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The Uses of Manuscripts: 
Late Medieval English 

Derek Pearsall 

W hat I am going to discuss in this short paper is the value of the study of 
manuscripts to the literary scholar, and specifically the value of the study of 

late medieval manuscripts to the student of medieval English literature of the four-
teenth and fifteenth centuries. It is a subject I am very pleased to have the chance 
of talking about on the present occasion, since one of the things that I have valued 
most about teaching at Harvard has been the opportunity to use the excellent 
resources of the Houghton Library in introducing students to the study and use of 
manuscripts. The Houghton does not have an enormously large collection of me-
dieval manuscripts, but it has very good representatives of most of the types of 
manuscript one would wish students to see. 

Historically, the role of the manuscript expert in Middle English literary studies 
has not been an elevated one: for the most part the palaeographer or codicologist 
has been summoned by an editor to approve a technical description of a manu-
script and provide a date for the handwriting, and then dismissed to go about his 
grubby and mysterious business. Manuscripts themselves have been treated in a 
rather similar way: having been tested for error by the editors of critical texts, those 
that have failed have been dismissed to a kind of codicological limbo, labeled 
"worthless," "corrupt," or "degenerate" to mark their inferior (or even immoral) 
status, while the manuscripts favored by the editor have been ushered into the 
antiseptic operating theater known as "the critical edition." 

There are many things wrong with the idea of the critical edition, and I think it 
may come to seem, in the future, the product of a particular and historically deter-
mined mode of thinking about literary production. The obvious things wrong with 
recension, as the traditional basis of the critical edition, have often been pointed 
out: its tendency to produce bifid stemmata, because of the inevitable classification 
of variants as if not x then y; the neglect of the large part that coincidental or con-
vergent variation plays in scribal transmission; the possibility of shifts in exemplar 
and affiliation; and the strong possibility of contamination. 

But there are many things wrong also with the kind of critical edition not based 
on recension, such as the Athlone Press edition of Piers Plowman. Here the editor 
chooses a base manuscript as near as possible in date to the time the author was 
writing, with consistent spelling and grammar, and then emends in accordance with 
what he conceives to be the author's modus scribendi and what he has classified as 
the standard forms of scribal error. The critical edition thus becomes an extended 
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exercise in literary taste, where the editor sees himself not as the practitioner of a 
science, which is what recension claimed to be, but as a literary critic, making a 
multitude of fine judgments about the value of particular readings, his opinion 
being based on a larger judgment of his author which is derived from an accumu-
lation of judgments of just the kind he himself is making. There is a sublime no-
tion of the author as someone whose words will always be discerned to be superior 
among the mass of scribal variants, and a sublime notion of the editor as someone 
who alone will always be able to discern them. The editor enters into a mystical 
communion with his author, from which all others are excluded ("Whether we 
have done our task well must be determined by reenacting it"). The edition is 
proclaimed and elevated as the text, the text being understood to be a sacred mo-
ment in the history of the act of composition, when the author is delivered of his 
work and declares it to be good. Inscribatur. 

Amidst all this magisterial and traditionally male mumbo-jumbo of the critical 
edition, it is sobering to return to the manuscripts. The manuscripts of the English 
popular romances, to take one instance, make the traditional machinery of the 
critical edition groan and collapse. Here there can be no certainty, no act of faith, 
that the level of poetic and intellectual activity of the author is superior to that of 
the scribal editor, and no certainty, therefore, that a "better" reading is necessarily 
the responsibility of the author. It is here too, particularly, that the problem of what 
constitutes "the text" is most acute. The modern critical editor must needs have as 
his goal the restoration of a text that represents a single moment in its existence as 
a composition, preferably the moment at which the scribe of the first copy from 
the author's foul papers laid down his pen with a "Deo gracias. And thanne ho no 
more." Such a moment, if it ever existed for the popular romances, is oflittle im-
portance, for the surviving manuscripts of a poem like Beves ef Hamtoun make it 
clear that each act of copying was to a large extent an act of recomposition, and 
not an episode in a process of decomposition from an ideal form. The standard 
edition of Beves, by Kolbing, where the material in the textual notes threatens to 
swallow the supposed "text," quite obscures this fact: any future edition of the poem 
that wishes to represent the manuscript evidence accurately must treat every manu-
script on its merits as a possible witness to a different state in the poem's existence. 

