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Bibliographical Exercise: INC 46 - Jacobus de Voragine, Legenda Aurea. 

Title page:
There is no title page present in this 1498 copy of The Golden Legend.[footnoteRef:1] The absence of a title page may be explained by N. F. Blake’s observation in Caxton: England’s First Publisher: [1:  Jacobus, Here Begynneth the Legende Named in Latyn Legenda Aurea (Wynkyn de Worde, 1498).] 

Caxton never adopted the practice of a title-page, and even Wynkyn de Worde seems not to have included a title-page … After 1500, however, the title-page quickly gained currency and soon became an established feature of printed books.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  N. F. Blake, Caxton: England’s First Publisher (Butler& Tanner Ltd, 1976), p. 107.] 


Colophon.
The Colophon leaf is missing from this volume.
Format:
On first examination of the signatures in The Golden Legend, I assumed the printing format used was Octavo, as the sequence followed the pattern a, aii, aiii, aiiii, blank, blank, blank, blank, albeit with inconsistencies in Gg6, i10, and cc6.[footnoteRef:3] Upon further study, I note that N. F. Blake observes, ‘Generally, Caxton printed his books in Folio.’[footnoteRef:4] Subsequent research revealed that this 1498 edition has been listed in H. S. Bennett’s English Books & Readers 1475 to 1557 as being in Folio format.[footnoteRef:5] It is reasonable to assume that, as Wynkyn de Worde took charge of Caxton’s press following his death in 1491, he continued to print in the same format. This 1498 edition of The Golden Legend is therefore likely a Folio, produced from full sheets of paper, each of which is printed with four pages of text, two to a side, and then folded once to form two leaves or four pages. Although it is difficult to determine precisely how many leaves were bound to form each gathering, Blake observes, ‘As a general rule, Caxton’s texts are arranged in quaternions.’[footnoteRef:6] [3:  Jacobus, Here Begynneth the Legende Named in Latyn Legenda Aurea.]  [4:  Blake, Caxton: England’s First Publisher, p. 55.]  [5:  H. S. Bennett, English Books & Readers 1475 to 1557: Being a Study in the History of the Book Trade From Caxton to the Incorporation of the Stationers’ Company, second edition (Cambridge University Press, 1969), p. 269.]  [6:  Blake, Caxton: England’s First Publisher, p. 60.] 

Statement of signature:
Aa7, Bb - Ff8, Gg6,, [Prologue and Tabula4], a - h8, i10, k - z8, A - Y8, aa - bb8, cc6, dd4.
Pagination: 
Folio i – folio lii, [Prologue and Tabula4], Folio primo – CCClxxxxvii.
Incomplete copy: 
The following leaves are recorded as missing: Aai, lxx, Cxxxi – Cxxxviiii, and the colophon. Many remaining leaves show damage, and it is difficult to determine how many leaves are missing after CCClxxxxvii. As part of the book's restoration, blank, unmarked leaves have been added to replace the missing ones.
	Several leaves are misnumbered, likely due to an error by the compositor or printer during production. The misnumbered leaves (as printed) are as follows: xi as iiii, lxx as lxxi, lxxiiii as lxxii, Cxlv as Cxlvi, CCvii as CCviii and CCCxvii as CCCxvi.
	This 1498 edition of The Golden Legend has undergone extensive restoration; although the date and restorer are unknown, the calfskin binding bears the coat of arms of Sir Thomas Mompesson (1586 – 1640). However, this provides no clear indication of when the book was rebound.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  ‘Golden Legend | British Armorial Bindings’, n.d. https://armorial.bibsoc.org.uk/node/37104.html
 [accessed 16 February 2026].] 

	The most excised passage concerns the life of Thomas Becket, who was canonised by the pope in 1173. An explanation as to why Saint Thomas was erased is offered by Janet Burton and William Marx in Treasures: The Special Collections of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David:
As England broke with Rome, Thomas of Canterbury fell from favour. In 1538 his shrine was demolished and as part of a campaign to expunge his memory it was ordered that his name should be removed from service books and psalters, as well as readings of the saints, such as the Legends Aurea.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Treasures: The Special Collections of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, ed. by John Morgan-Guy (University of Wales Press, 2022), pp. 54–55.] 


	The Legenda Aurea, compiled between 1250 and 1280, was written by Jacobus de Voragine (c. 1230 – 1298), a Dominican born near Genoa, Italy, who entered the order at the age of sixteen. George V. O’Neill writes of De Voragine:
Till the forty-fourth year of his age the career of Jacobus may be summarised as an uneventful one — he studied, wrote, prayed, preached and taught, was Superior of various houses and finally of a province of his Order.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Jacobus De Voragine, The Golden Legend: Lives of the Saints, ed. by George V. O’Neill, trans. by William Caxton (Cambridge University Press, 1914), p. 2.] 


