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Editorial

I  had  the  great  pleasure  of  heading  the  committee  that  organised  the  hosting  of 
Marginalia’s first ever conference in September 2014, which celebrated the tenth anniversary 
of the Medieval Reading Group at Cambridge and its online journal. This was a wonderful 
two-day  event,  concluding  in  a  banquet  with  madrigals,  which  brought  together 
international scholars from all levels to collaborate over two days in a joyful exploration of 
all kinds of margins. The papers gathered here represent that scope, which crossed many 
borders of era and discipline. What unites the essays here is the evidence that bringing the 
edges, physical and conceptual, to the centre of our focus holds academic reward—and that 
to examine the medieval margins is also to reframe our conception of what ‘marginal’ means. 
Professor  Helen  Cooper’s  plenary  lecture  on  Chaucer’s  rhetoric  illustrates  this  in  its 
exploration of the borderland of medieval and renaissance scholarship, of vernacular and 
Latin  literary  traditions.  The  edginess  of  Chaucer’s  vernacularity  can  push  out  our 
consciousness  of  his  inscription  in  the  fullest  literary  tradition,  and  a  (shockingly!)  still 
prevalent desire to push the middle ages to the margin of the Renaissance can impoverish a 
reading of Chaucer. She demonstrates, as does her entire career, how essential it is to work in 
the borderlands, as poets and as critics—for it is along these lines that interesting inversions 
of what is  ‘central’  and what ‘marginal’  occur.  The newly-instituted Helen Cooper Prize, 
which is testimony to Professor Cooper’s involvement in Marginalia from its inception, goes 
to  the best  postgraduate paper of  the conference.  Katya Chernyakova’s  brilliant  piece of 
scholarly detective work on the musical notation in the margins of the manuscripts of some 
northwestern  German  canonesses  reveals  their  intimate,  performer’s,  knowledge  of  the 
music of the mass chants. She importantly extends our knowledge of the ecclesiastical role of 
these female religious: this presence on the edges of in fact places them indeed much nearer 
the  ‘centre’  of  sacramental  life.  Dr  Jason Baxter  gives  theoretical  ground to  the  porosity 
between text and exegesis, ‘centre’ and ‘margin’ in a twelfth-century commentary on the De 
Nuptiis. Paradoxically, the importance of the auctor, insofar as it is grounded in a platonically 
realist conception of truth-content,  gives true value to exegesis as a veritable participation of 
this  truth.  The marginal  commentator  is  engaged in  an opening out  of  the  rhythmically 
knotted complex of authorial intent,  an activity not servile but richly imitative, in a way 
paralleled in Nature’s creative poesis as an unfolding of the divine intent. Charlotte Cooper’s 
article contributes to this  theoretical  conversation about the particularity of  the medieval 
margin as she deconstructs the relevance of the print-based theoretical  term ‘paratext’  in 
relation to the very differently constituted medieval text. With Dr Giovanni Gasbarri we find 
that the physical margins and frames of Byzantine texts can perform their own  exegetical, 
typological  and even rhetorical  work.  Finally,  as a little  ‘marginalia’  of  my own to these 
efforts, and a tribute to the work of the conference, I offer a shorter note on the significance of 
Dante’s inclusion of a creator of manuscript marginalia amongst the figures of the proud in 
Purgatory. 

Arabella Milbank 
 EMMANUEL COLLEGE, CAMBRIDGE
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Chaucer at the Edge: Middle English 
and the Rhetorical Tradition

Professor Helen Cooper
MAGDALENE COLLEGE, UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE

No one could call Chaucer a marginal poet; but he was at the edge in one important sense, 
on the boundary between the unprized vernacular in which he chose to write and the high 
Latin rhetorical tradition. It was thus both a cultural edge and a temporal one, in so far as 
rhetoric makes its presence most strongly felt in England in the Renaissance. It is indeed a 
commonplace  of  early  modern  scholarship  that  the  principles  of  formal  rhetoric  were 
unknown  in  England  before  the  sixteenth  century:   they  arrived  with  humanism,  and 
enabled  all  the  glories  of  Elizabethan  literature,  the  transformation  of  poetics  found  in 
Spenser and Sidney and Shakespeare. Medieval poetics are generally assumed to operate in 
an entirely separate sphere;  and it  is  true that much medieval criticism focuses on other 
issues,  notably  of  translation  and  interpretation.  Sixteenth-century  writers  themselves, 
however, praised Chaucer precisely for incorporating the rhetorical tradition into English:  he 
was  the  English  Virgil,  the  master-poet,  or  the  English  Cicero,  master  of  rhetoric.  They 
praised him not least for his decorum:  the Classical concept of appropriateness, and a key 
humanist term. If some of his writings, not least some of the Canterbury tales, did not look 
very Virgilian, they could still be admired on precisely those grounds; and admired he most 
certainly was. 

Much recent criticism implies, or states, that Chaucer was no longer read by the end of 
the sixteenth century, but that could hardly be less true. The accessibility of his works in 
print gave them a dissemination they had never achieved in his own time:  Thomas Speght’s 
1598 edition of Chaucer was the fifth large folio edition of the poet’s works to have been 
published  since  1532,  and  it  was  reprinted  four  years  later.  The  number  and  range  of 
quotations and allusions from the period demonstrates that the volumes were not bought 
just for show. Caroline Spurgeon’s index of Chaucer criticism and allusions has recently been 
supplemented  to  provide  more  detail  of  early  modern  printed  references,  and  it  lists 
thousands of  citations,  ranging across  all  his  works,  from the Romance  of  the  Rose  to  the 
Treatise  on  the  Astrolabe.  Ballad  versions  appeared  of  some  of  his  tales,  and  numerous 1

dramatizations were made of his works for both public and private stages in England; there 
was  even  one  of  Troilus  in  Welsh.  It  was  scarcely  possible  to  mention  Chaucer  without 
describing him as a laureate poet, the father of English poetry. The paratexts provided in 

   C. F. E. SPURGEON, ed., Five Hundred Years of Chaucer Criticism and Allusion 1357-1900, 3 vols (1908-17; repr. 1

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1925), and JACKSON CAMPBELL BOSWELL AND SYLVIA WALLACE HOLTON, 
eds, Chaucer’s Fame in England: STC Chauceriana 1475-1640 (New York: Modern Language Association of America, 
2004). For an overview, see HELEN COOPER, ‘Poetic Fame,’ in Cultural Reformations: Medieval and Renaissance in 
Literary History, ed. BRIAN CUMMINGS AND JAMES SIMPSON (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 361-78 (361-9).
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Speght’s edition also set out to explain just why he deserved this reputation – what it was 
that made him great. This is set out in particular in the preface written by Francis Beaumont, 
the  father  of  the  dramatist.  There,  he  focuses  in  on Chaucer’s  capacity  for  writing with 
decorum:

How much had hee swarved from Decorum if hee had made his Miller, his Cooke, 
and his Carpenter [i.e. the Reeve], to haue told such honest and good tales, as hee 
made his Knight, his Squire, his Lawyer, and his Scholler tell?2

The remark probably looks rather commonplace to us. The adaptation of tale to speaker is 
one of the most obvious, and the most appealing, things about the Canterbury Tales,  even 
though from the time of G.L. Kittredge onwards it invited one of the longest-lasting, and I 
would argue most misleading, ways of reading the work: that is, to interpret the tales as if 
they  were  soliloquies  revealing  the  characters  of  the  speakers.  That  was  a  reading  that 
followed almost inevitably from the premises of the nineteenth-century realist novel, and it 
not  only proved very convenient for teaching purposes but for many decades enshrined 
itself as orthodoxy. An increasing number of critics have been arguing firmly against it in 
recent years,  but it is still important to emphasise that such psychological interpretations 3

were not what Beaumont was talking about. He was making a much broader point about 
Chaucer’s  principles  of  writing,  and  using  phrasing  that  meant  a  great  deal  to  his 
Renaissance readers. 

That  word ‘decorum’  is  crucial.  Decorum had indeed come to  be  regarded as  the 
quintessential quality of good style. Beaumont was not using it in its modern sense, as his 
immediate citation of the ‘Miller’s Tale’ shows, and his broader argument about how the 
principle  of  decorum is  fully  compatible  with  ‘these  filthie  delights  of  the  baser  sort  of 
people’  is  illustrated  by  Classical  writers  as  well  as  by  Chaucer.  The  word  meant  not 
politeness or good manners, but social propriety, appropriateness, in a much wider sense. It 
had entered the English language only recently, in the mid-sixteenth century, in the wake of 
the rediscovery of various of Cicero’s works on rhetoric and of Erasmus’s use of them. The 
pseudo-Ciceronian Rhetorica ad Herennium and Cicero’s own De oratore had been familiar in 
the Middle Ages, and they refer to the need for appropriateness in speech or writing, but 
they do not use the crucial word: one should write or speak appropriately, ‘apte’, but they do 
not elaborate on that at all extensively. The work that was crucial for bringing ‘decorum’ to 
the forefront of early humanist criticism, and the only one of Cicero’s actually to use the 
word, was his Orator (a work distinct from the De oratore), which was rediscovered only in 
1421. It is widely credited with kick-starting the Renaissance interest in rhetoric, and, as a 

  The Workes of…Geffrey Chaucer (1598), Preface (unfoliated). Quotations from Chaucer's text are from The 2

Riverside Chaucer, general ed. LARRY D. BENSON (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1987; Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1988).

  For instance, C. DAVID BENSON, Chaucer’s Drama of Style (Chapel Hill and London: University of North Carolina 3

Press, 1986); A.C. SPEARING, Textual Subjectivity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 101-36; HELEN COOPER, 
The Structure of the Canterbury Tales (London: Duckworth, 1983), 72-90, and Oxford Guides to Chaucer: The 
Canterbury Tales, 2nd edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 15-23.
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consequence,  enabling  the  great  flowering  of  early  modern  literature,  English  literature 
included.  That  in  turn  raises  the  question  of  whether  in  exemplifying  such  principles 
Chaucer  was  just  doing  what  came  naturally,  warbling  his  native  woodnotes  wild;  or 
whether he was consciously working with that idea in mind, whatever his specific term for 
it.  Linked  to  both  answers,  at  least  in  the  premisses  held  by  some  present-day  early 
modernists, is the question of whether he could have been writing ‘good’ literature in that 
humanist, rhetorically alert sense. 

There  has  been  a  long  debate  over  whether  or  not  Chaucer  knew  the  Classical 
rhetoricians, a debate that goes back at least to J.M. Manly’s Chaucer and the Rhetoricians of 
1926, which declared that he did not. In the course of the fourteenth century, the study of 
rhetoric seems largely to have been squeezed out from the trivium between grammar and 
logic, and there was a gap in the copying of what we think of as the standard medieval 
rhetorical works in England for much of the century. The recent work of Martin Camargo has 
however uncovered a marked revival  in interest  in those works during Chaucer’s poetic 
career.  It is much less plausible to argue now, as Manly did, that Chaucer knew Geoffrey of 4

Vinsauf’s Poetria Nova only in anthologized extracts – in passages such as provided him with 
the analogy in Troilus  between mental structures and the construction of a house, or that 
enabled  him to  cite  its  author  by  name in  the  ‘Nun’s  Priest’s  Tale’  to  head his  parodic 
summary there of its lament for Friday. Parody itself bespeaks deep familiarity: for Chaucer, 
the models of rhetoric were not to be taken straight. This is true even of his reference to the 
narrower issue of the colours of rhetoric, those figures of thought and speech such as get a 
mention in the Prologue to the ‘Franklin’s Tale’, when he has his speaker insist, in a nice 
rhetorical flourish (a captatio benevolentiae:  Canterbury Tales  V.723-6),  that he never learned 
rhetoric and knew no colours except those of flowers or paintings, in a kind of inside-out 
metaphor that likewise contradicts itself.

Those colours,  however,  as the Franklin’s formulation suggests,  are predominantly 
matters of stylistic ornament. Rhetoric itself, and decorum with it, are altogether bigger than 
that, in a way that has been strongly argued recently in particular by Rita Copeland and 
Mary Carruthers. Copeland, in one of the few essays to look at Chaucer’s rhetoric as distinct 
from those ornaments of style,  describes rhetoric as ‘a fundamental way of thinking and 
constructing  experience…  a  site  for  negotiating  the  largest  categories  of  thought, 
representation and social being’;  and decorum, as the basic principle of rhetoric, is at the 5

root of that issue. It is therefore bigger even than ideas of authorship, which have received 
more concentrated attention recently in relation to Chaucer.  At its simplest, decorum meant 6

that the style should fit the subject, the audience, the speaker and the occasion, a set known 
as the circumstances; but it was much more than that. The entry for ‘decorum’ in Richard 

   MARTIN CAMARGO, ‘Chaucer and the Oxford Renaissance of Anglo-Latin Rhetoric’, Studies in the Age of Chaucer 4

34 (2012), 173-207, summarizes the debate as well as offering a major revision.

   ‘Chaucer and Rhetoric’, in SETH LERER, ed., The Yale Companion to Chaucer (New Haven and London: Yale 5

University Press, 2006), 122-43 (123, 125).

   See further A.J. MINNIS, The Medieval Theory of Authorship (London: Scolar Press, 1984); on Chaucer, especially 6

pp. 190-210.
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Lanham’s Handlist of Rhetorical Terms  includes the insistence that it is different from other 
aspects of rhetoric in that 

as a stylistic  criterion [it]  finally locates itself  entirely in the beholder and not the 
speech or text…  Decorum is a gestalt established in the perceiving intelligence… It 
thus becomes – and clearly was for classical education – not only a rhetorical criterion 
but a general test of basic acculturation…  It creates the social reality which it reflects...  
We  create,  with  maximum  self-consciousness  and  according  to  precise  rules,  an 
intricate structure of stylistic forces balanced carefully as to perceiver and perceived, 
and then agree to forget that we have created it and to pretend that it is nature itself 
that we are engaging with. Rhetorical theory has spent endless time discussing how to 
adjust utterance to this pre-existing social reality without reflecting how that reality 
has been constituted by the idea of decorum.   7

I am not claiming that Beaumont had Lanham’s formulation fully worked out in his mind, 
though the passage does give a good sense of why the Renaissance should have made the 
idea of decorum so central; but it does invite further thought about this comment in relation 
to Chaucer. I want to argue that Chaucer had in a manner of speaking read Lanham – or at 
least had come to similar conclusions.

The immediate stimulus for the lecture underlying this article lay in a seminar series 
on the trivium held in Cambridge early in 2014, and in particular in a notable paper given by 
Kathy Eden with Colin Burrow as the respondent. They were speaking about the concept of 
decorum from Cicero to Erasmus – or rather, about decorum in Cicero and Erasmus: there 
was  no  conception  that  anything  might  have  happened  in  between.  Both  speakers 
highlighted decorum as what decisively separated Renaissance from medieval writing, and 
which enabled a new enlightened species of discourse, the rebirth of good style for the first 
time since  the  ancient  world.  Specifically,  they highlighted the  idea  of  adapting style  to 
circumstances,  to the time,  place,  addressee,  subject,  purpose and so on,  as being new. I 
found this rather disconcerting, as I had long been using Beaumont’s comment as a way into 
Chaucer,  and most particularly for how one might understand how Chaucer might have 
understood what he was doing: his intentio auctoris, which becomes the most slippery of all 
concepts when one is dealing with an author who specializes in the use of fallible surrogate 
authors. It should also be a key to how he might have been understood by the ideal readers 
he speaks of, the Gowers and Strodes of fourteenth-century London. So the question seemed 
to need deeper investigation.

To deal with the most practical matter first: the claim that decorum emerged into the 
European consciousness only after 1421, with the rediscovery of the text of Cicero’s Orator. In 
fact,  parts of the work, including the passage on decorum, had been known to medieval 
scholars through an art of rhetoric composed by Julius Victor, a fourth-century writer whose 

   RICHARD A. LANHAM, A Handlist of Rhetorical Terms, 2nd edn (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 7

California Press, 2nd edn, 1991), 45-6.
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work was crucial in transmitting Classical rhetorical ideas to the Middle Ages.  The word 8

itself was therefore not entirely inaccessible; but the idea does not depend on the word alone. 
Cicero uses it  only once, and other major rhetorical works,  Quintilian or the Rhetorica ad 
Herennium, never do so. Ideas of appropriateness, of aptness, were none the less widespread 
in  both  the  Classical  and  medieval  periods,  to  the  point  where  Mary  Carruthers  uses 
‘decorum’ as a key concept in her Experience of Beauty in the Middle Ages. Where well-known 
Classical texts are concerned, Horace’s Art of Poetry is about almost nothing else; and he, like 
Cicero and Quintilian and numerous medieval writers, use abundant synonyms to express a 
similar idea. Geoffrey of Vinsauf was not the least of these; so was John of Garland, on whom 
more below, and whose work, like Geoffrey’s, was being read and used as part of the revival 
of  interest  in  rhetoric  towards  1400.  Both  writers  were  English  by  origin.  Geoffrey  is 9

frequently named as ‘Galfridus anglicus’, and he may have written his Poetria Nova, which 
was designed as an update of Horace for a new age, in England. One epitome of the work, 
also probably English, starts out with an insistence that style should be matched to subject 
matter, should be conueniens et ydoneum, fitting and appropriate.  Geoffrey’s own preferred 10

term is proprie, appropriately;  and that is typical of other medieval treatises, proprie meaning 11

not propriety of manners, but according to the properties of the particular discourse. Even 
the idea of the adaptation of style to circumstances was widespread – though it should be 
noted that the word itself has two meanings. The circumstances given the most emphasis in 
Cicero relate to forensic rhetoric, as a scheme for describing the character and actions of a 
defendant, and from there they were borrowed into the context of confession, so that priests 
might elicit from penitents the details of their sinning; but those ad hominem senses existed 
alongside the stylistic. It is style that Albertanus of Brescia has in mind in his treatise on good 
speaking, the Ars loquendi et tacendi,  in which he offers a mnemonic summary in a single 
leonine hexameter of the principles – the rhetorical circumstances – that the speaker must 
bear in mind: 

Quis, quid, cui dicas; cur, quomodo, quando requiras.12

You must consider who you are that speaks, what you say, to whom you 
speak, why, in what manner, and when.

   MARY CARRUTHERS, The Experience of Beauty in the Middle Ages (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 79; and 8

see also p. 114.

   CAMARGO, ‘Chaucer and the Oxford Renaissance’, 179-81.9

  MARTIN CAMARGO, ‘What goes with Geoffrey of Vinsauf? Codicological clues to pedagogical practices in 10

England, c. 1225 – c. 1470’, in J. F. RUYS, J. O. WARD and M. HEYWORTH, eds, The Classics in the Medieval and 
Renaissance Classroom (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), 145-74 (170-1).

   Geoffrey of Vinsauf, Poetria Nova, ed. EDMOND FARAL, Les Arts poétiques du XIIe et du XIIIe Siècle (repr. Paris: 11

Honoré Champion, 1962), 194-62, line 1842-3; translation by MARGARET F. NIMS, The Poetria Nova of Geoffrey of 
Vinsauf (Toronto: Pontifical Instute, 1967).

