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The view from the anchorite’s cell at
St Nicholas’ Church, Compton.
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god helpe minum handum

Anonymous scribe1

Good syster of your charyte I you pray
remember the scrybeler when that ye may

Anonymous reader2

If you are reading, this manuscript at least
will have survived.

Margaret Atwood3
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Introduction

At some point in the sixteenth century a girl named Elisabeth Danes wrote a threat into the pages of her book: ‘Thys ys Elisabeth daness boke he that stelyng shall be hanged by a croke’ (‘This is Elisabeth Danes’s book, he that steals it shall be hanged by a crook [hook]’). The note appears at the bottom of the manuscript page: defiant, a little naughty and full of bibliophilic feeling.
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I first met Elisabeth Danes through her manuscript, when I was doing research in the British Library. I remember reading it and feeling the centuries dissolve. Here were the words of a fellow bibliophile from five hundred years ago; it is a reminder that there have been lovers of books for as long as there have been books to love. Elisabeth Danes treasured her book and the story it contained, and she wanted to protect it. But there was also something poignant in her words. From her handwriting, she appears to have been young. I wondered what power she had. She was a young woman, perhaps a child, in a patriarchal world; threatening potential book thieves might have been one of her few ways to assert herself. The note has a particular pathos – I discovered afterwards that it appears to be all that remains of her; she is otherwise hard to trace in the historical record.

Sometimes medieval manuscripts offer up names like Elisabeth Danes, but more often they allow us glimpses of anonymous figures. Some three centuries before Danes wrote her threat, a monk in Worcester Priory set about making careful notes in the margins of the manuscripts in the Priory’s library. This scribe’s handwriting was distinctive: shaky, outsized and left-leaning. Today he is known only as ‘the Tremulous Hand’, as scholars have been unable to discover his name. He was a prolific annotator – writing around 50,000 glosses (explanatory notes) in as many as twenty manuscripts. The majority of his annotations were in manuscripts containing Old English (the vernacular language of pre-Conquest England), yet he wrote his notes in Middle English (the language into which Old English had evolved) and Latin. At the time that he was working, in the thirteenth century, he was one of the last generations able to understand Old English – a Germanic vernacular which had changed dramatically after the Norman Conquest and its attendant influx of French vocabulary. He seems to have been collecting Old English words, possibly to make a glossary. We might see him as an early linguistic historian of sorts. Nineteenth-century scholars romanticised his work, suggesting that he was an elderly man, one of the last speakers of the dying language.1 Today, scholars believe he had a neurological condition called ‘essential tremor’, which affects 4 per cent of adults. The work of the Tremulous Hand has much to tell us about language change, but whoever he was, I love how he encapsulates much of what I think is magical about manuscripts. He is anonymous. We know nothing about him except that his hand shook. But, as with Elisabeth Danes, it’s hard for the manuscript scholar not to feel a kinship with him – he was intent on ferreting around in the past and decoding its remnants.

Sitting in the silence of a Special Collections reading room, and turning the pages of a medieval manuscript, is to have tangible, smellable, visual encounters with the past. Parchment manuscripts have a particular smell that is hard to describe: acrid with undernotes that suggest their organic origin. Their feel can be stiff and buckled, soft and faintly suede-like, or so finely worked as to be tracing-paper thin. Up close, the appearance of the parchment page contains ripples and imperfections – the traces of hair follicles, little repaired holes and places with discolouration. But the coloured inks and paints they contain are iridescent, having often been kept safely away from light damage for centuries.

When you hold a medieval manuscript, what lies in front of you is not only a text, but also a collection of human stories. A manuscript will have been made by many different hands and, in its history, it will have passed through many different hands again. It will bear the traces of the people who fashioned it and loved it, perhaps of those who disdained it and those who wished to alter it, often those who found it anew in a more recent time. Many remain anonymous – shadowy figures whose work with a quill, paintbrush or tool are all that survive of them. Sometimes they come into sharper focus.

The word ‘manuscript’ itself is a duet of two Latin words, manus, meaning ‘hand’, and scribere, meaning ‘to write’. A manuscript is simply a handwritten object. Manuscripts are so compelling because they are made by hand – and because those hands tell us a great deal about the people attached to them. To this day, handwriting remains a personal expression of the self, perhaps ever more so as we ditch our pens in favour of our keypads. Scholars talk about the script in a manuscript as ‘the hand’. A catalogue describing a manuscript might read, ‘written in a fourteenth-century hand’, and this terminology suggests that ‘the hand’ might extend towards us, might reach out to touch us. This is the magic of the manuscript.

In Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Parliament of Fowls (written c. 1380), the narrator reflects on what people dream about – he describes the hunter dreaming of the wood, the judge dreaming of the court, the knight of fighting, and the alcoholic of his tipple. Had Chaucer included the manuscript scholar in his list, he would have said they dream of hands and folios, pen-lifts and page-gutters, of lacunae and palimpsests. To be a manuscript scholar is to worry about tiny, granular details, because a manuscript is like a crime scene – a tissue of minuscule clues to a forgotten history, which need to be examined with forensic care. Like forensics, the language of manuscript study can be strange and arcane. I have tried to explain terminology wherever necessary, but I have also included a glossary at the back of the book. Because I love language and language forms I have chosen, in almost all cases, to quote from original texts alongside modern translations. Consequently, readers will encounter some letters in the Old and Middle English alphabets which did not make it into the Modern English alphabet. These too are explained at the end of the glossary.

