently medial.
Yet from a very early stage indeed, some scripts clearly exploit the gap
or supplément between their written form and the linguistic content they
generate or contain. To return to the example of the cryptic inscription
on the right-hand side of the Franks Casket, Napier’s conventional reading of the second verse as ‘on hærmbergæ’ (‘on the harm-barrow’) and
my own revised reading of the same verse as ‘on hæum bergæ’ (‘on the
high hill’) both accomplish the work of translating the carved or
inscribed runes into speakable language. Lost in both translations, of
course, whether we put them into speech or alternative alphabets, are
the visual similarities and differences between the two r-shaped runes
that lead to the different readings. Yet those similarities and differences
are an essential component of the Franks Casket, and the operation of
turning the inscription into either speakable language or a non-runic
alphabet must either erase the differences (Napier’s reading) or the similarities (my reading). In short, the process of reading this passage insistently treats the Franks Casket’s cryptic text as medial: to read the cryptic
text (aloud) means to treat the inscription as standing between us and a
piece of language that can be vocalized or transcribed.
Let me rephrase that. The act of reading the cryptic passage means to
treat it as a media object, a text, despite the ways in which doing so essentially demands a misrepresentation of the Casket itself. That is, the Casket is not a media object, it is not (or not merely) medial, lying between
us and a piece of language that we hope to access. The runes of the Franks
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Casket, rather than functioning representationally, through the logic
of the copy, function as the thing itself, the real. Solving the cipher of
the Casket is precisely the act that allows us to treat it as medial, to literally make it into a text; before it is solved, or when we wish to focus on
the act of solution, it is, essentially, not a text at all. This claim, of course,
merely restates the definition of text I am currently exploring: a text is
a media object, subject to the logic of the copy, both attempting to represent a passage of language and necessarily failing at that attempt. The
fact that the cipher has been encoded onto the Casket by an author figure, like the fact that the Casket is positioned medially between readers
and that author figure, cannot be denied; but the Casket as an object,
and its script as a cipher, is more than and different from an artefact
subject to the logic of the copy. By solving the cipher and (hence) reading the text, we subject it to the logic of the copy: and thus we do a kind
of violence to what it is. The creator of the Casket, of course, demands
that violence from us, by requiring us to solve the cipher; he or she is
playing with us.
But as this very example confirms, the idea of a text as a media object,
something subject to the logic of the copy, is an ideological position that
does not apply in all times and places, or to all scripts or inscriptions; one
of the most surprising consequences of bringing Derrida and the Franks
Casket into dialogue may well be the recognition that the Casket’s very
kind of play also serves as a critique of this most familiar (to us) ideology
of writing. In many times and places, the logic of the copy has indeed
dominated the books and written materials that make up our objects of
literary study, but it has not always been dominant, and the operation of
the logic of the copy is very much in need of historicization.

Text and paratext
An alternative model for defining what exactly is a text is, one must
admit, especially closely concerned with works of literature. The focus
on the literary, however, is necessary: one of the things that literary
objects do most consistently is to challenge or address the very categories that make textual activity possible, and histories of the book must
always attend to literary history. This second partial definition for ‘text’
involves the tension between text and paratext, although just where the
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boundary between the two lies is not always certain. As described by
Gérard Genette in the opening to his massive survey of paratextual
forms,
the paratext is what enables a text to become a book and to be offered
as such to its reader and, more generally, to the public. More than a
boundary or a sealed border, the paratext is, rather, a threshold, or—a
word Borges used apropos of a preface—a ‘vestibule’ that offers the
possibility of either stepping inside or turning back.6

