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THE SCRIBES OF THE RED BOOK OF HERGEST

left to us, certain questions present themselves. First, is it unlikely that

the small number should include several examples of the work of a single
scribe? And second, how does one decide, in comparing two MSS, that the scribes
are related, or apprenticed one to the other, or one and the same?

Careful reproduction of the style of writing, and the ruling up of parchment
has shown that a Red Book column was written, at the outside, in thirty minutes.
From this we can calculate that the 1,442 columns could have been written in six
months by one scribe, if he were working a four hour day. It is possible that the
three Red Book scribes were writing simultaneously, and as some columns are
incomplete the estimate of six months gives a wide margin.
~ It is, then, not at all surprising to find a number of MSS by the same hand. A
professional scribe could easily have produced two large books per year, and the
output of books over an entire working life might well be more than fifty.

If we compare the scripts of the two later scribes of the Red Book with
fourteenth and fifteenth century English vernacular MSS I think it is safe to assume
that we have not lost the entire production of a scribe who was better than ecither
of these. The probable shortage of good professional scribes in Wales would be
another factor contributing to the high number of certain identifiable hands.
Ambitious productions such as the Red Book (Jesus 111) are by accomplished profes-
sional scribes. There do not seem to have been many of these. The Red Book scribes,
the scribes of Llyfr yr Ancr (Jesus 119), Llyfr Taliesin (Peniarth 2), hands 2 and 3
of Peniarth 20, and Wynnstay 36 — these are trained and practised scribes, but in
their wake wrote many unskilled writers, imitating the styles of their exemplars
with little success, such as the scribe of Mostyn 184, or of Peniarth 259.

Having established that it is probable that more than one example of a professional
scribe’s work should survive, even though many have perished through fire and
neglect, here follows (diagram 1) a system of analysis to enable one to confirm the
identity of a hand.

I have accepted photographic overlap of characteristic letters as proof that two
MSS are by the same scribe.

To recognise the individual style of a scribe it is helpful to bear in mind the high
incidence of complex letter forms in Welsh, that is two or more complicated letters
occuring together — gw, g6, g6y, 6r6 etc. If the scribe is a professional these
combinations of strokes always reveal the individual. Diagram 2 shows the gwyr
combination of the three Red Book scribes. Diagram 3 shows the characteristic
letters of these three scribes. This is a simplified diagram; it does not show all forms
of the letters, but is intended to make clear certain points of difference. Not all of
these occur regularly, but they are nevertheless useful in distinguishing the hands.

WHEN we consider the relatively small number of medieval Welsh MSS
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Diagram 1

By a professional scribe I mean one who has been trained to put down a constant
pattern of strokes on a page, and who, at some or many points in his alphabet,
combines his strokes in a unique way. He has been trained to such an extent that
he does not think of his writing as he writes. It is unselfconscious, and his con-
centration is free for the text. His letter forms flow freely one into the next, and
complex forms are put down in a constant, fixed response. This constancy gives
rise to the individual ‘cast’ of stroke patterns on pages by professmnal scribes.
Welsh MSS, with their high incidence of y and g, have the “cast’ strongly marked
by the thin stroke of the y and the closing stroke of the g. An obvious example of
professionalism versus amateurism may be seen in comparing columns 1373-74
of the Red Book, a poem to Hopcyn ap Tomos written by the chief scribe, with
a page of one of the late copies of the Red Book school, for example Mostyn 184,
where the writer’s concentration is on the form, not the content, of his MS. His
hesitance and care to reproduce a style leads to wide letter spacing and a stiff, stilted
appearance; he cannot run his letters together and so fails to produce a pattern
or a ‘cast’ on his page.

We can see, very clearly, what it was that professmnal scribes did as a matter
of course, and what amateur unskilled scribes did not, or could not do. Most
importantly, a professional scribe had the ability to react to space available, and
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to the quality of his writing surface, so that he was able to write different sizes of
text with fluency. He was completely familiar with a range of quills. Great care
should be taken in establishing whether or not a scribe was professional enough
to write several sizes of his hand. This has caused much confusion with the Red
Book, — although J. G. Evans noted that a scribe would write a larger hand on bad
vellum, he did not have the facilities now available to us in the shape of photo-
graphic facsimiles and enlargements to compare with the actual page before him.
Therefore it was not clear to him that he was seeing multiple manifestations of the
same three hands on widely varying qualities of parchment, in many different inks.

