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The Date of the Oxford Manuscript 
of La Chanson de Roland

(Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS. Digby 23) 

The dates assigned to this manuscript by different scholars range 
from 1100 to the 1170s. The discrepancies in part reflect the 
difficulties of dating in the twelfth century: there are many un­
dated manuscripts (like this one), but there are less dated and 
datable materials surviving from the first half of the twelfth 
century than from the second. Our sources for dating English 
manuscripts in the first half of the twelfth century are entries 
in the precisely dated Mortuary Roll of Abbot Vitalis of Savigny 
(1122-23), Episcopal Professions at Canterbury, and other original 
documents 1• To these may be added such generally datable ma­
terial as the St Albans Psalter (c. 1123-55) 2

, books associated 
with William of Malmesbury (c. 1125-9) 3, books from Cirencester 
which contain inscriptions identifying the abbots of the house 
at the times they were copied (c. 1137-74) 4, and other books da­
table from their content 5• The earliest manuscript of English 
origin which was precisely dated by the scribe is from 1167 6•

1 The principal dated materials are discussed by N. R. Ker, English Manu­
scripts in the Century after the Norman Conquest, Oxford 1960, pp. 16-22. 

2 On the evidence for dating this manuscript see 0. Pacht, C. R. Dodwell & 
F. Wormald, The St Albans Psalter, London 1960, pp. 275-80; R. M. Thomson,
Manuscripts from St Alban's Abbey 1066-1235, Woodbridge 1982, pp. 25-6.

3 On these manuscripts see N. R. Ker, «William of Malmesbury's hand­
writing», English Historical Review 59 (1944): 371-6; R. M. Thomson, «The 'Scrip­
torium' of William of Malmesbury», in Medieval Scribes, Manuscripts and Li­
braries: Essays Presented to N. R. Ker, ed. by M. B. Parkes & A.G. Watson, 
London 1978, pp. 117-42; id. «More Manuscripts from the 'Scriptorium' of William 
of Malmesbury», Scriptorium 35 (1981): 48-54. 

4 Most of these are included in A.G. Watson, Catalogue of Dated and Datable 
Manuscripts c. 700-1600 in the Department of Manuscripts, the British Library, 
London 1979, nos. 864, 879 and plates; id., Catalogue of Dated and Datable Manu­
scripts c. 435-1600 in Oxford Libraries, Oxford 1984, nos. 798-802 and plates. On this 
group see Ker, English MSS after the Conquest, p. 44. 

s Specimens of such datable manuscripts are reproduced by Watson, Dated 
MSS British Libr., and Dated MSS Oxford. 

6 Oxford, Christ Church, MS lat. 88; Watson, Dated MSS Oxford, no. 760. 
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Bedier 7 and Stengel 8 assigned Digby 23 to the 1170s, but in 
the introduction to the facsimile of the manuscript published in 
1933 Samaran argued for the second quarter of the twelfth 
century 9• In 1970 Marichal refined on Samaran's argument, and 
suggested that the manuscript was copied closer to 1125 than 
to 1150 10

• In 1973 Short mounted a meticulous argument for a 
date in the late twelfth century, but his argument was summarily 
dismissed by Samaran in a subsequent note 11

• It seems to me that 
the meticulous attention to detail in Short's work deserved more 
careful consideration, and that Samaran's arguments were not 
so strong as his conviction would suggest. 

Short based his hypothesis that the manuscript was copied 
in the later twelfth century on the presence of what he called 
the «de monogram» (figs. 4, 5) 12• Unfortunately he confused this 
ligature with « biting» (a phenomenon which is more common in 
the late twelfth century), nevertheless, he produced a large 
amount of incontestable evidence that this ligature appears fre­
quently in charters, especially between 1150 and 1180. Short 
admitted some earlier instances, but he did not go back far 
enough, since the ligature appears much earlier - for example, 
in a Durham book given by Bishop Carileph who died in 1096 13

• 

Moreover, this ligature appears much more frequently in undated 

7 J. Bedier, La Chanson de Roland: Commentaires, Paris 1927, p. 66; id., 
Romania 64 (1938): 156. Bedier is following Gautier and G. Paris. 

