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The general aim of this book is to show how medieval habits on and linguistic instruments for 
quoting speech differed considerably from current ones. Moore draws particular attention to 
how modern editions of medieval texts create pragmatic palimpsests: texts that layer modern 
interpretive apparatus onto pre-modern lexical content. To understand what underlies this 
modern layer, attention has to be paid to three aspects of medieval quotation practice, the 
mise-en-page (chapter 1), the many functions of reported speech (chapter 2), and the 
relevance of the relative indeterminacy between narration, indirect and direct speech (chapter 
3).  
 
The first chapter describes which techniques were available to medieval scribes to mark off 
speech in manuscripts. On the mise-en-page, these include the use of coloured ink, 
underlining, paraph marks, and various punctuation marks. It is shown that these techniques 
are primarily designed to call attention to particular excerpts as deriving from an authority, 
secular or sacred. The feature that is being marked, in other words, is not the presence of 
another voice, but rather the truth of the passage, which is warranted through its link to an 
auctor. Only occasionally the marking calls attention to the inquit. The punctus elevatus 
(raised dot) for instance, even if primarily marking a mid-line break, may reinforce an often 
preceding inquit like quod (s)he. In one manuscript of Piers Plowman (Royal 18 B xvii) 
names of characters are commonly underlined, with the effect of highlighting new speakers in 
the text. Despite the availability of suitable techniques like these, scribes never systematically 
apply these to mark off direct speech. Neither did a single method become conventionalized 
so as to be used consistently in a wider area. Instead, speech was marked primarily by lexical 
strategies within the body of the text itself. Strategies include speech internal indicators such 
as interjections (yeah!, alas!, mercy! ...), vocatives, deictic pronouns (of the first and second 
person) and the use of the present tense. These indicators are further supported by speech 
external structures. Most notable among these are verba dicendi. While such verbs are mainly 
propositional/ideational (in the sense of Halliday 1994) in Present-Day English, referring to a 
verbal process of saying (with its contents optionally in the direct speech complement), 
Moore argues that in Middle English verbs of speech are semi-grammaticalized and have a 
textual function as well, serving as indicators of (shift of) voice. Specifically, in the average 
Middle English text 80% of the instances of direct speech are marked by a speech verb, 
whereas this has dropped to only 51% in the Present-Day English Lancaster corpus. Among 
these verbs, quethen is noteworthy, as it always introduces direct speech. The most frequent 
verb is seien ‘say’, which can introduce both direct and indirect speech. Seien and quethen are 
also typically the second member in co-ordinated pairs of speech verbs (Rolland ansuerd and 
sayd), a common phenomenon in early English. While this has usually been taken as an 
indication of stylistic copiousness, Moore proposes that it may be a formal indication that 
seien is losing its ideational function and is getting specialized in its discourse marking 
function, to introduce a stretch of direct speech. Moore goes on to discuss the changing use of 
videlicet in legal English. Originally, Latin videre licet meant ‘one can see’, indicating that 
something obvious was to follow. Already in Latin, however, the word pair had merged into 
videlicet. When borrowed in English, it specialized in the meaning ‘namely, clearly’. 
Moreover, in medieval Anglo-Latin slander reports, videlicet is increasingly used to introduce 
statements by witnesses, who overheard the slanderous words. These statements are in 
English, and in this way videlicet came to serve the textual function of marking a code switch. 



Moore, then, interprets the development of pragmatic functions of verba dicendi as an 
instance of subjectification, of which, in the view of Traugott (1982), the development from 
propositional to textual content is a distinctive feature. Verbs of speech therefore seem to 
approximate modern quotation marks. Yet none of them develops into a fully 
grammaticalized marker. Moore argues that this is because stylistic concerns motivate a 
continued variety of speech markers.  