    Latin text at http://freespace.virgin.net/angus.graham/Loquendi.htm (accessed 17.4.15). The line is offered 12

at the very start of the work as a summary of its contents. 
!  8
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Albertanus is  best  known in Chaucerian circles  as  the author of  the Liber  consolationis  et 
consilii, the original of the Melibee, the prose tale Chaucer assigns to himself in the Canterbury 
Tales. It is not impossible that Chaucer knew the line: the brief Ars loquendi often circulated 
together with the longer Liber consolationis, but his own principal or only source was a French 
translation of the Liber. Albertanus’ injunction none the less testifies to a broad conception of 
decorum  by  which  it  encompassed  every  idea  of  fittingness,  of  the  apt  or  the  proper; 
ultimately even, in Carruthers’ terms, of beauty. Its focus is on the social context of speaking, 
on the need for speech to establish itself in what Lanham describes as the balance between 
the perceiver and the perceived. Geoffrey of Vinsauf himself paraphrases the same idea (lines 
1845-7). The idea was sufficiently widespread, moreover, for it to appear outside the context 
of rhetorical treatises. It is there, for instance, in the ekphrasis of a personified Rhetoric in 
Alan  of  Lille’s  Anticlaudianus,  where  she  comes  complete  with  both  a  principle  of 
appropriateness, and a detailing of the circumstances.  A concept of stylistic decorum was 13

well entrenched in medieval critical thinking, even if the word itself was missing. 
There are other sources too that express comparable ideas rather differently about the 

adaptation of style to circumstance, to subject, purpose and audience (Albertanus’ quid, cui, 
cur). More explicit and widespread was the closely linked idea that style should be pitched in 
three  levels,  low,  middle  and  high  (quomodo).   Augustine  offers  one  of  most  widely 
disseminated of these analyses, in his On Christian Doctrine:

He then who, in speaking, aims at enforcing what is good, should not despise any of 
those three objects, either to teach, or to give pleasure, or to move.  And when he does 
this with elegance and propriety, he may justly be called eloquent... [quoting Cicero] 
‘He, then, shall be eloquent, who can say little things in a subdued style, in order to 
give instruction, moderate things in a temperate style, in order to give pleasure, and 
great things in a majestic style, in order to sway the mind.’

And yet, while our teacher ought to speak of great matters, he ought not always to be 
speaking of  them in a  majestic  tone,  but  in  a  subdued tone when he is  teaching, 
temperately when he is giving praise or blame. When, however, something is to be 
done, and we are speaking to those who ought, but are not willing, to do it, then great 
matters must be spoken of with power, and in a manner calculated to sway the mind. 
And sometimes the same important matter is treated in all these ways at different 
times,  quietly  when  it  is  being  taught,  temperately  when  its  importance  is  being 

   Latin text at http://www.thelatinlibrary.com/alanus/alanus2.html (accessed 17.4.15), III.215-26; translation in 13

Readings in Medieval Rhetoric, ed. JOSEPH M. MILLER, MICHAEL H. PROSSER and THOMAS W. BENSON (Bloomington 
and London: Indiana University Press, 1973), 225. The work sometimes circulated together with the Poetria Nova 
in particular when Geoffrey’s work was promoted as a poem in its own right rather than as a pedagogical treatise 
(CAMARGO , ‘What goes with Geoffrey of Vinsauf’, 148-9).

!  9
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urged, and powerfully when we are forcing a mind that is averse to the truth to turn 
and embrace it.14

Here, the overriding circumstance is purpose, the ‘why’ of speech: a plain style is to be used 
for teaching, a high style to move the hearers. Chaucer demonstrates that he knows all about 
how high style  should be  deployed to  move,  not  least  when he  parodies  it  –  when his 
transition into high style is so overtly self-conscious that it is impossible to ascribe to any sort 
of  naturalism.  The  Pardoner’s  outburst  against  the  accumulated  sins  of  the  rioters  is  a 
notable example:

O cursed synne of alle cursednesse!
O traytours homycide, o wikkednesse!
O glotonye, luxurie, and hasardrye!
Thou blasphemour of  Crist with vileynye
And othes grete, of usage and of pride!
Allas! mankynde, how may it bitide
That to thy creatour, which that the wroghte,
And with his precious herte-blood thee boghte,
Thou art so fals and so unkynde, allas?

CT VI.895-903

If high style is to be defined on the page (as distinct from in the minds of the hearers) in 
terms of its density of rhetorical colours, this is about as colourful as it is possible to get, from 
that  long  series  of  apostrophes  to  the  punning  and  variation  on  ‘Allas,  mankynde’  to 
‘unkynde, allas’. But this, of course, is Chaucer; he may (through the fictional Pardoner) be 
showing off here – he is showing off – but not for any Classical or Augustinian purpose. This 
is  high  style  that  has  completely  lost  touch  with  any  direct  persuasive  purpose  on  the 
author’s part, or with the purpose it claims to be serving within the tale, the notional cur 
dicas, of turning people against sin: this is rather all part of the Pardoner’s spiel to get money. 
And with that, the basic ethical  function of rhetoric, emphasised by every single writer of 
every period, likewise disappears.

The most immediate connotation of the three styles in the Middle Ages was however a 
social one: you should keep in mind who you are that speaks and to whom you speak, quis, 
cui dicas. This is the principle that underlies every formulary, for instance – those collections 
of model letters and exercises. The idea was so familiar that Chaucer allows even the Host to 
know about it, as he demonstrates in his injunctions to the Clerk to avoid jargon (‘termes’) 
and non-literal language: 

Youre termes, youre coloures, and youre figures,
Keepe hem in stoor til so be that ye endite
Heigh style, as whan that men to kynges write.

   On Christian Doctrine IV.17, 19, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, 1st series vol. 2, ed. 14

PHILIP SCHAFF (repr. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1979).
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Speketh so pleyn at this tyme, we yow preye,
That we may understonde what ye say.

 CT IV.16-20

On behalf of the pilgrim audience, Harry Bailey places comprehension as the top priority; he 
knows the Clerk is trained in rhetoric and so can do all the elaboration, but to do so would 
not be appropriate, not decorous, now, on the pilgrimage, and the Clerk should accordingly 
keep those rhetorical figures associated with high style for when he is writing to kings. The 
explicitness of that statement, and its association with Latin literacy through the person of 
the Clerk, makes Chaucer’s familiarity with the idea of appropriate or proper levels of style 
explicit – and ‘proprely’ is in fact Chaucer’s own preferred term, as proprie  is Geoffrey of 
Vinsauf’s – just as the Franklin’s remark about the colours of rhetoric,  or the Pardoner’s 
rhetorical firework display, bespeak a familiarity with ideas of rhetoric as ornament.

The  Host’s  formulation  points  too  to  a  different  but  very  widely  disseminated 
definition of the three styles. This one is again social, but it is more specifically linked to 
poetry and its genres and subjects, quid dicas: it is given its grounding in Virgil, and came 
down to the Middle Ages by way of the widely known commentary of Donatus and its many 
recyclings in accessus ad auctores. This related the styles to the three works of Virgil: high for 
epic,  as  in  the  Aeneid;  the  middle  style  for  farming (for  the  purposes  of  Chaucer  or  the 
Renaissance, it is perhaps better thought of as the franklin or landholding level), as in the 
Georgics;  and low style for pastoral,  with the shepherds of the Eclogues.  The scheme was 
widely familiar wherever Virgil himself was familiar, and Virgil was the foundation figure 
for the literary culture of Europe; so it is no surprise that it should have been picked up by 
medieval rhetoricians. Foremost among those was John of Garland, an Englishman working 
in Paris around 1230, who gives the scheme its fullest elaboration in his ‘Wheel of Virgil’.  15

John’s wheel characterized the levels of style in terms of their appropriate characters, names, 
animals, implements and locations, all drawn from Virgil. This kind of schematic analysis 
might seem a very long way from Chaucer (who may well not have known it directly), but 
once allowance is made for the differences between Classical and English genres, it offers a 
very useful analogy for his own kind of decorum, specifically of the matching of style to 
genre. He uses his own English equivalent of high style for Troilus and the ‘Knight’s Tale’, his 
works that come the closest to Classical epic; his fabliaux, by contrast, are written in a much 
lower style. A middle style is in evidence in tales such as the Man or Law’s or the Franklin’s 
or the Clerk’s, though as it is more varied and therefore harder to exemplify, it is omitted 
from  the  table  below,  which  shows  the  parallels  between  what  John  of  Garland  was 
extracting from Virgil and how Chaucer plays his own levels of style.

High style Low style
      John of Garland Chaucer  John of Garland Chaucer 

character   soldier, governor            knight, duke shepherd, farmer miller, summoner

   The Parisiana Poetria of John of Garland, ed. and trans. TRAUGOTT LAWLER (New Haven: Yale University  Press, 15

1974), 40-1.
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name          Hector, Ajax Troilus, Theseus Tityrus Alison, Jankyn
animal       horse horse/steed, lion sheep, cow           mouse,sheep, mare
implement  sword sword crook, plough thwitel, coulter
place       city, camp             city, garden pasture, field yard, fen, town
tree       laurel, cedar laurel, cedar beech, pear-tree pear-tree

If some of those items seem obvious (of course there are no dukes in the ‘Miller’s Tale’, nor 
coulters in the Aeneid), Chaucer takes the idea still further. It is easy to extend his lists of 
variants across the generic range of the tales:

High style Low style
bird lark, nightingale cock, swallow
group company route
woman lady wench

The bird that wakes you up, in other words, is the lark in Chaucer’s high-style tales, the 
commonplace cock in the fabliaux; birdsong belongs to the comparatively exotic nightingale 
in the high romances, as against the screechy swallow. Even the word for the company of 
pilgrims varies with the speaker, from ‘company’ to ‘route’. More interesting still, however, 
are words that appear in tales that we would want to assign, on the basis of their speaker or 
genre, to the high or low style, but that change meaning as they cross from one form to 
another: sliding terms such as ‘trouthe’, which in high style means a pledged word, in the 
low-style tales a cash contract; or ‘pitee’, compassion in the serious tales, but little more than 
casual sex in the ‘Merchant’s Tale’.

Chaucer also, however, moves decisively beyond what John of Garland does, or was 
able to do. John is limited by his use of Latin; but English in the fourteenth century was 
developing  in  ways  that  offer  a  unique  potential  for  emphasising  stylistic  difference, 
whereby difference of register is indicated not just by the associations of particular objects 
but very often by the etymologies of the words themselves. Chaucer thus builds the contrast 
of style not only into his selection of things, but into the words that express them. His high-
style  list  relies  heavily  on  romance-derived  words  compared  with  his  low-style,  which 
specializes in words of Old English derivation. It is evident not only in words such as duke, 
lion, laurel and cedar; but even in the choice of close synonyms, the French ‘city’ against the 
germanic ‘town’, the French ‘garden’ (cf. jardin) against the germanic ‘yard’ (OE geard). It is 
not  an absolute  distinction –  Middle  English,  for  instance,  kept  the  germanic  ‘lady’  and 
‘knight’ despite their high social status. It is however a marked pattern across the whole of 
the Canterbury Tales – and indeed across the whole English language as it was developing in 
the  fourteenth  century,  though  Chaucer  seems  to  have  been  the  first  to  realize  its  full 
implications for rhetoric. Thus the Knight’s tale famously has a much higher proportion of 
romance words than the Miller’s or the Reeve’s, so that its Classical setting and its high style, 
its  lexical,  social  and  generic  levels,  become  inseparable.  Similarly,  in  the  fabliaux,  the 
everyday germanic vocabulary is  of  a piece with their  social  and generic level  and their 
contemporary urban settings.
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‘Consider who you are that speaks’ is the first of Albertanus’ rhetorical circumstances; 
but the speakers of the Canterbury Tales are not the real author, as the artes poeticae assume, 
but those varied pilgrims with all their different social and moral levels. The gentils on the 
pilgrimage properly use a higher style than the churls, and Chaucer, for all his associations 
with  sophisticated  London  or  courtly  audiences,  encompasses  both.  He  addresses  the 
disparity directly in his disingenuous passages of apology (or advertisement) in the General 
Prologue and the Miller’s Prologue. 

But first, I pray yow, of youre curteisye,
That ye n’arette it nat my vileynye,
Thogh that I pleynly speke in this mateere,
To telle yow hir wordes and hire cheere,
Ne thogh I speke hir wordes proprely.
For this ye knowen al so wel as I,
Whoso shal telle a tale after a man,
He moot reherce as ny as evere he kan
Everich a word, if it be in his charge,
Al speke he never so rudeliche and large,
Or ellis he moot telle his tale untrewe,
Or feyne thyng, or fynde wordes newe....
Eek Plato seith, whoso can hym rede,
The wordes moote be cosyn to the dede.  

(CT I.725-36, 741-2) 

Speaking  ‘proprely’,  for  a  man  who  purports  to  be  giving  a  word-by-word  account  of 
someone  else’s  words,  may  result  in  some  very  improper  talk.  Hence,  in  the  Miller’s 
Prologue, Chaucer, in his quasi-fictional role as reporter, warns his audience that a ‘cherles 
tale’ is to follow with language to match; but he beseeches ‘every gentil wight’ among them,  

For Goddes love, demeth nat that I seye
Of yvel entente, but for I moot reherce
Hir tales alle, be they bettre or werse,
Or elles falsen some of my matere.

(CT I.1371-5)

Accuracy requires attention to the properties of the speaker, and the Miller is a churl telling a 
churl’s tale; so Chaucer adapts his style accordingly, to make it appropriate, decorous, right 
down to the patterns of etymology governing the tale.

The question of appropriate vocabulary brings with it further issues, with Chaucer’s 
recognition  that  words  do  not  have  single  fixed  meanings  but  can  vary  with  context. 
However much he may appeal  to  Plato’s  principle  that  ‘the word moot be cosyn to the 
dede’ (a debate that itself goes back to Plato’s Cratylus, and had been argued over ever since), 
he is acutely conscious that words do not necessarily have any straightforward fit with the 
concepts they express; and the issue of the equivalence or otherwise of word to deed raises a 
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whole new set of problems and opportunities that are unique to someone writing in English. 
The opportunities are already apparent in those lists, in the way in which words that look 
like synonyms can have very different connotations depending on their etymological origins. 
Chaucer discusses this explicitly too, this time in the mouth of the Manciple, where he again 
uses Plato as his point of departure for speaking ‘proprely’ (the derivations of the key words 
are indicated):

The wise Plato seith, as ye may rede,
The word moot nede accorde with the dede. 
If men shall telle proprely a thyng,
The word moot cosyn be to the werkyng.
I am a boystous man, right thus seye I,
Ther nys no difference, trewely,
Bitwixe a wyf that is of heigh degree, (germanic)
If of hir body dishonest she bee,
And a povre wenche, oother than this – (germanic)
If it so be they werke bothe amys – 
But that the gentile, in estaat above, (romance)
She shal be cleped his lady, as in love;
And for that oother is a povre womman, (germanic)
She shal be cleped his wenche or his lemman. (germanic)
And God it woot, myn owene deere brother,
Men leyn that oon as lowe as lith that oother.

      Right so bitwixe a titlelees tiraunt                  (romance)
And an outlawe, or a theef erraunt, (germanic)
The same I seye, there is no difference.
To Alisaundre was toold this sentence,
That, for the tirant is of gretter myght,
By force of meynee, for to sleen dounright,
And brennen hous and hoom, and make al playn,
Lo, therfore is he cleped a capitayn; (romance)
And for the outlawe hath but smal meynee,
And may nat doon so greet an harm as he, 
Ne brynge a contree to so greet meschef,
Men clepen hym an outlawe or a theef.
But, for I am a man noght textueel,
I wol noght telle of textes never a deel;
I wol go to my tale, as I bigan.

(CT IX.207-67)

English, with its uniquely rich set of near-synonyms deriving from that dual origin, was 
uniquely placed to exploit different levels of style with exceptional subtlety, to exploit the 
different connotations of words with similar meanings; and the late fourteenth century was 
the first moment when it could be done so generously, when the absorption of French- and 
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Anglo-Norman-derived words  was  at  its  peak.  Chaucer,  moreover,  calls  attention  to  the 
academic nature of this discussion, from its opening appeal to Plato down to the Manciple’s 
closing reference to his not being ‘textueel’. It is the first appearance of the word in English, 
and here it might be translated as ‘not a critical theorist’ – as much a lie where Chaucer as 
real author is concerned as is the disclaimer of rhetorical knowledge he gives to the Franklin. 

If  Chaucer  recognized  the  theoretical  and  ethical  problems  of  the  slipperiness  of 
language, however, it was the opportunities inherent in the richness of the consequent mix 
that shaped his poetic practice. The scheme of socially diverse storytelling at the basis of the 
Canterbury Tales provides him with the perfect medium for displaying such richness. How it 
works is demonstrated in tale after tale that shows decorum in accordance with Copeland’s 
formulation of it as a ‘fundamental way of thinking and constructing experience… a site for 
negotiating the largest categories of thought, representation and social being’. So the Knight 
tells a ‘noble story’ set in Classical Athens with a plot concerning love and war, composed in 
a vocabulary strongly inflected towards courtly French and philosophical Latin, and with 
exotic imagery of angels and lions and tigers; and so creates a world in which high ideals can 
both exist  and be tested to  destruction.  The low-ranking Miller’s  fabliau is  packed with 
everyday  scenes  and  things  in  both  the  narrative  and  imagery,  in  a  largely  germanic 
vocabulary, to produce a world that values instant gratification and replaces questions of fate 
and providence with random accidents.  The Second Nun tells  a saint’s  life  in which the 
dominant vocabulary,  often derived from Latin as the language of  the Church,  is  one of 
concepts or non-material things, where value inheres in the spiritual. But once the principle 
of  decorum  is  established,  it  can  be  gloriously  broken.  That  is  what  happens  in  the 
Merchant’s  tale,  where  the  fabliau  genre  and  the  high  vocabulary  are  at  odds;  in  the 
misdirected rhetorical showmanship of the Pardoner; and perhaps best of all in the animal 
fable told by the socially ambivalent Nun’s Priest, in a style that follows decorum not for the 
tale but for the individual line, switching from the hen-run to the mock heroic in an instant, 
and incorporating Geoffrey of Vinsauf along the way. 

It is worth recalling, in conclusion, Richard Lanham’s remark quoted earlier in this 
article about decorum locating itself in the beholder rather than in the speech or the text. It is 
notorious  that  Chaucer  has  received  widely  differing  interpretations  over  the  centuries: 
interpretations  that  vary  precisely  with  the  beholder.  Behind  that  phenomenon  is  his 
endlessly  fertile  reinvention  of  the  principles  of  decorum,  reinventions  in  ways  that  the 
Classical rhetoricians never thought of, and which indeed the mixed nature of the English 
language  helped  to  make  possible.  His  familiarity  with  established  ideas  of  decorum, 
appropriateness, might make his achievements more notable, to those who believe that such 
knowledge  is  essential  for  a  fully  eloquent  stylistic  accomplishment;  or  perhaps  a 
disappointment for those who believe that inherent and untutored genius of such high order 
is more remarkable. His integration of the rhetorical basis of decorum with a newly-evolving 
language of mixed etymologies and registers is, however, all his own, and it is that that turns 
his work into the masterpiece that set the standard for future generations of English writers.  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Music in the Margins: 
Women Singing Mass in Tenth Century Essen  

Evidence of the Manuscript Düsseldorf D 1

Ekaterina Chernyakova
EMMANUEL COLLEGE, UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE

Düsseldorf, Universitäts- und Landesbibliothek, D 1 is one of a few manuscripts from the 
house of canonesses (Frauenstift) in Essen, now kept at the Düsseldorf University Library. In 
its  original  form,  D  1  is  a  sacramentary  copied  around  870  in  northeastern  France  or 
northwestern Germany; its exact origin remains unknown.  Numerous additions show that 1

at least from the beginning of the tenth century the book was used in Essen.  Some of these 2

additions make the manuscript Düsseldorf D 1 of particular interest to musicologists, as they 
are entries containing musical repertory and notation in so-called Palaeofrankish neumes. 

