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Post It: Notes from Thirteenth-Century
St Albans

ZsuzsaNNA Papp REED™

“Books are things that hold things,” often things
beyond their intended content, and “things in
books not only draw us into a broader world of
everyday objects. They also show us how things
impress us [...].”* Some medieval books, for ex-
ample, contain notes and drafts: loose sheets that
were, at some point in their lifetime, poised on
the verge of destruction but were either repur-
posed, accidentally preserved by oversight, or
given a new lease of life by a user who re-eval-
uated their merits. Despite their usually subpar
quality, the intended brevity of their existence,
and assumed worthlessness once they fulfilled
their immediate purpose, surviving notes and
drafts are prized sources for medievalists. They
are, however, usually preserved out of context
or in too fragmentary a form to tell us about past
practices of short-term memory keeping,
drafting, and communication. Going beyond the
text and looking for clues about how “things im-
pressed” both the author and the readers/users
of a note and its “container,” this brief essay will
focus on a medieval note or draft as an everyday
object, which lived through a great deal
throughout its nearly 750-year-long existence.
Bound between the pages of a well-known thir-
teenth-century St Albans manuscript, now in the
British Library,? the tiny leaf contains a hastily and
chaotically written bunch of notes resembling a
section of a Liber provincialis and a fragmentary
index of place names beginning with L (Figs 1 and
2). At 120x180 mm, it is much smaller than the rest
of the pages (250x380 mm) and it is now framed
by a full-sized sheet of paper bound into the quire.
It was probably inserted because it was thought
to belong to the copy of the Liber provincialis (fols
163v-166v).2 It is, however, unknown who and at
what stage inserted this fragment into the quire.

*  Department of Medieval Studies, Central European Uni-
versity, Budapest

Neither does its placement in the middle of an oth-
erwise contiguous copy of the Liber provincialis
seem to make much sense. As will be shown, the
anonymous collator was, however, perceptive:
despite their differences, the clean copy of the
province list and the inserted leaf indeed belong
together in some way.

The manuscript

British Library, Cotton Nero D I is a miscellany of
historiographical texts produced at St Albans,
primarily by Matthew Paris (c. 1200-1259), whose
various autograph pieces comprise the majority
of the volume.* The manuscript under scrutiny
here is the so-called Liber additamentorum (Ad-
ditamenta) which is an integral but separate part
of Matthew’s opus magnum, the Chronica majora.
Besides Matthew’s original historiographical and
hagiographical work, such as the Gesta abbatum
or the Vita Offarum, the 202 folios of the Addita-
menta are filled with a collection of lists, letters,
memoranda and charters, all copied consecu-
tively rather than inserting original documents
asin an archive.> The collation of the folios within
the Additamenta is now jumbled, but originally
may have been chronological.® Internal evidence
suggests that the quires were first rearranged in
the fourteenth century (with later additions) and
then by the renowned manuscript collector, Sir
Robert Cotton (1571-1631).7

A copy of the Liber provincialis on fols
163v-166v within Quire 23, is placed among a
number of papal documents, such as the list of
popes continued in several different hands (fol.
162r-v).® Based on the signature at the bottom of
the first page of the pope list, Vaughan suggests
that these folios were added to the Additamenta
by Cotton.® This, however, does not preclude Mat-
thew’s authorship. The script of the Liber provin-
cialis is very similar to Matthew’s autographs in
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the Additamenta, which may have been one of
the reasons that led Cotton to attribute the quire
to Matthew Paris and insert it in the codex—as
well, he also may have known more about the
provenance and authorship than we do.

The note

Notes are, and have always been, ephemeral by
virtue: regardless of the culture and context that
surrounds them, what makes them notes is that
they are not preserved, they are intended to be
destroyed or recycled.!® Not only universal, the
practice of note-taking is also as old as literacy
itself.'* There is ample of evidence for such short-
term texts from the earliest times and all over
the world, for example, the mentions of various
forms of classroom notes in the tenth-century
Colloquies of Aelfric Bata or the famous beresty,
birch bark notes from thirteenth-century Rus-
sia.’? In a 1230s guidebook for students and
teachers at the University of Paris, it is explained
how a student should bring slips of parchment
to class for taking notes.'® Brief messages, memos,
receipts and legal writs are also known to have
been jotted down onto scraps of parchment,
which normally came down to posterity hidden
in bindings or in other adventurous ways.!* How-
ever, this particular note is neither a piece of
scrap parchment reused in a binding, nor a page
in its own right. Importantly, inserting such a
hastily written, fragmentary note into a presti-
gious volume is unlikely to have been the work
of the medieval scribe or compiler.?® It is more
likely that, similarly to the practice Erik Kwakkel
describes about the medieval use of textbooks,
the notes were kept with the book, folded into
the quires—until their later discovery and re-
habilitation.