Manuscripts teem with life. They are the stuff of history, the stuff of literature, the material remains of the writerly act and the reading experience. But more than that, they are portals. They offer some of the only tangible evidence we have of entire lives, long receded. Manuscripts weren’t only made and used and loved by wealthy elites, they were also made by ordinary people. Manuscripts grant access to the stories of anonymous artisans, artists, scribes and readers, as well as people who aren’t always celebrated and discussed in our medieval histories – people of a lower social status, women, or people of colour. Without manuscripts, many historical figures would be lost, their voices silenced, their stories erased, and the remnants of their labours destroyed. Sometimes their stories can only be hinted at, while at other times they become more fleshed out.

A manuscript in the National Archives in London contains a marginal image, showing a man of African descent. The manuscript is a copy of the Domesday Abbreviatio – an condensed version of the Domesday Book, a census of land holdings in England made in 1085. The Abbreviatio itself dates from the thirteenth century.2 The man appears on a page detailing royal land holdings in Derbyshire. The man’s clothing – his short tunic – suggests he was not a person of elite social status. The artist perhaps intended to depict a servant or a slave. If this man was based on a real person, he may have come been forced to come to Europe during the migrations associated with the Crusades. Archaeological evidence indicates that there were people of African descent in England in this period, but it is hard to know how or why they came to be in England.3 Why this marginal image appears we can’t be sure, but it’s an exciting reminder of a part of British history that is not widely understood, and, if drawn from life, a glimpse of one now long receded.

These little hints and clues are some of the allure of manuscripts. A charter from 1042–49 records a gift of land to St Alban’s Minster. It reads:


Her swutelað on ðisan gewrite embe þa land þe Ægelwine swearte geuðe Gode to lofe [&] sancta Mariam & eallan Godes halgan into sancte Albanes mynstre for his sauwlan [&] for Wynflædan his wifes & for eallan his yldran saulan þam broðran to fode be Eadwardes cinges leafe.

Here is declared in this document about the estates which Æthelwine the Black granted to God in praise and to Holy Mary and all God’s saints to St Alban’s minster for his soul and for that of Wynflæd his wife and for the souls of all his ancestors to the brethren for their sustenance with the permission of King Edward.4



It is hard to know what this description of Æthelwine as ‘the Black’ means. It may simply have meant that he had dark hair. Names describing people by colours, like ‘red’ or ‘golden’ – colours that do not have the connotations they do today – are not uncommon in this period.5 There is also every possibility, however, that the ‘Ægelwine swearte’ mentioned in this charter was of African descent.6 A manuscript called the ‘Golden Book of St Albans’, from the later medieval period, recalls the great donations to St Albans Abbey over time and depicts the major benefactors. Here we find a tantalising image.

Alan Strayler – the manuscript artist – has chosen (or been instructed) to depict Æthelwine as dark-skinned, not simply dark-haired.7 This might suggest that he had encountered people of a different ethnicity or else was familiar with images of people of colour. The image may be a fleeting glimpse of a little discussed aspect of British history – a history that is often more diverse and interesting than we give it credit for.8

Just as manuscripts offer glimpses of lives in the past, so too do they tell stories of oppression. In the Vatican Library there is a manuscript (MS ebr. 402), copied in the thirteenth century, which contains a series of piyyutim – Jewish liturgical poems.9 In it, there is a poem, ‘Put a Curse on my Enemy’, which begins:


Put a curse on my enemy, for every man supplants his brother

When will You [God] say to the house of Jacob, come let us walk in the light?

You are mighty and full of light, You turn the darkness into light.

Tear out their hearts – they who brought harm to those who come in Your Name

When I hoped for good, evil arrived, yet I will wait for the light.10



The piyyutim in the manuscript are seemingly anonymous, but in one the poet has hidden a clue to his identity in an acrostic. It reads: ‘I am Meir son of Rabbi Elijah of Norwich [Norgitz], which is in the land of the island England [Angle-terre].’ Nothing else is known of this Meir bin Elijah, but the chilling words of his piyyut, ‘Put a Curse on my Enemy’, should be read against the backdrop of the persecution of Jewish people in England in the thirteenth century, which culminated in the expulsion of the Jews in October 1290.11 At the time that Meir was writing, Norwich had a population of fifty to sixty Jews, although it had had two hundred at its peak.12 According to one source, the synagogue in Norwich was burned to the ground in 1286. Archaeological excavations in the nineteenth century uncovered a stone column, glazed tiles, pottery and – chillingly – a four-inch layer of charcoal at the site.13 It is unclear how the manuscript containing Meir’s poems came to be part of the Vatican Library’s collection, but it could have been copied from a manuscript that was smuggled out of England by a Jewish person expelled in 1290 – perhaps this person knew Meir bin Elijah. Perhaps they wished to preserve his haunting piyyutim as a reminder to future generations of the experiences they had suffered. I like to imagine such a person, carrying a manuscript over the border amongst their possessions, carrying a message for us in later ages to remember the human stories contained in handwritten books.

In spite of their role as this essential tether to the past, manuscripts are some of the least accessible artefacts from the Middle Ages. They are kept in research libraries, often available only to scholars. When they are put on public display, what we see of them is so limited. Looking at a single opening of a manuscript is like only looking at one credit-card-sized corner of an Old Master painting: it is far from being the whole picture. The medievalist Michael Camille wrote that ‘Medieval books are, of all historical artefacts, the least suited to public display in the modern museum. Behind glass their unfolding illuminations become static framed paintings, cut off from any of the sensations, texture or transport that one gets from turning their pages.’14 But now, for the first time in human history, these previously inaccessible objects can be seen from anywhere in the world, in high resolution. We can now sit at home in our pyjamas and examine the Beowulf manuscript at a level of magnification that would be impossible even if we were in the reading room of the British Library, in clothing more suitable to scholarly study. At last, we all can meet these hidden hands.

