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On Friday 11 January 2019 two things happened. Bas Aarts sent me an email asking for a 200-word summary of the talk I would give today. I had no idea what to write about. Then, in the post later that morning, came a gift of a book from Gabi Quirk. She had been sorting through Randolph's library, and found one she thought I would like as a keepsake. It was The Oxford Book of American Literary Anecdotes, compiled by the American poet Donald Hall. She could not possibly have anticipated the consequences of this serendipity. When I opened it, the half-title page contained a pencilled list of page numbers - references to Randolph's marginalia. 


I don't think he ever wrote anything about marginalia. Nor have I, until now. But, notwithstanding my Welsh upbringing, where I was taught never to write on books on pain of undefined and unredeemable punishment, I find marginalia fascinating. And I am by no means alone.

The phenomenon is widespread, and is probably universal among academics. George Steiner once defined an intellectual as 'quite simply, a human being who has a pencil in his or her hand when reading a book.' The pencil can of course be used for writing screeds, or brief comments, or for the simplest of marks, such as underlining, highlighting, asterisking, or adding vertical lines (pipes) alongside a piece of text - single for something noteworthy, double for very noteworthy, triple for VERY noteworthy, and so on. We've all done it.

Why do they do it? Why do we do it? One reason is emotional, aesthetic: we like the way authors have said something, or we hate it, and want, as it were, to tell them so, or remind ourselves upon rereading that this is how we felt. Another relates to content evaluation: a tick, or a 'yes', or a 'rubbish', where the function is like swearing while alone. It makes us feel better. A good example here is Mark Twain's addition to the the title page of Plutarch's Lives of Illustrious Men, where we see the line Translated from the Greek by John Dryden. He adds, after the word Greek, 'into rotten English'. I'm sure it made him feel better. Student annotations of this kind have actually been given a degree of analysis, such as the paper by F T Attenborough,1 whose title says it all, really: '"I don’t f***ing care!" Marginalia and the (textual) negotiation of an academic identity by university students.'


A third reason for marginalia relates to content appreciation, in the sense that our annotation is of direct relevance to what we are doing ourselves. It is a way of summarising a document that makes it personally meaningful, as opposed to the impersonal conventional apparatus that the author may have made available, such as (in an academic paper) an abstract or a conclusion. And readers of other people's marginalia value them precisely because they display a private exchange between the writer and the author. Marginalistas, to coin a term, do not expect their annotations to be made public - though the online Notes function is actually changing that - an issue studied by Cathy Marshall and her colleagues.2 Handwritten marginalia are also more spontaneous and natural, compared to the inevitable technical manipulation and editing involved when adding a software comment.

One's own marginalia can also be a source of personal fascination. I have often pulled down a book from my shelves that I first read years ago, maybe as an undergraduate, and enjoyed the experience of agreeing or disagreeing with the opinions of my younger self. Once I even annotated my annotations, but in a different colour, to aid future bibliographical historians who might otherwise be puzzled by seeing two contradictory opinions expressed within a single note. Palaeographers would also note a serious deterioration in handwriting.

Marginalia have a long and respectable history. There are frequent annotations in early religious manuscripts, usually offering readings that would influence later editions. There are famous examples in later centuries, such as the 16th-century scholar Gabriel Harvey's copious notes, often running to dozens of lines, providing not only personal opinions but insight into the contemporary scene, such as his observation about best literature in Thomas Speght's Chaucer (1598). This includes the first known reference to Hamlet: 'The younger sort takes much delight in Shakespeare’s Venus, & Adonis: but his Lucrece, & his tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, have it in them, to please the wiser sort.' Coleridge's marginalia have been collected and published - in five volumes. Edgar Allen Poe looked out for books with wide margins. He wrote in 1844: ''In getting my books, I have always been solicitous of an ample margin; this is not so much through any love of the thing in itself, however agreeable, as for the facility it affords me of penciling in suggested thoughts, agreements, and differences of opinion, or brief critical comments in general.'


From the marginalista's point of view, the annotations often clarify or expand what an author has written. They can provide insight into sources of influence, as in Herman Melville's marginalia in an 1836 collection of John Milton’s poetry. But there is more to it than intellectual influence. There is also an increased emotional bond. Leah Dobrinska writes, in a blog headed 'In Defense of Marginalia' for The New Antiquarian (18 December 2016):3
I love when I’m reading a book and see someone else’s marginalia. It’s as if I not only get to read the original story, but also get to imagine someone else reading it. That individual’s notes give me a glimpse into what they thought was important or funny or just plain wrong. For anyone who reads a text after it has already been marked up, the marginalia are an added bonus.
Mark O'Connell, in an online piece for The New Yorker in 2012, 'The marginal obsession with marginalia' adds:4
There’s also something attractive about the contrast between the impersonal authority of the printed page and the idiosyncrasies of the reader’s handwriting. A book someone has written in is an oddly intimate object; like an item of clothing once worn by a person now passed away, it retains something of its former owner’s presence.
I like Catherine Marshall's description of marginalia as a 'personal geography' of a text - though for someone who is dead perhaps 'personal archaeology' would be more apt.