The writing on this particular leaf is a highly
abbreviated hasty bookhand with cursive elements,
especially visibly deteriorating towards the bottom
of fol. 165r (Fig. 1). As Kwakkel, comparing medie-
val notes (scedulae) to modern text messages, sum-
marises, “both the speed and short lifespan of text
messages are responsible for its most peculiar fea-
tures: they are written in a special language of short
words and a high volume of abbreviations, and
they come with the built-in understanding that
there will likely be typos included.”” Besides the

usual abbreviations, the scribe also used radial
lines to represent the hierarchy of archbishoprics
and their suffragan episcopates, whereby a couple
of lines stood for the province lists’ endless formu-
laic repetition of “Archiepiscopatus xy hos h[abe]t
suffraganeos.” The use of this graphical element
also connects the leaf with a couple of cursive mar-
ginal notes on fols 164v (Fig. 3) and 166r. The evi-
dence that the two codicological units, clean copy
and note, are not entirely allogenetic is that the
marginal notes about synods on fol. 164v, and about
patriarchs on fol. 166r, are in the same, albeit more
cursive, hand, and use the same radial lines as
those in the note.’®

But can this note be considered a scedula? The
format of scedulae is normally associated with the
most common medium they were written on: off-
cuts, a by-product of manuscript production. As
Kwakkel describes, they were of an “odd size (long
and skinny),” and “riddled with deficiencies, such
as stains, discoloration and translucent patches.”?
The leaf on fol. 165r-v, however, is different. It is
eminently rectangular and of a fair quality. Rows
of pricking, perpendicular to the lines of the text,
attest to the fact that the writing is sideways: the
leaf was originally intended to be used rotated by
90 degrees. They also reveal that it was originally
folded to make a small bifolium of appr. 90 x
120mm, perhaps one out of more leaves compris-
ing a booklet somewhat smaller than a Moles-
kine® notebook.?°

In spite of the pricking and folding, the ma-
jority of the notes are hastily scribbled at a right
angle to the direction of the intended ruling. But
not all of them. The reader had to rotate the rec-
to of the leaf counter-clockwise at a right angle
to find out as much about the Archbishopric of
Bourges as the rapidly disintegrating penman-
ship allows (Fig. 1). Similarly, the list of place
names on the verso side continues upside down
at the bottom of the page (Fig. 2), requiring the
reader to turn the leaf upside down while read-
ing. This arrangement suggests that the scribe
had to economise because the text was written
on the leaf once it was already cut to this size.

The text

There is another tiny clue that connects the note
and the quire, this time in the text itself. The



POST IT: NOTES FROM THIRTEENTH-CENTURY ST ALBANS 209

i
fl
3

T T Te—

» Fig. 1. Recto of the inserted note © British Library Board
(British Library, Cotton Nero D i, fol. 1651)

index of the place names on the verso contains
the item Lagabriensis episcopus — in Vngaria (Fig.
3), which can also be found in the clean copy of
the relevant section of the province list on fol.
164r: Archiepiscopatus Colocensis hos h[abe]t
suffraganeos / Ultrasilvanum / Lagabriensem /
Raradiensem / Renadiensem / Sum[m]a duo
Archie[pisco]pi / episcopi vero decem.?* While
Raradiensem (correctly Varadiensem) is corrected
to Zaradiensem by a seemingly later hand in dif-
ferent ink, Lagabriensem is elegantly, albeit
rather subtly, corrected by the scribe, presum-
ably by Matthew Paris himself with his charac-
teristic lettering and red ink used for initials
and rubrics. This misspelled form of Zagrabi-
ensem (or Zagabriensem) is unique to the note
and the clean copy (Fig. 4): other copies of the
Liber provincialis normally correctly spell the
city’s name with a 7.2

The fact that both the note and the clean copy
contain Lagabriensem, corrected only in the main
text, may suggest that the note preceded the clean
copy. Is this one of Matthew’s drafts, attesting to
his writing process? The chance survival of this
small note is in agreement of what scholars in-
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» Fig. 2. Detail of the verso of the inserted note © British
Library Board (Detail of British Library, Cotton Nero D i, fol.
165v)

ferred from his historical narrative and chronol-
ogy, for example, Giles suggesting that Matthew
Paris stopped writing for a while in 1250 and
resumed only after he “cleaned up,” ordered, and
finalised his narrative of the previous years.?
Matthew’s working method was by no means
unique at the time.?* Is this single leaf one of his
drafts for the clean copy? Tempting as this as-
sumption may be, documents such as these prov-
ince lists are unlikely to have been compiled out
of random notes. They were accurately tran-
scribed and updated copies prepared after a writ-
ten exemplar. The differences between the clean
copy and the note also show that the relationship
between them is more complex than simple “draft
to clean copy.” Quite the contrary, it seems that
the note is a leaf or page out of a notebook that
someone used to hastily excerpt information from
the Liber provincialis: it is a tool for preliminary
organisation for a specific purpose. As it is not
found in other known copies, the misspelling of
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» Fig.3. Folio preceding the inserted note: the German, Bur-
gundian, French and Spanish archbishoprics in the clean
copy of the Liber provincialis © British Library Board
(British Library, Cotton Nero D i, fol. 164v)

Lagabriensis confirms that the text used for the
note was precisely this particular copy—the
note-taker either preceded or glossed over the
correction on fol. 164r.

