Assessment Five: Transcription Exercise
London, The British Library, Cotton MS Vitellius A XIX, pp 11-14, from Elenchus to simplicibus.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Bede, ‘Cotton MS Vitellius A XIX’, British Library, n.d. <https://iiif.bl.uk/uv/#?manifest=https://bl.digirati.io/iiif/ark:/81055/vdc_100058093967.0x000001> [accessed 29 December 2025]. The MS is referred to as BL Cotton Vitellius A xix.] 

f.1r
[image: A close-up of a paper

AI-generated content may be incorrect.][footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid.] 

1. Elenchus contentorum
2. in hoc codice
3. *	Fol. I
4. 1 Vita s[an]c[t]I Cuthberti per Bedam sax-
 5.	onico charactere
 6. 	2 De miraculis eiusdem versus hexame-
 7.	tro liber alius codem venerabili Beda
 8.	authore
.
Vitellius . A . 19 .
MVSEVM
BRITAN
NICVM







[image: ]f.1v
[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Bede, ‘Cotton MS Vitellius A XIX’.] 

1. INCIPIT PRAE
2. FATIO BEDAE P[RE]S
3. BITERI DE VITA S[AN]C[T]I 
4. CUTHBERHTI LINDIS
5. FARNENSIS EPISCOPI :.
Æ is the AE ligature representing e – common in insular script
Bar over P indicating Contraction for ‘pre’
Contraction bar over SCI for sancti
Punctus versus marking a strong pause [image: A black spots on a white surface

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]


[image: ]
Figure 1 Prick marks evident at left margin



f.2r
[image: A page of a book

AI-generated content may be incorrect.][footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ibid.] 

1. AD EADFRIDUM EP[ISCOPU]M [image: A close up of a letter

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
2. Domino s[an]c[t]o ac beatissimo patri [image: A letter d on a paper

AI-generated content may be incorrect.] 
3. eadfrido episcopo. sed et omni con
4. gregationi fratru[m] qui inlindisfarnensi      [image: A letter on a stone

AI-generated content may be incorrect.] suspension [image: ]
5. insula x[Ch]r[ist]o deseruiunt. beda fidelis ues [image: ] nomina sacra in declined form
6. ter conseruus salutem; quia iussistis dilec     [image: A close up of a stone

AI-generated content may be incorrect.] hole in vellum between lines 6 & 7
7. tissimi. ut in libro quem deuita beatae
8. memoriae patris n[ost]ri cuthberchti u[e]ro
9. rogatu composui. prefatione aliqua[m]  [image: A brown letter on a white surface

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
10. iuxta more[m] infronte pr[a]efigurem ?[footnoteRef:5]  [image: A letter on a paper

AI-generated content may be incorrect.] [image: ] [5:  The medieval punctus interrogativus has been regularised as a modern question mark in the transcription.] 

11. per quam legentib[u]s uniuersis. et uestr[a]e (e caudata on final e) [image: ]
12. desiderium uoluntatis. et ob[a]editionis
13. n[ost]r[a]e pariter adsentio fraterna clares
14. ceret? placuit incapite pr[a]efationis.
15. et uobis qui nostis admemoria[m] reuo
16. care. et eis qui ignorant haec forte 
17. legentib[u]s notum facere? quia nec sine
18. certissima ad [ex]quisitione rerum gesta [image: ] amendment added above text
19. rum aliquid detanto uiro scribere.
20. nec tandem ea que[m] scripsera[m]. sine
21. subtilissima  examinatione testium



f.2v
[image: A page of a book

AI-generated content may be incorrect.][footnoteRef:6] [6:  Bede, ‘Cotton MS Vitellius A XIX’.] 

