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NOTE 
 

This preface introduces the five main articles and response piece that form the 
current issue of JOLCEL. The other contributions are “The Tangled Reception 
of Proba and Virgil in the Laterculus Malalianus” by Mary Hitchman (pp. 5–28), 
“John Scottus Eriugena and the Entangled Materiality of Vox” by Paul Vinhage 
(pp. 29–53), “From Sorcerer’s Son to Epic Hero: (Meta)Poetic Entanglement in 
Walter of Châtillon’s Alexandreis” by Ivo Wolsing (pp. 54–78), “Virgil in Scholas-
tic Hands: Transnational and Local, Textual and Material” by Philippa Byrne (pp. 
79–100), “Renegotiating Antiquity with/in Herbert’s Roman de Dolopathos” by 
Ramani Chandramohan (pp. 101–32) and “Entanglements” by Alfred Hiatt (pp. 
133–41). 
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This special issue explores the complexities of classical reception across medieval 
Europe. While classical reception is increasingly regarded as an active process, it 
still tends to be viewed linearly: classical texts are transformed as they are passed 
along, but they are still handed from antiquity to later authors or cultures. This 
understanding of the relationship between the classical tradition and later writers 
has coloured criticism on the notion of tradition for over a century. One need 
only think of T.S. Eliot’s “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919) or Harold 
Bloom’s The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (1973) to recognise the extent 
to which linearity has dominated discourse on literary tradition. This is especially 
in the context of the classical literary tradition, the Ur-tradition to which all other 
traditions are themselves compared. Even Walter Benjamin, in “The Work of Art 
in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1936), muses on the way that the mass 
reproducibility of art has given new life to earlier works while also resulting in a 
“tremendous shattering of tradition”—as if the democratisation of art leads to the 
demise of linear tradition and, ultimately, of tradition itself.1 Earlier generations 
of medievalists, in their drive to repudiate the Renaissance notion of a Middle 
Ages devoid of the classics, tended to emphasise continuity—and, by extension, 
linearity—between the classical and the medieval. Such is the case with influential 

 
1  Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illuminations, 221.  
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scholars Ernst Curtius, Charles Homer Haskins, and Beryl Smalley, each of 
whom, in his or her own way, laid the groundwork for later scholarship that sim-
ilarly presumed a linear relationship between classical and medieval literature.  
 In more recent years, focus has shifted towards highlighting the complexity of 
medieval writers’ relationship with classical literature. No longer do we limit our 
efforts to hunting for quotations from classical authors in medieval texts or mar-
velling at a medieval monk’s appreciation of Ovid. Instead, seminal work by Rita 
Copeland, Charles Martindale, Alastair Minnis, Lars Boje Mortensen, and Mar-
jorie Curry Woods, among many others, has emphasised how classical texts were 
actively transformed, not passively inherited, by medieval copyists and writers.2 
(Hence the paradigm shift from the term ‘tradition’ to ‘reception’, where “recep-
tion gestures towards the active role played by receivers.”)3 Nevertheless, the no-
tion of auctoritas, so central to medieval writers’ own expressions of their relation-
ship to classical authors, has contributed to the presumption of linearity in 
medieval classical reception. It is important and indeed necessary to listen to me-
dieval writers’ own voices, as these scholars have done, and to take them at their 
word when they describe themselves as ‘standing on the shoulders of giants,’ to 
use the aphorism attested from the twelfth century—itself an expansion of a con-
cept expressed by Priscian in the sixth century.4 
 Yet there is also value in developing other ways of viewing the relationship 
between the classical and medieval texts. This special issue embraces the notion 
of ‘tangling,’ a decidedly non-linear metaphor, to describe this relationship. As a 
verb, to ‘tangle’ is “To intertwist (threads, branches, or the like) complicatedly or 
confusedly together” or “To involve in material things that surround or wind 
about, so as to hamper and obstruct”; colloquially, in some areas, it can even mean 
“To fight, to engage in conflict or argument (with or up with); also figurative and 
loosely, to associate or become involved with.”5 As a noun, ‘tangle’ can mean “A 
complicated and confused assemblage; a muddle, jumble, complication, medley, 
puzzle; a confused network of opinions, facts, etc.; also, a perplexed state.”6 As 
such, when we speak of the ‘tangling’ of classical and medieval literature, we turn 
away from hierarchical linearity and instead embrace friction-filled messiness. All 
of the essays in this special issue examine situations where the relationship be-
tween classical and medieval literature cannot be expressed in purely linear terms. 
Collectively, these essays show how classical texts are often pulled into debates 
and concerns entirely alien from their original composition, even as medieval writ-
ers find themselves caught up in the language and cultural baggage of their pre-
decessors. For Byrne and Chandramohan, this messiness can be found in 

 
2  So a recent study of classical reception summarises: “Classical texts, it is now argued, are never simply 

handed over, but are transformed as they are passed along.” Kallendorf, “Foreword,” in Classics from Papyrus 
to the Internet, 2. 

3  Martindale, “Introduction: Thinking through Reception,” in Classics and the Uses of Reception, 11. 
4  Although John of Salisbury attributed this aphorism to Bernard of Chartres, its precise origins are un-

known. For the history of this phrase (including an overview of scholarship), see Stock, “Antiqui and 
Moderni as ‘Giants’ and ‘Dwarves’.” 

5  OED, s.v. “tangle, v1.” 
6  OED, s.v. “tangle, n2.”  
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reimaginings of the Roman poet Virgil as a political figure and a de facto Christian 
evangelist, respectively. Meanwhile, Hitchman’s contribution begins the process 
of complicating classical auctoritas by examining how Proba’s Virgilian Cento chal-
lenges our sense of what exactly constitutes authorship and authority. Finally, 
Vinhage and Wolsing broaden beyond the notion of the single auctor to examine 
how classical and medieval sources sit uncomfortably side-by-side in philosophy 
and poetry, respectively. Together, these essays demonstrate that, in the act of 
‘tangling,’ neither the classical nor the medieval need take precedence; both are 
simply wrapped up in each other, often in idiosyncratic and entirely unexpected 
ways. 
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