


5. Assessment Five Transcription Exercise
Transcription Exercise
c.2000 words (35% of module grade)
Deadline: 9 January 2022 

Being able to transcribe the documents you find either in the archive or their digitised counterparts is a key skill for historians of all periods.
In consultation with your tutors, select an archival or digitised source (or set of sources) to transcribe and evaluate. Chosen sources must include HANDWRITTEN elements. The transcription should include:
An opening statement explaining the transcription techniques, methodology and/or approach used to complete the exercise
A short explanation of the historical context in which the document(s) originated
A full transcription of the document(s)
A closing statement summarising some key points identified in the transcription process, and any wider historical insights that can be derived from them.
More detailed guidance – including specialist advice on transcription techniques –will be uploaded to the Moodle page.
 



The first step was to search for a digital source of a suitable document, the obvious sources being National Archives, British Library and National Library for Wales (NLW). The manuscript (MS) selected is a copy of Roman de la Rose (RDLR) found in NLW(NLWMS5016D).[footnoteRef:1] The original poem was written by Guillaume de Lorris with it being completed by Jean De Meun. The language is described as old French dating from 800 to 1300. The brown leather binding dates from C16th the MS is written in brown ink on vellum.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  National Library Wales Roman de la Rose MS5016D https://www.library.wales/discover/digital-gallery/manuscripts/the-middleages/roman-de-la-rose#?c=&m=&s=&cv=48/xywh=-139%2C868%2C3451%2C2407 accessed 13/12/2021.]  [2:  National Library Wales Roman de la Rose MS5016D.] 

The National Archives tutorial,[footnoteRef:3] a lecture slide,[footnoteRef:4] and The Sorbonne’s guidance for abbreviations,[footnoteRef:5] will be used to identify which handwriting style(s) had been used.   [3:  National archives Palaeography tutorial https://www.national archives.gov.uk/palaeography/tutorial/default.htm accessed 13/12/2021.]  [4:  Charles Rozier Reading Handwritten Slides 23/11/2021.]  [5:  The Sorbonne Techniques pour l’historien en ligne http://theleme.enc.sorbonne.fr/ accessed 29/12/2021.] 

During C14th the most usual script used was Gothic Textualis which appears more angular and narrower than its predecessors.[footnoteRef:6] However, close inspection of the script suggests a different style, including uncial, half uncial, visigothic, and Luxeuil.[footnoteRef:7] When looking at the way documents are written today it is not unusual to see more than one style of handwriting in the same piece as in this MS.  However, the structure of letters could vary depending on, for example, how rushed the scribe was and the training undergone.  Scribes would be taught using quills, a knife and parchment.[footnoteRef:8] The training would be explicit so that the script would fit precisely between the ruled lines and each letter and space would be of similar size based upon the size of the page. Scribes may have been taught many styles to enable them to make notes quickly and to produce a script as demanded by a patron.[footnoteRef:9] In this case one of the tools to transcribe was to see if letters were of a uniform height to identify p,q,t,l,and long s; it was also important to identify abbreviations; generally a letter with a full stop or line above, and French abbreviation guidance.    [6:  J. Crick,  & D. Wakelin,  ‘Reading and Understanding Scripts’ in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval British Manuscripts O. da Rold, & E. Treharne, (ed) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2020). P50, 59,61.]  [7:  Charles Rozier Reading Handwritten Slides 23/11/2021.]  [8:  R. Clemens &T. Graham, Introduction to Manuscript Studies (London: Cornell University Press 2007) p18]  [9:  Crick,  & Wakelin,  ‘Reading and Understanding Scripts’ P50 and
Clemens &  Graham An Introduction to Manuscript Studies p22. 
] 

Tools for the transcriber would include a sharp pencil, a ruled writing pad allowing lines for alternatives, an eraser, and a magnifying glass, regular breaks, and patience.
The MS is a C14th copy of an original written by Lorris; in 1240 a second author is named as a continuator Jean de Meun, the latter has modified the original poem in 128_, a pencil mark denotes where the amendment begins.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  National Library Wales Roman de la Rose MS5016D p6.  ] 

Inside the front cover appear notations - £141 paid in April 1914, some figures in the top right-hand side. Then in faint in ink “from King Charles’s Library with this ----------------------------'. Directly below a sticker Ex Libris Francisci Willelmi Bourdillon, a coat of arms ‘Buddington1913’.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  National Library Wales Roman de la Rose MS5016D  Inside front cover. ] 