There are very few surviving instances where
the pre-writing process of the collection and or-
ganisation of material is visible. One such exam-
ple is the fragment of the Table of the Seven Cus-
todies (University of California, Rouse MS 96)
which throws light on the making of an important
mendicant reference work in a Franciscan
school.?> As Hindman summarises the process,
“this bifolium (and a half) was from a manuscript
of the Table or Index of the Seven Custodies, an
index to incidental exegetical passages in the writ-
ings of the Church Fathers [...]. In a second stage,
the drafts were reorganized by book and biblical
chapter, and entered chronologically by author.
When the Table was completed, these drafts were
recycled as binding scrap.”?¢ Our hastily scrawled
working draft on fol. 165r-v is a similar under-
taking—a draft to organise or index information.
The differences, however, are notable regarding
their afterlife. Our liber provincialis draft (or a

E’H I:f)tmgm .
chnepe Stgomentit

hof ¥ fuffragancof

ﬁmd,’a H Gzienfery

@rodv, Terienfery
Agenfer

;I A}frtcnrcm

erenft m:mq: ecclefieni®

aneo ue{s mienen(c

Rdm}mmf colocenfif

of e fuffiagancof

(L Inafilndnnm ’

Al gabzienfon .

2B Avadenfem . B

leont Benadienten, .

meof SSma.-due v hiept- !
G \ero deceryy : 2 'F

| |

b

» Fig. 4. Detail of the clean copy of the Liber provincialis:

the archbishoprics of the Hungarian province © British Li-
brary Board (Detail of British Library, Cotton Nero D i, fol.

164r)

part thereof) was preserved, and later even pro-
moted to a full-size page, even though the work
it had been prepared for was probably never fin-
ished.?”” The draft for the Table, on the other hand,
was used to create the final copy of a surviving
work and ended up as scrap.

In conclusion, this brief study pointed out that
this surviving leaf may be a page out of a small
unbound notebook, which may have been kept
between the quires of the Additamenta until its
ennoblement as a page in its full right. Regardless
whether the note was indeed scribbled by Mat-
thew Paris as the British Library’s catalogue sug-
gests, or by a later user of the Liber provincialis,
it has been established that these notes were not
a penultimate draft for the clean copy but a rough
working draft for some unknown undertaking
that required an alphabetized list, not long after
the clean copy was made. In addition to their
proximity in the bound codex, internal evidence
was presented to undergird the unquestionable
link between clean copy and draft— their inti-
mate relationship corroborated by both the
unique (mis)spelling found in the two texts, and
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the hand of the marginal notes in the clean prov-
ince list.

Clean copy and draft: the two texts belonged
together. More research is needed to confirm the
identity of the hands and the time of writing, but
itis certain that whoever bound the leaf into the
Additamenta, whether Robert Cotton or an even
later user, knew this too. Besides the use of paper
(which may be a careful replacement for a simi-
lar previously executed insertion), disrupting the
text of the clean copy by inserting this note clear-
ly suggests post-medieval intervention—a com-
piler who understood the codicological signifi-
cance of the relationship of both the note and the
clean copy as historical artefacts, witnesses to
scribal practices in St Albans rather than to prac-
tical information about papal provinces. This was
an important moment in the history of the book
itself: its user looked beyond the text, and high-
lighted new diachronic aspects of materiality and
process.

I have briefly noted this strange note else-
where, in an article written nearly ten years ago
when I was poring over province lists for their
relevance in the scholarship of Anglo-Hungarian
relations in the Middle Ages.?® This vast and
long-standing historiographical field has been
reanimated by Jézsef Laszlovszky—among his
diverse achievements as archaeologist, historian,
and cultural heritage expert—and a handful of
his colleagues from the 1990s onwards.? In this
present study of the same pint-sized leaf, I focused
on a tiny detail, a misspelled place name, which
eventually does shed some light on the kind of
information that was available about thir-
teenth-century Hungary in an English Benedictine
scriptorium. But more importantly, small but sig-
nificant nuances were brought to light about its
origins and function within the codex, especially
its afterlife when a compiler sidestepped textual
coherence in favour of preserving for posterity
the medieval scribbles of a tired and impatient
hand. The study, thus, follows in the footsteps of
this compiler who, by saving and framing it, ac-
knowledged the value of this draft as a vestige of
the material culture of a bygone era. At the same
time, it also follows in the footsteps of Jéska Lasz-
lovszky, always eager to highlight the importance
of blended methodologies in his own research,
encouraging generations of students to open their

mind and appreciate the diversity of factors shap-
ing the memory and interpretation of artefacts
accumulating through time. Here is to many more
years on this fascinating adventure.
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