So what do we discover in Randolph's marginalia to The Oxford Book of American Literary Anecdotes? With just one exception, they are all simple pipes identifying passages of special interest. (The exception is a cross reference that I'll explain later.) He must have intended to use the instances again - for why else would you write out a list of them in the front matter? - but I don't know whether he did. There are only 30 items noted, but they provide us with a remarkable reflection of his interests. I suppose the book itself is a reflection of those interests, for it brings together a wide range of stories involving language as well as literature, and this bringing together of these two domains was of course one of the greatest contributions Randolph made to our subject. The focus on American English reflects another of his interests, especially recalling now his radio conversations with Al Marckwardt. And the book is organised chronologically, from Anne Bradstreet in the 17th century to Allen Tate in the 20th (this edition was published in 1981 - Tate died in 1978). Literature, variation, and change in one volume. Right up his street. So he would have read it carefully. I am not guessing when I say that, for on p. 54 he corrects what I think (after my own reading) is the only typo in the book. I was not surprised. Anyone who has had their work read by RQ will recall his meticulous attention to points of detail. He read my PhD thesis (as internal examiner) and it made me an altogether better person: I never thereafter relied on secondary sources for my quotations.

A book of anecdotes would also have appealed to his eclectic temperament. In the only interview he ever gave, for the Philological Society anthology of twentieth century linguists edited by Keith Brown, he acknowledged his position:


you can choose freely and widely what you need for a particular purpose, without boxing yourself into any single (and doubtless inevitably flawed) theoretical position. It's a matter of taste and personal intellectual bent, I suppose, but I have always found it liberating to be unconstrained by the very idea of an orthodoxy.

It is perhaps not surprising, then, to see that many of his marginalia highlight others who behaved in an unorthodox way, especially when deviating from everyday usage to make a point.
Ralph Waldo Emerson, it seems, was 'besieged by people who wanted to meet him', provoking him to exclaim: Whom God hath put asunder, why should man join together?' 
That gets a marginal pipe (p. 40).
Abraham Lincoln 'spoke in the voice of the people (vulgarity was a common charge against him) [now where have I heard that more recently?] and won his way by wit - 'fox populi' a contemporary called him. 
Another pipe (p.57).
He also loved the story told by Lincoln's campaign biographer, John Locke Scripps, who sent him an apologetic letter: 
I believe the biography contains nothing that I was not fully authorised to put into it. In speaking of the books you read in early life, I took the liberty of adding Plutarch's Lives. I take it for granted that you have read that book. If you have not, then you must read it at once to make my statement good. 
Another pipe (p. 58).


Randolph's British Academy obituary comments on student recollections of 'his clarity of expression, his wit, and his gift for the apt and memorable example of language in use - characteristics reflected in the elegance of his writing.' All very true, and seen in the wit he acknowledges in his marginalia. He pipes one of filmstar Dorothy Parker's famous wisecracks (p.240):
the table gossip turned to an actress who had fallen and broken a leg in London. Mrs. Parker seemed distraught. 'Oh, how terrible,' she muttered to her neighbour at the table. 'She must have done it sliding down a barrister.'
The 'apt and memorable example' is a perfect description of his seminal book The Use of English, which I cut my teeth on, being published in the year I graduated, 1962. Jan Svartvik and I used to try to outdo each other by seeing who could better recite by heart the examples from the book.

We would expect many of Randolph's pipes to identify points of specifically linguistic interest, and so it proves to be. In the section on Gertrude Stein, for example (p. 165), we read this. 

Gertrude ordered a new Ford, a two-seater, which arrived in early December, 1920, stripped of all the amenities. Riding in the car for the first time, Alice remarked that it was nude. 'There was nothing on her dashboard, neither clock nor ashbox nor cigarette lighter.' Gertrude answered 'Godiva,' and that became the name of the car.

Now you might think that the story is piped because of the joke, but the vertical line is centred on the middle part of the text, not the end. It is neither...nor... nor that has caught Randolph's attention. Later, in the Comprehensive Grammar, we read (13.39), 

‘According to a didactic tradition, the use of correlative coordinators is unacceptable when there are three or more conjoins', because neither/nor is associated historically with a dual construction. As always when grammarians read literature, they are subconsciously on the alert for usages of this kind. Marginalia act as apt reminders.  

Any use of grammatical terminology would grab his attention - for instance, he pipes a line where someone has noticed that in a poem of Emerson's 'the proof-reader found a nominative at odds with its verb' (p. 45). But that's an isolated case. More common are the places where the speakers in the anecdotes come out with an interesting usage. When Henry James (the father of the novelist) says of Oliver Wendell Holmes, 'Holmes, you are intellectually the most alive man I ever knew' (p. 67), the unusual superlative prompts an RQ pipe. When he reads that 'The author of Moby-Dick fit in oddly at Concord', the past tense fit gets a circle around it (p.92). And in an anecdote about John Greenleaf Whittier, written by his friend Mary Claflin, she says to him (p.55): 'What is thee going to do? I think thee is going to do something'. Is thee and thee is are both underlined, along with a third example further down the page. And at the top of the extract we see 'cf also p. 42'. This is the exception I referred to. Turning to that page, we see another example underlined, in the article on Emerson:  'What does thee pray for?'