There are two more surviving Mass books from tenth-century Essen both of which also 
contain notated entries of Mass chants – the sacramentary Düsseldorf D 2 and the missal 
Düsseldorf  D 3  (which contains  a  few Office chants  as  well).  In  total,  there  are  over  30 
notating hands in the three manuscripts, most of them dating from the tenth-century and 
using Palaeofrankish neumatic  script.  The vast  majority of  those hands are identified by 
Hartmut Hoffmann as belonging to the Essen scriptorium, which means that a lot of the 

 BISCHOFF proposes Northeastern France or Belgium as the book’s place of origin (BERNHARD BISCHOFF, Katalog 1

der festländischen Handschriften des neunten Jahrhunderts: mit Ausnahme der wisigotischen (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 
1998, 2004), 1, 230-1). Northeastern France is suggested by WULF ARLT in his entry for the catalogue 799: Kunst 
und Kultur der Karolingerzeit: Karl der Grosse und Papst Leo III. in Paderborn (Mainz: von Zabern, 1999), 839. The 
most probable ‘French’ locations seem to be Corbie and Reims (see EWALD JAMMERS, Die Essener 
Neumenhandschriften der Landes- und Stadtbibliothek Düsseldorf (Ratingen: Aloys Henn Verlag, 1952); JACQUES 
HOURLIER and MICHEL HUGLO, ‘Notation paléofranque’, Etudes grégoriennes 2 (1957), 212-9). Other versions 
include the Corbie foundation Corvey, Hildesheim and Werden in Germany: see HUGO DAUSEND, Das älteste 
Sakramentar der Münsterkirche zu Essen, literarhistorisch untersucht (Missionskolleg St. Ludwig, 1920); JAMMERS, Die 
Essener Neumenhandschriften; VOLKHARD HUTH, ‘Die Düsseldorfer Sakramentarhandschrift D 1 als 
Memorialzeugnis’, Frühmittelalterliche Studien 20 (1986), 213-98; KLAUS GAMBER, Codices liturgici latini antiquores 
(Freiburg: Universitätsverlag, 1963, 1968), Nr. 915; KATRINETTE BODARWÉ, Sanctimoniales litteratae: Schriftlichkeit 
und Bildung in den ottonischen Frauenkommunitäten Gandersheim, Essen und Quedlinburg (Münster: Aschendorff, 
2004). 

 See Hartmuth HOFFMANN, Schreibstilen und Buchmalerei: Handschriften und Texte des 9.-11. Jahrhunderts 2

(Hannover: Hahnsche Buchhandlung: 2012); Hartmuth HOFFMANN, ‘Das Skriptorium von Essen in ottonischen 
und frühsalischer Zeit’, Kunst im Zeitalter der Kaiserin Theophanu. Akten des Internationalen Colloquiums veranstaltet 
vom Schnütgen-Museum Köln 13.-15. Juni 1991, ed. Anton VON EUW and Peter SCHREINER (Cologne: Verlag Locher, 
1993): 113-53; HUTH, ‘Die Düsseldorfer Sakramentarhandschrift D 1’, DAUSEND, Das älteste Sakramentar, JAMMERS, 
Die Essener Neumenhandschriften, Arlt, ‘IX.36’ in 799: Kunst und Kultur der Karolingerzeit, Bodarwé, Sanctimoniales 
litteratae.
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notated entries (where the music hand and the text hand are one and the same hand) were 
made by the ladies of the Essen Frauenstift.  This paper will focus on the work of one of them 3

– a repertory of Mass chants entered in the margins of the sacramentary D 1, which is the 
largest body of musical notation by one scribe in all the three books. Since this scribe’s hand 
is also the first music hand that one encounters as one opens the manuscript (see Ex. 1), I will 
hereafter call her the notator D 1-1.

Ex. 1 

!
Düsseldorf, Universitäts- und Landesbibliothek, D 1, fol. 1r

 See HOFFMANN, Schreibstilen und Buchmalerei: 40-1 and 47-54. Hoffmann’s work is the most substantial 3

paleographical work on Essen manuscripts. His main argument for identifying those hands as the hands of the 
Essen canonesses is that there are just too many contemporary hands with similar characteristics for all of them to 
be those of male monks providing priestly duties and pastoral care for the Frauenstift. See also BODARWÉ, 
Sanctimoniales litteratae, 95-96.
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The main purpose of this paper is to try and demonstrate what a thing like musical 
notation can tell us about liturgical practices of a particular religious community and how it 
can provide some (unexpected) evidence to what is otherwise very scarcely documented. 
Most  medieval  evidence  concerning  women’s  participation  in  the  liturgical  life  of  their 
communities,  and  particularly  its  musical  aspect,  concerns  primarily  the  singing  of  the 
Office. The Mass is mentioned very little and when it is, it is mainly to do with restrictions of 
female participation in the celebration, which should be carried out by male celebrants while 
women  of  the  community  observe  from  a  safe  distance.  Of  course,  as  is  well  known, 
sometimes a documented banning or restriction of certain practices speaks to the fact that the 
practices did indeed take place. However, the fact remains: there is no information in early 
medieval  sources  on  the  liturgical  life  of  female  religious  communities  as  concerns  the 
performance of the repertory that is the richest and the most diverse in terms of its musical 
characteristics – the Mass. 

Yet in the margins of the surviving Mass books from the Essen Frauenstift we encounter 
a number of hands, some of them contemporary, of women familiar with musical notation 
and the Mass  repertory.  The notation of  the  body of  Mass  chants  in  the  margins  of  the 
sacramentary D 1 in particular is, as I will try and demonstrate, a work of someone who is 
not only familiar with the musical notation itself and knows how it works, but who is also 
very familiar with the repertory that is being notated and knows how it should be sung.

The marginal entries by the scribe D 1-1 contain chants for 59 complete masses. The 
fully notated Mass of the Cross on fol.  1r (Ex.  1) stands apart from the rest of the chant 
material, not only in terms of the large number of folios that separate it from the next chant 
entry by the same scribe, but also in that it is not connected with the main text of the original 
sacramentary: it is copied out in the margins of the first of the seven folios that were a later 
insertion into the manuscript and contain a number of votive masses copied by the same 
scribe D 1-1. The rest of the Mass chant entries in the margins of the book fall into two large 
‘blocks’,  fols.  51v–84r  and  fols.  126v–140v,  that  are  in  accord  with  the  masses  in  the 
sacramentary main text – or, at least, were intended to be: since full chant texts, especially 
with  notation  or  intended  to  receive  notation,  placed  in  the  narrow space  of  a  margin, 
occupied much more vertical space than the prayers for the corresponding feast in the main 
text, the chants soon began to ‘lag behind’. The block starting on fol. 126 includes chants for 
masses from the First Sunday of Advent (situated in the margin beside the prayers for the 
First Sunday of Advent in the sacramentary) up to the feast of St. Sylvester (31 December). 
The block on fols. 51v–84r includes chants for the Sundays after Christmas, Epiphany, Easter 
and Pentecost followed by the chants for Epiphany through to Purification of Mary.

It is easy to notice that fol. 126r is where a chant book – if this were a chant book – 
would  normally  begin:  at  the  first  Sunday  of  Advent.  The  opening  126v-127r  receives 
complete musical notation, which is a rare case in D 1: besides the fully notated Mass of the 
Cross on fol. 1r shown above, there is only one other fully notated opening, fols. 130v-131r. 
Most  of  the  other  marginal  entries  by  D  1-1  are  just  chant  texts,  without  any  musical 
notation. It is clear, however, that the original plan was to provide all of the chant texts in the 
margins with notation: additional space was left between syllables of text in places where 
there are long melismas in the chants in order to accommodate the neumes (Ex. 2). A lot of 
the time those are just  blank spaces (Ex.  2a),  but sometimes a melisma is  signalled by a 
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straight horizontal line (which can be seen in Ex. 2b) and at other times by a more decorative, 
meandering line (as one seen in Ex. 2c).

Ex. 2 

a) ! fol. 135v

b) ! fol. 129r c) ! fol. 127v 

Of all the Mass chants entered in the margins by D 1-1 only 15 are fully notated. 12 
more chants  receive  partial  notation of  different  kinds,  and these  latter  are  of  particular 
importance to this discussion, as the choice of chants and of concrete parts of those chants to 
notate shows intimate knowledge of the repertory. The notation of the opening 130v-131r 
starts with a Gradual verse Laudem domini loquetur os meum (of the Gradual Prope est dominus) 
and ends with the melisma on Benedixisti domine within another Gradual verse (the Gradual 
Ostende nobis). Those are the two most ‘complete’ cases of partial notation in this manuscript 
– a full gradual verse and an almost complete gradual cum verse interrupted by the turn of 
the page. Other cases of partial notation are much more fragmentary. Those include:

− Gradual Benedictus dominus on fol. 52v: melismas on seculo (end of the refrain) and 
pacem (in the verse); 
− Alleluia Laudate deum omnes on fol. 53v: first half of the verse;
− Offertory Iubilate deo universa on fol. 54r: melismas on mea and labia mea in the first 
verse;
− Alleluia Confitemini domino et invocate on fol. 62r: part of the melisma on eius;
− Alleluia Beatus vir qui timet on fol. 82v: neumes over Alleluia and Beatus;

!  19



− Tract Adducentur regi virgines, Offertory Diffusa est gratia and Communion Simile est 
regnum on fol. 83r: incipits;
− Offertory Exulta satis filia on fol. 133r: beginning of the verse Loquetur pacem gentibus 
(including two long melismas on -que- and gen-).
− (?)Offertory Iustus ut palma on fol. 138v: a single neume on quae.
It  is  easy  to  notice  that  most  of  the  partially  notated  material  is  solo  and  often 

melismatic  –  i.e.  bits  of  chants  that  would  have  been  particularly  difficult  to  learn  and 
memorise and where one could use a written reference. It is clear that at least some of those 
neumations were made directly after the writing down of the text. 

On fol.  53v  (Ex.  3a),  for  reasons  unknown,  D 1-1  uses  a  thinner  and probably  not 
particularly well cut pen on a page with a particularly uncomfortable angle and one can see, 
both in the text script and the notation, how uncomfortable it is for her: the text letters come 
out huge, in comparison to this scribe’s ‘normal’  text-script size (see Ex.  3b ),  and rather 4

awkward and there is the same kind of awkwardness in the neumes, with quite a few ‘extra’ 
strokes, as if a familiar pen movement would not produce an expected result. It is obvious 
that the pen used for the neumes is the same as was used for the text and different from that 
used for both the text and the neumes in the previous opening which are shown in Ex. 3b. 

Ex. 3 

a) ! fol. 53v      b) ! fol. 52v

It is also obvious that the neumes on fol. 53v were entered before the scribe went on to 
the next folio, 54r, because there the pen changes again (Ex. 4). The longest melisma in Ex. 4, 
the one on labia looks like it was notated immediately after the syllable la- was written down: 
first of all, the notation fits perfectly into the space between that syllable and the next – 
something which does not happen often in D 1-1’s work (as is demonstrated by the notation 
of mea above and a few other melismas on fols. 126v-127r, 130v-131r and 1r); in addition to 
that, the neumes are situated in the text line rather than above it (cf. the notation of the two 
mea, above and below this melisma) and the horisontal line that separates the first line of the 
melisma from the next one seems to be drawn in such a way as to fit the descender of the 
significative letter ‘p’ above it – which means the line was drawn after the neumes were 
entered.

 The level of magnification is the same as in Ex. 3a.4
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Ex. 4 

! fol. 54r 

The situation may have been similar with the melismas on seculo and pacem in Ex. 3b: 
the neumes there are also situated in the text line rather than above it and fit perfectly into 
the  allocated space.  That  kind of  notating strategy points  to  a  close  familiarity  with the 
chants, if not to a lot of experience in the making of notated books. It is possible that at that 
point the scribe was not sure anymore that she was going to come back to this project to 
complete the notation,  so she entered the neumes as she went along at  particular places 
where she considered a written aid to be most needed. That also suggests that the scribe was, 
likely, the soloist actually singing those chants – something which is further confirmed by the 
details of the musical notation, as the discussion below will demonstrate.

Another  category  of  partial  neumations  is  represented  by  cases  where  only  the 
beginnings of chants were notated. One of such chants is the Alleluia Beatus vir on fol. 82v, 
which has neumes above the syllables Allelu- and Be-, i.e. the very beginning of the Alleluia 
and the verse (see Ex. 5). That makes perfect sense, since this Alleluia is not to be confused 
with another Alleluia whose verse also starts with the words Beatus vir. 
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Ex. 5 

! fol. 82v

Another  chant  with  a  notated  incipit  worthy  of  particular  attention  is  the  Tract 
Adducentur regi virgines on fol. 83r for the Octave of St. Agnes: not only is it a solo chant, but 
it is also not a particularly common chant, especially not with the melody that is notated 
here; this Tract seems to be a local feature of the Essen liturgical repertory. That also would 
be a perfectly good reason for adding musical notation, which indicates it as an eighth-mode 
tract with a melody more typical of the Easter Vigil canticles (Ex. 6):

Ex. 6 

! fol. 83r

!

Just like the solo and melismatic material discussed and shown above, the notation of 
the Alleluia Beatus vir and the Tract Adducentur demonstrates knowledge and understanding 
of the repertory: the notation was entered where it would have been particularly helpful. The 
notation of the other incipits on the same fol. 83r (Ex. 7) – the first syllable of the Offertory 
Diffusa est gratia and the first few syllables of the Communio Simile est regnum may be a result 
of some kind of ‘momentum’ following the notation of the beginning of the Tract Adducentur. 
It is possible that the notation of the opening 130v-131r was initially motivated by the same 
idea of notating a solo and melismatic part of a chant (a gradual verse), and the notation of 
the rest of the opening followed.
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Ex. 7 

! fol. 83r

These  choices  of  chants  or  parts  thereof  to  be  notated  on  a  priority  basis  –  solo, 
melismatic, local, not to be confused with another chant of the same text – are the first part of 
the evidence that we are dealing with a person who was most likely the singer responsible 
for the performance of the solo melismatic bits, as well as possibly also responsible for the 
‘correct’ choice and performance of the musical repertory – i.e. a female cantor.5

The second part of the evidence is constituted by the musical notation itself. Below I 
will use a few individual neumes to demonstrate that the notator D 1-1 knows very well the 
musical script that she is using and how it works. The first group of signs I would like to 
discuss is the neumes used to designate an ascending movement of two notes ( ! ).  The 
notator D 1-1 uses three graphic forms to notate this movement: a ‘basic’ form consisting of a 
continuous pen movement directed diagonally upwards (Ex. 8) and two ‘disjunct’ forms, one 
consisting of two dots and the other of a dot at the bottom and a short horizontal stroke at 
the top. Both disjunct forms can be seen on the second and third syllables of the Alleluia in 
Ex. 9 respectively.

 Indeed, the fully notated Mass of the Cross on fol. 1r also falls into the category of ‘local’ Essen repertory.5
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Ex. 8

a) ! 126v   b) ! 126v   c) ! 127r    d) ! 126v   e) ! 1r    f) ! 130v

Ex. 9

! fol. 130v

!

Ex.   8  gives  only  a  slight  impression  of  the  degree  of  graphic  variation  that  one 
encounters in D 1-1’s treatment of the basic form of this neume: the number of variants is far 
larger, but those shown in Ex.  8  are more or less representative of the main ‘groups’ into 
which they can be classified. This also shows that the notator does not care much about the 
‘calligraphic’ qualities of the script: as long as the general idea of an oblique stroke directed 
from left to right and upwards is there, it works.

When it comes to the usage of the two disjunct forms, however, one discovers that, 
despite a certain graphic sloppiness,  the notator is being very strict  and systematic as to 
which  form  is  used  in  which  melodic  situation.  The  function  of  both  disjunct  forms  is 
essentially the same: by notating a melodic gesture of two ascending notes as two separate 
elements rather than as one continuous movement they demonstrate that each one of the two 
notes should be rhythmically emphasised, i.e. sung slowly. It seems that, for D 1-1, the choice 
of one or the other disjunct form depends on the context: if it is an isolated neume (as it is on 
the  syllable  -le-  of  the  Alleluia  in  Ex.  9),  it  will  always  be  two dots.  The  form with  the 
horisontal stroke on top is always used within, or at the beginning of, a group of notes sung 
on the same syllable, never isolated; in Ex. 9, even though it is not very well-coordinated 
with the chant text, this neume indeed opens a melisma on the third syllable lu-. If a disjunct 
form of the neume is used at the end of a group, as opposed to at the beginning or in the 
middle, it will be the two-dots form (Ex. 10).   

Ex. 10

!
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It thus seems that the horizontal stroke is used as a way to isolate a neume indicating 
two ascending notes sung slowly within a melisma, to create a clear divide between this 
neume and the following. That allows the neume to stand out visually within a larger group 
of neumes and not be mixed up with situations where two ascending notes within a melisma 
(in this case notated by two dots) and a neume which follows them form one melodic gesture 
– the two ascending notes sung lightly, ‘leading up’ to a higher third note, which is the first 
note of the next neume. An example of such melodic situation is given below in the melisma 
on nolite in the Offertory Confortamini (Ex. 11a); Ex. 11b is a fragment of a melisma on domine 
in the Gradual Universi, where, in a very similar combination of neumes, the use of the form 
with  a  horizontal  stroke  on  top  allows  for  it  to  be  distinguished as  a  ‘separate’  neume 
indicating two rising notes articulated slowly. Since there is no need for such a distinction 
when a disjunct form of the neume is used as a stand-alone neume or at the end of a group of 
neumes, the notator uses a more economical graphic gesture of two dots in those situations.

Ex. 11

a)     ! fol. 130v                     b)     ! fol. 126v

!         !

An important thing to note with regard to the abovementioned neumes is that their 
usage appears to be based on certain self-imposed ‘rules’, which, in turn, implies a thorough 
knowledge of the basic ‘rules’ on which a neumatic script operates. 

Another aspect of D 1-1’s notation which is of extreme importance to this discussion is 
her creative approach to the neumatic script, of which I will only give a few examples below. 
One of them is a very particular habit adopted by D 1-1 of sometimes notating sonorants l, m, 
n and r, thus showing that they need to be vocalised. This peculiarity is discovered when one 
notices a number of ‘extra’ dots in the notations of D 1-1 – notes that, from comparison to 
notated versions of the same chants in other sources, should not be there; and all of them are 
at the end of closed syllables that end with a sonorant. The ending of the Offertory Ad te 
domine (Ex. 12) is the most obvious example: the Offertory closes with a typical second-mode 
cadential figure, which has only two notes on the last syllable (Ex. 12a) – and this melodic 
formula is  so  widespread that  the  possibility  of  adding an extra  note  by mistake seems 
extremely unlikely if the person notating it has even a minimal familiarity with the chant 
repertory. Yet, according to the notation of D 1-1, there are three notes on the last syllable of 
this Offertory, confundentur – see Ex. 12b. The only explanation I can propose for this is that 
the notator shows that one should sing the sonorant r at the end of confundentur – something 
which I tried to express by means of modern notation in Ex. 12c.