1. indubiorum passim transcribenda In margin: p[rae]su[m]sisse

2. quibusdam dare pr[a]esumpsi; quin 
3. potius primo diligenter. exordium.
4. progressum. et terminum. gloriosissimae   [image: ]
5. conuersationis ac uitae illius. abhis
6. qui nouerant inuenstigans. quoru[m] etia[m]
7. nomina inipso libro. aliquotiens ob
8. indiciu[m] certu[m] cognit[a]e ueritatis ad
9. ponenda iudicaui⸮ [:] sic demu[m] ad scedu
10. las manu[m] mittere incipio [et] at di     [image: A close up of a number

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
11. gesto opusculo. sed ad huc retento
12. inscedulis. frequenter et reuerentis  [image: ] [image: ]    
13. simo fratri pro herefrido presIn left margin in paler brown/black ink and later script: herefridus presbyter

14. bitero huc aduentanti. et ali is qui
15. diutius cum uiro di conuersati urta[m]
16. illius ortime nouerant. qu[a]e scripsi.
17. legenda. atque extempore petras
18. tand[?] pr[a]estiti. ac non nulla ad ar
19. bitrium eorum prout uidebantur
20. sedulus emendaui; sicque, omnibus scrupulox [scrupulus?]  (omnibus added in lighter ink above line)
21. ambagib[u]s ad puru[m] ablatis. certa[m]
22. ueritatis indagine. simplicibus


Commentary
This commentary examines the first four folios of BL Cotton Vitellius A xix through transcription, codicological and palaeographical analysis and relevant secondary literature, with attention to material features, script, and notable physical characteristics that inform the transcription.
The manuscript contains Bede’s prose and metrical lives of Saint Cuthbert, Latin poems, excerpts from Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica and various liturgical texts.[footnoteRef:7]  Its post-medieval provenance is indicated by Sir Robert Cotton’s arms on the nineteenth-century leather binding, rebound 1856, re-foliated c.1884, his autograph on f. 9r, and the contents list by his librarian Richard James (f. 1r).[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Katherine O’Brien O’Keeffe, ‘London, British Library, Cotton Vitellius A. Xix: Bede, ''Vita S. Cuthberti" (Prose and Verse)’, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts in Microfiche Facsimile, 10 (2003), pp. 7–12. The list given in the BL catalogue entry also includes the additional material given above.]  [8:  Ibid. The year given for rebinding is stated as 1856 in the BL catalogue.] 

Evidence of Cotton’s ownership appears on the flyleaf (f. 1r) in the hand of his librarian Richard James, who listed the contents only as the prose and metrical lives of Saint Cuthbert and added the Cotton shelfmark. [footnoteRef:9] Notably, James makes no mention of the additional texts present in the codex, which are written in different hands from the Cuthbert material. This omission may suggest that these items were not originally bound together.  Sir Robert Cotton added his autograph to the manuscript on f. 9r, consistent with his marking of manuscripts within his collection.[footnoteRef:10] It remains unclear how the manuscript entered the Cotton Library. As Colin Tite has observed, Cotton’s acquisitions were at times obtained by what he describes as ‘dubious’ means, and its whereabouts between the Dissolution of the Monasteries in the 1530s and its acquisition by Cotton is unknown.[footnoteRef:11] Richard James’s contents list can be dated only to some point after he entered Cotton’s employment in 1628. [9:  Colin G. C. Tite, with Internet Archive, The Manuscript Library of Sir Robert Cotton (London : The British Library, Humanities & Social Sciences, 1994) <http://archive.org/details/manuscriptlibrar0000tite> [accessed 24 December 2025].p.93]  [10:  Ibid.pp.8-9]  [11:  Ibid. p.106] 