Genette, while especially concerned with books and publishers in the
print era, acknowledges that paratexts have functioned variously across
time, and that they might apply as well to much shorter texts than those
which make up books. But even in his incredibly brief introductory list,
‘an author’s name, a title, a preface, illustrations’,7 Genette signals to readers just what paratexts are as well as what they do: paratexts do the work
of identification, location, contextualization, and definition that give a
text its unique identity.
Genette’s further association between paratexts and the process of publication—which implies, of course, reproduction of the text, marking it
explicitly as subject to the logic of the copy—reveals the surprising interdependence of my ‘paratextual’ and the ‘media’ definitions of text. Even
more surprising, perhaps, is the extraordinarily long history of this association between paratextual apparatus and textual reproduction, as we
shall see in Chapter 1. Texts tend to be accompanied by paratexts and to
participate in an economy of reproduction that positions them as medial,
and this connection existed long before the invention of printing.
An example can clarify what is at stake here. In many contexts, the
familiar phrase ‘To err is human; to forgive, divine’ functions as a proverb, a frozen expression communicating a bit of conventional wisdom.
Conversely, to identify it as line 525 of Alexander Pope’s Essay on Criticism is to associate it with a powerful set of paratexts: an author’s name, a
title, and a set of boundaries denoted here by line numbers. Further, to
identify it as a quotation explicitly places it within the realm of reproduction: a quotation is always a (partial, thus faulty) copy for which there
is an identifiable, authoritative original. In a very real sense, however,
6
Gérard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation, trans. Jane E. Lewin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), pp. 1–2.
7
Genette, Paratexts, p. 1.
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the deployment of this phrase as a proverb takes place outside the logic
of the copy: as a proverb, it functions as the thing itself, not merely as a
reproduction of some ‘original’ version of itself. Likewise, as a proverb,
‘To err is human’ has no author; as conventional wisdom, it is the common property of us all, and in popular discourse it does not function as a
quotation from Pope, regardless of its probable origin. Our ability to
trace the history of ‘To err is human’ merely exposes our ability as readers to make the proverb into a text—precisely by associating it with a
suite of paratextual materials. While there is, at some linguistic level, no
difference between ‘To err is human; to forgive, divine’ when used as a
proverb and when used as a quotation from Pope, the paratextual and
medial issues addressed here make it worthwhile indeed for us to label
the differences that do exist, and those very paratextual and reproductive issues indicate that only the quotation actually functions as a text.
This process of making something into a text by associating it with a
title, an author’s name, and other paratextual apparatus has been an
exceptionally useful strategy for authors, book makers, publishers, and
literary readers through the centuries, and I have no intention to deny
either its usefulness or its power.8 But it seems important to note that a
process that makes things into texts must, indeed, start with raw materials that are not in fact texts. What an understanding of how texts are
defined by their paratexts allows us to do is to recognize texts when we
find them, as well as at least tentatively identify some things (like the
proverb version of ‘To err is human’) that might appropriately be understood as non-texts, at some level. While contemporary literary and cultural studies might feel comfortable with seeing everything as a text, it is
important to be explicitly aware of when something is a text by its very
nature, and when it is that we make something into a text for our own
convenience and purposes.

A first effort
My discussion so far has been brief, but it has attempted a great deal: to
insist on the necessity of seeing as well as reading; to note that reading
8
On the author’s name in particular, see Michel Foucault, ‘What is an Author?’, in Paul
Rabinow, ed., The Foucault Reader (New York: Pantheon, 1984), pp. 101–20.
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as a strategy serves to make whatever it consumes into texts; and to
suggest that a text is a specific kind of textual object (for lack of a better
term) that generally operates as subject to the logic of the copy, or is
accompanied by a defining paratext, or both. These claims, of course,
are interlinked, enchained one from another, and they stand at the
heart of the analysis that will be used throughout my book. As such,
I think it is useful here to work out some of the implications of these
starting points in some detail in order to clarify the directions later
chapters will take. At the risk of seeming perverse, I shall consider
three examples, from quite different ends of the tradition of English
letters; my examples are all linked to one another by their use of
retrograde letters.
Retrograde letters, of course, ‘walk backwards’, and my first example
of retrograde script also derives from the Franks Casket (Figure 1), which
I discussed in some detail above. In addition to the right side, where the
runic script is obscured for readers by the use of a complex set of cryptic
runes in a vowel-substitution cipher, the front side of the Casket exhibits
a text that (according to the conventional reading) extends through the
four panels surrounding the central images, beginning at the upper left,
continuing down the right-hand side, proceeding in retrograde fashion
across the bottom panel, and then (abandoning the retrograde orientation of the characters) back up the left-hand panel.9 The images show, on
the left half, a scene from the Germanic legend of Weland the smith
(in which Weland offers his captor a drinking cup), and on the right,
the Christian Adoration of the Magi. The poetic passage seems to have
nothing to do with these images, however, and reads, according to the
standard transcription, as:
Fisc flodu ahof   on fergenberig;
warþ gasric grorn,   þær he on greut giswom.
Hronæs ban.

(‘The fish threw water onto the mighty mountain; the gusher-powerful
one grew sad where he swam upon the gravel. Whale’s bone.’ The entire
9
On the right-hand side and left-hand side of the three-dimensional Casket, runic
texts in the bottom panel appear inverted, but not retrograde (that is, the script reads left
to right when the box itself is inverted). On the right-hand side, of course, the result is
both inverted and cryptographic text. The back side does not have a continuous text panel
across the bottom.
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fig 1

The Franks Casket, front panel.

Image courtesy of the British Museum. © The Trustees of the British Museum.

second poetic line stands as the retrograde portion.)10 Structurally, the
text seems almost to be riddle and answer, with two lines of poetry, followed by a two-word, non-metrical phrase presented at the end, apparently as a kind of summation. Yet the words ‘whale’s bone’ in the fourth
panel are usually taken as a reference to the material of the Casket itself,
and they seem to have no clear reference to the poetic lines, other than
that the fish of the poem and the whale must be the same. Likewise, the
poetic lines themselves do not really seem like a riddle, although ‘gasric’
is a problematic word, and there is some uncertainty over subject and
object in the first clause. The real riddle would seem to be the relationship among the parts: the Germanic and Christian stories in the images;
the poetic lines; the explicit presence of the ‘solution’ to the riddle in the
words ‘whale’s bone’.
It is at least possible, I suspect, that the solution to the riddle posed by
the Franks Casket’s front side is not ‘hronæs ban’ but ‘hronæs bana’:
‘whale’s slayer’, or, somewhat more archaically, ‘whale’s bane’. Such a
10