It wasn't just grammatical points that jumped out at him. In other anecdotes, he pipes points about handwriting, spelling, and hyphenation (pp. 19, 81, 150). Comments about education caught his eye too, as we'd expect from someone who had become chair of the A S Hornby Educational Trust (1979), and who in 1981 (the publication year of this book) would become vice-chancellor of London University. In the article on Robert Frost, who was an occasional college teacher, we are told (p. 176): 'Frost bothered little with the conventions of the classroom'. Nor did Randolph. I recall now the way he literally blasted his way into the classroom at Foster Court, for the first of his lectures on the history of English, and harangued us all on our abysmal knowledge of phonetics. It was my first encounter with the man, and he changed the direction of my life in an hour. 


I don't know whether Randolph ever read American poet Billy Collins' poem, 'Marginalia'. If not, he would have loved it. I end by reading it to you.
Sometimes the notes are ferocious,
skirmishes against the author
raging along the borders of every page
in tiny black script.
If I could just get my hands on you,
Kierkegaard, or Conor Cruise O’Brien,
they seem to say,
I would bolt the door and beat some logic into your head.
Other comments are more offhand, dismissive –
“Nonsense.” “Please!” “HA!!” –
that kind of thing.
I remember once looking up from my reading,
my thumb as a bookmark,
trying to imagine what the person must look like
who wrote “Don’t be a ninny”
alongside a paragraph in The Life of Emily Dickinson.
Students are more modest
needing to leave only their splayed footprints
along the shore of the page.
One scrawls “Metaphor” next to a stanza of Eliot’s.
Another notes the presence of “Irony”
fifty times outside the paragraphs of A Modest Proposal.
Or they are fans who cheer from the empty bleachers, [stands]
hands cupped around their mouths.
“Absolutely,” they shout
to Duns Scotus and James Baldwin.
“Yes.” “Bull’s-eye.” “My man!”
Check marks, asterisks, and exclamation points
rain down along the sidelines.
And if you have managed to graduate from college
without ever having written “Man vs. Nature”
in a margin, perhaps now
is the time to take one step forward.
We have all seized the white perimeter as our own
and reached for a pen if only to show
we did not just laze in an armchair turning pages;
we pressed a thought into the wayside,
planted an impression along the verge.
Even Irish monks in their cold scriptoria
jotted along the borders of the Gospels
brief asides about the pains of copying,
a bird singing near their window,
or the sunlight that illuminated their page –
anonymous men catching a ride into the future
on a vessel more lasting than themselves.
And you have not read Joshua Reynolds,
they say, until you have read him
enwreathed with Blake’s furious scribbling.
Yet the one I think of most often,
the one that dangles from me like a locket,
was written in the copy of Catcher in the Rye
I borrowed from the local library
one slow, hot summer.
I was just beginning high school then,
reading books on a davenport in my parents’ living room,
and I cannot tell you
how vastly my loneliness was deepened,
how poignant and amplified the world before me seemed,
when I found on one page
a few greasy looking smears
and next to them, written in soft pencil–
by a beautiful girl, I could tell,
whom I would never meet–
“Pardon the egg salad stains, but I’m in love.”
There are no egg salad stains in the margins of this book, but Randolph's wayside thoughts and verge impressions are testimony to his love affair with language and literature, and form, I would suggest, a small but significant part of his legacy.
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Addendum [points raised after the talk]

RQ made all his marginalia in pencil, as indeed do I. For my part, I have never written marginalia in pen, this presumably reflecting some sort of deep-rooted respect for the sacred character of 'the book'. This reminded me of a visit to the British Library archives, where I was asked not to bring a pen inside with me, to make notes, but a pencil was OK.
Other forms of marginalia were mentioned, such as highlighting, and this led to a discussion of the boundaries of the notion. Should it include objects left inside books by previous owners/users? I have one old book where a previous owner had left a copy of a newspaper review of the book. In another case, an envelope (from a tax office!) marked a page. There's a distinction to be made between marginalia and defacement, but even the latter can have a kind of appeal. I have a Victorian annual of Punch in which a child has drawn all over some blank pages, and I have left them be.
Some more sophisticated forms of marginalia were mentioned, such as the history of marginal accretions in the Talmud, which present a high level of typographic artistry. And it was pointed out that pictographic forms of writing have at some stage added character modifiers, in the form of rebus writing, to show sounds, as in Japanese furigana.

A related phenomenon: the accumulated marginalia made by generations of students on a library copy of a set text - until the librarian decides that 'enough is enough' and replaces it.
