Medieval Manuscript Studies

Manuscripts of Vernacular Literature
Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 61: Geoffrey Chaucer, Troilus and Criseyde
facsimile: Troilus and Criseyde, Geoffrey Chaucer: a facsimile of CCCC MS 61, introduced by M. B. Parkes and E. Salter (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1978)

This manuscript was clearly intended as a deluxe copy of Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, but remained unfinished. The text is copied complete, but, apart from the impressive frontispiece, the programme of illustrations was never begun. Spaces for 90 miniatures have been left in the manuscript, so we have a sense of the extent of the programme of illustration that was planned. Because it is unfinished, the manuscript provides some insights into the way illustrated manuscripts were produced, with certain tasks being assigned to specialist craftsmen and artists. There has been much speculation about the individual who had commissioned this book. Its unfinished state suggests that the patron may have died before the project could be completed. The latest suggestion is that Henry V commissioned the manuscript. He is known to have had a keen interest in Chaucer’s poem, having commissioned a manuscript when he was Prince of Wales. As king he had command of the sort of wealth that would have been necessary for such an ambitious project. Henry V died in 1422 at a young age, and it is argued that his unexpected death meant the end of the project. Even in its unfinished state the manuscript went into circulation and was owned by a prominent London book collector, John Shirley, in the fifteenth century.

Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Digby 86

facsimile:  Facsimile of Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Digby 86, introduced by Judith Tschann and M. B. Parkes, Early English Text Society, SS 16 (1996)

date:  end of the thirteenth century

provenance:  South Worcestershire

A miscellany, thought to have been owned by a lay person. It contains over 100 separate items, most of which are in Anglo-French / Anglo-Norman (i.e. the French of medieval Britain) and Latin, with 18 items in Middle English. The contents include romances, fabliaux, lyrics, games, prayers, devotional texts, medical recipes for humans and animals, prognostications, and incidental notes.

London, British Library, MS Harley 2253

facsimile:  Facsimile of British Museum, MS Harley 2253, introduced by N. Ker (London: Oxford University Press, for EETS, 1965)

date: first part: late 13th century; second part:  1340s

provenance:  Herefordshire.

The manuscript is in two parts, written by different scribes. It contains 116 items. The first part, which consists of the first four quires, dates from the late thirteenth century and the texts are wholly in Anglo-French / Anglo-Norman (i.e., the French of medieval Britain), verse and prose. The second part of the manuscript is dated to the 1340s, and the contents are Anglo-French, Latin, and Middle English items, verse and prose, with Middle English texts predominating. The items include religious literature, romances, lyrics, prayers, and doctrinal writing. The second part of the manuscript, which is by far the larger of the two, is thought to have been compiled by a secular clerk working as a secretary for an aristocratic household in the area of Ludlow. The work of the principal scribe has been found in legal documents that originated in the region, and it has been possible to build up a picture of his career and activities. 
Edinburgh, National Library of Scotland, MS 19.2.1  (The Auchinleck Manuscript)
facsimile:  The Auchlinleck Manuscript, introduced by Derek Pearsall and I. C. Cunningham (London: Scolar Press, 1977) 

date:  1330–40

provenance:  London

This is a miscellany containing religious and didactic material and 15 romances. It is thought to have been produced commercially for general sale to a London merchant or citizen of high status. Almost all of the texts are in Middle English.

Cambridge, Magdalene College, MS Pepys 2498

facsimile:  none

date:  last quarter of the fourteenth century.

provenance: The manuscript is thought to have been produced around Waltham Abbey, Essex.

The manuscript contains nine items.  All of the texts are in Middle English and are on religious subjects. These include sermons, a psalter, narratives of the life of Christ, and a rule for the religious life. Significantly, most of the texts are Middle English translations from French.

. 

Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Eng. Poet. A.1 (The Vernon Manuscript)
facsimile:  The Vernon Manuscript: a facsimile of Bodleian Library MS Eng. Poet. A.1 (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1987)

date:  c. 1390

provenance:  Worcestershire. Scholars have argued also for Herefordshire, Staffordshire, Shropshire, and Warwickshire.
This is the largest known manuscript produced in England in the Middle Ages. Its contents are for the most part in Middle English and consist of religious and didactic verse and prose, as well as romances on religious subjects, a text of Piers Plowman, and lyrics. It is thought to have been compiled in a religious house but was used for instruction of lay people. It is highly orthodox in terms of Christian doctrine.
Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales, MS Peniarth 392 (The Hengwrt Manuscript of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales)
facsimile: The Canterbury Tales, Geoffrey Chaucer: a facsimile and transcription of the Hengwrt Manuscript, intr. By Donal C. Baker, A. I. Doyle, and M. B. Parkes (Norman, Okl: University of Oklahoma Press, 1979)

date: early fifteenth century.
provenance:  London

This manuscript is owned by the National Library of Wales, Aberystwyth, and is now considered the earliest and most authoritative manuscript of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. It was compiled in London by a professional scribe whose work has been detected in a number of other manuscripts and whose main employment may have been as a chancery clerk, that is, a clerk in the civil service. Chaucer may have supervised the copying of this manuscript, or it may have been assembled and organized by his friends after his death in 1400.