*

‘In principio erat verbum’ (‘In the beginning was the word’). These are the opening lines of the Cuthbert Gospel, an eighth-century manuscript made in the early days of Christianity in Britain, and where our own journey with words begins. Eight hundred years later, the technology of the manuscript was losing ground to the technology of print; as relics of a bygone era, manuscripts became valuable historical curiosities. Yet for all their value to collectors, manuscripts have often been treated carelessly – burned, discarded or forgotten. Sometimes they were recycled: their pages cut up and reused, often to make bindings for new books. This story is one of survival against the odds. The vast majority of manuscripts produced in the medieval era perished through fire, flood, negligence or wilful destruction. What does survive only does so through serendipitous chance, or because someone, somewhere, thought these books worth saving. So the manuscripts discussed here are not just antiquated objects, but cultural landmarks.

The word ‘manuscript’ – a handwritten object – has a transferred or associated meaning as a book (as opposed to a scroll or single document), and the book is my primary interest, but I’ve taken the liberty of including in my discussion below a collection of letters. My first chapter begins in the twelfth century with the discovery of a manuscript from the eighth, and my Afterword reflects on the emergence of antiquarians and collectors in the sixteenth century – but the story I tell along the way does not march straight through time. Manuscripts, by their very nature, resist neat chronologies, because they often tell simultaneous histories. They might have been written in one age, but contain texts dated much earlier, and they also incorporate the histories of their later owners or readers. So the stories collected here are united, instead, by theme.

We begin with discovery and disaster: the survival and preservation of manuscripts have always been prey to chance. Manuscripts can be tools for remembrance, but they can also be easily forgotten and destroyed. The opening chapters focus on manuscripts as artefacts; later ones examine specific figures involved in the creation of manuscripts. Then we’ll encounter patrons and artists. Patrons often left us their names – and their agendas – in their sumptuous books, but we don’t memorialise these patrons equally: some are remembered, some forgotten. My first four chapters discuss single, monolithic manuscripts, but in the final three I move away from single books, to consider more complicated textual remains: multiple books or documents, and multiple versions of texts. These chapters discuss scribes and authors, looking first at scribes as people – at their devoted labours or their joyless drudgery – before moving on to the relationships between scribes and authors and, finally, to authors long hidden.

Why write about mansucripts? And why these manuscripts? Modern printed editions of texts are bald and lifeless things. Manuscripts are, by contrast, rich and messy. Sometimes they are beautifully decorated, sometimes untidy and illegible, but they speak of countless human stories. This book is not a story of manuscripts that changed the world, but about how manuscripts connect us to lives in the past. In attempting to illuminate these human lives, I ask why we value some figures from the past and forget others. Hidden Hands is about memory and forgetting, about forms of communication and memorialisation. This book grew out of my own research, so almost all the mansucripts here were created in England; many of them are literary. Most of the chapters range across the medieval period, with examples from the pre- and post- Conquest era, but my concern has always been with what manuscripts tell us about their makers, rather than about broad historical narratives.

So many of the manuscripts in Hidden Hands were created by anonymous figures. We know nothing about these people – when exactly they were born and died, where they were from, let alone their names. But we have their work. We have the parchment or paper they processed, the shapes their letters made, the stitches they sewed, the bindings they fashioned, the places where they made textual changes or complained in notes of how their backs ached. This craftedness is what makes them so special. In one manuscript in the British Library there is the following scribal note:


A man who knows not how to write may think this no mean feat. But only try to do it yourself and you will learn how arduous is the writer’s task. It dims your eyes, makes your back ache and knits your chest and belly together – it is a terrible ordeal for the whole body. So, gentle reader, turn these pages carefully and keep your finger far from the text. For just as hail plays havoc with the fruits of spring, so a careless reader is a bane to books and writing.15



Manuscripts took many hours to produce. A manuscript is like a beautiful watch – lift the face, and beneath you will find a mechanism of startling intricacy. All the different parts are carefully crafted and work together coherently.

*

How a Manuscript was Made

Understanding how each of the different parts of a manuscript is made, and the labour required to do this, explains some of their magic. Until around the fifteenth century, when paper became more common as a writing material, manuscripts in Britain were mainly written by scribes on parchment, which is the prepared skin of a domestic animal, usually sheep or calves. (The term ‘vellum’ is sometimes used interchangeably with ‘parchment’, although it more often refers to calfskin.) The process of preparing parchment was skilled work (and my Prologue, below, contains an account of this process as it is practised today). In the early medieval period, parchment would probably have been made near to the place where the manuscript was copied, which was invariably a monastic ‘scriptorium’ (writing room). But, as time went on, scribal work was increasingly practised less in the monastery and more in secular, commercial contexts; parchment would have been processed in specialist workshops.16

Paper was made from cotton or linen rags, which were soaked and pulverised into a pulp. This pulp was placed into a vat of water and size (a glutinous substance), into which a sieve-like wooden frame, set with wires, was placed, to bring the pulp fibres to the surface. The film of sodden fibres was lifted out of the vat and then pressed between sheets of felt. The wires of the frame gave the finished paper ghostly lines in its surface which are only visible when the paper is held up to the light. From around 1300, European paper-makers began twisting patterns into the wire to identify the paper as their own. These patterns – little designs like the head of a bull or a bunch of grapes – are known as ‘watermarks’ and give scholars clues about the origins of particular paper stocks. Medieval and early modern paper made from rags is pretty durable, unlike modern paper made from wood pulp which tends to wither, discolour and crumble over time.