The Cotton Collection was bequeathed to the nation in 1702 and subsequently moved to Ashburnham House. Despite being considered a secure location, a fire in 1731 caused extensive damage to many manuscripts in the collection.[footnoteRef:12] Evidence of this damage survives in the form of charring along the edges of the leaves of the manuscript, particularly visible at the lower right corner of the flyleaf (f. 1r).[footnoteRef:13] The Cotton Collection became one of The British Museum’s three foundation collections in 1753, indicated by the red museum stamp on the flyleaf as well as the red stamp on f.2v.  [12:  ‘Their Present Miserable State of Cremation’, This is an online version of an article first published in Sir Robert Cotton as Collector: Essays on an Early Stuart Courtier and His Legacy, edited by C. J. Wright. London: British Library Publications, 1997: 391-454<https://www.uky.edu/~kiernan/eBeo_archives/articles90s/ajp-pms.htm> [accessed 30 December 2025].]  [13:  ‘Cotton MS Vitellius A XIX - British Library Archives and Manuscripts Catalogue’, n.d. <https://searcharchives.bl.uk/catalog/040-001102979> [accessed 30 December 2025].] 

The manuscript is leather bound with a tight nineteenth-century binding, within which the quires are sewn in bundles of two or three gatherings; this arrangement reflects the later rebinding rather than the original tenth-century structure. Michelle Brown notes that for this type of manuscript, the most typical gathering structure was the quaternion, comprising four bifolia.[footnoteRef:14] The codex contains four unfoliated paper flyleaves at each end, while the main body of the manuscript is written on parchment. Ink varies in tone from brown to dark black, likely reflecting the work of several hands, thought to be three according to Gneuss.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Michelle Brown, Understanding Illuminated Manuscripts (London, 1994).]  [15:  ‘Manuscript: BL Cotton Vitellius A.Xix | DigiPal’, n.d. <https://digipal.eu/digipal/manuscripts/969/> [accessed 2 January 2026]. A marginal note and glosses are in different hands.] 

Katharine O’Keeffe records page dimensions of 213–218 × 130–135 mm, with a ruled area of approximately 145 × 105–108 mm.[footnoteRef:16] The British Library catalogue gives binding dimensions of 230 × 150 mm and a text space of 150 × 95 mm. The discrepancy is possibly attributable to differences between leaf measurement and later binding dimensions.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  O’Keeffe, ‘London, British Library, Cotton Vitellius A. Xix’.]  [17:  ‘Cotton MS Vitellius A XIX - British Library Archives and Manuscripts Catalogue’, n.d. <https://searcharchives.bl.uk/catalog/040-001102979> [accessed 1 January 2026].] 

Prick marks are visible along the outer margins on both left and right sides of the folios, seen on f. 1v where they have not been obscured by fire damage. The folios are ruled in drypoint on the hair side of the parchment, with two vertical bounding lines running down the inner and outer margins. This form of frame ruling is characteristic of early to mid-tenth-century English manuscript production according to Brown.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Brown, Understanding Illuminated Manuscripts.] 

Dumville records the quire arrangement as HFFH, with hair sides outwards and flesh sides facing each other[footnoteRef:19] O’Keeffe, by contrast, describes the sheets as predominantly ‘continental’ (HFHF), with inconsistencies in three quires, while Bishop characterises the manuscript as ‘continental throughout’.[footnoteRef:20],[footnoteRef:21] Brown explains such variation as typical of insular British or Irish production.[footnoteRef:22]  [19:  David N. Dumville, ‘English Square Minuscule Script: The Mid-Century Phases’, Anglo-Saxon England, 23 (1994), pp. 133–64.]  [20:  O’Keeffe, ‘London, British Library, Cotton Vitellius A. Xix’.]  [21:  T. A. M. Bishop, ‘Notes on Cambridge Manuscripts, Part V: MSS Connected with St Augustine’s Canterbury, Continued’, Transactions of the Cambridge Bibliographical Society, 3 (1959), pp. 93–95.]  [22:  Michelle Brown, with Internet Archive, A Guide to Western Historical Scripts : From Antiquity to 1600 (London : British Library, 1990) <http://archive.org/details/guidetowesternhi0000brow> [accessed 26 December 2025]. P.49] 