8 Photographische Wiedergabe des HS Digby 23, ed. E. Stengel, Heilbronn 
1878. 

9 La Chanson de Roland, reproduction phototypique du MS Digby 23 de la 
Bodleian Library d'Oxford, ed. par A. de Laborde, SATF 74, Paris 1933, pp. 28-32. 
The date «1130-40?» had previously been proposed by the editors of the New 
Palaeographical Society, Facsimiles of Ancient MSS &c, ed. by E. M. Thompson, 
et al., 2 series, London 1913-30, plate 39. 

10 Marichal's arguments are reported in Annuaire 1969-70 de /'Ecole Pratique 
des Hautes Etudes, IV" Section: Sciences historiques et philologiques . .. , Extraits 
des rapports sur conferences (1970): 363-74. 

11 I. Short, «The Oxford Manuscript of the Chanson de Roland: A Palaeo­
graphic Note», Romania 94 (1973): 221-31; C. Samaran, «Sur la date approximative 
du Roland d'Oxford», ibid.: 523-7. 

12 The ligature with 'capital' D can be seen at the beginning of line 6 in 
fig. 4 (from Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Digby 23, fol. 38), and with d in 
'deseured' in line 2 of fig. 5 (from fol. 36•). 

13 The form occurs in the excerpts from St Augustine's letters in a late­
eleventh-century hand on the inserted leaf (fol. 9) in Durham, Dean & Chapter 
Library, MS B.II.21. On this manuscript and the rest of Cari!eph's books, see 
R.A.B. Mynors, Durham Cathedral Manuscripts to the End of the Twelfth 
Century, Durham 1939: this manuscript is no. 34. 
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books than Short's paper suggests. It appears in manuscripts 
assigned on other criteria, both palaeographical and non-palaeo­
graphical, to the eleventh century, to the first half of the twelfth 
century, to the mid twelfth century 14

, and later. It is almost 
always used in these books as a space-saver, especially at the 
end of a line 15• 

Since the de ligature appears over such a wide period of 
time, its presence in Digby 23 cannot be used alone as a criterion 
for dating. The increase in the number of surviving instances of 
this ligature between the 1140s and the 1180s reflects first and 
foremost the increase in the number of surv1vmg documents, 
and this situation represents a crucial weakness in Short's 
hypothesis. 

Samaran's opinion that Digby 23 should be assigned to a date 
in the second quarter of the twelfth century has prevailed for 
forty years. What are the arguments of Samaran and Marichal 
for this date? 

Samaran's first two criteria are drypoint ruling and «!'aspect 
generale de l'ecriture». He then adduces details which are scat­
tered somewhat sporadically throughout the manuscript: the use 
of N and R in minuscule, the presence of the ligatures of NT, 
& and de within words, the use of other ligatures, the absence 
of accentuated i, the use of e with cedilla, and the proportion of 
upright d forms to round-backed d forms 16

• He compares the 
Digby hand with that of the Salisbury titulus in the Mortuary 
Roll of 1122-3 17

, and with that of the poem «Cheualier mult estes 
guariz» (which relates to the crusade of 1147) in Erfurt, Stadt­
bibliothek, MS Amplon. 8° 23, fol. 88 18

• 

Marichal emphasizes the following criteria: · the forked shafts 
of b, h, k, l, i, u, p; the duct of s, the round-backed d, the 

14 For example, St Gall, Stiftsbibl., MS 864, (s.xi); Hereford, Cathedral Libr., 
MS O.1.IV (given to Cirencester Abbey during the period when Serlo was prior, 
1131-47); a copy of Lawrence of Durham preserved in Durham University Library, 
Cosin MS V.III.l (s.xii med.). 

ts As in the Cosin manuscript of Lawrence of Durham, and in the g!osess 
of Oxford, Bodi. Libr., MS Auct. D.2.1. 

16 In La Chanson de Roland, facs. ed. Laborde, pp. 28-32. 
17 Rouleau mortuaire du B. Abbe de Savigni, facs. ed. par. L. V. Delisle, 

Paris 1909, pl. XLIV, 2. 
18 Faes. in W. Schum, Exempla codicum Amplonianum Erjurtensium, Berlin 

1882, p. 7 and pl. VI, no 12. 
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exaggeration in the letters a, w, z, the approach stroke to e and 
r, the use of the tironian et sign, and the frequent use of accents. 
He pursues these details through the plates in N.R. Ker's English 
Manuscripts in the Century after the Norman Conquest, the 
Mortuary Roll, and Warner & Ellis's Charters in the British 
Museum 19