oy i

Hywel Vychan

Hand I

gy

Hand of Peniarth 32 (Llyfr Teg)

Diagram 2
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The three sizes seen in the Red Book are: 1. Large, ‘display’ size. Used for
important passages and rubrics; a rough form of this size was used on bad quality
parchment of which there is a substantial amount in the Red Book of Hergest,
curiously. 2. Text size. Normal current hand, allowed by the chief scribe of the
Red Book to become untidy when writing middle sections of long passages. 3. Gloss
size. A beautifully written, compact script for additional matter, marginal notes,and
for closing up over-runs. Proportions of letter forms are maintained in all three sizes.

LLYFR HYWEL HAND
TEG VYCHAN I

000

Diagram 3
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Almost more important than the ability to use a selection of quills was the
ability to cut them. Professional scribes were able consistently to cut to the same
angle and thickness: recutting had to be done frequently, so that this was extremely
important in the maintaining of evenness. Amateur scribes, unskilled, were either
poor at cutting so that one can see the fluctuations, or even totally incompetent
as in the case of the scribe of the Black Book of Chirk, who so hacked at his quill
that the many thicknesses and angles of strokes might lead one to think that many
bad scribes have been involved in the book’s production. He reveals his individuality,
however, in his quite unique g constant through thick and thin.

Two very professional scribes and one moderately so were involved in the
production of the Red Book of Hergest. The chief scribe reveals his identity in
the colophon to his section of Philadelphia MS 868001 :

‘Hywel Vychan vab Hywel Goch from Builth wrote this book ... by request
and command of his master namely Hopkin ap Thomas vab Einawn.’

The scribe who writes the third section of the Red Book is also the scribe of
Llyfr Teg (Peniarth 32). These two scribes wrote the following MSS:

Hywel Vychan The scribe of most of the
Chief scribe Red Book last section Red Book
Jesus 111 Jesus 111

Philadelphia 86800 Peniarth 32

Peniarth 12 Peniarth 190a

Peniarth 11 Peniarth 19b

Jesus 57 Llanstephan 4

Llanstephan 27
Hafod 16 (last 6 leaves)
WM base col. 467 & top col. 468

Plate § shows a block of each of the three Red Book hands. Plate ’}4 shows part
of the double page spread where the scribe of Llyfr Teg and Hywel Vychan write
two columns cach, — both contain poems to Hopcyn ap Thomas.

Hywel Vychan, in his colophon, refers to Hopcyn ap Thomas as his ‘master” at
whose ‘command’ he wrote manuscripts, this would seem to indicate that he was
not a monk but a lay person, and a member of the household of Hopcyn ap Thomas.
Great stress was laid upon the anonymity of monastic scribes - ‘artificers shall practise
their special arts with humility’2 If we compare a typical page of Hywel Vychan
with a typical page by a monastic scribe, for example Hand 2 of Peniarth 20, a
dramatic difference in training and in treatment of layout and letter spacing is
apparent. This double change, of style and the naming of scribes (we have a few
examples apart from Hywel Vychan), would tend to support the theory that in the
period in which the Red Book was written, Wales could support non-monastic
scribes. We know that just a little later Gwilym Tew and Lewis Glyn Cothi
were writing for lay patrons. -






ERRATA

p- 250, L. 27: for ‘Plate 6 read ‘Plate 8’
w s for ‘Plate 7’ read ‘Plate ¢’
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How does the writing of Hywel Vychan differ from that of a monastic scribe?
The chief difference lies in the rhythm and spacing. A monastic scribe wrote a slow,
perfect and well-spaced hand, with a never changing, regular rhythm, such as
Llyfr yr Ancr (whom I presume to have been monastically trained), or Hands 2 & 3 of
Peniarth 20; there is no ostentatious display or frivolity, but complete and steady
absorption of the scribe. Hywel Vychan, on the other hand, is capable of great
variation — all opening passages, rubrics and important listings are executed with
careful display, his Latin is always prim, and his Welsh is sometimes executed with
such careless brio that one does not recognise him instantly. He allows himself
to be bored, witness the degeneration of his hand as he rushes through some long
drawn out passage that does not interest him, and he allows himself to be amused
and to amuse others, witness his grotesques.