The architecture of a manuscript (or ‘codex’, to give it its Latin name), and how it was made, is worth understanding. Manuscripts were not complete books when they were copied by scribes. Instead, the parchment (or paper) was cut into an appropriate size and shape, and then folded in half. These folded pieces were called ‘bifolia’ – the Latin just means ‘two leaves’; the singular is bifolium. When the bifolia were ready, they were then prepared for writing. To do this, the layout was planned and marked out with ruled lines. To get the lines all the in the right place, the scribe would first make little holes in the parchment, either with a knife, an awl (a small, pointed tool) or a ‘pricking wheel’, which was a spiked spinning wheel. In a large scriptorium, or workshop, this work might have been done by a more junior scribe. Depending on the status and quality of the manuscript, either big, generous margins were left, including spaces for illumination, or else the folios were ruled, so that there was little space for anything except text. The bifolia were then arranged such that their folded spines slotted into one another so that they could be sewn together in booklets, also called ‘quires’. (Manuscripts, by and large, do not have pages, as we do, but ‘folios’, from the Latin for ‘leaves’, each of which has a single number, because a folio is a single sheet. References are therefore made not, say, to, ‘pages (or pp.) 1–2’, but instead to ‘fol. 1r–v’ – to distinguish between the ‘recto’ – the front of the single folio sheet – and the ‘verso’ – the back, or reverse, of that sheet.) After the bifolia were prepared, a scribe could begin writing. This was done with a quill, made from a feather and sharpened with a pen-knife (the origin of this modern term). The ink used by the scribe would most probably be made from oak galls – round, apple-like growths that grow on oak trees when gall-wasps (from the family Cynipidae) lay their eggs in an oak tree’s developing leaf buds. The galls were ground, and then mixed with iron salts and tannic acids.

An ink recipe survives in the personal manuscript of a professional scribe. Oxford, Bodleian Library Tanner MS 407 was made by Robert Reynes – a churchwarden from the small Norfolk village of Acle – who lived and died in the latter years of the fifteenth century. His manuscript is an assortment of literary pieces, legal documents, useful charms, mnemonic devices, itineraries and prognostications—the medieval equivalent of the ‘My Documents’ folder on a person’s computer. Amongst its paper folios, it instructs that ‘Ffor to make blak ynke, take gallys, coporose and gumme of rabyk’ (‘to make black ink, take galls, copperas [iron (II) sulphite] and gum arabic’). It advises that the gum arabic should be soaked overnight and ‘on the morwen take þi gumme-water and þi pouuder of gallys, and put hem togeder, and sette hem ouer the fyer, and lete hem sethen þe space of þis psalme seying, Miserere mei, Deus’ (‘in the morning, take the gum-water and the powder of galls, mix them together, and put them over a fire and let it simmer for as long as it takes to say the psalm, Miserere mei, Deus [i.e. Psalm 50]’).17 Lacking a pocket watch or clock of his own, Robert Reynes measured time in a highly practical, if also devout way.

The copying of a manuscript could take a long time, depending on the type of script used. The most stately and expensive were the most painstaking, requiring endless penlifts. Later in the medieval period, ‘cursive’ scripts became more common, meaning the letters of the words were joined together and scribes could work more quickly. (See p. 36 for a stately example and p. 179 for a cursive one.) Yet manuscripts were still laborious and time-consuming to copy. As an example, the Moralia in Job (an important and oft-copied commentary on the biblical Book of Job by Gregory the Great, c. 540–604) took some fifteen months to write out in the fifteenth century. A copy of the Bible might take years. It has been estimated that Romanesque scribes (i.e those working c. 900–1200), working approximately five to six hours a day, could copy around two hundred lines of text a day. This meant they might produce about twenty books in their lifetime.18

Once a scribe’s copying was complete, the work would probably be checked by another scribe, and corrections might be made. After the text was corrected, then the work of decoration could begin. In manuscripts created on a budget, this might be restricted to occasional touchings in red ink, perhaps a few red initial letters (this practice is called ‘rubrication’). In high-status manuscripts, however, the work of decoration was a serious enterprise. It might take decades. Other forms of extra-textual apparatus could be added, like tables of contents or marginal notes to guide the reader. Sometimes this kind of material could be presented quite beautifully, becoming a form of decoration in itself.

After copying and decorating, a manuscript might then be bound, with the quires sewn together in evenly spaced ‘stations’ along their spines. To make sure that everything was in order, scribes would write ‘catchwords’ at the bottom of the last folio in a booklet. (Such catchwords were the next few words of text appearing at the start of the next booklet. Sometimes these were simple things, but occasionally they became a decorative feature in their own right.)19

The top and bottom bands on the spine were given extra reinforcement. Then the covers could be added. Sometimes these were flexible and made of leather, but more often they were wooden boards, of a durable wood like oak or beech. Holes were drilled into the wood, and then the boards were laced onto the manuscript’s spine before being covered with leather, with parchment inserts called ‘pastedowns’ affixed to the inside of the cover. Different kinds of leather could be used for the covers. Although calf- and goatskin were probably the most common, manuscripts were covered in all kinds of materials. Recent analysis has identified the furry covers of a number of manuscripts originating in the Cistercian abbey of Clairvaux as sealskin.20

Bindings could be considerably more elaborate than leather and wooden boards. Many had decorated covers – perhaps of carved ivory, or covered in metalwork and jewels. These jewelled covers, known as ‘treasure-bindings’, are extremely rare, as they were often plundered. (No treasure-bindings from England have remained intact, although there are written references to bindings once in existence.)21 A rare survival is a stunning Gospel book in the Morgan Library in New York. It is one of four Gospel books commissioned by Judith of Flanders (died 1094/95), the wife of Tostig (the brother of King Harold II), who became Earl of Northumbria in 1055.