• 

When one examines these arguments for dating the manuscript 
one is struck by the fact that the different arguments lean 
heavily on different details. At first sight the different arguments 
of Samaran and Marichal acquire cumulative force because all 
the different details seem to add up to the conclusion that the 
manuscript was copied at some time in the first half of the 
twelfth century. But Samaran places it in the second quarter of 
the twelfth century, whereas Marichal ascribes it to the end of 
the first quarter. Short's argument too was based on details. 
Did he merely pick the wrong ones? or does the real importance 
of his contribution lie in the fact that he shews how dangerous · 
this kind of approach can be? If his details are wrong, how do 
we know that those of the others are right? As Short himself 
says: 

«At the same time our study may serve to emphasize the fragility of any 
attempt at a precise dating of such 12th century vernacular MSS as that 
of the Chanson de Roland by concentrating on a comparative study of 
individual letter forms in English book hands» 20• 

Samaran attached special importance to the aspect of the 
handwriting, but this attention to aspect has led to different 
conclusions. To Samaran and Marichal that element of aspect 
which derives from the formation of the letters suggested the 
first half of the twelfth century, whereas to Stengel and Short 
that element of aspect which derives from the size of the hand­
writing suggested the second half of the twelfth century. Each 
scholar then looks for details to support the initial impression 
made by the aspect. Aspect is a dangerous criterion: the scribe 
of Digby 23 was copying a French text, and strictly speaking the 
aspect of his handwriting is comparable only with that of the 
handwriting of scribes copying other French texts, like those of 

19 Annuaire de l'Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes (1969-70);, 364-8. 
20 Short, Romania 94: 231. 
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the Alexis in the St Albans Psalter, and the poem in the Erfurt 
manuscript. Moreover the aspect of the Digby scribe's hand­
writing is clearly affected by the practical difficulties he encount­
ered in tracing his letters on the slippery surface of poor quality 
parchment. The problem of dating Digby 23 is to find genuine 
parallels which are dated and datable. The closest parallel would 
be another manuscript by the same scribe, but nobody has yet 
found an Oliver to go with this Roland. In order to assign a 
presumed date to a specimen of handwriting one must first 
classify it, and identify the script or category of script to which 
it belongs (the model which the scribe had in his mind's eye as 
he wrote). Only then can one determine the criteria which are 
appropriate for dating manuscripts in that script. The first re­
quirement of datable parallels is that they belong to the right 
type of handwriting. 

There are two clues which help us to identify such parallels 
to Digby 23. The first lies in the 'codicology' of the manuscript. 
The precellence of the Oxford text of La Chanson de Roland is 
in direct contrast to the insignificance of the manuscript as a 
book. It is a small book written on poor quality parchment, and 
there are discrepancies in ruling. When working through collect­
ions of medieval manuscripts one frequently encounters small 
books written on poor quality or unbleached parchment, written 
in small (sometimes minute) hands, and with virtually no de­
coration. Most of these books contain texts or commentaries 
which are associated with the schools 21 • Such manuscripts range 
in date from the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries, and it 

21 The following examples have been chosen at random: Avranches, Bibl. 
mun., MS 221 (Aristotle's De anima and Physics); Durham, Dean & Chapter 
Library, MSS C.IV.7 (commentaries on De inventione, Rhetorica ad Herennium, 
on Plato's Timaeus, and on Boethius's De arithmetica) and C.IV.10 (commen­
taries on Sedulius, and on Boethius's De consolatione philosophiae): see Mynors, 
Durham Cathedral MSS, nos 10, 79, 80); Koln, Dombibl., MSS 201 (the earliest 
scholastic commentary on Priscian) and 197 (Manegold of Lautenbach); Oxford, 
Bodi. Libr., MSS Auct. F.6.9 (commentary on Juvenal, from St Victor, Paris: 
see Bodleian Library Record 4: 124), Laud lat. 49 (Porphyry, Aristotle with 
Boethius's commentaries, and Cicero's Topics), and Laud lat. 67 (commentaries 
on Porphyry and Priscian); St Gall, Stiftsbibl., MS 868 (commentaries on 
Juvenal, Persius and Horace from the schools of Liege: see B. Bischoff, 
«Living with the Satirists» in R. R. Bolgar, Classical Influences on European 
Culture AD 500-1500, Cambridge 1971, pp. 83-94, esp. p. 85); Troyes, Bibl. mun., 
MS 1101 (William of Conches). Dodwell and Thomson (see note 3) compare 
handwriting in the St Alban's Psalter with that in a school book, London, Brit. 
Libr., MS Harley 2624. 
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is often difficult to assign them to any particular part of this 
period on palaeographical criteria alone. The parallels for the 
size of Digby 23, and for the quality of its parchment are to be 
found in these scholars' books. Moreover, La Chanson de Ro­
land is now bound up in Digby 23 with a scholars' book, a 
copy of Chalcidius's translation of Plato's Timaeus produced 
in northern France in the first half of the twelfth century 22