Is there then a case for the existence of secular professional scribes, who would
have been travelling craftsmen, or members of a patron’s household-to whom
as purveyors of ‘art objects’ the element of display, of eye-catching work, would
have been all important? There is an excellent discussion of the relation between
patrons and artists in the introduction to Eurys Rowlands’ Poems of the Cywyddwyr
(Dublin, 1976). This contains many quotations that illustrate the wide range o
interest of the Welsh patrons, and gives an indication of the scope of their libraries.
For example Lewis Glyn Cothi describes his duties for one of these patrons ‘and my
office with my mesne lord was to interpret the muse for him, to read history better
and better, history which remains as a result of science, the genealogies of the island
kingdom and its chronicle, and the old poetry in this memory, and the love poetry
of the old lore’. He was also a notable scribe.

There was a considerable market for vernacular Welsh MSS; instances are
being discovered of the same scribe writing the same text again, for example
the Elucidarium, presumably for the libraries of different patrons.

The friars, who caused a vast expansion of book production in England, did
not produce their own books. The regular exercise of beautiful writing was part
of the life and rule of a monastery, not a friary. Although some friars did write
single manuscripts as authors,? their exercises did not include the labour of repetitive
writing. As they popularised texts and promoted old and new authors, and produced
many translations and redactions of biblical texts, here also there would have been a
demand for copies of vernacular MSS in Wales that can hardly have been supplied
by monastic scriptoria. Scholars, lawyers and physicians also needed constant
supplies of new texts — small, easily portable, reference works.

Here, then, was a threefold market for manuscripts that cannot possibly have
been entirely supplied by monastic scriptoria, as those still extant would have been
in comparative decline. The inward looking nature of monasteries would not lead
one to suspect them as natural breeding grounds for the latest thoughts on law,
medicine and literature in the 13th and 14th centuries.

Secular learning had taken strong root. Oxford graduates returning to Wales
as clerical administrators, tutors or secretaries would bring back not only their
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learning and the latest thinking, but the Oxford hand, a style of writing that had
definite influence on some Welsh MSS, notably the White Book of Rhydderch.

Monastic scriptoria reached their peak of skill and production during the twelfth
century. Generally the monasteries were inward looking and did not wish to cater
for the needs of society outside their walls, other than by prayer or alms-giving,
as the friars did. The scriptoria supplied the needs of the monasteries: patristic
texts, large volumes for reading aloud, and service books for newly established houses.
Once this demand was supplied the impetus to produce large, splendid volumes
was lost and a decline in production set in.

‘As initiative passed from the monks to the friars, so, it seems, did activity lessen
in the scriptoria — most of the copying was by now in the hands of secular clerks
who were employed by the monks for this purpose’.t By the thirteenth century
large numbers of servants were attached to monastic houses. We have a detailed
list® of the servants at Bury, where there were eighty monks and one hundred and
twenty two servants, who included ‘writers’. Only a few houses maintained
production in their scriptoria to any extent, notably St Albans. It is very telling
that of the 135 books listed under Lanthony by Ker® 104 are 13th century
or earlier and of the remaining 31, twenty three are 14th century. It appears that
the services of non-monastic scribes were available to the monks of Margam Abbey,
for we find in a notification of Abbot Conan’s? in the witness list — after the monks
and before the landowners — ‘Stephen the Writer’. Also in documents relating
to Margam Abbey® we find in the witness lists, apart from the named monks, names
such as Thomas the secretarius, David the writer, and Osbert the scribe. These
are named in 13th century charters. There is evidence® in the later 15th century
for laymen having a close connection with monasteries and even copying their
books, for example Gutun Owain, who was connected with Basingwerk and
Valle Crucis.

In the early period when the scriptoria were flourishing, it is thought that good
relations between great lords and monastics resulted in some MSS being written
in a monastery for a lord.!® I hope I have shown that it cannot be assumed that this
level of production can have continued on a scale large enough to account for the
number and variety of Welsh vernacular MSS that we may date to the 14th or
15th century.