Beyond the covers, more elaborate structures could be added. ‘Chemise bindings’ are the ‘medieval precursor of the modern dust jacket’ – a little coat for a manuscript that could be made of leather, or textile.22 They could be simple affairs – un-adorned parchment wrappers, or more elaborate things made from linen or from velvet and trimmed with beads, especially for expensive manuscripts. The wrappers also made the manuscripts easier to carry and, as such, they are akin to so-called ‘girdle books’. Girdle books could be attached to a belt by a chain or rope. They were especially popular formats for prayer books, particularly those owned by wealthy women in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The British Library holds a tiny copy of the Psalms owned by Anne Boleyn, second wife of Henry VIII (BL Stowe MS 956). It measures 3 cm by 4 cm and has a gold metalwork binding that was likely attached to a chain and hung from a belt. Girdle books were easy to carry around, but they were also easy to keep safe. For larger books, especially in monastic libraries, more forbidding security measures were used, where books were kept in chains.

*

Each of the figures involved in the production of manuscripts was responsible for important acts of textual creation and augmentation – marginal images could be used to enhance the meaning of a text, rich bindings would announce a work’s value in unambiguous terms, while the labour of editors, correctors or annotators might create new meanings in different contexts. And after this, the books passed through generations of hands, some of whom left their traces in the pages. Frequently, the names of all these figures are lost, but they had a role in fashioning the object we behold, and in shaping the way we understand that object. There are plenty of splendid manuscripts in this book, but there are also some unassuming ones, because sometimes the unassuming manuscripts have the most interesting human stories to tell.

Why have we forgotten the names of so many of these figures? Our age values certain kinds of cultural production, forgetting the importance of others. We valorise authors and overlook the role of scribes, who were co-participants, alongside authors, in the creation of meaning. We’ve forgotten the work of manuscript artists, whose names – if they survive – aren’t known beyond the academy. And in our digital age, we’ve entirely forgotten the time-consuming, highly skilled work involved in making parchment, grinding pigments, and stitching gatherings. Manuscripts now command a high price in the sale-room because of their cultural value, but if we consider the intrinsic value of a manuscript – the cost of replicating the object by employing skilled workers for years to reproduce it – we can reach a new appreciation of their worth.

Hidden Hands asks what it meant to be an author or an artist. Today, we often think of these figures – if we think of them at all – as people who worked alone, but manuscripts remind us repeatedly that making texts and making artefacts was a collaborative exercise, which was also necessary for transmission and preservation. In fact, innumerable figures were involved in the transmission of a text, each shaping it in ways both large and small. Sometimes manuscripts offer us a closer encounter with the scribes whose words we read than the authors whose work they copied.

History is a story written by the powerful, and the same is true of the literary and artistic canon. The energies of collectors, patrons, churchmen and regents have had a huge impact on what survives, but also – crucially – what comes to be celebrated and studied. There are ninety-two manuscripts of Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (which we will meet in Chapter Six) in varying degrees of completeness. Chaucer was a government official as well as a poet; he was well connected and had royal patrons. It is not surprising that so many manuscripts of his work should survive. And his place at the head of the English literary canon can be attributed, in part, to the fact that he wrote in a London dialect of English that is the ancestor of modern English. (He has always been more intelligible to later ages than – for example – the author of Gawain and the Green Knight, who was his contemporary.) By contrast, no medieval manuscript of Julian of Norwich’s ‘Long Text’ of the Revelations of Divine Love – the earliest work in English written by a woman – survives. We are largely reliant on copies made by exiled Benedictine nuns in the seventeenth century. This is equally unsurprising: Julian was a female writer whose unusual theology was sometimes at odds with contemporary Church teaching.

That no medieval manuscript of Julian of Norwich’s ‘Long Text’ (a kind of revised edition of this important work) survives is not unusual. Medieval manuscripts that have endured into the present day are survivors of war, fire, flood and disdain. Most of them were destroyed, those that are left are the exceptions – and so we cannot overstate their value. Some two-thirds of the extant corpus of Old English poetry survives in four physical books. The scholar Roy M. Liuzza called ‘the surviving remains of Old English literature’ the ‘flotsam and jetsam of a vanished world’.23 If later ages had only the flotsam and jetsam of our literary culture – survivals preserved as much by chance as design – how would they understand our age?

Manuscripts invite us to consider the lives of people who do not always loom large in our histories. And so they invite us, perhaps, to rethink the value we place in certain kinds of authors and particular patrons. You’ve almost certainly encountered Geoffrey Chaucer and Henry VIII, but have you ever heard of Queen Emma of Normandy, who was twice queen of England, or Leoba of Tauberbischofsheim, who was the first named female poet from England? Why do some names survive in the historical record, while others go unrecorded? Why are some celebrated and others confined to obscurity? Manuscripts, studied in detail, can tell us something about power and collective memory and the making of history. These are some of the richest and strangest objects made by human hands. Let’s meet them, and their makers.




Prologue

The Alchemy of Parchment

Many manuscripts started with parchment. Nothing gives you an appreciation of these objects’ value quite like watching the magical alchemy whereby animal hides – hairy, fatty, lumpy things – are transformed into immaculate writing surfaces. In June 2018, I saw this transformation on a visit to William Cowley’s – a parchment maker near Milton Keynes.