!  25



Ex. 12

a) !   

b) (confun) ! fol. 127r

c)  !      

The fact that there are several more examples of this kind seems to indicate that the 
notation in Ex. 12b is neither a mistake nor an accident. Some of those examples are given 
below (Ex. 13) with the same kind of transcription as in Ex. 12c (except Ex. 13c, for which 
there is no pitched version available).

Ex. 13

a) !  (suum) 127r b) ! 131r       c) ! 1r

!   !

This  notational  device  cannot  be  called  ‘liquescence’  in  the  strict  sense,  since 
liquescence is to do with transition from one syllable to the next, whereas the dots showing 
vocalisation of  the sonorants can be found at  the end of  a chant or a section of  a chant 
(confundentur  in Ex.  12b and mutorum  in Ex.  13b, which is the end of an offertory verse). 
However, it is definitely a related phenomenon, as it is also a way of showing the correct 
pronunciation of the text in a particular musical context. The dot on fructum (Ex. 13a) actually 
corresonds to a descending liquescence in parallel versions from other neumed sources. 

Sometimes the ‘extra’ dot follows a liquescent sign, as is shown below in Ex. 14, with 
pitched versions from the Graduale triplex, which also allows to compare the neumes of D 1 to 
those of St. Gall and Laon. 

Ex. 14

!
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The sign on misericordiam (Ex. 14b), the arch-shaped sign with a wavy line attached to 
its right-hand end, seems to be another one of this notator’s numerous ‘inventions’:  this, 
actually, is a way of showing liquescence at the end of a melodic movement of a step up 
followed by a step down  ( ! ). An identically shaped neume is found on fol. 130v (Ex. 15) 
where it is used to show liquescence at the end of the same melodic movement on the first 
syllable of salvos.  However, this graphic shape is not encountered in any other surviving 
source of Palaeofrankish neumatic script, so this may well be this particular notator’s know-
how.6

Ex. 15

! fol. 130v        

There  are  more  signs  in  the  work  of  D 1-1  that  do  not  appear  to  be  conventional 
Palaeofrankish signs, but are a result of the notator’s creative attitude towards notation and 
its  possibilities.  Some of them are one-offs,  brought about by specific needs of  a specific 
melodic situation. One of these is shown in Ex. 16: 

Ex. 16

   ! fol. 126v

!

Melodically, the first neume on fac is a melodic movement of a step up followed by 
two steps down ( ! ).  The standard way of notating this melodic gesture is !  as the 
‘basic’ form or !   or !  as ‘disjunct’ forms (the one with the horizontal stroke probably 
indicating that a rhythmic emphasis is placed on just the first note). The sign in Ex. 16 is 
something in between the conjunct and the disjunct versions: it has an angular top and the 
descending  element  like  a  disjunct  neume,  but  also  a  rounded  first  element  that  is 
graphically  connected  to  it.  It  seems  likely  that  this  shape  is  supposed  to  reflect  some 
particularities of vocal performance, perhaps some sort of glissando towards the upper note; 
this (both the shape of the neume and the particularities of the performance) may also be to 
do with the tessitura: the top note of this melodic gesture is the high e, which is the highest 
note in the melody of this chant. Moreover, there are some other neume shapes in the work 
of D 1-1 that seem to suggest some sort of a ‘special relationship’ with the upper e. I pointed 
out earlier that the notator D 1-1 uses an enormous number of graphic variants of the ‘basic’ 
neume for two ascending notes (see above Ex. 8) which don’t seem to have any difference 

 One of the functions of the wavy line in Palaeofrankish notation is as the oriscus, i.e. a sign that in certain 6

graphic and melodic contexts indicates a repetition of the previous pitch. Using an ‘oriscus-element’ to show 
liquescence would, thus, make perfect sense if the notator was trying to show vocalisation of the ‘liquid’ 
consonant on the same pitch as the last note of the up-then-down movement.
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with  regard  to  their  meaning  or  usage  –  it  is  the  general  graphic  ‘idea’  of  an  upward 
movement that matters. However, among the multitude of these signs in the work of D 1-1, 
there are two (shown in Ex.  17) that share the same graphic peculiarity – two  changes of 
direction at the top of the neume, first a pronounced movement to the right, then a slight 
movement upwards – and both correspond to the melodic movement de, in different chants 
in completely different parts of the manuscript. 

Ex. 17

a) (bene-) ! fol. 131r  b) ! fol. 54r (fragment of melisma)

   ! !

The kind of musical notation that we are dealing with here is what I would like to call a 
‘performer’s notation’. In this kind of notation, the melody is being transcribed into a music 
script  that  is  all  about how a chant is  supposed to be sung,  as  opposed to a script  that 
represents  a  certain  standardised  vocabulary  of  signs  that  can  potentially  be  ‘read’  by 
anyone. Particularly, it involves a lot of what seems to be a graphic response to the melody in 
one’s head, as opposed to, say, copying from an exemplar – the unique neume shapes shown 
in Ex. 16 and Ex. 17 are part of this phenomenon. Other unique features, such as shown in 
Ex. 12, Ex. 13, Ex. 14 and Ex. 15, result from an extreme attention to the pronunciation of the 
text. Hence also the use of ‘rules’ that would allow to discern situations that are melodically 
similar, but need to be distinguished from the point of view of articulation – !  and !  within 
melismas,  as  well  as  many  other  ‘inventions’  that  are  based  on  the  general  rules  and 
conventions of the script, but are custom-made to suit a particular performative situation. I 
would like to emphasise once again that a lot of the ‘special’ or unique neume shapes and 
notational devices are found in solo sections of chants – gradual and offertory verses. Thus, 
both the choice of the material to notate and the character of the musical notation itself point 
to  the  fact  that  this  particular  lady of  the  Essen Frauenstift  was  actively  involved in  the 
singing of the Mass – most likely as the cantor.

A predominance of female religious communities is a distinctive feature of ecclesiastical 
and monastic life of Carolingian and, later, Ottonian Saxony and some of the source evidence 
suggests that the ecclesiastical roles of women were more flexible and far less restricted there 
than one might be used to imagining.  The notation of Mass chants in the margins of the 7

manuscript Düsseldorf D 1 surely contributes to that evidence.

 See particularly INGRID KRISTEN REMBOLD, The Politics of Christianization in Carolingian Saxony (PhD diss., 7

University of Cambridge, 2014), 236-8.
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‘Margins toward the centre’:  Bernard Silvestris’s 
(?) In martianum and the exegesis of Natura

Dr Jason M. Baxter
WYOMING CATHOLIC COLLEGE

An eclectic, encyclopedic textbook written by an aging, ironic, pagan father for his 
son in late antiquity; an elegiac,  moral struggle in which a Roman aristocrat in a 
deteriorating empire, tries to persuade himself that his suffering pales in the light of 
eternity;  an epic poem, modelled on Homer with distinct  Alexandrian influences, 
written  to  celebrate  and  give  guidance  to  the  ‘civis  princeps’  in  Rome’s  most 
promising hour: in the eyes of classicists these three texts (the De nuptiis of Martianus 
Capella; the Consolatio of Boethius; the Aeneid of Virgil), written in distinct genres, 
diverse cultures, varying linguistic styles, are very different indeed. But the modern 
scholar’s  desire  to  identify  what  makes  an  author  characteristically  distinct  from 
another is directly at odds with the sort of questions a medieval scholar wished to 
ask. In contrast to the modern approach of treating intellectual traditions as blocks of 
discrete stages of growth, Christopher Baswell has described the medieval tendency 
to blur  the distinction between the original  text  and later  accretions.  ‘A study of 
medieval  English  Virgilianism  through  its  manuscripts,’  he  writes,  ‘can  help  us 
suspend  certain  assumptions  about  textuality  and  its  boundaries.’  The  ‘unstable 
frontier’  between books  and text  is  ‘suggested by the  tendency among medieval 
translators to include not only the ‘primary’ text, but also parts of its surrounding 
commentaries.’ Baswell points out that Chaucer’s Boece  ‘unites Latin text and gloss, 
as  well  as  French.  This  absorption  of  framing materials  into  the  translation—the 
insistent centripetal movement of the margin toward the centre—suggests the extent 
to which textualty in the Middle Ages has vague and fluid limits, only beginning 
with the auctor’s words…’1

That  there  were  porous  boundaries  between  text  and  later  interpretive 
activities  was  not  due  to  sloppiness  or  accident,  but  was  given,  throughout  the 
medieval  era,  theoretical  grounding.  Proclus,  for  instance,  posited  that  there  is  a 
chain of authorities—a chain of philosophers and poets—who have all said more or 

  CHRISTOPHER BASWELL, Virgil in Medieval England: Figuring The Aeneid from the Twelfth Century to Chaucer, 1

Cambridge Studies in Medieval Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 5-6.
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less the same thing, and whose texts may cast light on one another.  For Proclus, this 2

true  mystical  insight  is  fragile,  and  always  being  lost  and  recovered  in  history.  3

Nevertheless, within the true succession of philosophers, the same basic insight into 
the mysterious ground of reality can be recovered and further elaborated by later 
philosophers.  Similarly,  Proclus’s  near contemporary,  Macrobius,  did not feel  the 4

need to consider his sources strictly from a diachronic angle. All that has been said 
truly is the same. Macrobius felt entitled to interpret Cicero and Virgil as a new Plato 
and new Homer, Latin authors who renewed the tradition of philosophia perennis. This 
view  too  was  based  on  the  Neoplatonic  belief  that  the  wise  possess  a  timeless 
spiritual insight, a quasi-mystical vision of ultimate reality, which is substantially the 
same. Their seeming differences are of no consequence because, at the deep level of 
understanding, they are in agreement.5

In this paper, however, I wish to focus on a twelfth-century commentary on 
Martianus  Capella’s  De  nuptiis  as  a  prime  example  of  this  medieval  exegetical 
mentality.  The  commentary  survives  in  only  one  manuscript,  as  Cambridge 
University Library Mm. 1.18. It has been attributed—correctly, I believe—to Bernard 
Silvestris  of  Tours,  the author  of  the Cosmographia.  In  any case,  the commentator 
knew Macrobius, and, like his predecessor, he sets forward an understanding of a 
chain of writers who all say basically the same thing: 

[In  this  work of  Martianus Capella]  there  is  indeed imitation of  an auctor, 
given that  he emulates Virgil.  Just  as  Aeneas in [Virgil]  is  led through the 
infernal regions to Anchises, accompanied by the Sybil, so too here is Mercury 
led through the regions of the world to Jove, with Virtue as his companion. It 
is also the case that in the Consolatio Boethius climbs through false goods to 
the  highest  good,  with  Philosophy  as  his  guide.  These  three  figures  then 
basically  express  the  same thing.  Therefore,  Martianus  imitates  Maro,  and 
Boethius  imitates  Martianus.  But  you  ask:  for  what  reason  do  you  take 

  For the Greek text, see H. D. SAFFREY and L. G. WESTERINK, eds., Proclus: Théologie platonicienne, 6 vols. (Paris: 2

Les Belles Lettres, 1968‒1997). For the English translation, see Proclus, Platonic Theology, trans. Thomas Taylor, 
Great Works of Philosophy Series (New York: Selene Books, 1995 [reprint of 1816 original]). For a more recent 
translation, with updated notes, see Proclus, Teologia Platonica, trans. Michele Abbate (Milan: Bompiani, 2005).

  The vision of truth can return as it were into itself and [become] unapparent to many who professed to 3

philosophize.’ Ibid., 1.

 ‘[T]his philosophy shone forth at first from him so venerably and arcanely, as if established in sacred temples, 4

and within their adyta, and being unknown to many who have entered into these holy places, in certain orderly 
periods of time, proceeded as much as was possible for it into light, through certain true priests, and who 
embraced a life corresponding to the tradition of such mystic concerns.’ Ibid., 2; Plato’s true successors achieved a 
similar character as their leader: ‘the Egyptian Plotinus, and those who received the theory from him, I mean 
Amelius and Porphyry, together with those in the third place who were produced like virile statues from these, 
viz.: Iamblichus and Theodorus, and any others, who after these, following this divine choir, have energized 
about the doctrine of Plato with a divinely inspired mind.’ Ibid.

 See P. COURCELLE, Late Latin Writers, 45.5
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Martianus  as  the  imitator  of  Maro,  rather  than  Maro  as  the  imitator  of 
Martianus? Because it is indeed certain that Martianus is posterior to Maro in 
time;  it  is  [Maro],  then,  that  [Martianus]  will  subsequently continue as the 
predecessor to him, along with other philosophers.

Auctoris  vero imitatio est,  quia Maronem emulatur.  Sicut enim apud illum 
ducitur  Eneas  per  inferos  comite  Sibilla  usque  ad  Anchisem,  ita  et  hic 
Mercurius per mundi regiones Virtute comite ad Iovem. Ita quoque et in libro 
De  Consolatione  scandit  Boetius  per  falsa  bona  ad  summum  bonum  duce 
Philosophia.  Que  quidem  tres  figure  fere  idem  exprimunt.  Imitatur  ergo 
Martianus  Maronem,  Boetius  Martianum.  Set  subicies:  in  quo  deprehendis 
magis  Martianum  imitatorem  Maronis  quam  Maronem  Martiani?  In  hoc 
equidem quia constans est  Martianum Marone tempore posteriorem, quem 
iste cum aliis de se precessorem philosophis deinceps continuabit.6

According to Bernard, then, all three authors present the same basic philosophical 
program through their stories: that is, they teach how one can come to recognize the 
specious nature of visible reality and then proceed to perceive that invisible unity 
which  underlies  appearances.  But  Bernard  also  describes  a  historical  process  in 
which later authors intentionally imitate their predecessors. The phrase Bernard uses 
for Martianus is, ‘to continue Virgil.’ Boethius will later ‘continue’ what Martianus 
had done. For Bernard, ‘continue’ is a strong word. He uses the related ‘continuus’ to 
mean ‘without interruption’ (e.g., ‘id est alternis temporibus, hieme scilicet et estate, 
que non sunt continua set alterna,’ 67). The auctores within the chain of writers, then, 
‘continue’ ‘without interruption’s the work of their predecessors.  This complex of 
writers,  though  spread  throughout  history,  preserves  a  unity  of  thought.  Later 
authors, by adopting earlier writers as their model-authors, create re-presentations of 
their  model  texts,  and  thus  their  fresh  literary  works  may  be  read  as  faithful 
‘unfoldings’ or expositions of the deep structures hidden under the literary form of 
the original.  Inversely, from Bernard’s perspective, all  that could be said—all that 
would  be  said  in  later  marginalia—was  already  contained  in  the  archana  of  the 
original.  The  practical  exegetical  approach  which  follows  Bernard’s  theoretical 7

statement is that any earlier or later author in the chain can be used to gloss the 
archana  of  the  chosen  text.  At  the  same time,  Bernard  also  describes  a  historical 

 HAIJO JAN WESTRA, The Commentary on Martianus Capella's De nuptiis philologiae et mercurii attributed to Bernardus 6

Silvestris, (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1986), 47.

 For Bernard, archanum is a secret reality, invisible to superficial observation and discoverable only by means of 7

careful investigation. There are archana of the human mind, in nature, as well as ‘heavenly’ realities which are 
‘occulta’ only because, being ontologically prior to the realm of senses, they resist the lower faculties of the 
human mind: ‘Nudus quia tunc potissimum fit manifestum mentis archanum,’ 76;  ‘Set hoc loco quedam nostre 
nature ammiranda archana ingerunt se tractanda,’ 85; ‘Theorica vero, id est contemplativa vita, est suspendium 
animi a terrenis coniunctum archanorum nature investigatione,’ 151; ‘Penita: Archanas naturas. Permeare: 
Contemplari, id est per phisicam. Etherios recessus: Celestia archana, per theologiam scilicet, invisibiles scilicet 
substantias,’ 175.
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component at work in this process. The deep centre of the earlier text unfolds in the 
writings of later auctores who have chosen to emulate earlier auctores.

This  then  is  the  theoretical  complement  to  Baswell’s  observation  of  the 
practical  reality  of  the  porous  texts  of  the  Middle  Ages.  If,  as  Baswell  asserts, 
marginalia could move centripetally toward the centre of the ‘original text,’ this is 
because  the  insights  produced  by  later  authors  were  deemed  to  have  moved 
centrifugally out of the centre of the original through time. We have then a kind of 
methodology exactly opposite  to ours:  earlier  authors become more clear  in later 
authors, as opposed to later authors being made more clear in light of their sources. 
Later endeavors can be read as further unfolding what was originally present on the 
deep level of the ancient texts. 

What is remarkable and most relevant to our interests at this conference is that 
CUL Mm.1.18 presents  a  visual  correlation to this  exegetical  mentality.  Consistent 
with the new twelfth-century format of full-length commentaries, bits of Martianus’s 
text appear embedded within longer blocks of the explicator’s commentary. Each of 
the  lemmata,  beginning  with  the  first  words  of  Martianus’s  text,  ‘Tu  quem 
psallentem, etc,’ are neatly underlined. After this first citation of Martianus, we find 
almost a full column of commentary before we come to the next underlined portion. 
Thus, on the visual level, the text of Martianus is presented as a coiled spring, whose 
elastic  potential  energy  unwinds,  or  unfolds,  and  stretches  out  into  Bernard’s 
comments. One can imagine the inverse procedure, as well, of Bernard’s comments 
being ‘folded’ back up into the text; that is, if a reader, after having studied Bernard’s 
gloss, returned to the continuously running text of Martianus, now uninterrupted by 
inserted commentary, he must have had the sensation that the text before him was 
taut, ready to unfold at a touch. Or, if I may change the metaphor from mechanics, 
the text was like a saturated sponge, containing much more than what is visible on 
the surface. The reader would know that if he probed the text, it would exude its 
superabundance of meaning, into marginalia as it were.

Before  analyzing  this  mentality  with  reference  to  a  particular  passage, 
however,  I  would like to devote a  few words to historicizing the vocabulary the 
commentator uses to describe his exegetical activity. Bernard does not use the term 
‘marginalia’ to describe his work as a commentator. He rather refers to his exegetical 
activity  as  ‘explicatio,’  or,  literally,  unfolding.  For  example,  when  Martianus 8

promises  that  he  will  explain  his  words  to  his  son,  using  the  word  ‘explicabo,’ 
Bernard adds the gloss: ‘that is, I will give the tangle of ignorance without its fold’ (id 
est  extra  plicam nodum ignorantie  dabo,  90).  The  commentator’s  job,  then,  is  to 
simplify  the  text,  unfolding  it  so  that  its  parts  are  clear.  In  a  similar  vein,  the 
commentator also describes his exegetical work as the making of ‘distinctiones’ and 
delimiting the text into individual parts: 

 The fourth section of his commentary, for example, is entitled, ‘explicatio didasdalica primae orationis ad 8

filium.’
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A philosophical book, then, is like a mirror, in which the faces of almost all of 
the disciplines abound. For this reason, there is almost no discipline which the 
reader will be totally unversed in. Let each be able to grasp the distinctions of 
this work. Let the reader then mark off into individual sections what part is a 
theological treatise, or treatise on physics or mathematics, or which is ethics, 
either moral, familiar, or civic. 