It is revealing to compare one of the unprofessional vernacular MSS with a
monastic MS, a comparison which suggests that these crude MSS could not have
been produced by a monastic scriptorium for the following reasons. If we compare
the beauty and regularity of the 13th century Llanthony MSS with one of the
many Welsh MSS written in a galloping, untidy hand, such as Peniarth 33, it is
evident that the difference in training is even more dramatic than the difference
in training between a monastic scribe and Hywel Vychan. It is not a difference
that can be explained away by responses such as ‘degeneration of techniques’ or
‘collapse of monastic traditions’. No matter how degenerate or how collapsed
the organisation of a monastery may have become it is absolutely inconceivable
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that if a scriptorium still existed, even if only to the extent of a single brother
training one other, that basic scribal knowledge such as pen-hold, the correct
construction and spacing of letters and the use of quills could have been completely
lost. That the scribe of Peniarth 35, and others like him, could flourish in complete
ignorance of these finer points of scribal knowledge indicates that he and his fellows
represented a home-grown response to the demand for vernacular MSS, an obviously
acceptable response. They were workaday scribes who needed none of the
comparatively splendid display hands of the Red Book scribes.

The theory that secular scribes flourished in Wales in the fourteenth century
must be examined seriously; there is a complete lack of evidence to support claims
such as that the Red Book of Hergest issued from Strata Florida,* indeed we now
know to the contrary — or that the Llyfr Taliesin type of manuscript issued from
Neath Abbey. Certainly we must not assume that manuscript production was
entirely in the hands of scriptoria, and we must shed ‘that characteristically confident
assumption that all beautiful medieval survivals must have come from a mon-
astery’.1¥ More knowledge of secular scribes such as Hywel Vychan will help greatly
towards a correct chronology and provenance for Welsh medieval manuscripts.

Collation of the Red Book of Hergest

No. of Cols. Nos  Flesh [ Hair  cATCHWORD

GATHERING COLUMNS FOLIOS BIFOLIA at Centre Centre fold *running on.
I 1-40 Ir-I0v $ 19-20 & Hair *en yr ewic
21-22
5, 41-88 I1r-22v 6 63-64 & Flesh  *Y teruynwys
65-66 lles
3 89-120 231-30v 4 103-04 & Flesh *y rei
10506 awnant
4 121-169 J1r-42v 6 143-44 & Flesh *o tebygu
145-46
5 170-217 431-54v 6 192-93 & Flesh *wynteu
104-5
6 218-265 §51-66v 6 240-01 & Flesh *a gwedy
24243
7 266-312 671-78v 6 287-88 & Flesh *ae Wyr
28990
8 313-380 79190V 6 355-56 & Flesh
357-58
9 381-427 Q1r-102v 6 403-04 & Flesh *wanei
405-05
10 428-475 103r-114v 6 45051 & Flesh sef aoruc
452-53
1§ 476-515 II§r-124v § 494-95 & Flesh
49697
Folio 125
SINGLE
12 $20~567 126r-137v 6 542-43 & Flesh *helym

544-45
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13
14
5
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27

28
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568-603
604624
625-040
641-688
689-735
736-783
784-831
832-875
876-923
924-987
988-1031
1032-1039
1040-1100
1101-1116
1117-1164

1165-1212

138r-147v
148r-153v
1541157V
158r-169v
170r-181v
182r-193v
1941-205v
206r-217v
218r-229v
230r-245v
246r-256v
2§71-258v
259r-274v
2751-278v
279r-290v

291r-302v

5

582-83 & Hair *vyd idaw
584-85

611-12 & Flesh

613-614

631-32 & Hair *benn
633-34

66364 & Flesh * ae loneit
665-66

711-12 & Flesh *doeth
713-14

758-59 & Flesh *hynny
760-61

80607 & Flesh *oed well
808-09

850-51 & Flesh *aluyda
852-53

89899 & Flesh *heb y bown
90001

950-51 & Hair *y gorllewin
952-53

1010-11 & Flesh

1012-13

1034-35 & Flesh

1036-37

1067-68 & Hair

1069-70

1107-08 & Flesh

1109-10

1139-40 & Flesh *hynn
114142

1187-88 & Hair

118990

NB Gatherings 29-33 are hopelessly incomplete and out of order, and not given in this table,
Of the gatherings given above it should be noted that the verso of column 604 is blank, and the
leaf on which it occurs is halved. There are two columns numbered 405.