The work of making parchment is unglamorous, and sometimes it smells like the inside of a boxing glove: like cheese and sweat and hard work. There is only one firm of parchment makers left in the UK. There are places elsewhere in the world where parchment is produced, but there the process is partially mechanised. At William Cowley’s everything is still done by hand. What happens there is probably not much different from what was done in the Hellenistic city of Pergamon during the reign of Eumenes II (197–159 BCE). Eumenes was an avid bibliophile and built a library to rival that of Alexandria, containing 200,000 volumes at its peak. According to Pliny, Ptolemy of Egypt was so enraged by the acquisitive habits of his bibliophilic neighbour that he banned the sale of papyrus. Eumenes instructed his subjects to find an alternative writing material, and parchment was born. Where papyrus was fibrous, brittle and prone to breakage, parchment was flexible, durable and milky smooth. The city gave its name to the material: pergamenum is the Latin word for parchment.1

The initial stage of making parchment involves working with whole goat or calf hides, which come fresh from the abattoir, covered in hair. They still contain the suggestion of a lopped-off head and the beginnings of a tail. I saw one which had the remnants of some castrated testicles encased in a rubber band. In a store-room there was a huge pile of these hides, folded up, like furry pillowcases waiting to be laundered. After arriving at the parchment makers, the hides are soaked for around two weeks in a vat of lime (quicklime, not the citrus variety). At the end of this, they come out sodden on the hair side and slippery on the flesh side. The lime breaks down the follicles and loosens the hair. I watched as a hide was fished out and thrown over a wooden stump with a wet thwack. It lay hair-side up, liquid dripping from its brown curled ends. The stump is a smooth-topped wooden block, which the parchmenter leans over. It comes to just below chest height. Once there, the hair (known as the ‘nap’) is removed with a long, curved knife (called a ‘scudder’) which has wooden handles at both ends. I had a go at this and the hair peeled off like the skin from a potato – it was satisfying, if disconcerting. What is exposed is unmistakeably flesh: faintly translucent, with the suggestion of veins beneath. (Seeing this I thought of The Silence of the Lambs. There is something glaring about such a large piece of disembodied skin. I was reminded too of those statues of St Bartholomew – the saint who was flayed alive – with impassive, saintly expression, and his skin slung over his shoulder like a shawl.)

If I was struck by the ‘skin-ness’ of the hide in front of me, that wasn’t just my modern sensibility interjecting. Several texts from the Middle Ages show a keen awareness of the materials on which they are written. The Middle English poem The Long Charter of Christ purports to be a legal document in which Christ grants salvation to mankind. In one version of the work in a parchment manuscript in the British Library (Harley MS 2346), Christ speaks, describing the events of the Passion. (The extract contains a characteristically medieval anti-Semitic trope):

[image: image]

The author turned parchmenter.


To a pilour y was pyƷt

I-tugged and towed al a nyƷt

And washen on myn owne blode

And streyƷt y steyned on þe rode

Streyned to drye on a tre

As parchemyne ouƷt for to be

Hyreþ now & Ʒe schul wyten

How þis chartre was wryten

Upon my face was mad þe ynke

Wiþ þe Jewes spotel on me to stynke

þe penne þat þe lettres was with wryten

Of scorges þat I was with smyten2

To a pillar I was tied

All tugged and towed all the night

And washed in my own blood

And stretched and stained on the rod

Strained to dry on a tree

As parchment ought for to be

Hear now and you shall know

How this charter was written

Upon my face was made the ink

With the Jews’ spittle on me to stink

The pen used for the letters written

Was the scourge with which I was smitten.



Imagine the sensation for the devotional reader of reading a text like this, written on parchment – a parchment described as Christ’s own face. Imagine the words of John 1:14, ‘And the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us’, thrumming in their ears.

After having their hair removed, the skins are dried and then stretched across a frame, known as a ‘herse’. The word comes from the French herse, meaning an agricultural harrow, and ultimately from Latin hirpex. It is a cousin of ‘hearse’, which originally meant a frame for carrying lighted tapers over a coffin. The funereal connotation seems appropriate. Skins cannot be nailed to a frame because they would rip during the drying process. Instead, the skin’s edge is gathered in bunches around balls of newspaper (in the medieval period, this would have been done with pebbles known as ‘pippins’) and tied with string to pegs at the edge of the frame. Treated in this way, the skin and frame take on the appearance of a rustic trampoline.

As the skin is stretched by twisting the pegs, hot water is applied and any remaining fat, especially from the meat-side, is removed using a knife shaped like a crescent moon called a lunellum or sometimes a lunellarium (at Cowley’s they simply call it a ‘luna’). The process of stretching and scraping is repeated several times before the frame is put into the ‘oven’, which is a large drying room. I made the mistake of venturing into the oven, which was hot and milky-smelling, in a heady way. My curiosity died in there.

Conrad de Mure (c. 1210–81) wrote that ‘Pellis de carne, pelle caro removetur: tu de carne tua carnea vota trahe’ (‘Skin from the flesh, flesh from the skin is pulled: you pull from the flesh your fleshly desires’). The meaning is a little obscure here, as ‘vota’ is ambiguous, but de Mure’s point seems to be that the labour of preparing parchment makes one purer and closer to God. Despite how unsexy the process was, I didn’t feel my fleshly desires leaving me altogether, but I did see how this was a labour of love – the kind of labour that must have taken religious devotion to repeat with any frequency. A similar idea occurs in William Langland’s late fourteenth-century dream-vision, Piers Plowman, which compares the cleaning of parchment to the shedding of pride: ‘Of pompe and of pride þe parchemyn decourreþ’ (‘Of pomp and pride, the parchment denudes you’).3

After the oven, the skins are ready for the final stage of their processing when the last layer of skin is shaved off, removing any dark patches or traces of hair, this time with a slightly larger ‘luna’. Again, I had a go. Parchment holes are a common feature of medieval manuscripts. Picking up the knife, I was sure I was about to scrape too hard and break the skin. But the skin is strong; I could have hacked at it without breaking it. It’s not surprising, therefore, that one of the main uses for parchment today is for drumskins.