Est ergo quasi quoddam speculum liber philosophicus, in quo omnium vultus 
pene disciplinarum redundant.  Unde nulla fere est  disciplina cuius ex toto 
expers lector fuerit. Omnis possit capere huius operis distinctiones. Sit ergo 
lectoris quis tractatus theologicus,  phisicus vel  mathematicus,  quis denique 
ethicus  vel  moralis,  familiaris  vel  civilis,  in  singulis  distinctionibus 
determinare. (82-83).

For Bernard, the activity of the commentator is the inverse of that of the auctor. If the 
astute reader must be able to ‘grasp distinctions’ (capere…distinctiones) and ‘delimit’ 
(determinare) tracts of text, the auctor has the opposite task of uniting these disparate 
elements.  Bernard defines poesis  as ‘the science of  enclosing illustrious and grave 
speech in meter’  (‘scientia claudens in metro orationem gravem et illustrem’,  81). 
Elsewhere  Bernard  refers  to  figurative  writing  as  that  which  ‘”wraps  truths  in 
obscurity”,  which  is  to  say  it  encloses  divine  matters  in  the  coverings  [of 
fiction]’ (‘”involvens vera obscuris” id est divina integumentis claudens.’ 46). And 
similarly, the auctor is said to enclose in figural representation a deep intuitive vision 
or understanding of reality (cp. ‘claudens intellectum,’ 45). The auctor brings together 
linguistic elementa into a whole and balanced literary cosmos. Bernard uses the same 
terms to describe the linguistic arts that he uses for describing how ‘providence’ or 
‘universal music’ binds the physical elements into a cosmos. Grammar unites raw 
sounds into meaningful speech utterances (‘sicut prima iungebat voces in oratione 
[…]’, 80); Dialectic ‘joins the utterances of grammar into an argument' (‘orationes a 
prima iungit eas in argumentatione’, 80); rhetoric takes up these arguments and joins 
them into an oration, before poetry finally takes up such ‘oratio grav[is] et illustr[is]’ 
and encloses it  in the numbers of  meter.  Bernard describes,  then,  how the writer 
builds up his linguistic elements into an increasingly complex cosmos of words (the 
word he uses is ‘contextus’, or interweaving of sounds and words, 80). He uses the 
same terminology for describing the joining-activity of the world soul or providence. 
The Boethian Concordia, for example, is said to join, bind, or marry in harmony the 
physical elementa of the cosmos in ‘complexum sacrum’ (67).  9

Thus, both the human auctor and the divine mind which orders the cosmos 
(the ‘o qui perpetua mundum ratione gubernas’ of Boethius’s famous metrum, III.9) 
bind their  respective  elementa  by numbers  and create,  not  just  mixtures,  but  true 
unities (see 64-65). It is significant therefore that Bernard uses ‘complexus’ to describe 

 ‘Tu (Concordia) ligas (id est claudis) elementa vicibus… Et tu (Concordia) maritas mundum (id est iungis mundana 9

agentia et pacientia, scilicet animantia)’, 67.
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the delicate and providential balance of the world’s variety as seen in the physical 
cosmos. ‘Complexus’, from the past participle of complector, is the ‘sacer amplexus’, 
or  the  harmonious  ‘enfolding’  or  ‘binding’  of  the  elements  effected  by  Divine 
Wisdom.  ‘Complexus’,  then,  belongs  to  a  semantic  network  of  terms  which 10

counterbalances the unfolding, explicatio, of the commentator. In sum, the author is 
likened  to  ‘providence’  which  combines  single  elements  into  a  whole;  the 
commentator goes backwards, breaking down the whole into singula.11

These constellations of related terms help us appreciate a deeper component 
of Bernard’s commentary, whose originality might otherwise remain obscured. At an 
important  moment  in  the  fifth  section  of  the  commentary,  Bernard  uses  a 
commonplace  about  the  world’s  likeness  to  a  book.  At  that  same point,  he  also 
paraphrases, at times quoting word for word, a lengthy portion from Hugh of St. 
Victor’s De tribus diebus. Bernard, repeating the words of Hugh and the sentiment of 
many others, affirms that the world is like a ‘sensible book,’ written by God so that 
the creator may make himself known through his creation. Following Hugh, Bernard 
suggest that the Trinity makes itself manifest through cosmic order: ‘the immensity 
of the world is the sign of divine power; the beauty of the world is a sign of divine 
wisdom; and the usefulness of the world is a sign of divine goodness’ (Inmensitas 
enim mundi  nota  est  divine  potentie,  pulcritudo  mundi  divine  sapientie,  utilitas 
mundi  divine  bonitatis,  109).  Each  of  the  terms  in  this  trinity  can  be  further 
subdivided. For example, ‘the immensity of the world is subdivided into multitude 
and magnitude. See how the [world’s] multitude clearly figures forth power: look at 
the stars of the heaven, the sand on the sea, the dust of the earth, the drops of water, 
the feathers of birds, the scales of fish, the hairs of animals, the grass of the fields, and 
the  fruit  and  leaves  of  the  trees.  The  individual  creatures  (singula)  are  not  only 
innumerable, but the kinds of creatures are also innumerable’ (‘Immensitas mundi 
dividitur  in  multitudinem  et  magnitudinem.  Vide  quomodo  multitudo  significat 
potentiam: intuere stellas celi, harenam maris, terre pulverem pluvie guttas, avium 
pennas, piscium squamas, animalium pilos, camporum gramina, arborum fructus et 
folia. Non tantum innumerabilia sunt singula, set etiam innumerabilia genera’, 109). 
For Bernard and Hugh, then, the world is teeming with kinds of creations as well as a 
plurality of individual things. The important word used here is singula, a word, as we 
have seen, which is also used in reference to the commentator’s supposed task of 
making ‘distinctiones’.

It is important to note that Bernard is motivated to borrow Hugh’s lengthy 
portrait of the world’s plurality because he sees it as intimated in the use of a single 
word in his source text. In the opening words of the fabula of De nuptiis, Martianus 

 One way to understand the term ‘complexus’, the commentator tells us, is as ‘sacred embrace’ or ‘divine 10

wisdom’, ‘which enfolds/embraces all things through governing them’ ( ‘si vero talis: foves complexu illa nexa, erit 
complexus sacer Sapientia divina, que omnia gubernando complecitur’, 61).

 Interestingly enough, in the philosophy of the Cosmographia’s dedicatee, this is the word used for cosmic 11

unfolding. Explicare is used in the same in Martianus Capella commentary.
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playfully describes how humans may ask Hera to intercede on their behalf,  even 
when Zeus is angry. In that passage, our pagan author rather innocuously says that 
Jupiter will sometimes cancel an earlier decree, even if he had already ‘with dispatch 
passed a sentence and the hand of the Parcae are waiting to carry out his order’ (‘et 
quicquid  ille  exprompta  sententia,  Parcarum  pugillo  asservante,  dictaverit, 
delenitum suadae coniugis amplexibus iussuque removere’, 5, Stahl’s translation; or, 
more literally, ‘And whatever [Jupiter], having spoken his mind, would say, while the 
fist of the Fates assents’, 3.5-6). Bernard seizes—and we recall his own words, that the 
lector must be able to capere distinctiones—on the word pugillus. Bernard’s interpretive 
leap at this point is extraordinary. He glosses ‘pugillus’ as the totality of the sensible 
world, or, in his phrase, ‘mundus sensilis’. But how can you take the word ‘fist’ as 
‘sensibilis mundus’? Bernard makes a comment which reveals his extended chain of 
reasoning of the meaning of ‘pugillo asservante’: ‘[…] for this reason it is written that 
he  holds  the  world  by  the  hand.  Listen  to  the  prophet:   “Who,”  he  says,  “has 
measured  the  waters  with  his  fist,  and  weighted  the  heavens  with  his  palm? 
[…]”’ (‘[…] ideo scribitur quod teneat mundum pugno. Audi prophetam: “Quis,” 
inquid,  “mensus  est  pugillo  aquas  et  celos  palma  ponderavit?”’,  109).  Bernard 
continues  with  the  passage  we  have  already  commented  upon:  ‘That  divinity  is 
indeed written into the world, know this: this world is a sensible book which has 
divinity written into it.  Individual creatures are letters and reveal some aspect of 
divinity.  For the immensity of the world reveals divine power. The beauty of the 
world divine wisdom. The utility  of  the  world divine goodness.’  (‘Quod vero in 
mundo scribatur divinitas, sic accipe: mundus hic sensilis liber quidam est habens in 
se divinitatem scriptam. Singule vero creature littere sunt et note alicuius quod in 
divinitate  est.  Inmensitas  enim mundi  not  est  divine  potentie.  pulcritudo  mundi 
divine sapientie. utilitas mundi divine bonitatis’, 109). As we can see, Martianus’s use 
of the word ‘pugillus’ in the context of the fates, who are ready and waiting to record 
Zeus’s decrees, reminds Bernard of a biblical passage in Isaiah, which describes the 
creator as holding the waters, heavens, earth, mountains, and hills in his hand. For 
Bernard, the writing of the fates is, after all, taken as ‘dispositio dei’, the plan of God 
‘ab eterno’ for the world’s order, and this predetermined plan is of course what is 
being captured through the biblical metaphor of holding the world in hand. But the 
biblical microcatalogue then reminds Bernard of the passage in Hugh of St. Victor’s 
De  tribus  diebus,  perhaps  because  Hugh  quotes  the  same  verse  from  Isaiah.  The 
lengthy  quotation  from  Hugh  then  follows  upon  the  single  word  in  Martianus, 
pugillus. But as the single word unfolds into paragraph after paragraph of text, at the 
same time, this explicatio is rendered visible by a diagram which grows out of the text 
and into the literal margins. The technique of the explicator parallels the centrifugal 
unfolding of the physical world from dispositio dei to the order and varied cosmos. 
Creation and exegesis are mirror images. 

Despite Bernard’s extensive debt to Hugh, his appropriation of this passage 
from De tribus diebus differs in at least one significant way: Bernard sees this world of 
plurality as unfolding in historical time. While it is true that both authors use the 
familiar  topos  of  the  world  as  book,  Bernard  inscribes  Hugh’s  description  of  the 
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plurality of the world within the context of Martianus’s use of ‘writing’ as metaphor 
for the providential action of the fates. Bernard glosses the writing of Martianus’s 
Parcae as the actualization in historical time of what God had disposed ab eterno: ‘He 
“declared,” that is, when he disposed from eternity: the Parcae write this when they 
bring temporal events into act’ (‘Dictavit enim quando ab eterno disposuit: hoc Parce 
scribunt  quando  eventus  temporales  in  actum  ducunt’,  108).  Later  in  the 
commentary, Bernard further clarifies this actualization in time of the divine mind, 
by explicitly referring to the providential operation of the Holy Spirit: ‘The ancient 
philosophers said this about the world’s soul:  just as the world’s great,  corporeal 
body is that from which all other bodies come forth and to which they return, so is its 
soul a sort of great spirit from which all souls taken their beginning and in which 
they have their return. This soul is truly nothing other than the divine spirit which 
both  creates  the  world  and  governs  it,  as  both  the  prophets  and  philosophers 
affirm’  (‘De  anima  mundi  veteres  sensere  (?)  philosophi  quod,  sicut  mundanum 
corpus magnum est a quo omnia corpora prodeunt et in quod reducuntur, ita eius 
anima magnus quidam spiritus est a quo omnes animae ortum et in quem regressum 
habent. Hec quidem anima non nisi divinus spiritus qui et mundum creat et creatum 
gubernat, ut astruunt tam prophete quam philosophi’, 205). This historical dimension 
of the unfolding of the divine mind is foreign to Hugh. 

We have a picture, then, of a world which is written by God in order to reveal 
God. The Holy Spirit brings bodies and souls forth from the world’s body and the 
world soul, copying out into physical creatures the plan recorded—disposed—from 
eternity in the divine mind. The deep plan, the dispositio ab eterno of the divine mind, 
is realized in history through the divinus spiritus, and, once realized, is seen to figure 
forth divinitas (109). The cosmos undergoes a centripetal motion, from the invisible 
depths of  the divine mind into the singula of creatures throughout time;  its  deep 
meaning unfolds—is made visible and evident—in the margins of historical time.  At 
the  same  time,  Bernard  uses  the  term  ‘singula’  to  refer  both  to  the  individual 
creations  which  instantiate  the  writing  of  the  Parcae  in  time,  and  to  individual 
comments made by a commentator. Bernard’s use of the old metaphor of the world 
as book can be seen with fresh eyes: it is a book with a deep centre—archanum; time is 
a kind a writing process, in which the World Soul brings forth creaturely souls as 
writing ‘creatures’  as  ‘lettere  singule’  (109).  And,  as  we have seen,  the  metaphor 
draws a parallel to Bernard’s own exegetical activity of explicatio, a reading-activity as 
a movement of the divina or obscura or archana from the deep level of the text into the 
singula of his comments and distinctiones.

In conclusion, Bernard’s belief that there is a secret unity between auctores, as 
well as that they, in some sense, explicate the deep meaning of those that have come 
before him, seems to be related to his ‘exegesis’ of the world. His natural philosophy, 
what he is prepared to notice about the universe as peculiar, and specifically how he 
believes it reveals its maker, seems closely related, if not dependent, on his view of 
centuries of marginalia as flowing from the deep centre of the ancients.
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What is Medieval Paratext?

Charlotte E. Cooper
ST EDMUND HALL, UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD 

Over the last few years, perhaps as a result of the increasing digitisation of medieval 
manuscripts, research into medieval literature has begun to focus not just on the texts 
contained in a manuscript, but also on the margins of that text, and on the physical 
manuscript that contains it.  As such, the word paratext has steadily begun to appear 
in our discussions of these works.  This term now frequently appears in scholarship – 
to name but a few, the works of Cynthia J. Brown,  Tania Van Hemelryck,  and Sylvia 1 2

Huot.   That these scholars tend to use this term unproblematically suggests that its 3

meaning is fixed, or agreed upon.  However, the implications of taking an idea that 
was created with printed books in mind, and applying it to manuscript culture have 
only just begun to be explored.  The lack of definition surrounding this concept has 
sometimes led either to a misunderstanding of what the paratextual apparatus of a 
manuscript might be, to a confusion of the terms associated with it,  or to its being 4

understood very broadly. 
Although  recent  critical  attention  has  shown  the  various  ways  in  which 

reading the paratext can add to our understanding of a text, the implication of the 
term, paratext, suggests that its elements are somehow secondary to the text: they 
surround it,  are found beside or adjacent to it;  the connotation is that paratext is 
marginal, and therefore less important.  But using the term paratext in discussions of 
medieval  texts  can  downplay  the  differences  between  medieval  manuscript  and 
modern book production: if, for us, an element in a modern, printed book is viewed 
as  paratextual,  does  it  follow that  the  medieval  mind considered it  likewise,  and 
should we see their counterpart elements in manuscript form as ‘marginal’?  To put it 

 CYNTHIA J. BROWN, Poets, Patrons and Printers: Crisis of Authority in Late Medieval France (Ithaca and London: 1

Cornell University Press, 1995).

  TANIA VAN HEMELRYCK, 'Cachez cette marge que je ne saurais voir… Le philologue et le contre-texte du manuscrit', 2

Texte et contre-texte pour la période pré-moderne, ed. Nelly Labère (Bordeaux: Ausonius, 2013), 25-31.

 SYLVIA HUOT, From Song to Book (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987).  JENNIFER RUSHWORTH also delivered a 3

paper entitled ‘Place, Placement, and Paratextuality in Petrarch’s Avignon’ at the Out of the Margins Conference.  

 EMMANUÈLE BAUMGARTNER appears to mistake peritext for epitext when she notes ‘l’absence quasi générale, dans 4

les recueils manuscrits, de tous les éléments qui composent ce que Gérard Genette a dénommé le 
«péritexte»’ [‘the almost total absence of all elements that make up what Gérard Genette terms the “peritext” in 
manuscripts,’ translation my own] – ‘Présentation’, Seuils de l'oeuvre dans le texte médiéval, ed. E. BAUMGARTNER 
and L. HARF-LANCNER, vol. 1 (Presses de la Sorbonne Nouvelle: Paris, 2000), 9.  We will return to the terms 
peritext and epitext.  
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another way, we might simply ask: when considering medieval manuscripts, what is 
marginal, and what is not?  Several of the papers given at the Out of the Margins 
conference grappled with questions of textual marginality, and found aspects that 
might be dismissed as ‘marginal’ to be central to the reception and understanding of 
a  wide  variety  of  texts.   In  this  paper,  I  will  shed  light  on  these  questions  by 
introducing critical theory to the discussion.  In order to answer the question of what 
might  make  up  medieval  paratext,  let  us  begin  by  examining  Gérard  Genette’s 
definition of the term paratexts in Seuils,  in which it was first coined.  5

Genette’s Paratext

For  Genette,  paratextual  detail  is  everything  that  goes  towards  giving  the  text 
substance or platform: ‘ce par quoi un texte se fait livre’.   Without paratext, the text 6

would  simply  be  abstract  words:  a  medium  is  required  in  order  to  make  them 
tangible, or transmittable.  Genette adds that ‘en ce sens, on peut sans doute avancer 
qu’il n’existe pas, et qu’il n’a jamais existé, de texte sans paratexte’.   7

But what exactly is meant by paratext?  It is perhaps easiest to explain this 
concept  by  means  of  the  two sub-categories  that  Genette  sees  as  forming it,  the 
peritext and the epitext.  Briefly summarised, these comprise either detail contained 
within the volume itself (peritext), or that occurs outside it (epitext).  The peritext is 
made up of editorial aspects found within the textual volume, including all detail 
located on the front cover, such as the title page, the title itself,  and extending to 
detail such as the author’s name; it also comprises all titles and subtitles, additions 
such as prières d’insérer,  dedications,  epigraphs, prefaces and introductions (which 
might be written by the author or by a third party), and the notes at the end of the 
volume.  The epitext is likewise detail that is related to the text, but in this case, it 
occurs  in  a  space  outside  the  physical  book.   For  Genette,  this  includes 
advertisements, interviews with the author, their own correspondence, diaries, and 
so on.  

So far, these definitions would seem easily to transpose onto a manuscript.   
The  only  immediately  evident  difference  with  modern  writings  is  the  unlikely 

 Quotations are taken from GÉRARD GENETTE, Seuils (Evreux: Seuil, 1987), and translations from Paratexts: 5

Thresholds of Interpretation, trans. Jane E. Lewin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) given in brackets, 
the page number following in parenthesis.  

 Seuils, 7 [‘what enables a text to become a book’ (1)].6

 Seuils, 10 [‘In this sense, one may doubtless assert that a text without a paratext does not exist and never has 7

existed’ (3)].  
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survival  of  contemporary  medieval  epitexts.   However,  looking  at  Genette’s 8

definitions, I wish to highlight two striking features: firstly, it seems surprising that 
he makes no mention of internal decoration or images.  There are several possible 
reasons for this omission; on a straightforward level, he might simply be envisaging 
a book without images.  Another explanation might have to do with the non-verbal 
nature of illustrations (we might notice that the elements listed by Genette all involve 
either written or spoken word):  either the visual nature of images made them so 
obviously paratextual that he did not see the need to include them, or he deliberately 
excluded them from his analysis for this reason, as he only wished to take textual 
elements into account.  

