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There is not much Old English poetry ex-tent, because they only had four books, and poetry was composed before anyone could read it.  However, the Anglo-Saxon poem ‘Beowulf’ was written in illiterative verse, and so was the ‘Dream of the Road’.  Many other poems were also written in illiterative verse, including all the ones that have no titles like ‘Pound’s Seafarer’.  All these poems are written in illiterative verse. 

There are three different kinds of illiterative verse, rhymed and non-rhymed.  In Ireland the Celts could recite rhymed illiterative verse because it was easy to remember, and the same thing happened in Iceland, where they had a metre called the Cumquat Measure.  Poets writing Cumquats spent their time counting syllables, but the same thing did not happen in Britain, because there were no lines and no stanzas.  Instead the lines were broken, usually into two, and the two parts are called ‘half-lines’.  Sometimes these half-lines are called versus.  There are two versus, although there is only one line.  The first verse is called the a-verse, though sometimes it is called the b-verse or the onverse.  The second verse is called the b-verse, though sometimes it is also called the a-verse or the obverse.


There is one other type of line in Anglo-Saxon but it occurs infrequently and only under conditions of hightoned emotion.  It is a much longer line than all the other lines, although its structure is difficult to disown because they wrote out versus from margin to margin as if they were prosaic.  This is called the Hypermarket Line, and it occurs only in the ‘Dream of the Road’, and sometimes in ‘Beowulf’.  This Hypermarket Line divides into three halves, and every opening is free.  Usually they did this when there was something complicated going on.


Scholars can only defer illiterative verse because there is no punctuation since the poetry was not written down until later.  The monks only punctuated lightly.  They had three punctuation marks, the rictus elevatus, the rictus normatus, and the semi-colon.  The semi-colon could also be used as a full stop or a question mark, and it also occurred between the onverse and the obverse.  But unfortunately tribal practise varied, and some manuscripts have no punctuation marks at all.


There is only one type of illiteration, which is called rhyme.  Rhyme can come at the beginnings of words, or it can come at the end.  When it comes at the end it is called rhyme, but when it comes at the beginning it is called illiteration.  The principals of illiterative verse make it easier to remember than other rhymed verse, which is why the Anglo-Saxons, who came from a prelaterate society, composed in it.  In the earliest phases they wrote it gnomically.  This was called runic writing, but carving was not practical in books.


There were two stresses in the three half-lines.  These could also be called accents, lifts, or Arses.  Each Arse had a corresponding Theseus, so the three half-lines were a secession of arses and theses, except if there were arses there were usually only two of them, and there could be an indefinate number of theses.  There was also a smaller onverse, with a short Arse.  This was called Alight Verse. This meant that the principals of Anglo-Saxon poetry were actually elastic, although these principals did not apply to the Hypermarket Lines.


There were very few poets in Old English, therefore they were called ‘skips’.  They were paid by throwing bracelets or horses, and were usually driven into exile at the end of their life.  Unfortunately there are no recordings of any poets, although one of them called Wolfstain could carve his name in the margins.


Illiterative verse becomes corrupt, therefore was the subject of the Benadictine Reform Motion, which banned lude subjects.  Then it dies out in 1127. 