Parchment is built to last. In this it an emblem of a pre-disposable culture. You need only look at the almost pristine, parchment pages of the Codex Sinaiticus, made nearly 1,700 years ago in c. 325–75 CE, to recognize this. Cheap, twentieth-century paperbacks, with glued spines and paper that withers like an autumn leaf, often present a greater challenge to library conservation departments than parchment manuscripts. And parchment, unlike many of the disposable materials we use today, was often recycled. It was cut up to make new bindings, fill holes or repair damage. Sometimes it was scraped clean of its writing and used again, leaving ghostly palimpsests for scholars to uncover.

Leaving Cowley’s, I reflected that it is a place from a different time – not simply a place that plies an ancient trade, but also a place that disdains disposability. It prizes what is durable and recyclable. You get the sense that little there is thrown away unnecessarily. Everything shows the marks of use and re-use: the wooden handles of tools glossy and smooth from years of handling, the wooden blocks worked on again and again. I wondered what would remain of our culture in 1,700 years?




Chapter One

Discoveries


[T]hey are ill discoverers that thinke there is no land when they can see nothing but Sea.

Francis Bacon1



In scholarship, discoveries are rarely made in an instant. They often happen via a painstaking process, drawn out over weeks, months or years. The Egyptologist Flinders Petrie wrote that ‘the true line’ of research lay ‘in the careful noting and comparison of small details’.2 So imagine what it would be like to discover something and realise that what you have in your hands is going to change your field. Imagine what it would be like to discover something by chance, by a ‘fortunate series of accidents’ (as Walter Oakeshott described one of the most important discoveries in medieval studies to be made in the modern era).3 Each of the stories here describes people finding manuscripts quite by chance.

Here I tell the stories of three separate discoveries. They are all quite different, but they all share a striking feature. In each story, a manuscript made nearly half a millennium earlier is discovered. The first is about a find made in the twelfth century, while in the second two, the time of the discoveries is closer to our own. In the first, the discovery was seen as miraculous, but whether you live in the twelfth century or the twentieth, to uncover the material remains of a four-hundred-year-old past must feel like an experience of the divine, especially if – as a scholar – you know that this discovery will change your field. Writing about one of these finds, the scholar G. L. Kittredge wrote that it was like hearing ‘a voice from the great deeps’.

‘In the Beginning was the Word’:
The Saint Cuthbert Gospel

In August 1104, the coffin of Saint Cuthbert (c. 634–687) was opened by the monks of the Durham Cathedral. A new cathedral had been constructed and it was time to move the saint’s body to a shrine behind the high altar at the east end of the new building.4 On 24 August, a group of nine monks waited until nightfall, when they entered the old church and prostrated themselves before the shrine. They had prayed and fasted for several days before to prepare themselves for their task. The act of moving their community’s most important relic was not to be undertaken lightly. They wept and offered further prayers as they laid their trembling hands on the coffin. Using ‘instruments of iron’, they prised open the lid to discover a chest covered in hides, held together by nails. They hesitated, but the prior exhorted them to continue in their task. Lifting the lid of the chest, they discovered an inner coffin, covered in linen. At this point they fell to their knees, weeping and praying, whereupon one of the monks named Leofwin (whose name in Old English meant ‘dear friend’ or ‘dear joy’, and who was considered very devout and ‘dear to God’), exhorted them to continue in their task, saying, ‘He who gave us the will to make the investigation, gives us the hope of discovering what we seek.’

They moved the inner coffin from behind the altar to the middle of the choir to make their investigation easier, removed its linen covering and examined it in the candlelight, hoping to see the contents of the chest through a crack between the lid and the base. Realising it was shut fast, they prised open the lid. There, on a shelf above the head of the saint, they found a Gospel book. It was a tiny red leather thing – so small it could have been held in one of the monks’ trembling hands. Thrilled with terror at seeing the miraculously incorrupt body of Saint Cuthbert, the monks may not have realised how important this book was. It had been made at the start of the eighth century, in the time of Bede (672/3–735), and probably placed in Cuthbert’s coffin a few decades after he died in 687. For four centuries, it had lain quietly on this shelf, while Cuthbert’s body had been on a wandering course, as the members of his community fled Viking raiders. He was initially buried, in 687, on the island of Lindisfarne – a tidal islet off the Northumbrian coast. But in 793, just over a century after his death, the island was attacked by Vikings. These invaders were ‘like stinging hornets, and overran the country in all directions, like fierce wolves, plundering, tearing, and killing not only sheep and oxen, but priests and choirs of monks and nuns’. When the raiders arrived in Lindisfarne, they ‘laid all waste with dreadful havoc, trod with unhallowed feet the holy places, dug up the altars, and carried off all the treasures of the holy church. Some of the brethren they killed; some they carried off in chains; many they cast out, naked and loaded with insults; some they drowned in the sea.’5