The neglect of the evidence of the manuscripts is even more striking in the case 
of the two major poems of the English Middle Ages, Chaucer's Canterbury Tales 
and Langland's Piers Plowman, where there has been a seemingly systematic attempt 
on the part of editors to erase the traces of revision and the evidence of authorial 
variants in the manuscripts. The Canterbury Tales are customarily presented to us in 
a critical edition that uses the famous Ellesmere manuscript as its base-manuscript. 
The order of the tales in Ellesmere has come to be thought of as the order that 
Chaucer intended, even as the order in which Chaucer wrote the tales. Yet there 
is strong evidence that Ellesmere was subjected to extensive textual editorializa-
tion and incontrovertible evidence too that the order in which the tales are placed 
is also editorial. The editing was done in an intelligent and responsible manner, 
and was designed to sytematize grammar and inflexions, clear up apparent irregu-
larities, and regularize Chaucer's meter according to a strict ten-syllable pattern. It 
does, in fact, what modern editors tend to want to do themselves. The Ellesmere 
manuscript, faithfully followed in the standard modern edition, has come to be 
thought of as the Book of the Canterbury Tales, with all the fixedness and authority 
associated with that portentous tern1. (It was the scribe of the Ellesmere, incidentally, 
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who first appropriated Chaucer's poem as a "Book," when he called it "the Book 
of the Canterbury Tales" in the final colophon after the Retraction: Chaucer calls 
it "the tales of Canterbury.") Yet behind Ellesmere there lies a slightly earlier 
manuscript, the Hengwrt manuscript, that has been known for a long time and 
recognized to be superior to Ellesmere in many substantive readings and in repre-
senting a more flexible and idiomatic metrical practice. It is not used as the base-
manuscript in the current standard edition of the Tales, the Riverside Chaucer, and 
the reason, I take it, is that it presents the Tales in an unordered state. I say unor-
dered, rather than disordered, because all the evidence argues that this was the state 
in which the Tales came to Chaucer's literary executors. In other words, there is 
no authorized order; but editors have to print the tales in some order, and the or-
der they print them in comes to have a specially privileged status. 

What the manuscripts tell us constantly, though, is that the Canterbury Tales are 
unfinished-never released or even prepared for publication, and with the stages 
of revision and recomposition manifest in surviving manuscripts. The usual proce-
dure is to print everything that is plausibly Chaucerian, and to collapse the pro-
cesses of textual evolution into a single textual moment. This has the consequence 
that critics will collate for the purposes of interpretation passages from the poem 
that belong to different stages of its existence. They will also tend to treat the text 
as if it were what Chaucer delivered, and evolve elaborate schemes to explain a 
unity that in fact derives from editorial decisions alone. Chaucer left only a half-
assembled kit with no directions, and that is the way, ideally, it should be edited, 
with stress upon its provisionality and openness as a whole. 

Of course, I know that the tales have to be put out in some order because the 
nature of the codex is that one page will follow another, and this will not change 
until everything is being read from multiple screens. The distinction that needs to 
be made is between different kinds of edition, for readers and students on the one 
hand and for scholars on the other: the former kind must inevitably simplify, the 
latter need not. 

But whatever the problems for the editor of the Canterbury Tales, they pale into 
insignificance beside those of the editor of Piers Plowman. Langland certainly had 
no notion of finished form, and his whole life was spent in a perpetual and unfin-
ished act of composition. The editors of the Athlone B-text have made a vehe-
ment defense of the exclusive integrity of the three texts of Langland's poem, and 
probably needed to if they were to retain their sanity, since the problems of editing 
a text in a continuous state of flux are no doubt considerable. The strong possibil-
ity remains, however, that the surviving manuscripts bear witness to versions in-
termediate between, preceding, or following what we have come to regard as the 
three versions of the poem. It is wholly reasonable, given what we know of 
Langland's manner of working, that this should be so. The greeting that Professor 
Kane has given to the perfectly plausible theory that Bodleian Library MS Bodley 
8 5 I contains a version of Piers Plowman prior to A, that is, an Ur-text of the poem, 
is a symptom of the embattled majesty associated with the critical edition. 