With the advent of print, other conventions emerged, like italics, parentheses, and 
eventually quotation marks. Verbs of speaking decreased in importance as text organizers. In 
the early stages of printing, punctuation for quoting speech was still generally lacking. In a 
detailed study of various prints of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, Moore shows how 
punctuation was gradually added. First, parentheses were put around the inquit, which often 
interrupted the reported speech, to downtone its presence and keep the emphasis on the actual 
speech. Early Modern grammarians point out that parentheses also have an effect on the way 
the passage should be read aloud, showing that oral and written traditions still run parallel to a 
certain extent. Later on, inverted commas and diples were introduced as markers of 
particularly wise or witty quotes from auctores, similar to medieval practice. Generally, 
speech was still mainly marked when representing something recognized as true. As such, its 
contents belonged to the community, not to a specific individual. In other words, marking 
quotes served to signal the lack of voice rather than its presence, in line with the downtoning 
effect of parentheses. Only gradually in the seventeenth century did they shift to mark direct 
speech consistently, and only during the eighteenth century did quotation marks acquire their 
present function.  
 
In chapter 2, Moore discusses the function of reported speech in three Middle English genres: 
defamation (slander) depositions, sermons, and historical chronicles. Moore shows how each 
of these genres has an ambiguous relation to the faithful rendering of direct speech. Slander 
depositions crucially depend on testimonies by witnesses reporting the exact words that are 
considered slanderous. While this creates a pressure of exact quotation, the desire for 
exactness is counteracted by the need of certain words and phrases to make a particular case 
legally actionable. For instance, the seventeenth century lawyer March explains that calling a 
woman “bawd” is not legally actionable, but saying that she “keeps a bawdy house” is. 
Therefore, it may be assumed that the actual reports are a compromise between faithfulness 
and legal requirements.  

Sermons have an even more problematic relation to faithfulness. Sermons generally 
comment on biblical passages, quoting authorities to support their interpretation. Quoting 
from many different sources, some of which were probably unavailable at the time of writing, 
resulted in a rather lower level of accuracy than today’s practice would require. Also, quoting 
the bible for a non-educated audience required translation into the vernacular. However, John 
Wycliffe’s bible translation, and the possibility of unlearned men to interpret the text on their 
own had alarmed the church. Scriptural translations were prohibited, and vernacular texts 
were generally subjected to censorship (codified in Bishop Arundel’s Constitutions of 1407-
1409). To avoid penalties sermon writers often left the Latin untranslated, translated it very 
slavishly, or very freely, more like interpretative paraphrases. Scholastic sermons have the 
additional problem of centring around only a single sentence or phrase. Quoting here 
automatically means de- and recontextualizing, and faithfulness hence also depends on how 
context-sensitive the interpretation is.   
 Chronicles, finally, are historical documents and as such have as their primary goal the 
accurate depiction of past events. However, the required resources to quote speech faithfully 
are generally lacking. Nobody can possibly know what Richard, Duke of Gloucester, said to 
Henry VI before murdering him. Instead, throughout the Middle Ages historians put those 



words into somebody’s mouth that were appropriate for the situation. The emphasis was on 
constructing a narrative of the events as they should have proceeded. Rhetorical and stylistic 
pressures, then, militated against notions of faithfulness in representation for these records.  

In sum, in neither of these genres does the use of direct speech necessitate a de dicto 
interpretation of the reporting. Pressures and practical problems of various kinds led to 
expectations of faithfulness that were not as high as the ones we have today.  
 
Chapter 3 examines the works of three canonical fourteenth-century poets to show that the 
marking of reported discourse can be quite salient for our interpretation of literary texts. The 
first set of works are the anonymous Pearl, Cleanness, Patience and Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight (SGGK). Starting with this last poem, Moore observes how the poet deliberately 
switches from indirect to direct speech for emphasis (which she recasts in terms of 
markedness, in the sense of Jakobson 1971). Such switches occur smoothly, as they are not 
yet hampered by quotation marks, and can occur virtually anywhere, including mid-sentence. 
Moore argues that editors too often have edited away shifts that are unexpected from a 
present-day perspective. She then shows that the original text yields literary superior readings. 
An example is SGGK 1284-5, which contains a mental flashforward to the scene where the 
Green Knight deals Gawain a lethal blow. Usually, this thought is attributed to Gawain. 
However, the preceding line reads þe burde ī mynde hadde ‘the lady had in mind’, and 
contains the pronoun I, signalling ‘direct thought’. Readers do not yet know that the lady is in 
reality the Green Knight’s wife, and accepting the original text makes perfect sense, if it is 
taken to be a hint about what is really going on. Assuming that medieval readers expect 
switches to direct speech to be there for emphasis, they will not have missed this hint. In 
addition to unexpected shifts to direct speech, interjections of direct speech within the 
narrative, especially cries and non-human sounds, are used to mark intruding voices. An 
example are the hunting cries in þe hindez were halden ī wt hay & war (‘the hinds were held 
back with Hay! and War!’, SGGK 1158). In sum, Moore argues that it is precisely the lack of 
conventional quotation marks, which leaves the medieval poet freer to switch between 
different voices, and leads to a higher relevance and more subtle functionality of deictic 
markers and other items marking shifts to direct speech. 