Folio (ir) notes, ’pour monsieur de Valentine Seignior de la Roche vach _setin nostre frere sei__du Roy maison’, suggesting that this version was copied for the Baron of Roche vach _setin. The handwriting is difficult to transcribe. Unfortunately, electronic searches did not find the Baron although there are references to ‘de la Roche’. A further note indicates that the folios i,1 – 150 were numbered in October 1976.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  National Library Wales Roman de la Rose  folio ir. ] 

Folio iv handwritten note states that this version is C14th, was written by Lorris and his continuator Meun between 1260 and 1320. There is a pencil note suggesting Lorris wrote in 1240 whilst Meun completed in 1280. Finally on this folio there is a typed label NLW ‘The Library of Francis William Bourdillion 1852 -1921 and purchased 1922’, [footnoteRef:13] suggesting that the manuscript was purchased by NLW in 1922. [13:  National Library Wales Roman de la Rose MS5016D folio iv.] 

Bourdillion (1816-1912) attended Emmanuel College, Cambridge, ordained a deacon in 1845 and a priest at Ely in 1846. He was well known for his library and latterly lived in Eastbourne.[footnoteRef:14] His son, also Francis William, (1852) was educated at Worcester College, Oxford, a tutor to the sons of prince and princess Christian, an author of religious works as well as poetry.[footnoteRef:15] It is feasible to link both father and son to having a library and the latter to owning a copy of RDLR.  [14:  F Bourdillon A Cambridge Alumni Database University of Cambridge  https://venn.lib.cam.ac.uk/cgi-bin/search-2018.pl?sur=&suro=w&fir=&firo=c&cit=&cito=c&c=all&z=all&tex=BRDN841F&sye=&eye=&col=all&maxcount=50 accessed 29/12/2021.]  [15:  E. Stedman, A Victorian Anthology 1837 – 1895 (1895). https://archive.org/details/victorianantholo027442mbp/page/682/mode/1up?view=theater accessed 29.12.21.] 

Bourdillon Junior had seven copies of the MS purchased by NLW and it is thought that Llewellyn Bren had a copy of RDLR in 1317[footnoteRef:16]. Bren, a rebel, is described as an ‘influential landholder in Glamorgan’. Bren died at Cardiff Castle in 1318, being hung drawn and quartered.[footnoteRef:17] No evidence found corroborating NLW comment. [16:  National Library Wales Roman de la Rose.]  [17:  Monastic Wales person 85 People: Llywelyn Bren; Llywelyn ap Gruffudd ap Rhys (monasticwales.org) accessed 31.12.2021.] 

Folio f.1v explains how this version of RDLR was written by Lorris and completed by Meun, the time frame being 1260 to 1320. NLW description suggests 1225 – 1230 for Lorris’ section.[footnoteRef:18] Meun modified the original plan of the poem, it becoming an attack on society both secular and ecclesiastic. There is a pencil notation where Meun began writing. Below the ink inscription is a pencil notation that suggests that Lorris wrote in 1240 and Meun in 1280.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  National Library Wales Roman de la Rose MS5016D. ]  [19:  National Library Wales Roman de la Rose MS5016D.] 

The vellum MS is ruled into two columns with margins to the side of each column. There is a further typed label stating there are miniatures and illustrated capitals within the MS; viewing the folios it is evident most of the illustrations are at the beginning of the MS although the illustrated capitals are throughout. Folios 2r and v seem to be an introduction to the poem.
Moving to the rear of the MS, folio 149v is damaged partly unreadable. The illuminated capitals are gold. Part way down the right-hand column there seems to be a signature, although it looks to be over previous manuscript in a different ink so unlikely to be a colophon. It is important to be aware of a manuscript’s origin and provenance, often found at the rear of a MS.[footnoteRef:20] In this case there are further notes that have been added: an envelope is stuck to the inside rear cover; the sort used by libraries previously. It has been used to keep two notes pertaining to the accuracy of this MS compared to the original. The final note suggests that the owner may have been ‘Claude Valentin escuyer sgr de la Rochevalentin/ Virray et lorme’.[footnoteRef:21] Unfortunately search results found nothing to verify his identity. [20:  Clemens & Graham.]  [21:  National Library Wales Roman de la Rose MS5016D Folios 149v, inside rear cover and associated papers. ] 

Dunn explains that Lorris wrote the poem to line 4058, an anonymous poet provided a conclusion of seventy-eight lines whilst Meun added over fifteen thousand lines. Dunn compares the writing to the development of a Gothic cathedral over many years with many architects.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  G. de Lorris, & J. de Meun, The Romance of the Rose translated H, Robbins, ed Dunn, C. (New York: Dutton Paperback 1962) p xiii.] 

