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Reflective Essay
By: Rebekah Mullins


When I first started this module I wasn’t entirely sure what to expect out of it. I thought that it would possibly involve material such as why an archive is important, how it is run, and how to handle old books and manuscripts, but we were taught that plus much more. I have gained a plethora of miscellaneous knowledge, such as how when books were originally printed they were sold unbound, leaving the owner to bind them however they wanted; and how much you can tell about a book or manuscript’s owner based on the illustrations within it. Is there gold leaf, is there blue ink used, how detailed the illustrations are, and even how many illustrations there are within the text. I have also gained knowledge that I feel is more relevant to archival work and a little less miscellaneous. For example, I have learnt about various laws and acts that influenced, and continue to influence, records and manuscripts (Public Record Act 1838, Local Government (Record) Act 1962, and Local Government Act 1972); I’ve learnt how to tell the difference between sacred and secular manuscripts by looking at the illustrations around the edges of the texts; and I’ve learnt that the fancy letter thingy that is often used at the beginning of a chapter or section, is called a drop cap or an initial. But I believe that some of my biggest learning experiences came from writing the various assignments for this module: the Student Biography assignment, the Book Biography assignment, and the Presentation assignment.

The Student Biography assignment was my first encounter with using primary sources of this age and type. I think that the most difficult part of it for me was actually just trying to read the handwriting of the school’s written records. But I found the idea of reading something that someone else had written by hand when it was still relevant over one hundred years ago to be a very intriguing experience. When I first started the assignment I mainly stuck to the resources provided to us within the archives room, mostly old school records. After that, I started to look online, continuing to follow the leads that I had found while looking at the records. My main resources in this was the googling of business and institution names, and the genealogy websites, FamilySearch and Ancestry. I found a great deal of information on the genealogy websites that helped me to fill in many of the gaps that the written records had left. However, those genealogy websites provided me with information that they themselves had taken from written records such as baptismal records, enlistment reports, and censuses. So even though it felt as if I was no longer working with primary sources, I still indirectly was. Which I thought was really cool. All in all, I feel like the student biography served as a good introduction to using primary sources and getting a feel for how an archive works.


The book biography was my favourite assignment. Learning about book binding and all of the time and effort that went into printing the folios, folding them so that the pages would line up properly, and then designing the covers that were used to bind them was very interesting. While I used much fewer primary sources for this assignment, I feel that the endeavor to learn more about a primary source itself was very rewarding. I struggled a little bit in the beginning when I had to go through all of the paginations in order to ensure that there were no pages missing as there was quite a lot to go through. Once I got passed the paginations though I quickly got wrapped up in looking at the various illustrations throughout the book. There was a large full page illustration at the beginning of each of the major prophets section. I can only imagine how beautiful those illustrations would have been if they had been coloured. They reminded me of the images that you can see when you go into a beautiful cathedral and look at all of their different stained glass windows. When I went to write the assignment I wanted to describe them in a way that would allow someone to redraw them accurately from my description alone, but as a result, I went way over the word count. That, at the very least, has taught me that while accuracy and thoroughness is important, so is conciseness and brevity.

The final assignment (before this essay) was the illustration presentation. I was surprised at how many different illustrations there were to choose from. Up until that point when I thought of illuminated manuscripts and woodblock or engraved illustrations, I thought of religious images and maybe some skeletons. Of course, these two categories do make up a large percentage of illustrations, but obviously not all. There were illustrations of horses, flowers, fish, Neanderthals, and even scenes that were meant to depict other cultures. I ended up deciding upon maps of Japan as my illustration category. Luckily enough, there were three primary sources that I was able to track down almost right away with help from the amazing and wonderful staff in the archives. All of them were meant to be guides to the history of Japan and its culture, the first book was in English, but the last two were actually volume one and volume two of the same text from the first book but translated into French. So I only really had the one text to work with of the original three I had chosen, but that one text left me at no loss for illustrations. I decided upon a map that depicted all of known Japan, a map that illustrated Nagasaki and the bay that it sat on, and a simpler map of the city of Miaco. I chose these three because I thought that they most accurately represented the varying styles of maps in the world in general while also showing the Western science of map making mixing with the Japanese art of map making. While studying these images I was also looking for any information I could have found on the engravers and artists of the maps. For this, I mainly turned to the internet to help me out. Looking back now, I think it would have been good to also look for other primary sources that had illustrations done by the same men in order to get a bit more of a well rounded understanding of their work. The secondary sources that I found in order to complete my presentation gave me a lot more to think about in regards to the Japanese view on maps. Instead of gaining a simple cursory understand of why maps of Japan were drawn the way they were, I learnt a great deal about the history behind maps in Japan and how that history still affects Japan today.

For future assignments, especially those regarding the history of things, I will be much more likely to draw upon primary sources as part of my research. They give us a valuable glimpse into the views of our past as held by the people of the past. And just because an idea or concept has since been disproven, it does not mean that that idea cannot spark another train of thought that could lead us to valuable conclusions about both the past and the present world around us.

Of the readings that were recommended to us, I must admit that I found the ones regarding illustrations to be most interesting. In John Harthan’s book “An Introduction to Illuminated Manuscripts”, he describes the process of making the books in workshops on page nine. He speaks of model and pattern books, a concept I had never even considered before then, and all of the different skilled craftsman that had to work together in order to produce a single text. I also appreciated the amount of detail he went into when discussing the different styles of illumination, while also keeping his descriptions concise and understandable. The illuminations that emerged in the Netherlands was of particular interest to me as my mother’s family has some history in the Netherlands. Christopher de Hamel’s book “A History of Illuminated Manuscripts” was also very interesting and I made several notes about it. At the time I was unable to devote enough time into reading the entire book, but the two biggest comments I had about the book was that I loved the author’s voice and style of writing, and that I would love to try and find this book when I go home so that I could read it more thoroughly. I could see this book being used as a textbook in a class somewhere, but hopefully not a textbook that the students would dread reading. De Hamel goes into a great amount of detail when describing each and every part of an illustration along with the history behind it all and the reasons it looked the way it did. If I had had a class with this textbook, I would have certainly been reading ahead.

I have learnt a great deal from this module and would even venture to say that it was my favourite module this semester. I now know more accurate vocabulary that I may use when discussing primary sources, book binding, and illustrations as well as a better appreciation for the archiving industry. We can learn so much from the texts and records of our past. Even though the knowledge contained within them may be considered outdated, the knowledge that we can glean from the texts themselves and how they were produced and cared for can still be a great opportunity for learning.
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