The  second  striking  feature  is  an  often-overlooked  part  of  Seuils,  but  is 
particularly  pertinent  to  our  discussion  of  medieval  texts;  this  is  Genette’s 
acknowledgement that his focus is firmly on contemporary, Western literature.  He 
explicitly states that ‘les voies et moyens du paratexte se modifient sans cesse selon 
les époques’,  and invites his readers to challenge his categorisations.  Although he 9

ends his introduction by so explicitly pointing to the need for a historically motivated 
analysis of paratextual detail, this aspect of his work has generally been ignored, and 
critics have shied away from the challenge.  

The absence of illustrations and decoration from Genette’s considerations is 
particularly problematic for medievalists, and one of the types of paratext on which I 
will focus in this article.  Perhaps in order to determine what a medieval paratext is, 
we need to take up Genette’s invitation to consider his terms in respect of our own 
period.  So let us first ask of what medieval paratext might consist, before turning to 
examine  illustrations  and  prologues,  both  of  which  are  traditionally  considered 
‘paratextual’, in more detail.  

What is Medieval Paratext? 

Adrian Armstrong is one medievalist who – without seeking to (re)define the term 
paratext  in terms of  medieval  manuscript  culture – has recognised that  Genette’s 
terms don’t  straightforwardly map onto these  manuscripts,  and he enumerates  a 
number  of  features  that  he  sees  as  making  up  the  paratextual  apparatus  of  a 

 Just as reading a review or listening to an interview with the author is one of the means by which we now make 8

initial contact with a text, the performance of a text, and the context of that performance, would have made up 
part of the medieval epitext.  Although this is now largely lost to us, some of it can be reconstructed: we may 
recreate aspects of performance from musical notation, for example.  It is well-known that troubadours and 
jongleurs made use of gestures to enhance their performance, but the setting in which the text was performed, and 
the reason for that performance, would also have been important in shaping the audience’s reception and 
experience of the text.  When a text is read aloud, even without the audience seeing the book itself, the 
performance thus functions as epitext.  

 Seuils, 9 [‘The ways and means of the paratext change continually, depending on [period] and culture’ (3)]9
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manuscript.   Armstrong stresses the importance of the page layout and typography 10

in making up the paratext in manuscript and early book form, as well as the impact 
that  texts  bound  in  the  same  volume  will  have  on  our  reading  by  creating  a 
contextual relationship with the rest of the book.  He also identifies metadiscourse 
and  the  citing  of  authorities  as  part  of  the  paratext;  however,  as  these  elements 
feature  within  the  text  itself,  for  Armstrong,  it  seems  that  certain  aspects  of  the 
paratext need not in fact be paratextual at all.  

To these valuable proposals, I would suggest that the following codicological 
considerations also be added to our definition: the binding of the work; the size of 
the volume; the choice of and quality of either the parchment, velum, or paper used; 
as already mentioned, the number and locations of manuscript illuminations, and the 
presence  of  decoration  in  general;  in  addition  to  liminal  texts,  we  should  also 
consider the organisation of material within the volume more widely – is a hierarchy 
created between the texts, for example?  As these details will affect our apprehension 
of any medieval text we encounter in manuscript form, they should undoubtedly 
also be seen as making up our medieval paratext.  

A  further  problem  we  encounter  when  mapping  Genette’s  terms  onto 
medieval manuscripts is that his assumptions are based on there being several copies 
of a particular edition, sharing the same paratext; but there are rarely two identical 
copies of one text in the Middle Ages, and some manuscript variants might affect our 
apprehension of the text.  When a modern audience reads a medieval text, it will 
usually  be  in  an industrially-produced edition,  one that  has  inevitably  recast  the 
‘original’ paratext.   The instability of paratext is particularly evident where the title 11

of  a  work  has  been  altered,  or  in  some  cases,  has  undergone  complete 
transformation.  As an example, let us consider the changes to which the titles of two 
of  Christine  de  Pizan’s  works  were  subject  as  they  came  into  print:  first,  her 
originally-titled Epistre Othea [Epistle of Othea] was printed in 1522 by Philippe le Noir 
under the title Les cent hystoires de troye [One Hundred Tales of Troy]; and second – a 
much more drastic change – her Livre des Fais d’Armes et de Chevalerie was printed by 
the same publisher in 1527 with the full title: L’Arbre des batailles et fleur de chevalerie 
selon Vegece avecques plusieurs hystoires et utilles remonstrances du fait de guerre par luy 

 ADRIAN ARMSTRONG, 'Paratexte et autorité(s) chez les Grands Rhétoriqueurs', Travaux de Littérature, Vol. 14 10

(2000), 61-89 (esp. 63-69).  

 Often, editions will base themselves on a primary, “base” manuscript, using other copies of the same text to 11

reconcile textual variants.  This reconciliation also takes place on a paratextual level, as the editor will need to 
choose between differences in chapter titles, rubrics, illustrations, etc.  Even if a modern edition is based on a 
single manuscript (i.e. where only one copy of a text is known to exist), its paratext will inevitably differ to that 
contained in the manuscript.  If a facsimile is produced, it too will be remade with a modern cover, and may be 
given a scholarly introduction or preface together with explanatory notes, a biography of the author, etc.  This 
new paratext therefore supplements the old.  Even in the most faithful of editions, the font and medium will be 
different, as will the page numbers.  
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extraictes de Frontin, Valere et de plusieurs aultres aucteurs comme pourrez veoir cy apres.   12

What  these  examples  serve  to  show is  that  just  as  the  text  itself  was  subject  to 
variance, medieval texts were also susceptible to a changing paratext.  Because each 
copy is  handmade,  each manuscript  thus  recreates  the  paratext  anew,  sometimes 
altering it beyond recognition, with the potential to affect our reception of the text.  

Text or Paratext? 

When  attempting  to  distinguish  between  Genette’s  paratext  and  the  text  itself, 
another matter for consideration when dealing with literature in manuscript form is 
that details that are paratextual for Genette may have been seen as part of the text 
itself  for  medieval  readers  and  writers.   Medieval  prologues  and  illuminations 
particularly demonstrate this difficulty. In the case of the former, it can be especially 
problematic to categorise these as either text or paratext.   For the latter,  although 
their non-textual form may make illuminations easier to categorise,  they may have 13

been conceived along with the text, and therefore prove just as essential in terms of 
their ability to convey meaning.  Let us examine a few examples of each category in 
turn.  

a) Prologues 

Although both  modern  and medieval  prologues  will  by  definition  appear  at  the 
beginning of a work, unlike their modern counterparts, prologues to medieval works 
can  often  be  indistinguishable  from the  beginning  of  the  text  proper.   A typical 
example may be found in a manuscript of Christine’s Chemin de long estude (pl. 1).  
Beneath the dedication miniature at the top of the first column, the rubric reads: ‘Ci 
commence  Le  Livre  du  chemin  de  long  estude.   Et  premierement,  prologue’.   The 14

prologue ends six lines before the end of the second column, but the only visual 
indication that the text proper has now begun is the small champ initial at the start of 
the line beginning ‘Comme Fortune’; the prologue therefore leads seamlessly into the 

 The Tree of Battles and Flower of Chivalry According to Vegetius, with Several Stories and Useful Examples of Warfare 12

Extracted by Him from Frontinus, Valerius, and Several Other Authors as Might be Seen Following (translation my own).  

 The status of other non-textual paratext, such as musical notation, is also open to question.  13

 ‘Here begins the book of the Chemin de long estude, and first, the prologue’14
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narrative.   In other words, it is not as formally distinguished from the narrative, 15

and its boundaries not delimited in the way that we are accustomed to seeing the 
prologues to modern printed books.  

This example was taken from a lengthy narrative text written in verse, but the 
same problem of delimitation can also be true in shorter texts, such as collections of 
lyric poetry.  In these collections, the first poem or group of poems may serve as a 
prologue to those that follow, and – to stay with Christine – we may take her Cent 
balades as an example (pl. 2).  Here, the first poem forms the incipit to the rest of the 
collection in that it explains how the poet came to write the ballads, her motivations, 
and sets out the theme of the collected verses.  It also interpolates the addressee/
patron in its apostrophe to ‘Princes’ at the start of the envoi.   But in terms of the 16

boundary between the prologue-ballad and the rest of the collection, there is nothing 
textual or otherwise to signal the move from one to the other, yet the prologue might 
have extended into more than one ballad.  

There are cases in which the prologue is in fact formally distinguished from 
the body of the text, and in such cases, we face a different set of problems.  In the 
compilation of Guillaume de Machaut’s collected works contained in Paris, BnF fr. 
1584,  we encounter not one but two prologues written in poetic form before the first 17

work, the Dit dou vergier, begins on the tenth folio.   Much like Geoffrey Chaucer’s 18

General Prologue, the first prologue we encounter here also functions as an incipit to 
the whole of the collected works, and is considered and studied as a work in its own 
right.  Like the example from Christine’s Chemin discussed above, this prologue (ff. 
Dr-Ev) explains the motivations behind the poetic enterprise, and sets up the themes 
we will encounter within the assembled works.  The second (ff. Fv-Gv) is a prologue 
to the Dit dou vergier itself,  and the layout, decoration, style of illuminations, and 
hand in which the script is written changes at the start of the second introduction.   19

As such, if the second prologue is itself supplementing the text of the Dit dou vergier 

 Here, the metre also changes from decasyllabic to octosyllabic rhyming couplets.  The prologue might be seen 15

as extending some 200-250 lines further, to when the dream vision commences.  However, this makes it even 
harder to determine a precise moment at which the prologue ends, since at this point we are already firmly 
within the narrative.  In ANDREA TARNOWSKI’s edition of the Chemin, the running titles indicate that the prologue 
ends somewhere between lines 243 and 312, but do not point to an exact moment at which this shift takes place.  
In her introduction, TARNOWSKI intimates that we enter the text through the three distinct beginnings or ‘paths’ 
that were deliberately set up in this manner.  This only serves to emphasise my own contention that there is no 
clear boundary between prologue (paratext) and narrative (text).  Christine de Pizan, Le Chemin de Longue Étude, 
ed. ANDREA TARNOWSKI (Paris: Lettres Gothiques, 2002), 9.  

 Œuvres poétiques de Christine de Pizan, ed. MAURICE ROY, vol. 1, 2.  16

 Available online at http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b84490444/f1.item (accessed 24 November 2014).  17

 On these two prologues, see DIDIER LECHAT,  ‘Prolixité et silences dans les Prologues de quelques dits de 18

Machaut et de Froissart’, Seuils de l'oeuvre dans le texte médiéval, ed. E. BAUMGARTNER and L. HARF-LANCNER, vol. 1 
(Presses de la Sorbonne Nouvelle: Paris, 2000), 131-146.  

 The same hand then continues the Dit dou vergier.  On the different hands in manuscripts of Machaut’s works, 19

see LAWRENCE MARSHBURN EARP, Guillaume de Machaut: A Guide to Research (New York & London: Garland, 1995).  
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with paratext, would the first, general, prologue be supplementing that paratext with 
yet further paratext?  In this case, the second prologue would now seem to be ‘text’, 
but if the general prologue is deemed worthy of being studied in its own right, surely 
that also advances it to the category of ‘text’?  It would seem that here we have a case 
of text functioning as paratext, which – to make matters more complicated – has its 
own additional paratextual apparatus in the form of rubrications and illuminations.  

These  examples  of  prologues  have  shown  that  aspects  Genette  sees  as 
paratextual could in fact be found in either the paratext or the body of the text itself, 
and that the boundary between the two is by no means fixed.  

b) Illuminations

Through  the  process  of  copying,  paratext  can  be  faithfully  reproduced,  or  its 
meaning  altered  through  mouvance,  changes  made  either  accidentally  or  on 
purpose.   We have seen examples of titles being altered, but these kinds of changes 20

might also take place in manuscript illuminations.  To exemplify this, I will compare 
two miniatures that both accompany the seventh chapter of Christine’s Epistre Othea 
that were produced about 60 years apart: one in a manuscript over whose production 
we know that Christine was actively involved, and the second in one produced after 
her lifetime (pls. 3 and 4).  Each illumination accompanies a chapter that warns the 
princely addressee to beware of Venus’s traps,  and not to fall in love unwisely.  The 21

verse that accompanies the images reads: 

De Venus ne fais ta deesse, 
Ne te chaille de sa promesse: 
Le poursuivre en est traveilleux, 
Non honnourable, et perilleux.  22

In both manuscripts, the miniature represents Venus in the clouds, whilst mortals 
below hand their hearts up to her.  On the surface, these two illuminations appear to 
be quite  similar,  but  there  is  a  central  difference between them: whilst  a  woman 
wearing a blue gown features prominently at the centre of the earlier miniature (pl. 
3), this figure is completely absent from the later copy (pl. 4). 

The presence of this figure in the author-manuscript is particularly significant 
here, because it appears to be representing – or at least alluding to the presence of – 
the  author  herself,  who  is  generally  always  represented  in  this  same  outfit  in 

 On mouvance, see PAUL ZUMTHOR, Essai de poétique médiévale (Paris: Seuil, 2000).20

 The earliest surviving version of the Othea, contained in Paris, BnF fr. 848, was dedicated to the king’s brother, 21

Louis of Orleans.  

 ‘Do not make Venus your goddess or trust in her promise.  Her pursuit is a laborious task, dishonourable and 22

perilous’ (translation my own).    
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illuminations made by this particular artist.   The actions of this figure are especially 23

telling:  whilst  the  surrounding  figures  foolishly  hand  their  hearts  to  Venus,  the 
Christine-figure clasps her own heart close to her chest, providing the reader with the 
only  visualised  correct  example  to  follow.   The  sudden  and  visual  authorial 
intervention is striking here, and perhaps more effective than the admonishment in 
the text itself.  The image, in other words, and the Christine-figure in particular, serve 
a didactic purpose in making the message contained within the text immediately 
apparent.  As the Christine-figure purposefully points her hand towards Venus, it is 
as if the familiar manicule that directs the reader towards important passages has 
been displaced from its usual place on the margins of the page into the centre of the 
image.  Despite this manuscript having been used as the base for several copies and 
early editions,  the author figure we see here is  completely absent from all  later 24

copies I have seen of this image, reducing the effectiveness of this particular precept.  

Scribal and Editorial Paratexts

Taken to the extreme, my discussion of prologues and illuminations might make us 
wonder whether it is possible to distinguish between paratext and text in medieval 
literature at all.  However, I would contend that such a distinction is both possible 
and useful.  We shouldn’t forget that, for Genette, paratexts are seuils or thresholds: 
the  means by which we first  come into  contact  with  a  work.   Paratext  therefore 
includes all that we can deduce of a text by examining its front cover, its title, by 
gleaning the layout on the page, looking at the illustrations, reading a review or an 
interview with the author, but not by reading the text itself.  Armstrong’s suggestion 
that  the  paratext  includes  citations  of  authorities  therefore  seems contentious:  by 
being quoted, sections from the text cited have been displaced from their source to 
form part of a new text.  When the reader comes across a quotation embedded within 
a text, it is not as a threshold (by which that work is first encountered), but is rather 
found rooted within the new text (the reader having already ‘entered’ the text).  The 
function of that quotation is not therefore paratextual, but rather an intertextual link.  
However, the manner in which such intertexts might be displayed on the page is of 

 The author is represented in this outfit on at least eleven occasions in this manuscript.  This manuscript’s 23

illuminations are attributed to the workshop of the Master of the City of Ladies, who worked on twelve of 
Christine’s author-manuscripts between c. 1405 and 1414.  Christine seems to have developed a fondness for this 
particular workshop, to which many of the most famous portrayals of the author are attributed. On these 
representations of Christine, that I term "ambiguous", see Charlotte E. Cooper, ‘Ambiguous Author Portraits in 
Christine de Pizan’s Compilation Manuscript, British Library MS Harley 4431’, Performing Medieval Text, ed. 
Ardis Butterfield (Legenda, forthcoming 2016).

 According to P. G. C. CAMPBELL, Harley 4431 was used as the base manuscript for William Caxton’s translation 24

of Christine’s Proverbes moraux (translated as The Morale Proverbes of Christyne) as early as 1478 – 'Christine de 
Pisan en Angleterre', Revue de littérature comparée, vol. 5 (1925), 659-670 (667).  It may have been used as the base 
manuscript for any of the five printed editions of the Othea that were published by different houses in the first 
half of the sixteenth century.  For details of these editions, see GIANNI MOMBELLO, La tradizione manoscritta dell' 
«Epistre Othea» di Christine de Pizan: Prolegomeni all'edizione del testo (Torino: Accademia delle Scienze, 1967).   
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paratextual  interest,  particularly  if  they  are  presented  in  such  a  manner  that  by 
simply skimming through the text, a reader may tell that the author or scribe makes 
use of other sources.   

At this point, we may return to Genette’s definitions since if – as he suggests – 
there can be no text without paratext,  it  follows that certain  types  of  paratext are 
automatically created as the text is transcribed; these would include the selection of a 
particular font, the colours and types of inks used, and choosing a particular layout, 
without which means the process of transcribing the text could not take place.  But 
this is not the case for all paratexts, and details including running titles, prologues, 
dedications, prefaces, epigraphs, footnotes, and page numbers might feature in our 
list of ‘optional extras’ – aspects that make up the completed text, but that don’t go 
hand in hand with the transcription process; paratexts without which the text still 
makes sense, but that might enhance or facilitate reading.  We might discern between 
these types of paratext as ‘scribal’, and ‘editorial’, a distinction that would highlight 
the significance of what the makers chose to include in each manuscript. 

Conclusion: Towards a Digital Paratext?

I have briefly explored some of the problems we might encounter when attempting 
to conceptualise a medieval paratext.  However, it does not follow that there is no 
paratext/text  distinction  to  be  made  in  medieval  literature,  merely  that  such  a 
concept needs to be approached with caution.  Indeed, if a prologue can function as 
text, is it necessarily the case that illuminations function as paratext?  The example of 
prologues has shown that the distinction Genette makes between text and paratext is 
not always straightforward, and any attempt to distinguish between the two must be 
mindful of this porous boundary.  A rigid text/paratext distinction should therefore 
be avoided.  Differing between scribal and editorial paratexts may remind us of the 
significance  of  the  scribe’s  having  chosen  to  include  some  of  the  more  optional 
editorial elements – details that are not required to give the text substance.  Although 
I  have  shown  that  it  is  slightly  problematic  to  directly  map  Genette’s 
conceptualization  of  paratexts  onto  manuscripts,  texts  that  aren’t  formatted 
according to modern printing conventions can and should be studied, in all  their 
paratextual glory.  