The next two poems Moore discusses, Pearl and Piers Plowman, are both dream 
visions. In both there is a deliberate confusion about who is speaking when, which seems 
appropriate to dreaming. This is particularly clear in Pearl, where a new stanza often mimics 
the final line of reported speech from the previous stanza, and seemingly continues that 
speaker’s speech. Only after several words of direct speech have passed, an inquit makes it 
clear that somebody else has started speaking. This technique is often applied when the 
Heavenly Maiden, who is appearing in the vision, gives a spiritual turn to the Dreamer’s 
worldly ideas. By confusing the listener, this indeterminacy of speaker creates the effect of 
emphasizing the semantic shift that is taking place. In modern editions, quotation mark 
practices force the editor/writer to indicate when someone else starts speaking. A similar 
ambiguity also occurs at the end of Patience, where it is unclear whether the statement ‘good 
man, ... be brave and patient ...’ is still part of God’s speech as reported by and directed to the 
narrator or is already part of the narrator’s comments to the audience. This ambiguity allows 
the audience to simultaneously identify themselves with the narrator (the good man) and be 
admonished by these words, a possibility that would be destroyed by modern quotation marks. 
The second dream vision discussed is that of Piers Plowman. Here too, shifts between indirect 
and direct speech are used for emphasis. This time though, it is not emphasis on who speaks, 
but on what is said. This is made the more clear when looking at the various versions, 
generally believed to be revisions made by the author himself. Revised readings often move 
speeches between characters.  



The analysis of the poems of Chaucer, finally, yields similar results, including fluidity 
between indirect and direct speech, and deliberate ambiguity in who is being addressed. 
Special attention is paid to the so-called “Marriage encomium” in the Merchant’s tale, a 
collection of general truths about marriage. Editors have had trouble deciding who is saying 
these words. Moore suggests there is no definite speaker. Sententiae or general truths typically 
represent the perspective of many, and this accounts for the various shifts between second and 
third person pronouns. It seems less important in the context of the tale to separate one voice 
from another than to understand that these are all authoritative positions and opinions worthy 
of public consideration.  
 