	De Voragine was well known for his work as appointed Archbishop of Genoa in 1292, mediating a temporary reconciliation between the conflicting Rampini and the Mascerati, but was best known as the author of the collection of the lives of saints. It was several centuries later that Voragine’s work reached an English audience, having been translated by William Caxton:
On 20 November 1483, William Caxton announced that he had completed 'the legende named in latyn Legenda Aurea, that is to saye in englysshe, the Golden Legende'. As he himself acknowledged, the work was based on sources in three languages, the Latin Legenda Aurea by Jacobus de Voragine, the French Légende dorée by Jehan de Vignay, and the ME Gilte Legende, completed in 1438.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Sarah M. Horrall, ‘William Caxton’s Biblical Translation’, Medium Ævum, 53.1 (1984), 91–98 https://www.jstor.org/stable/43628790 [accessed 15 February 2026].] 


	William Caxton (c. 1422 – c. 1491) is credited with introducing the first movable-type printing press to Westminster. The new craft of printing had already begun to spread across Europe, having been invented in Strasbourg in the late 1430s and perfected at Mainz in the 1450s by Johann Gutenberg (1398 – 1468).[footnoteRef:11] Caxton travelled to Cologne in 1471, recognising the possibilities of print, he resolved to learn printing, bring a press to England, and make translated works more accessible to an English readership. As an already successful merchant, he may have considered himself more a businessman of books than a craftsman printer. Nevertheless, aware that he would need practical knowledge to run a press and train apprentices when he returned to England, he became proficient in every aspect of the craft, learning about different papers and inks, setting type in a composing stick, and working the press. Blake notes, ‘It would, however, be important for him to acquire a skilled workman, and he probably recruited Wynkyn de Worde at this time.’[footnoteRef:12] Richard Deacon writes in William Caxton: The First English Editor, ‘Caxton's chief assistant in Cologne was Wynkyn de Worde, an Alsatian from Wörth, who appears to be an unenterprising printer who, while following Caxton to London, did little other than copy his master’s work.’[footnoteRef:13] [11:  George D. Painter, William Caxton: A Quincentenary Biography of England’s First Printer (Chatto & Windus Ltd, 1976), p. 53.]  [12:  Blake, Caxton: England’s First Publisher, p. 25.]  [13:  Richard Deacon, William Caxton: The First English Editor (Frederick Muller Ltd, 1976), p. 97.] 

	Caxton set up his press within the precincts of Westminster Abbey in 1476.[footnoteRef:14] Blake notes that, ‘It has been suggested that he had his shop at the sign of the Red Pale in the Almonry only from 1482 and that his main premises were in the Abbey precincts near the Chapter House.’[footnoteRef:15] Following Caxton’s death in 1491, Wynkyn de Worde inherited the press and continued to operate the business from the Red Pale until 1500, when he decided to move to new premises in Fleet Street near St Paul’s Cathedral. Along with the press and necessary materials, De Worde also inherited Caxton’s printing device, which bears Caxton’s personal merchant's mark with his initials. As Painter notes:  [14:  Painter, William Caxton: A Quincentenary Biography of England’s First Printer, p. vii.]  [15:  Blake, Caxton: England’s First Publisher, p. 42.] 

Any contemporary would certainly interpret the device as Caxton's mark as a mercer; but he would also recognise that the lines are here so drawn and orientated as to read alternatively 47 or 74. This must surely allude to two crucial years in Caxton’s career. 1447, which would presumably refer to his obtaining the freedom of the Mercers’ Company, and 1474, when he issued his first book as a printer.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Painter, William Caxton: A Quincentenary Biography of England’s First Printer, pp. 160–61.] 


	Blake further explains that De Worde continued to use this device in several of his early books while also producing a smaller version with floriated decoration above and below Caxton’s mark. In later versions, Wynkyn de Worde appropriated the initials ‘WC’ and Caxton's symbol as his own, but he does add his own name, with one including a sun to mark his new shop at the Sign of the Sun on Fleet Street.[footnoteRef:17]  In this 1498 copy of The Golden Legend, Caxton’s device appears, acknowledging both the founder of the press and his translation of De Voragine’s work into English. [17:  Blake, Caxton: England’s First Publisher, pp. 124–26.] 

	To hold The Golden Legend, a book that has existed for over five centuries, is to encounter the early world of print firsthand. Its pages bear the labour and skill of the printers and craftsmen, as well as traces of those who have read the stories of the saints within the pages. There is still much to explore: the original author, Jacobus de Voragine; the lives of William Caxton and Wynkyn de Worde; the anonymous artists who created intricate woodcut illustrations; and the world in which they lived. The care and precision taken in the production are a reminder that these books were not merely carriers of text, but carefully made objects whose survival across centuries is remarkable. Encountering this book has been a privilege.
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