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‘De martirio i[nter] martirii modo.
Videns g[igitur] uir dei mortem sibi iam
imminere. in modu orantis
inclinauit capud hec nouissima
p[ro]ferens uerba. Deo i[nter] beate marie
i[nter] scis hui ecc[?]ie patronit i[nter] beato
martiri dionisio commendo me up
su i[nter] ecc[?]ie causam. Accelerant g[igitur] ursi
dei de primo ictu referre tropheum i[nter]
de festina p[er]dicone sua lucrum. p[ro]silit
i[nter] toto conamine suo capiti p[ro]tenso uul
nus inferre nitens clerico cuidam
bracbium gladio opponenti gueuul
nus inflixit. [?]ui memoria uti be
neddicone sit nomen hic int[er]serui
mul. Dict[us] uidelicet Eadwardus Grim
castelo illo in anglia q[uo] dicit ean
tebrige oruindus. Et q[ui]dem adoles
centi similis qui secutus dn[?]m reliq[ui]t
sindonem. set eo longe dissimilis.q[ui]a
non fugit. immo q[uo]d forti[us] q[uo]d fiduti
alius se exposuit. I[inter] ia[m] immo
lationis prim[us] primu p[ar]tcipium
habuit. Verunptn cu[t]se cetu senti
ret. i[nter] pondus ictus sustinere non’


This transcription is taken from a digitised page of the Harley MS 2 illuminated manuscript held at the British Library.[footnoteRef:1] It is an extract from the Elias of Evesham’s Quadrilogis, which draws on the writings of four authors. The page in question was plagiarised from Herbert of Bosham’s Catalogus Eruditorum Beati Thomae, a hagiographical account of the life and martyrdom of Thomas Becket. Herbert was a member of the eruditi in the archiepiscopal household who remained with the archbishop during his exile in France, although he was not present at his murder.[footnoteRef:2] Whilst criticised by Frank Barlow for being “rambling and verbose”, Antonia Gransden states that it can be considered significant in that it is only one of two accounts that do not draw on other sources.[footnoteRef:3] It forms part of a codex that is believed to have been created during the first quarter of the thirteenth-century, possibly at the Augustinian abbey of Thornton-on-Humber in Lincolnshire.[footnoteRef:4] This approximate date would appear to be further corroborated following an analysis of the medieval Latin handwriting style. [1:  British Library, An Account of the Murder of Thomas Becket <http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/illmanus/harlmanucoll/a/011hrl000000002u00057000.html> [Accessed 3 January 2020}.]  [2:  Frank Barlow, Bosham, Herbert of  <https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-13014> [Accessed 4 January 2021].]  [3:  Ibid. and Antonia Gransden, Historical Writing in England c.550-c.1307 <https://archive.org/details/historicalwritin00gran/page/n5/mode/2up> [Accessed 3 January 2021].]  [4:  British Library, Elias of Evesham, ‘Quadrilogus’ Version of the Vita Beati Thome Archiepiscopi et Martiris ; Herbert of Bosham, Catalogus Eruditorum Beati Thomae ; Causa Exilii et Martirii ; Thomas Becket and Alexander III,... <http://searcharchives.bl.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/display.do?tabs=detailsTab&ct=display&fn=search&doc=IAMS040-002045830&indx=1&recIds=IAMS040-002045830&recIdxs=0&elementId=0&renderMode=poppedOut&displayMode=full&frbrVersion=&dscnt=0&frbg=&scp.scps=scope%3A%28BL%29&tab=local&dstmp=1610119002141&srt=rank&mode=Basic&&dum=true&vl(freeText0)=Harley%20MS%202%20&vid=IAMS_VU2> [Accessed 3 January 2020].] 

Detailed research of the paleographic academia regarding the development of medieval Latin script leads this author to deduce that the text is written in the Gothic Textura quadratus hand. This conclusion is based on the scribe’s use of diamond-shaped feet on the ‘minims’ (such as i, m, n, u) which are made up of vertical strokes. However, the top stroke of the letter ‘a’ is open, which is not typical of this script and the figure-of-eight shape of the ‘g’ is suggestive of the ‘Anglicana’ hand.[footnoteRef:5] It was not uncommon for scribes to use a combination of scripts during this period that witnessed a range of different influences and academics advise that one should use the dominant characteristics for classification. When deciphering the ‘minims’ in the transcription that are alongside each other it often becomes difficult to determine the exact letter due to what Bernhard Bischoff refers to as the ‘hair-strokes’ between the ascenders ‘touch each other at the points’.[footnoteRef:6] In addition to these difficulties, a number of other factors contributed to the laborious nature of the transcription. [5:  University of Nottingham, Manuscripts and Special Collections <https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/manuscriptsandspecialcollections/researchguidance/medievaldocuments/handwritingstyles.aspx > [Accessed 28 December 2020].]  [6:  Bernhard Bischoff, Latin Paleography-Antiquity and the Middle Ages (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 2017), p. 129.] 