San Marino, California, Henry Huntington Library, MS EL 26 C 9 (The Ellesmere Manuscript of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales)
reproductions:  Herbert C. Schulz, The Ellesmere Manuscripts of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales  (San Marino, California: Huntington Library, 1999). This contains colour reproductions of the portraits of Chaucer’s pilgrims.

date:  early fifteenth century.

provenance:  London

For a discussion of the costumes of Chaucer’s portraits, see:  Samantha Mullaney, ‘The Language of Costume in the Ellesmere Portraits’, in Sources, Exemplars, and Copy-Texts: Influence and Transmission, ed. by William Marx, Trivium 31 (1999), pp. 33–57. This is available in the Library.

This is the most elaborately decorated and illustrated manuscript of the Canterbury Tales, and was produced to a high standard. From the point of view of the importance of its text, it comes second to the Hengwrt Chaucer. It is thought that for the Ellesmere manuscript the scribe or editor used the Hengwrt manuscript and sought to smooth out the text and to revise the ordering of the tales. Chaucer had not completed the Canterbury Tales when he died and what he left were substantial fragments, but with no final instructions as to how the fragments were to be arranged. 
Cambridge, University Library, MS Gg.4.27
facsimile: Poetical Works of Geoffrey Chaucer: a facsimile of Cambridge University Library MS Gg.4.27, intr. by Malcolm Parkes and Richard Beadle (Cambridge; D. S. Brewer, 1979–80)

date:  around 1430.

provenance:  East Anglia

This is an important early collection of Chaucer’s poetry, and is the only example to survive that is designed to bring together all of Chaucer’s known works. In its original state it was extensively illustrated, and some examples of this decorative work survive in the manuscript. The manuscript is thought to have been produced in East Anglia. The language suggests that the scribe has ‘translated’ Chaucer’s London English into an East Anglian dialect. Among other things, the manuscript suggests an interest in Chaucer’s writing in provincial regions of England in the fifteenth century.

Robert Thornton’s Manuscripts:  Lincoln Cathedral MS 91, and London, British Library, MS Additional 31042

facsimile:  The Thornton Manuscript (Lincoln Cathedral MS 91), introduced by D. S. Brewer and A. E. B. Owen (London: Scolar press, 1975)

date:  c. 1440

provenance:  Yorkshire

These two manuscripts contain romances, poems on topical subjects, satires, didactic and devotional writing.  For many of the texts these manuscripts contain the sole surviving copy.  The Thornton manuscripts represent Robert Thornton’s personal compilations of texts, and reflect the types of texts that were circulating in the fifteenth century.  The main language is Middle English.

Cambridge, University Library, MS Ff.i.6 (The Findern Manuscript)
facsimile:  introduced by Richard Beadle

date:   compiled from around 1460 to the early sixteenth century.

provenance:  Derbyshire

This is a miscellany from Findern, a country house south west of Derby. It contains over 60 items, including poems by Chaucer, and other courtly literature. It was compiled over a long period of time, and functioned as a household library.

Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Fairfax 16 (The Fairfax Manuscript)

facsimile:  Bodleian Library MS Fairfax 16, introduced by John Norton-Smith (London: Scolar press, 1979)

date:  c. 1450

provenance:  London or Oxford

This is thought to be a made-to-order manuscript for a member of the gentry. It consists of 5 booklets which were assembled in a scriptorium in Oxford or London. There are 35 individual items and a collection of 20 ballads at the end of the manuscript. The contents are primarily courtly literature with a number of the shorter work of Chaucer.

Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Arch. Selden. B. 24
facsimile: The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer and ‘The Kingis Quair’: a facsimile of Bodleian Library, Oxford, MS Arch. Selden, B. 24, introduced by Julia Boffey and A. S. G. Edwards (Woodbridge: D. S. Brewer, 1997)

date:  after 1489, possibly early 16th century

provenance:  Scotland, probably Edinburgh

The manuscript contains Middle English and Scottish verse.  A number of texts are by Chaucer, including Troilus and Criseyde (the first text in the manuscript), The Parliament of Fowls, and The Legend of Good Women, and other short poems by Chaucer. The manuscript contains the work of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century English poets as well as Scottish poets. It contains the only surviving copy of The Kingis Quair which was written by James I of Scotland around 1424 when he was held prisoner in England. It is thought that the manuscript was originally intended to contain only Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, and that the programme of contents was gradually expanded. In its final form the manuscript shows an interesting mixture of English and Scottish literature. It is likely that the manuscript was compiled for a Scottish aristocratic household since it contains the arms of Henry, Lord Sinclair (who assumed the title in 1488/9 and died in September 1513).
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