These considerations have been illustrated with reference to medieval texts, 
but they might easily be applied to texts from any period: far from diminishing in 
significance  further  from the  Middle  Ages,  it  is  increasingly  interesting for  us  to 
reflect on these matters as the digital revolution and world of electronic publishing 
create new possibilities for the presentation (and reading) of texts.  Unlike modern 
editions of medieval texts, which strip away the paratextual apparatus with which a 
text would have been encountered in the Middle Ages, new mediums for textual 
transmission are increasingly allowing students and scholars to access them and their 
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paratexts in the format in which they would have been experienced by medieval 
audiences,  and to compare different versions side by side.25

As medieval  paratext  continues  to  be  recast  and recreated  with  each  new 
edition, digital technology, too, allows us to endlessly add to the layers of paratext.  26

Whilst undoubtedly the medieval epitext is now largely lost to us, by continuing to 
discuss and to publish articles related to these texts, we continually generate epitext 
surrounding  these  works.   Much  of  this  discourse  now  takes  place  in  digital 
mediums, and to end this discussion, we might consider the way in which the Venus 
image from Harley 4431 discussed above was recently presented on the social media 
site Twitter.  The miniature was tweeted together with the caption, ‘Venus. [heart, 
heart,  heart,  heart]’.   Examples  such as  this  serve to  make us  rethink the text/27

paratext boundary with which we started: if, in its original format, this image was 
peritextual, in being reproduced out of context in this manner, it has been displaced 
from  the  manuscript  page  and  reproduced  in  an  entirely  different  medium  and 
context.  As such, this image has now become part of the epitext that is external to the 
physical book, a different type of threshold through which readers may encounter 
the  text.   This  image  exemplifies  two  points  about  medieval  epitexts.   Firstly, 
although Genette was writing in a pre-digital age and therefore makes no mention of 
the possibility of digital platforms providing valid epitext, there is no doubt that a lot 
of epitext is now located online, and therefore itself being constantly commented on, 
expanded, shared, and its meanings reinterpreted.  This can include recordings of 
interviews with authors and book reviews, both of which can now take place in a 
visual, as opposed to purely textual, mode (we may think of televised interviews, or 
book announcements,  etc).   Blogs and continuations also make up a vital  part  of 
textual digital epitext.   But second, it is clear that the person who shared the Venus 28

image  had  not  read  the  text  accompanying  the  illumination,  or  understood  the 
author’s presence in its centre.  Such an understanding, we have seen, can only come 
from an intervisual reading of the different images contained in the Othea,  or the 
reader’s  familiarity  with  the  figure  of  Christine  de  Pizan.   This  tweeted  image 29

therefore reminds us of the importance of reading any paratext in context, lest it be 
misunderstood, and highlights the potential creativity of interpreting material.  

 This can include making the performance of medieval texts accessible to the public by providing recordings of 25

performances via an online platform.  

 I have said nothing in this article of the readers' roles in adding to the layers of paratext, through annotating, marginalia, 26

etc.  Neither scribal nor editorial, such readerly paratext make up a further category of the paratextual apparatus.  

 ROBERT MILLER (@robmmiller), 15 August 2014.  27

 J. K. Rowling comes to mind as a writer who makes particularly proficient use of digital media to add to her 28

published writings, such as through the Pottermore website (www.pottermore.com), that provides a forum for 
Rowling to continue the popular Harry Potter series. 

 For the term ‘intervisual’, see MICHAEL CAMILLE, ‘Gothic Signs and the Surplus: The Kiss on the Cathedral’, 29

Contexts: Style and Values in Medieval Art and Literature (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1991), 
151-70. 
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Plates

!
Plate 1: Paris, BnF fr. 836, f. 1r – Christine de Pizan, Le Livre du chemin de lonc estude
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�
Plate 2: Paris, BnF fr. 835, f. 1r – Christine de Pizan, Cent Balades
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�
Plate 3: London, BL, Harley 4431, f. 100r (c. 1410-1414) – Christine de Pizan, Epistre Othea, Venus

!  
Plate 4: Oxford, Bodleian Library, Bodley 421, f. 10r (c. 1475) – Christine de Pizan, Epistre Othea, Venus  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From Margins to Frames.
Some Forms of Transmission of Visual Formulas in 

Byzantine Post-Iconoclastic Illuminated Books

Giovanni Gasbarri
SAPIENZA UNIVERSITY, ROME

The word ‘marginal’  is  frequently adopted, across several  modern European 
languages, to depict something as secondary, negligible or unimportant. Studies in 
history of  medieval  and byzantine books,  however,  can easily encourage modern 
readers to dismiss any preconception of margins. In a time when writing instruments 
were so expensive and a manuscript was considered as a highly exclusive product, 
margins were far from being merely ‘marginal’ features. Any empty area around the 
columns could be as important as the main text, since it offered an additional space 
for additional contents. Moreover, a margin was the place where the main text itself 
could be analysed, quoted, and sometimes even challenged; comments and glosses 
on margins  have always been one of  the  most  successful  methods to  establish a 
connection with a culture from the past, to ponder over its message and to produce 
new forms of culture—as well as new forms of art. 

It is commonly acknowledged that book margins played a crucial role in the 
development of several fundamental aspects of visual communication in the Middle 
Ages. Not being disjoined from the text as with a full-page illumination, a miniature 
depicted on a margin produced a much more efficient combination with the content 
of  the  book.  Initials,  vignettes,  friezes,  drolleries  etc.  thus  became  an  essential 
component in the layout of the page, resulting in a wide range of interactions with 
the text  they accompanied.  Aside from mere decorative purpose,  they could also 
emphasise a passage, or bring it into discussion with a new interpretation; as for the 
initials, they could even become a physical part of the text. Marginalia, in other words, 
contributed to the core identity of a book by defining (or re-defining) the relation 
between text  and image in  many different  ways.  When it  comes to  this  relation, 
Byzantium  was  probably  one  of  the  most  creative  and,  concurrently,  cautious 
amongst the societies in the Middle Ages. Byzantine intellectual élites were always 
very careful in dealing with the interaction between images and ideas, since art in 
Byzantium  could  easily  become  a  matter  of  tremendously  serious  debates.  The 
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Iconoclast Controversy (726-843) provides the most significant example in this sense.  1

By the order of the emperor himself, in the first half of the eighth century iconoclasts 
contested  publicly  the  legitimacy  of  worshipping  holy  images,  as  they  were 
considered to be the distorted products of an act of idolatry. In spite of the political 
approval from the highest personalities in the Empire, iconoclasts were never able to 
eradicate holy images from the Christian cult; however, by calling into question the 
raison d’être  of religious art,  they forced even the strongest supporters of the holy 
icons – the so-called ‘iconophiles’ – to ponder over the nature of art itself, and to 
reconsider its role in Christian society. The influence of this process on later artistic 
production in Byzantium was enormously relevant. This included book illumination 
and  marginalia  too,  which  played  a  key  role  in  reshaping  the  way  in  which 
Byzantines began to conceive art after the end of the Iconoclasm.

Despite the almost complete lack of surviving material  from pre-iconoclastic 
era, marginalia seem to have appeared very early in the history of book illumination 
in Byzantium. A significant number of manuscripts dating back to post-iconoclastic 
years  reveal  that  byzantine  artists  had  already  developed  different  systems  to 
arrange figures and decorations on manuscript margins. Medical books, as well as 
military and history treatises, could be accompanied by simple pen sketches, which 
immediately helped readers to visualise the content of specific passages. An elegant 
tenth-century copy of the Historiae by Thucydides currently in the Laurentian Library 
in  Florence  (Laurent.  Plut.  69.2),  for  example,  has  preserved  marginal  diagrams 
which  display  the  defence  system  of  Athens  and  other  Greek  cities  during  the 
Peloponnesian War (Figure 1).  Due to the technical content of such books, pictures 2

were  required  to  be  clear,  and  their  relation  with  the  text  had  to  be  the  most 
unambiguous possible. Margins were also crucial for the development of Byzantine 
initials.  Late  ninth-century  lectionaries  such  as  Paris.  Gr.  277  or  Patm.  70  have 
preserved a rich collection of initials, friezes and ornamental bands, which arguably 
reflects a pre-iconoclastic tradition (Figure 2).  Because of their abstract qualities and 3

their versatility, such motifs were successfully adaptable to a wide range of different 

 As general references, alongside classics such as ANDRÉ GRABAR, L’iconoclasme byzantine: Dossier archéologique 1

(Paris: Collège de France, 1957) and Iconoclasm: Papers given at the Ninth Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies, 
University of Birmingham, March 1975, ed. by. ANTHONY BRYER and JUDITH HERRIN (Birmingham: University of 
Birmingham,  Centre  for  Byzantine  Studies,  1977),  cf.  LESLIE  BRUBAKER  and JOHN  HALDON,  Byzantium in  the 
Iconoclast  Era (ca.  680-850):  the  Sources.  An Annotated Survey,  Birmingham Byzantine and Ottoman Sources,  7 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001); ROBIN CORMACK, ‘Art and iconoclasm’, in The Oxford Handbook of Byzantine Studies, 
ed. by ELIZABETH JEFFREYS, JOHN HALDON and ROBIN CORMACK (Oxford: Oxford University Press,  2009),  pp. 
750-757; LESLIE BRUBAKER and JOHN HALDON, Byzantium in the Iconoclast Era c. 680-850. A History (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2011); LESLIE BRUBAKER, Inventing Byzantine Iconoclasm, Studies in Early Medieval 
History (London: Bristol Classic Press, 2012).

 LEONE PORCIANI, ‘Il codice C di Tucidide’, in Voci dell’Oriente. Miniature e testi classici da Bisanzio alla Biblioteca 2

Medicea Laurenziana, ed. by MASSIMO BERNABÒ (Firenze: Edizioni Polistampa, 2011), 82-83, tav. 8.

 EMMA  MAAYAN-FANAR,  Revelation  through  the  Alphabet.  Aniconism and  Illuminated  Initial  Letters  in  Byzantine 3

Artistic Imagination (Geneva: La Pomme d’or, 2011).
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texts, and thus became part of the ornamental repertoire for several later Byzantine 
books.

The most important post-iconoclastic manuscripts with marginal illustrations 
can be easily divided into two groups. The first one is composed of some well-known 
books such as Paris Gr. 923 (Sacra Parallela by John of Damascus) and Ambros. E 49 
inf.+E  50  inf.  (Homilies  by  Gregory  of  Nazianzus),  whose  miniatures  have  been 
conventionally  defined by  Kurt  Weitzmann as  ‘Goldgewandeten  Figuren’,  that  is 
‘Golden-dressed figures’.  The place of origin of these manuscripts is still a matter of 4

debate. The second group consists of the so-called marginal Psalters, which are the 
witnesses of a very fortunate and long-lasting tradition in the history of Byzantine 
illumination.  The earliest  preserved psalters  decorated with marginal  illustrations 
date back to the second half of the ninth century, immediately after the end of the 
Iconoclasm:  Pantokr.  61,  Paris.  Gr.  20,  and  the  famous  Chludov  Psalter  in  the 
Historical Museum in Moscow (ms. D 129).5

Fol. 67 of the Chludov Psalter (Figure 3)  is usually assumed to be the most 6

representative  example  for  expounding  the  core  characteristics  of  this  group  of 
manuscripts; at the same time, it is the perfect demonstration of how the discussion 
on  art  during  Iconoclasm  influenced  in  depth  the  development  of  marginalia  in 
Byzantium. The illumination on fol. 67 is strictly related to the 21st verse of psalm 68: 
‘They gave me poison for food, and for my thirst they gave me vinegar to drink’. 
Two blue stripes at the end of the line refer to a peculiar visual translation of this 
verse, inspired by the narration of the agony of Christ as reported in the Gospels 
(Matthew 27. 48; Mark 15. 36; John 19. 29): on the right margin, in fact, there is a 
picture of a man lifting a sponge soaked with vinegar to the mouth of the crucified 
Christ. The miniature provides an additional interpretation of the verse, evidently 
inspired by recent events: as stated by the adjacent inscription, on the lower margin 
two ‘iconomachi’  (or  iconoclasts)  are  covering an icon of  Christ  with  ‘water  and 
mud’.

 KURT WEITZMANN, Die byzantinische Buchmalerei des 9. und 10. Jahrhunderts (Berlin: Mann, 1935, repr. Vienna: 4

Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1996), 77-82. This group of manuscripts also includes 
non-marginal examples, such as the Vat. Gr. 749 (Book of Job): cf. MASSIMO BERNABÒ, Le miniature per i manoscritti 
greci  del  libro di  Giobbe  (Firenze:  SISMEL-Edizioni del  Galluzzo,  2004),  pp.  21-125,  146-154;  STELLA PAPADAKI-
OEKLAND, Byzantine Illuminated Manuscript of the Book of Job. A Preliminary Study of the Miniature Illustrations, its 
Origin and Development  (Athens: Brepols, 2009), 323-330. More recently, MARCO D’AGOSTINO, ‘Furono prodotti 
manoscritti greci a Roma tra i secoli VIII e IX? Una verifica codicologica e paleografica’, Scripta, 6 (2013), 41-56, 
has provided an updated overview on the whole group, and an extensive bibliography.

 As  general  references  cf.  KATHLEEN  CORRIGAN,  Visual  Polemics  in  the  Ninth-Century  Byzantine  Psalters 5

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); JEFFREY C. ANDERSON, ‘The Creation of Marginal Psalters’, in 
Ritual and Art. Byzantine Essays for Christopher Walter,  ed. by PAMELA ARMSTRONG (London: The Pindar Press, 
2006), 44-65. See also notes 5-6, 11.

 Cf.  the  facsimile  Miniatûry  Hludovskoj  Psaltyri.  Greceskij  illûstrirovannyj  kodeks  9.  veka,  ed.  by  MARFA 6

VÂČESLAVOVNA ŜEPKINA (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1977), fol. 67. A new facsimile was published in 2007, accompanied 
by a commentary volume: TAMARA IGUMNOVA and others, Salterio griego Jlúdov (ms. gr. 129, Museo Histórico del 
Estado, Moscú). Libro de estudios (Madrid: AyN Ediciones, 2007).
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The meaning of the whole composition is perfectly clear, as well as its religious 
and  political  implications:  being  an  iconoclast  and  destroying  holy  icons  is 
equivalent to being one of the Jews who tortured and killed Christ. With the help of 
selected  images,  the  artist  transformed  a  single  plain  verse  into  a  multileveled 
pictorial exegesis. There is a first level, in which the Ancient Testament is directly 
associated  with  the  New  Testament  according  to  the  principles  of  typological 
interpretation; there is also a second level, in which the biblical text is adopted as a 
reference to a very specific historical  scenario.  This  reference,  in fact,  is  a  violent 
accusation against both iconoclasts and Jews, whose ‘crimes’ were often rhetorically 
connected in iconophile argumentation.  There is little doubt that such a complex 7

pictorial system was originally conceived by highly educated individuals, and that it 
was designed for a very exclusive group of readers. The ‘visual polemic’ conveyed 
by  these  psalters  functioned  to  establish  intellectual  cohesion  amongst  the 
iconophiles  in  their  battle  against  iconoclasts.  The  tradition  of  marginal  psalters 8

survived long after the end of the Iconoclasm, even when the harsh religious conflicts 
of  the  ninth  century  had  become  an  long-distant  memory.  The  prototypes  were 
transformed and adapted throughout the centuries, but the influence of the original 
marginal  system  is  clearly  recognisable  in  later  psalters  –  such  as  the  splendid 
Theodore  Psalter  of  the  British  Library  (Add.  ms.  19352,  dated  1066),  or  the 
fourteenth-century ms. W.733 in the Walters Art Gallery in Baltimore.  9

In addition, manuscripts such as the Chludov Psalter were able to condition the 
development of a different kind of miniature, miniatures which cannot be specifically 
identified as marginalia but still reveal a strict affinity with them. After all, amongst 
the different sources of inspiration available for a byzantine post-iconoclastic artist, 
marginal  miniatures  seem  to  have  had  a  significant  advantage:  even  the  most 
established scenes had already been broken up in single independent units. It was 
much easier, thus, to extract these units from their original context and to combine 
them in order to create new compositions. In the past few decades, scholars have 
already taken into account some aspects of this phenomenon: in her 1999 monograph 
on the famous Paris. Gr. 510 (Homilies by Gregory of Nazianzus), for example, Leslie 

 EMMA MAAYAN-FANAR, ‘Silenus Among the Jews? Anti-Jewish Polemics in Ninth-Century Byzantine Marginal 7

Psalters’, in Between Judaism and Christianity. Art Historical Essays in Honor of Elisheva (Elisabeth) Revel-Neher, ed. by 
KATRIN KOGMAN-APPEL and MATI MEYER, The Medieval Mediterranean, 81 (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 259-276, with 
bibliography.

 CORRIGAN, Visual Polemics, 5-7.8

 On the Theodore Psalter, cf. Theodore Psalter. Electronic Facsimile, ed. by CHARLES BARBER (Champaign: University 9

of  Illinois  Press,  2000);  CHARLES  BARBER,  ‘In  the  Presence  of  the  Text:  A Note  on  Writing,  Speaking  and 
Performing  in  the  Theodore  Psalter’,  in  Art  and  Text  in  Byzantine  Culture,  ed.  by  LIZ  JAMES  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 83-99. On the Walters Psalter, see PAVEL MEDVEDEV, ‘The Walters Marginal 
Psalter’, in Byzantium: Faith and Power (1261-1557), ed. by HELEN C. EVANS (New York: The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, 2004), 274-276.
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Brubaker recognised several mutual influences between marginal and non-marginal 
miniatures in post-iconoclastic manuscripts.10

To this end, I  would like to focus on a less-known book, which is currently 
preserved as ms. 211 in the National Library in Athens, and which was arguably 
made in Costantinople in the late ninth century.  Athen. Gr. 211 contains a collection 11

of 41 sermons by John Chrysostom. Despite  the unfortunate lack of  the colophon, 
there is no doubt that it was designed as a high-quality product: the overall layout of 
the page is clear and elegant, the parchment is very pale and the margins are large, as 
if they were conceived for hosting a significant quantity of images or words. Sermons 
are  written  in  an  elegant  minuscule  script,  and  are  introduced  by  brief  titles  in 
majuscule. Each title is surrounded and emphasised by an ornamental frame. 

Of  the  41  surviving  frames,  26  are  totally  (or  mainly)  aniconic.  The  most 
common ones are composed of multi-coloured bands or intertwined stripes; others 
are  enriched  with  phytomorphic  and  zoomorphic  motifs,  such  as  vines,  leaves, 
grapes, berries, vases, ducks, quails and even small buildings (Figures 4-6). However, 
there is also a small group of frames with figurative elements, which bear the strictest 
resemblance  to  the  tradition  of  byzantine  marginal  psalters.  As  in  the  Chludov 
Psalter, for example, in Athens Gr. 211 the artist made use of classical personifications 
of springs and rivers, with long blue stripes representing the flowing waters running 
freely along the margins.  As in the Chludov Psalter, some traditional sacred scenes 12

have been literally dismantled,  reduced to their  basic units,  and subsequently re-
arranged  into  new  compositions  in  order  to  illustrate  appropriately  the  main 
contents of the sermons. Differently from the marginal psalters, nonetheless, in the 
Athens manuscript each unit remains physically connected to the title of the homily, 
and never spreads to the outer margin of the page.

For most of these miniatures the subject is easily identifiable, especially after 
reading the title they accompany. The sermon at fol. 53 deals with the Original Sin, 
and the title is visually associated to the corresponding episode; again (Figure 7), the 

 LESLIE BRUBAKER, Vision and Meaning in Ninth-Century Byzantium. Image as Exegesis in the Homilies of Gregory of 10

Nazianzus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).

