Monk’s Blood or Red Wine?

b Peter of Capua and Distinctiones theologicae. Defectus to Surditas (Lampeter
MS 2)

.....

Every manuscript has a story, but few capture the imagination of our student body as
dramatically as Lampeter MS 2, more popularly known as ‘The Monk’s Blood Manu-
script’. This mysterious codex was one of those donated by Thomas Phillips to St
David’s College in 1841. It is a partial copy of Peter of Capua’s Distinctiones theologicae,

a collection of short entries on biblical and theological matters, arranged in alpha-
betical order. The volume only contains entries from Defectus to Surditas (Weakness
fi to Deafness); a full copy housed in Hereford Cathedral Archive (MS Bvi. 6) shows us
! that it would have once spanned Alpha to Xristus (Christus).

-~

o -

A cutting pasted to the inside of the front cover relates the first of the tales surrounding
the manuscript, stating that the volume ‘discovered’ near Bangor was:

l supposed to have belonged to the Monks of that Monastery, who were murdered
by the command of Ethelred the 2nd, and thought to be stained with their blood,
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having been discovered with a quantity of human bones.
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f victorious King Ethelfrid of Northumbria murdered the monks of Bangor-Is-Coed fadz qefar \ iy o . o) : o é! peh
;’,' (Bangor-on-Dee) as punishment for them praying for God to intervene on the side \ (] (13 'S ; ¥ -r~-->' L i tmf" 44 Defonter
? : of the Welsh army the king had just defeated. Indeed, the Venerable Bede records A ‘f bibe: A ' IM ‘-.'llml w‘!ﬁ%m}' gmm‘
"' that 1,200 monks were massacred when their defender Brocmail abandoned them, L R S Y it e peltcameef f flle 7S '
p .fi and that only fifty escaped the slaughter; the manuscript was supposedly discovered o 1 4 y A G i e '\ ‘ .- i 1eabtes J0Us m,, Jitt.
" N among their bloody remains.’ Yet another version of the story is that the monks were PRI RHT Y B d o 2o o et DAL
B murdered during the Reformation when they resisted their property being seized.
\ Unfortunately, none of these stories is likely to be true, and the blood-like splatters that

stain the pages of the manuscript today are far more likely to be a spilled cup of claret.
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' Nonetheless, the manuscript is still an intriguing and significant one. The text’s author PP TR (111111 AL
i Peter of Capua (d. 1214) was a man of some standing around the turn of the twelfth 18 n A
| century. We know that he was born in Amalfi into a noble Italian family, and that he I ! \ A
f studied at the renowned University of Paris under the illustrious theologian Peter of v A : . : AL
' Poitiers before becoming Master of Theology himself.* He must have distinguished ‘
i himself as a teacher and thinker, as he was appointed by Pope Innocent III as a papal
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legate, then cardinal; his missions included taking the cross and preaching the Fourth
Crusade.”

It was during his time in Paris that it is thought he began work on the Distinctiones
theologicae, which is essentially a handbook for preachers in the form of ‘biblical
distinctions’, short explanations or interpretations of terms and concepts found in the
Bible and other religious texts, designed to help with the composition of sermons. It
was an increasingly important textual genre at the time, as the focus on preaching was
increasing due to the threat of popular forms of heresy (such as the Cathars in southern
France), though the information could be arranged in different ways depending on
the organizational principle employed by the author. Peter of Capua’s text, often found
under the alternative title Alphabetum in artem sermocinandi in manuscript catalogues,
was unusual for its time as the distinctions are arranged alphabetically. This rather
prosaic — though practical — arrangement of the material was controversial, as it was
deemed more appropriate for such information to be organized according to a higher,
more spiritual or thematic schema.*

Aside from its supposed blood-stained pages, another intriguing feature of this particular
codex is the odd format of the text. Measuring . 300 X 285 mm, it is a highly unusual
set of dimensions for a manuscript of any sort, which is usually determined by the
size of the animal from which the skin was taken to make the parchment or vellum.
Upon closer inspection, it would appear that the manuscript has been chopped off
at the bottom, and that some four inches or so have been removed. The result is
that entries found towards the bottom of a folio are cut off mid-sentence, or else are
missing entirely. Who knows the reason for this mutilation? Presumably it was not
hacked down at the same time as the unfortunate monks who were once its owners.
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| Bede, Bede's Evclesiastical History of England: A Revised Translation, A. M. Sellar (ed.) (London:
G. Bell, 1907), p. 88.

2 Spencer E. Young, ‘Parisian Masters of Theology: a Biographical Register’, in Scholarly
Community at the Early University of Paris: Theologians, Education and Socicty (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2014), p. 215.

3 A contemporary chronicler and participant in the Fourth Crusade Geoffrey de Villehardouin
records that Peter was sent to preach the crusade and papal indulgence offered by the pope
after taking the cross himself; Memoirs or Chironicle of The Fourth Crusade and The Conquest of
Constantinople, trans. Frank T. Marzials (London, 1908), p. 1.

4 For more on Peter of Capua, his Distinctiones and their historical context, see Marcia
L. Coulish, ‘Scholastic Theology at Paris around 1200 in S. E. Young (ed.), Crossing Boundaries
at Medieval Universities (Leiden: Brill, 2011), pp. 29-50.
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