These are not the only ways in which editing misrepresents the evidence of the 
manuscripts. Every act of editorial intervention is an act of appropriation, even the 
most innocent acts such as giving titles, organizing paragraphs, and providing capi-
tals and punctuation. I have mentioned the title of the Canterbury Tales already: 
titles have a great influence in shaping expectation, and it could be argued that the 
reception of Old English poetry has been much influenced by titles given to 
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sections of text in the Old English poetic codices, sometimes arbitrarily extracted 
from context, by early editors. So too with capitalization: the modern editor has 
constantly to decide, in Langland for instance, whether an abstract noun is a per-
sonification, and he will sometimes be obliged to obliterate what he knows to be 
subtle blurrings and ambiguities in such nouns: is "reason" the narrator's reason, 
inside, or is it a personified authoritative Reason that speaks to him from outside ? 
Well, of course, it is both, and the absence of systematic capitalization means it can 
be, where the modern editor, in the prison-house of modern typographical prac-
tice, has to differentiate. 

Punctuation is the most vexed question of all. Constantly, as one edits, one rec-
ognizes that one is being forced into final fixed decisions, to be hypostatized in 
print, that are neither possible nor proper. A long central passage in the C-text of 
Piers Plowman is spoken by a character called Rechelesnesse; but it is not entirely 
clear where he starts and stops talking. This expresses very effectively that manner 
in which he both is and is not a representation of the divided will of the narrator 
(called Will): the blurring, the shiftiness, is essential, and yet the modern editor has 
to remove it. Elsewhere, there is a long mock-encomium on marriage at the be-
ginning of Chaucer's Merchant's Tale, which is punctuated in different ways by 
different editors, sometimes as a speech by the principal character January, some-
times as a comment by the narrator. There is no reason to decide, no way of de-
ciding, and before the invention of inverted commas or speech marks there was no 
need to. It might be better, in a scholarly edition, to follow the punctuation of the 
manuscripts, which have their own oddities, than to distort the realities of the text 
in this way, but of course readers expect the familiar punctuation. I was pleased to 
see in the recent anthology of Middle English by John Burrow and Thorlac 
Turville-Petre that the two editors announced their disagreement about the punc-
tuation of some key opening lines in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, though of 
course they still had to choose in the text. 

But let me pass on now from venting my dissatisfaction with the critical edition, 
and with the activities of modern editors, to discuss some of the aspects of manu-
script study which have a further rich harvest to yield, not only in the appreciation 
of the complexities of textual representation, but in the understanding of larger 
aspects ofliterary and cultural history. 

There has been, in recent years, an increasing recognition of the need to re-
evaluate our understanding of medieval English literature in the light of a renewed 
assessment of all the information provided by the manuscripts in which that litera-
ture survives. They are, though it may seem superfluous to remind ourselves of the 
fact, the primary and in most cases the sole source of information that we have, 
and it is clear that the way in which that information has been extracted and used, 
especially by modern editors, and the manner in which it has been interpreted, 
need to be exposed and constantly reexplored. There is need to be conscious, al-
ways, that behind every text presented in a modern edition, with all the reassuring 
apparatus of titles and text-divisions, capital letters and full-stops, paragraphs and 
line numbers, there lies the spoil-heap of the manuscripts from which it has been 
drawn. That spoil-heap needs to be examined with all the care that an archaeolo-
gist would devote to a midden, so that all the information that manuscripts have to 
yield, through contents and contexts, makeup and layout, glossing and annotation, 
punctuation and rubrication, decoration and illustration, as well as texts and tex-
tual affiliations, is made available for assessment. 