BL Cotton Vitellius A xix is modestly illuminated compared with roughly contemporary works such as Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, MS 163 (c. 935–939 CE), which also contains the two Lives of Saint Cuthbert but features a more developed decorative scheme, most notably a frontispiece depicting King Æthelstan. The Parker Library catalogue notes that MS 163 is the only surviving manuscript known to have been produced during Æthelstan’s reign, suggesting that Vitellius A xix was copied later, likely in a monastic rather than royal context.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  ‘Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 183: Bede the Venerable, Two Lives of St Cuthbert with Regnal Lists, Etc’, Parker Library On the Web - Spotlight Exhibits, n.d. <https://parker.stanford.edu/parker/catalog/qv695jy8078> [accessed 31 December 2025].] 

Decoration in Cotton Vitellius A xix is comparatively limited. While there are chapter headings in red and a number of coloured initials, including the four-line ‘D’ seen on f. 2r formed with double outlines and filled with a blue-grey pigment, the manuscript lacks an extensive or consistent decorative scheme. A faint scratched image of a haloed figure, possibly Saint Cuthbert, is visible against a red-purple background on f. 8v, and there is a single zoomorphic capital ‘P’ on f. 9r. Beyond these elements, decoration is largely confined to changes in ink colour, giving the impression of a more modestly produced manuscript.
The script on the initial flyleaf (f. 1r) is in an early modern hand and is attributed to Sir Robert Cotton’s librarian, Richard James. It is more upright and restrained than the secretary hands typical of the mid-seventeenth century, perhaps deliberately echoing an older style appropriate to the manuscript or simply reflecting its function as a practical contents list rather than a conscious archaism.[footnoteRef:24] The script is upright with relatively few ligatures. The letter u joins adjacent letters (ll. 1, 6–7), e joins r (liberalius, venerabili, l. 7), and c joins t (charactere, l. 5). By contrast, a darker, more flowing hand appears in l. 2 (Fol.1) and the numeral 2 at the top of f.2r, suggesting a later addition. [24:  Tite, The Manuscript Library of Sir Robert Cotton.] 

The capital A in the shelfmark reflects a conservative administrative hand derived from Anglicana traditions, lacking a clear horizontal crossbar and avoiding the open, triangular form of humanist or italic capitals. The shelfmark also uses Arabic numerals rather than Roman, typical of early modern administrative practice.[footnoteRef:25] Of particular interest are the concentric circles beneath the British Museum stamp, which appear deliberate rather than accidental and do not correspond to fire or water damage. Their function is uncertain; they may be informal pen trials or even perhaps apotropaic markings.[footnoteRef:26] [25:  E. M. Thompson, English Handwriting, 1500–1700: An Introduction to the Study of Manuscripts and Records (Clarendon Press, 1912). Pp.20-25]  [26:  Ibid.] 

The preface on f. 1v dedicates the Life of Saint Cuthbert to Bishop Eadfrith and identifies Bede as author. Letters are arranged in alternating majuscule, a typical decorative practice of the period, and the Æ ligature in line 2 of BEDÆ is characteristic of Insular script. Dumville notes that many abbreviations used in Insular script before 850 CE persisted into the tenth century: for example, a macron over P in PRESBITERI contracts “Pre-,” while a macron over SCI indicates SANCTI.”[footnoteRef:27] Brown observes that insular scribes employed abbreviations and word division more frequently than their continental counterparts, a habit largely developed by Irish scribes learning Latin as a foreign language and this division continues into this script style.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  David Dumville, Abbreviations Used in Insular Script before A.D. 850: Tabulation Based on the Work of W.M. Lindsay, n.d.]  [28:  Brown, A Guide to Western Historical Scripts.] 