Evaluation. Generally, the book is well written, and accessible to a wide audience. It is also  
agreeable to read, and well edited, though perhaps a bit repetitive at times. Among the very 
few typos and editorial inconsistencies it may be useful to note the inconsistency of quoting 
Mirk’s Festial inline as “Erbe (1905)”, but as “Mirk, John. 1905. Mirk’s Festial [...] Theodor 
Erbe (ed.)” in the references, as well as, in example (19) (p. 147), the – no doubt inadvertent  
– mistranslation of for malyse is noȝ to maȳtyne as ‘For mildness must be restrained’ instead 
of ‘For severity/harshness must not to be exercised’ (Burrow & Turville-Petre 2005: 181). 
The only real editorial flaw though, concerns the way poem excerpts are referred to. In the 
running text, reference is often made to a specific line number, so line numbers in the margin 
to the poem excerpts would have made it a lot easier to locate the line that is being discussed.  
 As regards the contents, great credit goes to Moore’s attempt to provide, and mostly 
successfully so, a holistic discussion of quotation practices that combines philological, 
linguistic and literary analysis. Moore’s warnings against unneeded editorial interferences are 
generally well argued and fully justified. But she also goes beyond usual philological practice 
by integrating a number of more theoretical linguistic studies, such as Halliday (1994) or 
Traugott (1982). Unfortunately, as a hard-to-avoid consequence of this holistic approach, 
Moore’s contribution to linguistics is rather limited. This is already signalled by the scarcity 
of references to more recent work on grammaticalization and subjectification. Moore puts 
forward seien/quethen as the second pair in a co-ordinate structure (e.g. answered and said, p. 
59) as a formal indication for grammaticalization. Her quantitative evidence is certainly 
intriguing, but hardly compelling. In particular, a more detailed discussion is needed of how 
these pairs differed from other idiomatic pairs, many of which were highly frequent in Middle 
English (e.g. Pahta & Nevanlinna 1997). Also, the case of videlicet as a marker of code 
switching in legal texts may have additional relevance to grammaticalization theory, insofar 
as it raises the question to what extent grammaticalization may be at least partly the result of 
deliberate language choices, in this case those made by lawyers to achieve a higher degree of 
precision. Finally, another verb that may have been worth looking at is ingressive begin (often 
in the collocation began to speak). Marking the start of a new situation of some duration, 
begin was commonly used to mark longer speech units in Early Middle English. The verb still 
awaits a detailed discussion in this respect.  
 In her literary analysis Moore insists that authors wilfully use techniques of slipping 
and shifting between indirect and direct speech, and related speaker indeterminacies, to create 
a certain aesthetic effect. In the case of the dream narratives, this hypothesis is well argued 
for, and makes good sense. Dreaming, after all, is fuzzy by its very nature. The question 
remains to what extent this was the general way medieval authors dealt with speech 
representation. I would have welcomed some discussion of the possibility that fluidity of 
speech marking was (initially) simply due to a lack of a clear written convention. An 
important factor here is the ambiguous status of Middle English writing in between spoken 
and written language. Saenger (1997) shows that silent reading becomes the norm only during 
the fifteenth century, but Augustine’s famous fifth century example shows that it existed 



much earlier, so there has been a long transitional period covering most of the Middle Ages. 
The resulting mixture may have forced writers to make rather more choices than in a purely 
oral or purely written tradition, to cope with the problems of speech representation in such a 
transitional stage. For instance, while disposing of a number of quotatives, oral narration 
obviously does not possess an equivalent of quotation marks. As such, switches between 
indirect and direct speech may have been, at least partially, guided by a desire for clarity. 
Turning to direct speech straight away, with its typical deictic markers such as the pronoun I, 
may cause confusion to the listener as to who is intended. Switches to direct speech may be 
used to emphasize dramatic highlights (as Moore herself mentions), but only when no 
confusion is possible. In general, it seems reasonable to assume that instead of deliberate 
ambiguity, authors also often tried to find the best possible style, distinctively written, but 
without making oral performance awkward or impossible. Hints in this direction are also 
found in the manuscripts themselves. For instance, Moore maintains that in Passus II.199 of 
Piers Plowman no emendation is needed, despite the obvious processing problems caused by 
the lack of quotation marks in the original. As it stands, the text switches between indirect and 
direct speech mid-line (And he commanded a Constable that came at once / to detain those 
tyrants “despite any treasure, I say ..” [p. 156]). Modern editions often emend to to go, to 
have the direct speech start at the beginning of the verse line (“Go detain those tyrants; 
despite any treasure, I say ...”). This reading is also found in one of the manuscripts, which 
suggests that its scribe may also have had trouble interpreting this passage. So, medieval 
scribes too, instead of trusting on the intentional play with switches between direct and 
indirect speech, tried to make speech representation unambiguous and easier to process for 
medieval listeners/readers, whose expectations were perhaps not so different from ours after 
all.  

To conclude, Moore’s monograph is a worthy contribution to the field, showing deep 
understanding of medieval speech representation and providing interesting prospects for 
further research. Within the fields of medieval literary studies and of quoted speech, the book 
is refreshing for its holistic approach, which fruitfully combines original insights both from 
the linguistic and the literary perspective.  
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