Another distinctive feature of the Gothic textura script is what paleographers refer to as ‘biting’ which occurs when the bows of two adjacent letters are so close together that they partially overlap each other.[footnoteRef:7] Examples of this can be seen in the image above where the letters ‘c, u’,  ‘c, e’ , ‘d, o’ and ‘d, e’ are joined together. Frequently, when attempting to transcribe, the cross bar of the letter ‘t’ touches the shaft of the letter ‘i’ giving the impression of a letter ‘a’. Another quirk in the hand of the scribe, which did not cause quite as much confusion, was the fact that the letter ‘r’ changed its appearance when following the letter ‘o’, reminiscent of the ‘joined-up’ handwriting of today.  In the author’s experience, it is only through painstaking hours of research and analysis that one suddenly experiences that ‘epiphany’ moment when everything begins to make sense. For the author, this happened quite late into their research with the realisation that what they believed to be the letter ‘t’ was actually the letter ‘s’. In this particular text, the letters ‘l, t’ and ‘s’ are all very similar in appearance, which resulted in the initial confusion. The aforementioned obstacles, whilst creating their own unique challenges, paled into insignificance when faced with the abbreviation. [7:  Ibid. p. 130.] 

The use of the abbreviation proliferated in Latin scribal practice dating back to Roman times.[footnoteRef:8] To the uninitiated this can seem rather daunting and this author was no exception. The plethora of variations employed in abbreviations requires an enormous amount of detective work on behalf of the transcriber. Fortunately, there are a number of academic resources available to the amateur paleographer in order to overcome these barriers.[footnoteRef:9] Unlike a computer keyboard, the hand of the medieval scribe is unique, leading to certain nuances in the clarity and formation of the various symbols. Notwithstanding, there are a number of abbreviations that occur more frequently than others and, once a ‘key’ has been established, it is possible to proceed much more smoothly. Having reflected on the pitfalls of transcription for the amateur paleographer, it is necessary to elucidate to the reader the methodology that underpinned this specific transcription. [8:  Ibid. p. 150.]  [9:  Adriano Capelli, Lexicon Abbreviaturarum <https://archive.org/details/LexiconAbbreviaturarum/page/n399/mode/2up> [Accessed 30 December 2020].
] 

The text is one that is of interest to the author following their undergraduate dissertation which compared the role of Thomas Becket as chancellor turned archbishop to that of Hubert Walter later that century. As a novice to the transcription of medieval Latin it took a number of readings before drafting a working copy of the transcription that was frequently returned to rather like one approaches the completion of a jigsaw puzzle. Initially, those letters that appeared coherent in modern language were written down, establishing a framework on which to build. The next stage involved the consultation of examples of Latin handwriting in Bischoff’s publication backed up with reference to the Lexicon Abbreviaturam.[footnoteRef:10] Whilst not a translation, the author felt it necessary to attempt to translate the transcription to test the validity of their work.[footnoteRef:11] This proved to be quite a frustrating process due to the abbreviations involved and the fact that the meanings tended to change depending on the number of words entered. The author was left in agreement with Barlow’s statement that Herbert’s writing was ‘over-elaborate’ and ‘flowery’, making it difficult to grasp a literal translation, although this was not the purpose of the exercise.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Capelli, Lexicon Abbreviaturarum and Bichoff, Latin Paleography pp. 113, 132.]  [11:  Google translate <https://translate.google.com/?sl=la&tl=en&op=translate> [Accessed 20 December 2020].]  [12:  Barlow, Bosham, Herbert of.] 

During the course of this assessment, it has become apparent that that art of transcription can only be mastered through diligent research and practice which, given the relatively short amount of exposure the author has had to the study of medieval Latin is insufficient to become fully competent in this discipline without more intensive research. It has proved an extremely rewarding exercise that has reinforced the desire to master the language in order to fully benefit from the study of this period. It was interesting to note that whilst transcribing the document the author overlooked an extremely familiar name in the text. It was not until reading Gransden that they realised that the name Edward (Eadwardus) Grim, a witness to the martyrdom was included in Herbert’s account.[footnoteRef:13] The author had previously debated the identity of the capital letter ‘G’ in the text, which resembled an ‘o’ and it was not until reading Gransden that the connection was made.  [13:  Gransden, Historical Writing, p. 300.] 

As a reflective learner it is important to take the positives from this exercise. As a newcomer to the discipline of paleography and the study of medieval Latin, this essay has provided the author with a basic understanding of the skills required in order to become a successful paleographer. It has been an enlightening experience to immerse oneself into the text which on first reading felt unfamiliar and alien but through research and analysis the transcription became more accessible. Whilst the author does not profess to being fully competent in the transcription of medieval Latin it is hoped that future modules in this subject will hone their ability to master the language. It is their firm belief that in order to fully access this period it is necessary to be able to interpret documents from this period. 
The above transcription has been produced to the best of the author’s ability following the digitalised format provided on the British Library website. It has endeavored to provide a faithful transcription of the Latin document using the modern English alphabet. Where a full transcription of a letter/word has not been possible the following has been inserted: [?]. For abbreviations, these have been inserted inside of the brackets ‘[]’. Punctuation has been included according to the symbols recorded in the document, although these do not necessarily represent the modern day interpretation. 
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