Column numbers

1-29 1.38
29 l.39- 30 L12
31-376 1.8

376 1.9-380

381-502 L.1§

Hand

Hand 1

regular text size
Hywel Vychan

small text

Hand 1 text

Hywel Vychan

display size
rubrics & text

Hand 1, two

sections good textura
502 & 491

Contents
Dares Phrygius
Dares Phrygius
Brut y Brenhinedd (-230)

Brut y Tywysogion
List of cantrefs and commotes

Ystorya de Carolo Magno



502 l.16~
604 1.2

605-0626
627-1019

1020-1022 1.8

Blanks
1026~1226 .13

1226 1.14-1228

1229-1230 L.18
1230~ L20-1231

1233-1311 1.3

1311 L4 -1311 end
1313-1314

1315-1329 L.19
1329 l.20-1329 end
1330 Il. 1-17

1330 1. 18-end
1331-1334
1335-1349 1. 40
1349 l.41-1352
1353-1358 L.25
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Hywel Vychan
text

Hand 1 text
Hywel Vychan
N.B. 951 1.33-955
.4 is H.V’s Latin
hand

Type Pen 32 small
text

Hywel Vychan

Type Pen 32 small

text

Hywel Vychan text

Type Pen 32 small
text

Hywel Vychan text,
& gloss 1234

Type Hand 1

Type Pen 32 mid
& small

Hywel Vychan

Type Pen 32 small

Pen 32

Type Pen 32 small

Pen 32 small

Hywel Vychan

Type Pen 32 small

Hywel Vychan

Delw y Byd(B), Atodiad 3 (~516) Brief
Chronicle (-518) s19 Blank. Walter of Henley
(520-527 1.39) Chwedleu Seith Doethon Rufein
(527 l4o-s55 l9) Breudwyt Ronabwy (555
l.1o-571) Proff. Sibli s71a-577 l.6) RP. (577
1.7 -585 1.23) Megys y dywawt Seint Awstin
(585 l.24-1. 32) Hynn a dywawt yr eneit (585
1. 32-38) Llyma Broffwydolyaeth yr eryr ygkaer
Septon (585 1. 39-588 1. 26 ) Tri dynyon a
gawssant gampeu (588 1. 27-1.41) Pann aeth llu
y llychlyn (588 I. 41-590 1.34) Triads (590 1.34-
600 l.14) Enweu ynys Prydein (600 l.15-604).
Pererindod Siarlymaen

Owein (627-6551.8) Peredur (655 1.10-697 1.38
Breudwyt Maxen Wledic (697 139705 L
27) Cyfranc Llud a Lleuelis (705 1.28- 710 L14)
Pwyll (710 L. 10~ 726 1.41) Branwen (726 1.42-
739 133) Manawydan (739 l34- 751 l12)
Math (751 L. 13769 1.6) Ystoria Gereint uab
Erbin (769 l.7-809) Kulhwch ac Olwen (810-844)
Bown o Hamtwn (845928 1.8) Meddygon
Myddfai (928 lLn-959) Proverbs (960975
L3) Delw y Byd (A) (975 18-904 17) (C)
(994 1.8-998 1.26) Atodiad (998 1.27-999 l.17).
Brut y Saeson (999 1. 19-1019).

O oes gwrtheyrn gwrtheneu

RP. (1026-1056) Proverbs (1057-1083) Blank
1084. Amlyn ac Amic (1085-1115) Blank 1116,
Bardic grammar and triads (1117-1142) RP.
(1143-1226 l.13)

RP.

RP.
RP.

RP...

RP.
RP.

RP.
RP.
RP.
RP.
RP.
RP.
RP.
RP.
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1358 1.26-1361 Pen 32 & HVbad R.P.
staining & surface.
Cleatly Pen 32 Il. 7-14, col. 1361.

1362-1370 Hywel Vychan RP.
Two Blanks

1373-1374 Hywel Vychan RP.
1375-1379 Pen 32 text RP.
1381-1407 L§ Pen 32 display RP.
1407 1.6-1408 Type Hand 1. RP.
1409-1412 Lewis Glyn Cothi RP.
Blanks

1415-1416 Type Pen 32 small  RP.
Blank, un-numbered

1417-1418 Type Pen 32 small  RP.
1419-1442 Pen 32 display RP.

I hope to discuss at a later date those hands marked in the table as Type Hand I or Type
Pen. 32; these appear to be a hand or hands influenced by the main Red Book hands.

GIFFORD CHARLES-EDWARDS

Oxford
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