The script in BL Cotton Vitellius A xix is described by Dumville as ‘Phase II Anglo-Saxon minuscule’, a hand in use during the first half of the tenth century.[footnoteRef:29] This is a transitional phase where there is the continuing influence of insular scriptural practice whilst Carolingian influence and continental practices start to be seen more often. Brown characterises this script as having a particular ‘upright aspect’ and displaying ‘formality and regularity of the ductus’.[footnoteRef:30] This is evident in the manuscript where the letters are uniformly and regularly spaced, with ascenders and descenders almost vertical. The script represents a clear development away from the more cursive and irregular tendencies of Phase I towards greater formality, regularity and legibility, while still remaining distinct from contemporary Caroline minuscule. Dumville attributes the hand to a Canterbury monastic centre as had also been previously attributed by Bishop who indicates that it was produced at St Augustine’s Canterbury and written by the same scribe as other manuscripts, including BL MS Cleopatra A iii.[footnoteRef:31] [29:  Dumville, ‘English Square Minuscule Script’.]  [30:  Brown, A Guide to Western Historical Scripts.]  [31:  Bishop, ‘Bishop 1959-63a’.] 

The classification is supported by several diagnostic letterforms: the minims are upright, well separated and evenly spaced throughout with typically insular feet (e.g. f. 2r, ll. 1–5), producing the characteristic ‘square’ aspect of the script; a is closed and upright and with an angular straight stroke to the back (e.g. aliqua[m],f.2r, l. 9; uita, f. 2v, l. 5); g is consistently insular with an open tail rather than Caroline in form (e.g. gloriosissima[e], f.2v, l. 4; gesta-,f.2r, l. 18); and r has a short descender with slight foot and an angled shoulder (e.g. fratru[m],f.2r,  l. 4; certissima, l. 18). There are both short and long form s and the position in the word is variable with a short form always at the start of a word but either within or at the end of a word, inscedulis and reuerentis  f.2v, l.12. The use of these letter forms is typical for Anglo Saxon square minuscule. The presence of an e caudata at the end of uestra[e], f.2r, l. 11, represents a particular abbreviation feature suggestive of a scribe trained within an established monastic centre. Ascenders and descenders are restrained and do not intrude excessively into adjacent lines, contributing to the overall disciplined appearance of the hand.
The passage further displays a highly developed system of abbreviation, including the extensive use of nomina sacra in declined forms, f.2r Christo, l. 5 and nostri, l. 8, a feature noted by Dumville as characteristic of trained Anglo-Saxon scribes, and the consistent employment of suspension marks, f.2r ep[iscopu]m l. 1; fratru[m], l. 4, and the characteristically insular Tironian sign ‘7’ for et, f. 2v, l. 9, all of which correspond closely to the standard forms catalogued by Adriano Cappelli.[footnoteRef:32] There is a natural hole in the vellum between lines 6 and 7 which is left uncorrected but carefully accommodated within the ruling interlinear space, while corrections such as omnibus added in lighter ink above the line on f. 2v, l. 20 suggest contemporary revision rather than later medieval intervention. Punctuation includes the three dot punctus versus as seen at the end of the preface on f.1v, l.5; the punctus as on f.2r, l.14; the punctus elevatus as on f.2v, l.20 and the punctus interrogativus as in f.2r, l.10. although these are represented by modern punctuation signs, their use differed in this period as Mitchell indicates, often being used to denote lengths of pause.[footnoteRef:33] [32:  Adriano Capelli, Tbe elements of abbzeviation in medieval Latin paleograpby (University of Kansas Libraries, n.d.).]  [33:  Bruce Mitchell, ‘The Dangers of Disguise: Old English Texts in Modern Punctuation’, The Review of English Studies, 31.124 (1980), pp. 385–413.] 

The production of BL Cotton Vitellius A xix around the mid-tenth century in Canterbury reflects the deliberate transmission of a Northumbrian hagiographical text by a scribe working in Southern England, following Æthelstan’s unification of the kingdom in 927. Such manuscripts reinforced a shared ecclesiastical and royal identity. BL Cotton Vitellius A xix thus exemplifies how manuscript production contributed to spiritual, cultural, and political cohesion in mid-tenth-century England.
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