33 



34 HARVARD LIBRARY BULLETIN 

A valuable contribution to this kind of study has been made by the publication 
in recent years of a considerable number of facsimiles of important fifteenth-cen-
tury manuscripts, particularly complex manuscripts of varied content. There have 
also been some challenging reexaminations of the textual traditions of certain ma-
jor works and writers, including Chaucer and Langland, which have made it clear 
that the answers that satisfy one generation of scholars may well provoke a later 
generation to further questions. One should mention, too, an important essay by 
A. I. Doyle and M. B. Parkes, published in 1978, which marked a crucial stage in 
the process by which literary scholars have grown to understand the necessary and 
integral part that modern codicology and palaeography have to play in the study of 
literature. 

It is clear, at the outset, that the manuscripts discarded in the process of setting 
up a critical edition often deserve far more than the total neglect they are subse-
quently accorded, since they contain rich material for the literary historian. Manu-
scripts dismissed as worthless by editors of critical texts are often the very ones 
where scribal editors have participated most fully in the activity of the poem. Such 
editors are the first literary critics, even though they may not realize it. There is 
much to be done on the uses of bad manuscripts, and not all of it would merely 
demonstrate how stupid everyone but the canonized author was. The processes of 
expansion, abbreviation, conflation, censorship, and ideological "translation" un-
dergone by Piers Plowman demonstrate in the liveliest way the involvement of read-
ers in the poem and also provide a sort of history of popular religious ideas in the 
fifteenth century. 

Another valuable kind of understanding to be gained from the study of manu-
scripts is that derived from seeing poems in their authentic manuscript context. 
Here the facsimiles that I mentioned earlier provide a most immediate access to 
the realities of fifteenth-century poetic culture: the gluttonous appetite for didac-
tic and instructional verse of all kinds; the ease with which our notions of the di-
vision between the secular and the religious are violated; the irrelevance of many 
of our modern generic categories-romance, religious lyric, secular lyric-to the 
discussion of the production and readership of poetry in the fifteenth century. This 
is a healthy countermand to the habits encouraged by modern editors, who, hav-
ing decided what constitutes a poetic genre, extract poems from their authentic 
context in the manuscripts and group them together so as to make them fit in with 
modern ways of understanding literature. Professor Shippey has put the matter 
most engagingly in a review of the facsimile of Bodleian Library MS Fairfax 16: 

Medieval literature as it appears in printed texts is often in a sense domesticated. 
Across its expanses editors have strung the barbed wire of" canonicity"; from the 
fields so created, herds of literary, intellectual and iconographic "traditions" moo 
gently to each other; in the learned journals prize milch texts are deftly milked of 
meanings and ironies, to be lorried off to the great consumers in university litera-
ture departments. One of the functions of facsimiles is, if not to shatter this idyllic 
state, at least to allow in a whiff of the (relatively speaking) dunghills in which the 
flowers of medieval poetry grew and seeded. 

It must be added, of course, that one would not want Professor Shippey's moo-
ing herds to trample undifferentiated over the plain. What the compilers of these 
manuscripts did in bringing together poetic texts in their collections is often re-
vealing of the assumptions about poetry that they consciously or unconsciously 
made. But sometimes it is revealing of no more than their ignorance or stupidity 
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or confusion of mind, or, above all, of the practical limitations placed upon them 
by the availability or nonavailability of exemplars. 

There is another aspect of the manuscript existence ofliterary texts that needs to 
be stressed and is commonly neglected in modern editions. This has to do with the 
addition of annotatory and glossarial matter, whether deriving from the author, 
the scribe or later readers, or all three. Glossing is not just a matter of making things 
clear, it is a way of controlling the interpretation of the text, a form of textual 
imperialism. The best example among our vernacular poets is Gower, who sur-
rounds his poem of the Confessio Amantis with an elaborate and systematic appara-
tus of Latin verse section-headings, Latin prose commentaries, Latin glosses, and 
an extensive Latin colophon. They are faithfully recorded in the standard modern 
edition by Macaulay (1900-01), and equally assiduously neglected by modern com-
mentators on the poem (being in Latin). Yet they are vitally important, and early 
manuscripts of Gower show the care with which he planned them to be part of the 
package. They are his way of bringing the potentially volatile vernacular fictions of 
the poem under the authoritative control of Latin, making sure that they will not 
suffer any interpretative leaks. Of course, they do leak, and one of the great de-
lights of reading Gower is in watching the stories break free from the constraints 
that the author himself, in his Latin person, tries to impose upon them. 