In face of such savagery, in the spring of 875, the community left the island for the last time, taking Cuthbert’s coffin with them. They travelled for seven long years, stopping off at Norham, Whithorn (on the Derwent) and Crayke. In 883 they settled in Chester-le-Street, where they remained until 995. In this year, Bishop Aldun – the leader of the community – ‘was admonished by a revelation from heaven’ that he should flee ‘some pirates who were close at hand’. The monks moved again, to Ripon, but after three or four months of peace, they decided to return to Chester-le-Street. On their journey there, however, they reached a spot near Durham and ‘the vehicle, on which the shrine containing the holy body was deposited, could not be induced to advance any further’.6 The cart became stuck in the mud, which the monks took as a sign of divine providence: Cuthbert did not wish to move. It was decided that they should settle there. Perhaps Cuthbert approved of Durham’s hill encircled by a river? Or perhaps it harked back to the island of Lindisfarne, where he had lived most of his life?7

The journey Cuthbert’s body had taken illustrates the great destruction wreaked by the Vikings and the desperate efforts made by generations of monks to evade them. In the four hundred years that the little book had remained hidden in the coffin, these incursions had destroyed many important libraries in the north of England. This meant that the manuscript was a precious remnant of an important bibliographic culture, now devastated by marauding war-bands. Its survival over those centuries was extraordinary. And yet, more extraordinary still, it has survived into our own day. It is known as the St Cuthbert Gospel. It weighs 162 g and measures 10 cm by 14 cm, but its tiny size betrays nothing of its status as a cultural monolith: the Cuthbert Gospel is still in its original binding, making it the earliest intact book in Europe.

The manuscript has had a tumultuous history up to the present day: it has survived interment, Viking incursions, Protestant despoilers, and a trip to Belgium. After its discovery in 1104 it was venerated by the monks of Durham Cathedral and seemingly protected by a higher power. Reginald of Durham (died c. 1190) recounts how, in the twelfth century, a monk attempted to ‘grope’ the book and died soon afterwards. The same author also describes how one of the Bishop of Durham’s officials stole a thread from the strap on the book’s satchel. Secreting it in his shoe, he was subsequently afflicted with a terrible swelling of the leg, which was only cured when the thread was returned.

In 1539 Durham Cathedral Priory was dissolved and the cult of Cuthbert suppressed as part of the Protestant Reformation.8 Many of the cathedral’s relics were destroyed or dispersed. Katherine Whittingham, the dean’s wife, removed the stoups (the basins for holy water) and installed them in her kitchen, where she used them to store salted beef and fish.9 As for the Cuthbert Gospel, what happened to it in this period is a mystery. It probably passed into the hands of an antiquarian (someone who collected the material remains of the past). It appears in the early seventeenth century in the collection of the mathematician and astrologer Thomas Allen of Gloucester Hall, and from there it entered the collection of George Henry Lee, 3rd Earl of Lichfield (1718–1772). Lee’s ownership of the book was somewhat incongruous. He was a Tory politician described in one account as ‘a red-faced old gentleman who had almost drunk away his senses’.10 Lee gave the manuscript to a Catholic priest, the Reverend Thomas Philips, in 1769, who in turn presented it to the English Jesuit College in Liège (a training college for Catholic priests). In 1794, the staff and students fled the upheaval of the Napoleonic Wars and moved to Lancashire – to Stonyhurst College – just as nearly a millennium earlier the inhabitants of Lindisfarne had fled the attacks of Viking raiders.

In the nineteenth century scholars began to take an interest in the manuscript. In 1806 it was examined by Bishop John Milner, who exhibited it at the Society of Antiquaries. Milner confessed that he had found the manuscript’s story outlandish: ‘I own I rejected the story as a fabrication.’ His description of it is largely accurate, except that he declared the binding to be ‘of the time of Queen Elizabeth’, which we can’t really blame Milner for because the history of Western book-binding begins with the Cuthbert Gospel.11 There wasn’t much to compare it with. Milner returned the manuscript to Stonyhurst, but in 1808 it was lent once more to the Society in order that a facsimile of its first page might be taken. The manuscript went missing on its way back. Fr Marmaduke Stone, the college president, wrote, ‘If it be lost, God’s holy will be done.’12 God’s will or not, it was returned and kept by the Jesuits until it was bought by the British Library in 2012 for £9 million. It was the largest and most successful fundraising campaign the library had ever mounted.

Today you can see the Cuthbert Gospel (BL Add. MS 89000) in full online.13 It is also often on show in the British Library’s Treasures Gallery and periodically in Durham. Seeing it in person, you could almost be disappointed by it. It is so slight, and its binding design is relatively simple. The cover is made of embossed red leather, with a Celtic interlace pattern surrounding a plant motif. Some faint traces of pale yellow and blue pigment are just discernible in the grooves of the design. But the manuscript was made some 1,300 years ago and, in subtle ways, it speaks to us across the centuries. It captures a sense of England, in the early days of Christianity in the British Isles. It tells us that although we might imagine these islands in the period as an outpost at the far edges of the known world, the truth is quite different. The Cuthbert Gospel was made in a flourishing monastery, a monastery with international connections, which was celebrated as a centre of learning with an important library.

The front cover of the manuscript shows, in a central panel, an embossed design of a vine sprouting from a chalice. This design recalls the early Christian fountain-of-life motif, which was common in the period in the Eastern Mediterranean, and the motif of the vine sprouting from the chalice can be found, amongst other places, on the doors of the fifth-to-sixth-century church of Sitt Barbara in Cairo.14 At once the manuscript whispers clues as to its origin and contents. The vine motif recalls John 15: 5, ‘I am the vine, you are the branches’, hinting that the contents are the Gospel of St John. Around this vine motif, we can see interlacing patterns, characteristic of early medieval English and Irish art.

In the design of the front cover we already gain a sense of this as a book produced in early medieval England as a place with international connections.
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