Krapp and Dobbie, eds., The Anglo-Saxon Minor Poems, ASPR, vol. 6, p. 116.
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reading is literally retrograde, as it asks readers to read backwards (to the
extent of a single rune), effectively doubling the ‘a’ of ‘ban’ to read ‘bana’.
But ‘whale’s bane’ feels like a riddling ‘solution’ to the two poetic lines
that is much more effective than ‘whale’s bone’: the scene in which the
beached whale struggles upon the shingle (whether lifted by the flood
onto the rocks or dashing the water against the hillside in its struggles) is
riddlingly solved or resolved by the invocation of the death of the whale
far more effectively than by the reference to its bone. The relationship
between bane and bone, between death and Casket, may also suggest
that the death of the whale was like a gift to the carver, and the gift-giving
images involving Weland and the Magi would then also fit into such
a reading.11
But even hypothesizing such a solution to the complex of text and
images on this side of the Casket reveals the difficulties in reading
caused by this sort of textualized language play. Here, the retrograde
runes open up the otherwise linear reading of the text to the possibility
of a bi-linear reading; the carved images likewise play off each other as
well as off the text, which has its own image-like qualities emphasized
here. Even the nature of the writing support—the whalebone—is meaningful here, and the riddle simply cannot be solved if we focus only
upon the linguistic content of the script: the Franks Casket is a textual
artefact, but the riddle on its front panel cannot simply be read as a text.
To clarify, if both ‘ban’ and ‘bana’ are operative on the Casket, the oneto-one equation between runic sign and linguistic signified is explicitly
interrupted in such a way as to highlight the very ideological importance of that equation in the process of reading texts. In that sense, it is
not a text, in that it is not really medial, standing between us and a particular bit of language. Simultaneously, its general lack of paratexts
(unless we choose to see the images as merely paratextual) is part of the
Casket’s non-text status. But the images are not, in my reading, illustrative or paratextual: they serve not as a threshold or vestibule, as a liminal boundary point allowing access to the text, but as something much
more integral and even ( literally) central.

11
On gift-giving and the Franks Casket, see Richard Abels, ‘What Has Weland to Do
with Christ? The Franks Casket and the Acculturation of Christianity in Early AngloSaxon England’, Speculum 84 (2009), 549–81.
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Similarly, my second example (Figure 2), from Chris Ware’s 2003 collection, Quimby the Mouse, uses visual material that cannot be seen as
paratextual.12 Written and drawn as a one-page comic, it is not clear even
whether this comic is titled, as the apparent title ‘I’m a Very Generous
Person’ may well simply be part of the text, if we can identify the linguistic component of a comic by that label. Ware’s comic makes use of two of
his most characteristic concerns and strategies: the architectural effect
of the comics page and the use of lettering as a visually communicative
structure in its own right, as distinct from (or supplemental to) the linguistic content of the words.13 Within the panels, we see one side of a pair
of telephone conversations, but surrounding them is a series of headings
both normal, retrograde, and in various orientations, suggesting a probable reading something like ‘I’m a very generous person, but I just can’t
stand being around you anymore; you make me happy sometimes
though . . . I guess . . . Uh . . . I can’t stand being alone.’ To arrive at such a
reading, the reader must negotiate text that runs left to right, right to left,
retrograde, down, and doubled (if that is the right word): ‘you’ appears
once, but must be read twice, recalling my doubled reading of the a-rune
on the Franks Casket’s ‘ban’/‘bana’. ‘I can’t stand’ must also be read twice,
once in a sentence organized horizontally, and once in a sentence built
vertically.
Further, Ware’s headings combine outline effects, solid-coloured letters, and white letters against a coloured background, in three colours of
ink (black, blue, and red), sometimes with words in two colours occupying the same physical space on the page. These strategies are explicitly
structured by the multi-colour printing process that contextualizes his
form, and the whole ‘crooked house’ built by Quimby’s phone dialogue
is implied by the overall composition of the panels and their surround.
The linguistic construction of this particular crooked house is playfully
indicated by the ‘T’ in ‘BUT’, where one of the Quimby figures pounds
F. C. Ware, Quimby the Mouse (Seattle: Fantagraphics, 2003), p. 56.
On architecture and architectural metaphors as structuring principles of Chris
Ware’s work, see Thomas A. Bredehoft, ‘Comics Architecture, Multidimensionality, and
Time: Chris Ware’s Jimmy Corrigan: The Smartest Kid on Earth’, Mfs 52.4 (2006), 869–90.
On Ware’s use of lettering and visual design, see Gene Kannenberg, ‘The Comics of Chris
Ware: Text, Image, and Visual Narrative Strategies’, in Robin Varnum and Christina
T. Gibbons, eds., The Language of Comics: Word and Image (Jackson, MS: University Press
of Mississippi, 2001), pp. 174–97.
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fig 2 F. C. Ware, ‘I’m a Very Generous Person’.
Image courtesy of Chris Ware. Copyright © 2014 Chris Ware.
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