 As  general  references,  cf.  ANDRÉ  GRABAR,  ‘Un  manuscrit  des  homélies  de  Saint  Jean  Chrisostome  à  la 11

Bibliothèque Nationale d’Athènes (Atheniensis 211)’, Seminarium Kondakovianum, V (1932), 259-298, repr. in L’art 
de  la  fin de  l’Antiquité  et  du Moyen Âge,  3  vols.  (Paris:  Collège de France,  1968),  II,  804-839;  ANNA MARAVA-
CHATZINICOLAU  and  CHRISTINA  TOUFEXI-PASCHOU,  Catalogue  of  the  Illuminated  Byzantine  Manuscripts  of  the 
National Library of Greece, 3 vols. (Athens: Publications Bureau of the Academy of Athens, 1978-1997), III (1997), 
pp. 24-53; GIOVANNI GASBARRI, ‘Immagini eloquenti. Nuove osservazioni sul codice Atheniensis gr. 211 (Omelie 
di Giovanni Crisostomo)’ in La Sapienza bizantina. Un secolo di ricerche sulla civiltà di Bisanzio all’Università di Roma, 
ed. by AUGUSTA ACCONCIA LONGO and others, Milion. Studi e ricerche d’arte bizantina, 8 (Rome: Campisano 
Editore, 2012), 271-290.

 On the classical models adopted in the marginal psalters, cf. MASSIMO BERNABÒ, ‘Teatro a Bisanzio: le fonti 12

figurative dal VI all’XI secolo e le miniature del Salterio Chludov’, Bizantinistica, 6 (2004), pp. 57-85; MASSIMO 
BERNABÒ, ‘Dalla Commedia Nuova all’iconografia cristiana: il recupero dell’antico a Bisanzio nel IX secolo’, in 
Medioevo: il tempo degli antichi, ed. by ARTURO CARLO QUINTAVALLE, I Convegni di Parma, 6 (Milan: Electa 2006), 
208-219.
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sermon  at  fol.  110v  deals  with  redemption  and  Eucharistic  mysteries,  and  is 
illustrated  by  the  Communion  of  the  Apostles  (Figure  8).  On  the  other  hand, 
however,  some  frames  appear  to  be  the  result  of  a  much  more  sophisticated 
operation: in fact, several different elements seem to have been assembled without 
any logical order, as if they were part of an intricate pictorial enigma. Sometimes the 
single units are recognisable with ease, but the meaning of the whole composition is 
totally obscure.

Fol. 151v provides a very interesting example in this sense (Figure 9). The title 
of the homily laconically reminds us that ‘Hell is eternal’, but does not reveal any 
actual information either on the identity or on the purpose of the elements depicted. 
Close to the frame there are three small additional inscriptions, which are supposed 
to help readers in recognising some of the images. Two male figures on the left side, 
who are blowing horns and wearing hats with a fluttering feather on the top, are 
identified as ‘blowing winds’. There are also two human profiles, namely ‘the rains’, 
barely  visible  under  a  blue  starred  shield.  On  the  opposite  side,  ‘the  rivers’  are 
represented as two naked men swimming in a blue stream of water and supporting a 
model city on their right hand (Figure 10).

Since the frame alone does not deliver any further clue, it is necessary to focus 
on the underlying text.  John Chrysostom wrote the sermon in order to comment on 13

a specific passage of Paul’s First Epistle to the Corinthians (I Corinthians 3.10-16). 
According to this passage, immediately before the Second Coming of Christ, all men 
and women will be subjected to a severe ‘test of fire’ to prove their integrity. Only the 
ones who have built their life on a solid foundation – namely the word of Christ – 
will  survive  the  fire  and  find  salvation.  In  his  commentary,  John  Chrysostom 
provides an extra reference to some Old Testament catastrophes, such as the Flood 
and the destruction of Sodom, both of which are considered as prefigurations of the 
aforementioned ‘test of fire’.

It is now possible to return to the miniature and try to decode it again from a 
slightly different point of view. On closer inspection, it  becomes obvious that the 
frame was designed to be a faithful illustration of the main content of the sermon, 
and to visualise the connection between the Old and the New Testament as it had 
been described by John Chrysostom. On the upper margin, in fact, the artist depicted 
the Old Testament catastrophes. Winds are blowing, rain is falling down causing the 
overflowing of the rivers, which, in turn, are flooding over a female bust on the right; 
although she is not identified by any inscription, she is plausibly a personification of 
the earth. There is also a clear reference to the episode of the destruction of Sodom, 
with the gigantic  snake coming out from the door of  the city and devouring the 
unharmed inhabitants. Since it was founded on an ‘unstable terrain’, the city itself is 
being dragged away by the rivers. On the lower margin there is the depiction of the 
‘test of fire’: a stream of red flames flows down from the throne of Christ, and runs 

 Patrologia  Graeca,  61,  cols.  75-82;  Clavis  Patrum Graecorum,  II,  no.  4428.  See also GRABAR,  Un manuscrit  des 13

homélies, 832-836; MARAVA-CHATZINICOLAU and TOUFEXI-PASCHOU, Catalogue, 40-42.
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over a domed building with a small cross on the top; it is the temple of God, which 
was built on a solid ground and therefore is destined to be saved and to flourish.

This miniature is  probably one of  the best  yet  least-known evidences of  the 
ability of Byzantine illuminators to reshape a wide range of iconographic sources in 
order to obtain the most accurate visualisation of the textual content of a book. Here 
the artist displayed the core idea behind Chrysostom’s sermon by using even the 
same figures of speech adopted by Chrysostom himself, namely the analogy and the 
antithesis between the catastrophes of the past and the catastrophes of the future. 
This antithesis is even more emphasised in the miniature than it is in the text, since 
the artist could take full advantage of the horizontal margins above and beneath the 
title. In fact, the two registers were conceived to be perfectly counterpoised: the water 
versus the fire, the city of sinners versus the temple of God, the natural forces versus 
the throne of Christ, the Old Testament versus the New, the past versus the future.

As with other miniatures in Athen. Gr. 211, this frame clearly inherited several 
motifs from the tradition of marginal illumination, as had already been adopted by 
the ninth-century marginal psalters. However, by moving from margins to frames, 
these  motifs  radically  changed  their  role  in  the  illustration  programme.  The 
difference  is  immediately  understandable  if  we  compare  fol.  67  of  the  Chludov 
Psalter with fol. 151v of the Athen. Gr. 211. In the Chludov Psalter the miniature was 
designed to provide some additional ‘values’ (both religious and political) on a single 
verse of  the biblical  text.  On the contrary,  the frame in the Athens manuscript  is 
actually the illustration of the entirety  of the sermon, whose rhetorical structure is 
literally  translated  into  a  different  medium.  It  is  actually  an  alternative  form  of 
eloquence.14

There are only a few surviving books which bear some resemblance with the 
Athen. Gr. 211: for example Paris. Suppl. Gr. 1085 or the ms. 221 preserved in the Ivan 
Dujčev Center in Sofia;  however, their miniatures are strictly aniconic and none of 15

them shows any direct connection with the text they accompany. In conclusion, the 
Athens  manuscript  is  a  unique  witness  of  an  age  characterised  by  daring 
experiments with words and figures: an age when a margin or a frame was  a crucial 

 On the relation between art and rhetoric in Byzantium (particularly in illuminated manuscripts), cf. HENRY 14

MAGUIRE,  Art  and  Eloquence  in  Byzantium  (Princeton:  Princeton  University  Press,  1981,  repr.  1994);  LESLIE 
BRUBAKER, ‘Text and Picture in Manuscripts: What’s Rhetoric Got to Do With It?’, in Rhetoric in Byzantium: Papers 
from the Thirty-Fifth Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies, ed. by ELIZABETH JEFFREYS, Society for the Promotion of 
Byzantine Studies: Publications, 11 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), 255-272; LESLIE BRUBAKER, ‘Every Cliché in the 
Book. The Linguistic Turn and the Text-Image. Discourse in Byzantine Manuscripts’, in Art and Text in Byzantine 
Culture, 58-82.

 ALESSIA  ADRIANA  ALETTA,  ‘I  luoghi  del  diritto  nel  Paris.  Suppl.  Gr.  1085  (II)’,  Rivista  di  Studi  Bizantini  e 15

Neoellenici, n.s. 46 (2009), 33-71; ALESSIA ADRIANA ALETTA and ANDREA PARIBENI, ‘I luoghi del diritto nel Paris. 
Suppl.  Gr.  1085 (I):  tra parole scritte e immagini dipinte’,  in Vie per Bisanzio,  ed. by ANTONIO RIGO, ANDREA 
BABUIN and MICHELE TRIZIO, 2 vols.  (Bari:  Due Punti,  2013),  I,  415-441; AXINIA DŽUROVA, ‘Sofia, Centre Ivan 
Dujčev. Cod. D. gr. 221’, in Le Rayonnement de Byzance. Les manuscrits grecs enluminés des Balkans (VIe-XVIIIe siècles) 
(Sofia: Galerie Nationale d’Art étranger, 2011), 177.
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ground for the development of byzantine visual culture. When margins and frames 
were far from being just marginal.

Plates

!
Figure	1:	Florence,	Biblioteca	Medicea	Laurenziana,	Plut.	69.2,	f.	87v-Historiae	by	Thucydides	(10th	c.)	
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!  
Figure 2: Patmos, Monastery of St. John the Theologian, ms. 70, f. 123v – Lectionary (late 9th c.)
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!  
Figure	3:	Moscow,	State	Historical	Museum,	ms.	D	139	(Chloudov	Psalter),	f.	67r	
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!  
Figure 4: Athens, National Library of Greece, gr. 211, f. 295r–Homilies by John Chrysostom (late 9th c.)  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&
Figure	5:	Athens,	National	Library	of	Greece,	gr.	211,	f.	310v	–	Homilies	by	John	Chrysostom	(late	9th	c.)	
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!  
Figure	6:	Athens,	National	Library	of	Greece,	gr.	211,	f.	264r	–	Homilies	by	John	Chrysostom	(late	9th	c.)	
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!  
Figure	7:	Athens,	National	Library	of	Greece,	gr.	211,	f.	53r	–	Homilies	by	John	Chrysostom	(late	9th	c.)	
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!  
Figure	8:	Athens,	National	Library	of	Greece,	gr.	211,	f.	110v	–	Homilies	by	John	Chrysostom	(late	9th	c.)	
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!  
Figure	9:	Athens,	National	Library	of	Greece,	gr.	211,	f.	151v	–	Homilies	by	John	Chrysostom	(late	9th	c.)	
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!  
Figure	10:	Athens,	National	Library	of	Greece,	gr.	211,	f.	151v	–	Homilies	by	John	Chrysostom	(late	9th	c.)		
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Notes 

    Oderisi da Gubbio and the margins 
within margins of Dante’s Purgatorio

Arabella Milbank
EMMANUEL COLLEGE, UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE

Amongst the figures of the proud on the first terrace of Dante’s Purgatorio, described 
in Cantos X and XI, there appears a painter of marginalia: the manuscript artist Oderisi da 
Gubbio. He is, to history, himself a ‘marginal’ figure, whose work is questionably attested 
and who is primarily famous in this century for precisely this appearance in the Commedia. 
The  examples  of  his  work  we  have  encompass  much  of  what  we  might  we  might 
comprehend  under  the  heading  of  ‘marginalia’—from  illustrative  vignettes  to  hybrid 
figures  of  fantasy.  With  Oderisi’s  place  in  Purgatory,  Dante  shows  an  interest  in  the 
artistically  marginal  which  he  reshapes  through  a  new,  theological,  account  of  the 
relationship between the centre and the margins and, ultimately, makes a case for the ideal 
marginality of all art.

In the imagined geography of Dante’s intermediate realm, purgatory is a terraced hill 
which is itself an island. Its entire topography is that of a continuous 'margin' to water or 
air. The purgatorial terraces can be drawn as a single platform, spiralling upwards. Unlike 
hell’s closed circles descending towards the frost-bound Satan, or indeed the overlapping 
spheres of the Empyrean centered on God,  purgatory is all border and no centre— its site 
of convergence exterior to the realm itself.

On  the  first  terrace  this  marginal  aspect  is  especially  present,  interwoven  with 
Purgatorio’s interest in the place of the creative arts. This latter has been evident from the 
moment  that  poetry  returns  in  ante-purgatory  with  the  psalm-singing  of  the  arriving 
penitents and the rendition by one, Casella of an early lyric of Dante’s. In Canto X the 
terrace  wall  is  itself  a  decorated  border,  edged  with  exquisite  marble  reliefs  which 
illustrate pride’s antidote of humility.  Dante-poet also prefigures a particular focus on 
marginalia when he describes the bowed figures of the proud. He uses the image of kind 
of architectural grotesque, something like the classical atlantid or telamon:

Come per sostentar solaio o tetto Just as in order to brace up a roof or vault
per mensola talvolta una figura as corbel sometimes a figure
si vede giugner le ginocchia al petto can be seen joining his knees to his chest. 1

 Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy II, Purgatorio, ed. by Robin KIRKPATRICK (London: Penguin, 2007), 10.130-2.1
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This  marginale in stone is an almost-gargoyle, a figure forming or replacing the brace 
stone as a visual pun, expressing the architectural burden-bearing role of the corbel. (See 
Figures 1-3). Dante’s image emphasises the vast weight of this sin of pride, but is also 
appropriate insofar as what the architectural figures bear is the perhaps Babel-like vanity 
of the vast edifice, a human achievement possibly redolent of pride.

These  characters  of  the  proud,  like  all  those  Dante  encounters  in  the  realms  he 
travels, could be seen as themselves ‘marginal’ to our focus on the ‘central’ continuity of 
the narrative of Dante’s journey in free will towards redemption, his approach to Beatrice 
and beatitude.  At the same time they encroach on the centre,  each moving out of  the 
margins to constitute the narrative as one inherently more than individual, of the journey 
towards salvation of all. 

To  describe  his  own work  on  the  margins  of  pages  Oderisi  da  Gubbio  uses  the 
newfangled,  french-derived  word  alluminar.  The  word  implies  a  certain  elevation  of 
purpose and self-understanding: the manuscript painter's precious pigments and subtle 
techniques ‘bring light’  to  the page.  At  the same time the image suggests  a  craft  that 
reveals and unveils the text, certainly not by mere ornamentation, but nonetheless in a 
position of service. So Dante the poet here at once evokes his sin—the destructively over-
stated self-estimation of pride—and hints at the possibly redemptive function of his art.

The deployment by Dante of this ostentatious new term relative to Oderisi is in the 
purgatorial margin. His is not an utterly denigrated aspiration: it is in Purgatory we are 
made particularly aware of the role art and music is still here playing in salvation, as song, 
both psalms and Dante’s own ambiguosly secular canzone by his friend Casella, welcome 
us to ante-Purgatory and relief sculpture.  Moreover the association of Oderisi’s art with 
the luminous recalls that the progress towards light is that towards salvation, Paradise—
the ‘luce viva’ the ‘lume in forma di rivera’ of the Empyrean.

In Oderisi, a creator of marginalia, Dante gives us is a theologically transformative 
account of the margins. The artist himself describes how it is proper to the depredatory 
progress of history that the centres are continually being pushed to the outer edge: as 
Franco  Bolognese  for  Oderisi  da  Gubbio,  so  Cimabue  makes  way  for  Giotto,  Guido 
Cavalcanti for Guido Guinizelli. Personal fame passes away, and the ascendancy of one 
reputation  signals  the  decline  of  another,  since  in  this  cycle  the  margins  are 
interchangeable with the centre.

In purgatory Dante is particularly engaged with one most real margin: that between 
salvation and damnation. Many of those who walk the hill of purgatory have only been 
saved at ‘l’orlo della vita’, the edge of life, by a death’s door recantation or appeal. They 
are now in a between state, and Purgatory is marginal in that it is defined by its relation to 
the ‘in’ and ‘out’ of paradiso and inferno. However it is also a ‘positive’ margin in that its 
inhabitants, however far they may be along their purgations, are destined for salvation.

Once saved, as in Purgatory all are, a soul can move only towards more beatitude. 
There is an end to the cyclic motion of the Boethian Wheel of Fortune, whereby every rise 
generates a fall. 
No longer does every centre inevitably generate margins, so that someone is always the 
loser by another's fame. Rather here it is sketched how the arts might be placed in the 
service of the good and, in so doing, how glory might generate glory. Praise-poetry, like 
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that of Oderisi about his master Franco Bolognese, exemplifies this possibility. Instead of 
'marginalizing'  the speaker,  the illuminator’s  capacity to,  inverting the secular  pattern, 
praise and shed light upon his master is now precisely the proof of his reformed pride and 
thus spreads its light upon him, so that he is great in humility.

It is part of the tale of the Commedia that even minor figures can be made great in the 
history of their souls’ redemption. Whilst Oderisi, paradoxically, never achieved the fame 
towards which his pride was orientated through his vaunted art, Dante elevates him into 
visibility and poetic ‘fama’ by featuring him in the grand project of his own poem, where 
he finds it precisely through his present humility.

This lesson is now one of how the idea of being major or minor, 'central' or 'marginal' 
is only a kind of illusion, a horizontal conception of earthly fame—and one timebound 
even in earthly terms, fading as the decades pass—against  which the real order is the 
vertical order of status from the divine perspective, with its depths and heights which 
souls achieve. The question of how poetry and art can be purged of pride is also one of 
how  marginalization  and  the  logic  of  competition,  human  fame  and  pride,  is  itself 
transcended, so that, in pursuit of the good and the holy, all margins are to the one centre 
so that, in the Empyrean, there will really be only one circle in which all belong.

At  the  same  time  it  is  pride,  not  aspiration,  that  is  the  sin—and  those  borders 
towards a fairer country that stylistic fashions might seek to push onwards are not totally 
damned. Dante celebrates the rebirth of poetry: the stilnovista is one to which he belongs. 
And of course despite the soteriological destiny of the travels of his work it is also a grand 
instruction in the Christian life which can be lived on heaven's terms on earth.

There is true analogy between the aspirations of Da Gubbio and Dante's own. We are 
told that the sin of pride in one's work is one with which Dante above all identifies; it is in 
this circle he says he will be. The idea that his art might do something new and more than 
it has done—all the pride of Dante's noble vulgar, the scale of his epos, etc—these are all, 
and consciously, margins he is pushing towards the centre. Nor, by analogy, is this wrong: 
his  purgatory is  full  of  artistic  display,  relief  sculpture,  undead song,  lyric  and artistic 
output. 

In the end Dante's poetic function attempts to mirror Oderisi's in its showing-forth of 
others lives and work in a medium which is  nonetheless inevitably its  own oeuvre of 
beauty and labour, which celebrates the artist whilst remaining at the service of the text. So 
it is that the canto begins with Dante’s rendition of the Our Father, not poetry, but prayer, 
or poetry fully at the service of prayer. The 'Our Father’ is reframed as a deep statement of 
dependence upon God,  and thus also of  praise-poetry to the divine.  They 'offer  up'  a 
tribute of all they have, will and capacity.

As Dante's thought has already suggested, marginal 'illumination', light-bringing, as 
a form of textual beautification, has a kind of innate humility. Or rather the manner in 
which  it  relates  to  its  central  text--embodying  and  beautifying  marginally--tells  us 
something already about what art should be doing: glorifying the given. Just as Dante's 
text is a full-scale elaboration on the totality of the divine order--in its earthly reality as 
completed for the gamut of figures of history and contemporary life in the judgement, 
redemptive penitential journey, and illuminated reward to come. 
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Plates
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Figure 1: San Zeno, Verona, s. xii

Figure 3: San Martín de Tours, Frómista, s.xi

Figure 2: Cattedrale di San Donino, Fidenza, s. xii


