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Among Harvard’s Libraries

The Bateman Hornbook

Tue PHiLiPp HOFER BEQUEST, some five
thousand books and manuscripts that
became part of the Houghton Library
collection in 1984, has been thoroughly
celebrated—and yet not so thoroughly
that the cataloger assigned to it may not
sometimes find a new treasure.

In making records of the Hofer
bequest manuscripts for Hollis, I came
to MS Typ 801, a call-number which had
been given not to a manuscript but to a
small object in a box labelled “hornbook.”
A hornbook, says the Oxford English
Dictionary, is “a leaf of paper containing
the alphabet (often with the addition of
the ten digits, some elements of spelling,

and the Lord’s Prayer) protected by a thin
plate of translucent horn, and mounted
on a tablet of wood with a projecting piece
for a handle” The definition matched the
object quite closely, except that the horn
had become detached, and the back of the
tablet was covered in leather and stamped
with a design.

Having to catalog this, I turned
to what seems to be still the standard
book on the subject, Andrew W. Tuer,
History of the Horn Book, published in
1896. I started to read chapter 3 which
was devoted to a particularly rare and
early specimen called the Bateman
Hornbook. This hornbook was found,
according to a note pasted on the
handle, in taking down an old house

ABOVE The Bateman Hornbook, MS Typ 801, showing text and protective horn cover, detached.
OVERLEAF Hornbook in reverse, leather with stamped equestrian image of Charles I.
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in Derbyshire in
1828; the back
was covered in
leather; and on
it was stamped
an equestrian
image of King
Charles I.  This
was interesting—
and more than
interesting, since
Hofer's  horn-
book had just
this note on the
handle, and just
that image on
the back; and I
realized that it
was this special hornbook
that I had in front of me.

Part of what made this horn-
book famous in 1896 was that it
had been sold at auction three
years before for the high price of
£65, and Tuer recorded that the buyer was
Dr. Albert Figdor of Vienna. Figdor, a fa-
mous collector whose interests included
domestic objects of the Middle Ages and
Renaissance, died in 1927, and the part of
his collection that did not go to public
museums in Austria was sold at auction,
the books and manuscripts in Luzern,
Switzerland, in 1932. It was not surprising
to find the sale catalogue among Hofer’s
reference collection. Lot 14 in the sale
was this hornbook, described as an Englishe
Schul-Handtafel, estimate soo SFr. The
catalogue is not annotated, but it was
clear from some notes laid in that Hofer
had had an agent at that sale—and it is a
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fair inference that
he got the horn-
book. This was be-
fore Hofer came to
the Harvard Col-
lege Library, and I
could find no men-
tion of the item in
the Library files
at all. Hofer does
not seem to have
called  attention
to it, and so it has
sat in very modest
anonymity until
NOw.

There are pic-
tures of hornbooks
as early as 1400, and a few sur-
viving examples from the sixteenth
century. Our hornbook does not,
therefore, push back the history of

these objects, but it is datable in a

particular and interesting way. The
image on the verso says ‘CR’ next to it,
so is probably King Charles. There is a
crown suspended above him, along with
an angel, suggesting that he had won a
martyr’s crown. This king would have to
be Charles I, who was executed in 1649,
so the Hollis record now reads “not before
1649.” It is pleasant to imagine that the
hornbook was an instrument of Royalist
propaganda during the Civil War, but it is
perhaps more likely that it dates from af-
ter the Restoration in 1660 when the cult
of St. Charles King and Martyr was made
official in the Church of England.

—J. E Coakley
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