This is a case where the annotatory material is the responsibility of the author. 
Marginal material added by scribes and later readers likewise constitutes an attempt 
to govern interpretative activity, and this is an area of study that is now being ex-
tensively colonized by medieval literary theorists. The number of Speculum in 1990 
that was devoted to the "New Philology" was essentially an attempt to bring to 
bear on literary texts this idea of the whole study of the manuscript context, partly 
in imitation of Jerome J. McGann's work on the publishing history oflater printed 
texts. Suzanne Fleischmann, writing on Old French, spoke of "the practice of a 
postmodern textual criticism in which 'the text' is destabilized into the plurality of 
its variants," and quoted the excited and now famous remark of Cerquiglini, 

"Medieval writing does not produce variants, it is variance .... Variance is its fore-
most characteristic: fluidity of discourse in its concrete alterity, the figure of a 
premodern writing, to which editing should give primary recognition." 

Stephen Nichols spoke more generally of 

the insistence that the language of texts be studied not simply as discursive phe-
nomena but in the interaction of text language with the manuscript matrix and of 
both language and manuscript with the social context and networks they inscribe. 

Here is Nichols, speaking further about "the sociology of medieval manuscript 
annotation'': 

For the medieval work, within the manuscript matrix, reveals a series of creative 
tensions between what we may call the nuclear work, composed at some prior 
point in time by one individual possessing a specific aesthetic, philosophical, lin-
guistic and historical point of view, and the "extended work," the text with all its 
extradiegetical, illustrated, interpolated and abbreviated manifestations produced 
by one or usually more individuals often decades or even centuries after the writer 
composed. 

Everything about these new moves, I might say, is to be applauded except the lan-
guage that the scholars choose to describe them in. 
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Indeed, all manuscript marginalia have interest, even though they may be much 
later than the manuscript itself There is evidence, for instance, of a late sixteenth-
century reader of Piers Plowman, in British Library MS Add. 3 5 I 57, taking a lively 
interest in the matter of the poem. He comments with some satisfaction on 
Langland's warning of the fate that awaits the religious orders, "A prophecy truly 
fulfilled by King Henry the VIII." 

There are many other ways in which the study of fifteenth-century manuscripts 
helps to enlarge our understanding of the literature of the period. The excerpting 
of passages from long poems such as the Canterbury Tales and the Confessio Am antis 
provides valuable insight into fundamental assumptions about the nature and func-
tion of poetry on the part of scribal editors and the readers they served. Choices 
made in the decoration of manuscripts are also important, particularly the manner 
in which they privilege certain texts or parts of texts through their own hierarchy 
of signification. And there is of course finally the potential importance to the stu-
dent ofliterature of a proper evaluation of the illustrations that accompany texts of 
our medieval writers. Such illustrations may provide vivid if tantalizing glimpses of 
an authentic primary response to a literary work such as we rarely get from other 
sources. The illustrations of the pilgrims in the Ellesmere manuscript are a true 
"reading" of the poem, while Gower's illustrations for the Confessio, which he 
chose himself, show him again enforcing his moral and didactic intent. The fron-
tispiece to Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde, meanwhile, is a study in itself 

I have made no mention, in what I have said, of the value of manuscripts for 
what they tell us of book-production or history, but have concentrated rather on 
the importance of manuscripts, in all aspects of their existence, to the student of 
literature and cultural history. In just the same way that we are not content to look 
at medieval religious paintings in the sterile context of the modern art gallery, or 
to listen to medieval music played on modern instruments, so we should not rest 
content to confine our view of medieval poetry within the scholarly intensive-care 
unit provided by the modern critical edition. The poetry should be allowed to live 
and breathe more freely within its natural environment, even if that environment 
may be a little smelly from time to time. 


