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SHORT, IAN, ed., The Oxford Psalter (Bodleian MS Douce 320). (Anglo-Norman Texts 72.) Oxford: The 

Anglo-Norman Text Society, 2015. Pp. xvi, 236; 1 color plate. £37.50. ISBN: 0-905474-61-9 

The Oxford Psalter, Oxford, Bodleian Library, Douce 320, fols. 37-75, is a translation of the psalms 

into French prose and one of the earliest French texts to survive from Anglo-Norman England. Until 

now, the only edition available was that produced by Francisque Michel in 1860. A new edition by 

the prolific Anglo-Normanist, Ian Short, is accordingly greatly to be welcomed. 

Short’s edition begins with a forty-page introduction, which describes the text’s transmission, source 

and authorship, then gives a detailed analysis of its language, before closing with an account of the 

editorial method adopted. This introduction delineates a precise picture of the Psalter’s production, 

suggesting it was composed around 1145 by a prolific St Albans scribe for the nuns of its dependent 

priory, Markyate, using as his exemplar the Gallicanum text of the St Albans Psalter. Following the 

edition itself are two appendices, one discussing the scribe’s extensive use of diacritics in his text, 

the other presenting a selection of the extensive corrections he made as he copied the text, nine 

pages of editorial notes and, usefully, a full glossary. 

A major justification for re-editing a work that has already been published is to offer a more accurate 

text. In this, Short without question succeeds. When J. H. Meister collated Michel’s edition against 

the manuscript for his dissertation on its accidence in 1877, he identified 120 transcription errors. To 

these, Short adds a further twenty six. The accuracy of the new edition seems, moreover, to be very 

high. Comparing Pss 26.1-28.4, 73.20-76.8  and 124.1-129.5 with the manuscript yields only one 

possible alternative reading, and that doubtful: Ps 27.1, where Short reads ‘fiede’, and Douce 320 

may well have ‘fieðe’. The insular character <ð> is used elsewhere in the manuscript in this word, for 

instance in Ps 2.12, but what seems to be a cross-bar here may equally be a misplaced accent. 

(Readers of Speculum who would like to check for themselves might like to know that a full facsimile 

of the Psalter is now freely available from the Digital Bodleian.)  

By providing a new, helpfully annotated text of the Psalter, this edition will surely stimulate further 

research, and I would like to close this review by suggesting a few avenues this might take. The first 

would be to probe and substantiate or, if necessary, challenge, Short’s suggestions about the 

composition of the Psalter. The narrative provided for its production here is, for a medieval book, 

remarkably tidy, and it is somewhat to be regretted that the argumentation behind it is not 

presented here, with the reader instead directed at every key point to an article published by Short, 

Maria Careri and Christine Ruby in the journal Romania five years ago. Certainly one might wonder if 

the presence of corrections that are ‘purely orthographical and lexical’ guarantee that the St Albans 

scribe who copied the manuscript was also the author of the translation as a whole, and whether its 

use of a particularly Latinate French necessarily implies its intended audience were nuns. 

This unusual prose style is a second avenue that might prove productive for future research. Short 

details numerous Latinisms in its language, from etymological translations (e. g. ‘nunnuisance’ for 

‘innocentia’ at 25.24) to the use of Latin syntactic constructions like ablative absolutes to 

etymological spellings (e. g. ‘substance’, varying with ‘sustance’). Moreover, the editorial methods 

standard to the Anglo-Norman Text Society series, necessarily adopted here – the marking of 

diaresis, the use of ‘j’ and ‘v’ for manuscript ‘i’ and ‘u’ when intervocalic or word-initial, the silent 

expansion of abbreviations and so on – veil another aspect of the text’s Latinity,  its manuscript 

articulation, a process in which emendations are occasionally complicit, as at Ps 125.2 where Short 
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emends scribal ‘tunc’ to ‘dunc’. For Short, this Latinate French – what he calls at one stage ‘an 

artificial interlanguage’ – was a stylistic choice, ‘the strictest form of fidelity’ available to the scribe, 

but these features might also be explicable if the translation’s ultimate antecedent was an 

interlinear gloss. 

A final line of enquiry would be the text’s Nachleben. Short lists nine more-or-less complete copies 

of the Oxford Psalter from the twelfth century alone, but, because they offer no assistance in the 

establishment of the authorial text, does not collate them. Collating these, whole or in part, would 

undoubtedly yield insights into how this composition, putatively local to St Albans, came to have a 

much wider circulation, and how subsequent generations of readers responded to its unusual prose 

style. 

This is thus a timely publication that will surely stimulate future research into the earliest phases of 

the emergence of didactic and devotional literature in the French vernacular. It presents an accurate 

text, a stimulating hypothesis about its composition and generously supplies its readers with the 

paratextual materials they will need to come to grips with Oxford Psalter’s unusual language. It 

deserves high praise, and there is none higher than to say it is worthy of its dedicatee, another 

eminent Anglo-Normanist, the late, lamented David Trotter.  
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