Lorris came from a small village of the same name in the Loire Valley. It is thought that he was well read with a knowledge of classics such as Ovid. His writing style suggests a knowledge of courtly behaviour, love and romance. Typical of medieval style he writes metaphorically with symbolic description to tell an uncomplicated, personally experienced story as if a dream. As such the ‘Rose is not only the Poet’s Beloved; she is also Every Lovers’ ideal Lady.’ [footnoteRef:23] Lorris avoids the explicit, borrowing stories of love intelligently. [23:  G. de Lorris, & J. de Meun, p xiv, xvi.] 

Nothing is known of the anonymous writer who completed the seventy-eight-line section, other than he had an ability to write poetry that rhymed and scanned. Meun, a professional writer, came from a village in the Loire Valley, Meung. Meun’s experience was as university scholar interested in law and medicine. As such the writing style is that of an academic, the arguments become more serious in tone yet with a touch of comedy, for example the lover is determined to pursue love yet, ‘Reason proves (chap21) that love is vain and unprofitable, but the Lover persists in his unreason,’.[footnoteRef:24] This is different to the Lorris’ warm and loving approach. [24:  G. de Lorris, & J. de Meun, p xix.] 

No effort has been made to translate the transcription; however, it is thought that the section selected is written by Lorris because it lies within the first 26 folios. Robbins’ translation (rather than transcription) suggests the section comes from The Dreamer. The translation is written in blank verse; therefore, the lines do not agree exactly with Lorris’ lines in this MS.
The transcription:[footnoteRef:25] [25:  National Library Wales Roman de la Rose MS5016D folio f.6r.] 


1. (ET) maintes fois l’escoutay 
2. Se iostoie leenz nu lame
3. L iguichez qui etoit de charn
4. Adonc louvi une poucelle
5. Qui assez estoitgente et lele 
6. Chiucius ot blonz quie maur
7. La char plus tendre ai pouciuz
8. Fiont reluitant sourciz nouris
9. Son cuttuiel ne fu ___ petis
10. _ inz ert assez gians piusure
11. Lenes ot fet b-i(n) adrioture
12. Les yer ot plus vers fauconz
13. Pour faire aniue aces brico(n)s
14. Douche alaine ot et savoinee
15. La face blanche et coulouree
16. La bouche petite et grosete
17. S ot u’ menton vue fossete
18. Le coirz fu de bon(n)e maison
19. Gro_  assez et lonc pauson
20. Si not bule ne malen
21. Navoit iusq(ue)n Jerusalem[footnoteRef:26] [26:  G. Lorris, & J. de Meun p 13: A translation, ‘A man might travel to Jerusalem and find no maid with neck more fair and smooth to touch. Her throat was white as snow Fresh fallen upon a branch.’] 

22. Fei(n)ne qui sibiau corportat
23. Polis eit ce sambloit ai.itast
24. La gorge avoit autressi blanche
25. C est la nef dessus la branche
26. Quant il a fiesschement negie
27. Le cors ot bi(en) fet et dingie
28. Ne corrne not en nulle terre
29. Nul plus bian col de fame quere
30. Dorfrois ot.i. chapel mignon
31. Onques nulle pucelle not
32. Plus cointe ne plus deguisse
33. Ne lanoie pas devise
34. Et (e)n chapel d’ioses tout frois
35. Ot dessus le chapel dor frois
36. En sa main tint .i. mirreoir
37. Siot dunache trecleoir
38. So(n) chief qetiie ml(ie)nt recement
39. Bel et i(en) et estroitement
40. G n.u. ot cosues ses manches
41. Et pour guider que ses mai(n)s bla(n)ches
42. Ne hillassent ot uns ga(n)s bla(n)s
43. Cote dun riche vert de gans
44. Consue a soie tout entour
45. Et l poit bi(en) ason tour 


The initial process was slow, each individual letter being checked against the sources for identification. The transcription process became easier as patterns emerged; for example, the poem rhymed; the last word in each pair of lines had the same last three to four letters. Some words appeared more than once which helped with letter identification. The letter i rarely had a dot to help identify from the mnlir downstrokes. Letters such as ch appeared as one letter and could be misinterpreted as d or cl. Some of the abbreviations became clearer, for example ‘et’ which appears as a barred z and ‘bien’ which has a dot over the i. 
It would have been helpful to find out where the MS was produced. However, it is rare to find any evidence in a Medieval MS.[footnoteRef:27] The translation of RDLR is longer than the MS suggesting the latter is an abridged version. There is no evidence to suggest where the MS may have been for much of its history. [27:  Clemens &  Graham p 117.] 

As an exercise in transcribing, it was hard at times but became rewarding; it was frustrating that the document’s historical research was inconclusive.
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Image Roman de La rose[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Roman de la Rose National Library Wales MS5016D p9 13/12/2021] 
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