• 

The references to Chalcidius immediately following the Roland 
text on the last page, and revealed by ultra-violet light 23

, suggest 
that the two manuscripts have been bound together since the 
thirteenth century. The pages of both independent parts of Digby 
23 are the same size and were so in the thirteenth century; if 
the formats had not been compatible they would not have been 
bound together. 

The second clue is the size of the handwriting: that in 
Digby 23 is smaller than that found in manuscripts associated 
with the major monastic scriptoria of the first half and of the 
mid twelfth century. Moreover, the handwriting exhibits the kind 
of clumsiness which arises when a scribe tries to write a small 
model large rather than the reverse. The Digby scribe is much 
happier when writing to a smaller module, which he does from 
time to time, especially near the foot of a page (fig. 4) 24

• Some 
scholars have been led to associate his handwriting with the 
second half of the twelfth century because smaller hands seem 
to be more common then, and more datable examples 25

, or 
examples which can be closely related to precisely dated do­
cuments, survive from this period. However, small hands are not 
confined to the second half of the twelfth century and later. 

22 For an opinion on the origin and date of the manuscript based upon the 
decoration see 0. Pacht & J. J. G. Alexander, Illuminated Manuscripts in the 
Bodleian Library Oxford, 1, Oxford 1966, no. 475. The book was bequeathed to 
Osney Abbey near Oxford by Master Henry de Langley about 1263: A. B. Emden, 
«A Biographical Register: Additions and Corrections», Bodleian Library Record 
6 (1%1): 677. 

23 La Chanson de Roland, facs ed Laborde, pp 23-7; also Romania 55 (1929): 
401-10. The reading was confirmed in 1975 by Dr R. W. Hunt (personal communi­
cation) who also pointed out that the discolouration of the flyleaves confirms 
that both parts had been bound together before the present seventeenth-century 
Digby binding. 

24 Compare fol. 27 lines 17-28, and contrast fol. 44' with fol. 48. The mysterious 
aoi also appears in different sizes. 

25 For example, Mynors, Durham Cathedral MSS, no. 123 Further examples 
in Watson, Dated MSS British Library, and Dated MSS Oxford 
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In Oxford, Jesus College, MS. 50 26
, the handwriting on the open­

ing page (fig. 1) exhibits features which can be assigned to the 
first half or to the middle of the twelfth century. Later in the 
manuscript a second scribe takes over. One could be forgiven 
for thinking that this completion took place much later, but 
on fol. 98 (fig. 2) the first scribe returns, although his hand­
writing has become smaller since its size has been determined 
by the ruling prepared by the second scribe. The large 'early' 
hand and the small 'later' hand are contemporary. We are, there­
fore, looking for small hands which can belong to any period 
in the twelfth century. 

The books containing scholarly texts and commentaries not 
only provide parallels for the format and parchment of Digby 23 
but also offer the closest parallels to the handwriting (cf. figs. 
3, 6). Many of the details adduced by Samaran and Marichal for 
date are in fact characteristic features of the handwriting found 
in such books: the coexistence of round-backed and upright d, 
the ampersand used as a ligature for et in words alongside the 
tironian sign used for et as a word, the two forms of a (with 
and without headstroke), the duct of s, the admission of capital 
forms; in some of these small hands the de ligature appears 
frequently, presumably as a space-saver v_ The size of the hand­
writing varies considerably from book to book, even in a small 
sample 28

, but in some books the hands are close to the size of 

26 The manuscript contains a copy of the Panormia of Ivo of Chartres. It 
was subsequently owned by Sir John Prise, see below, note 51. 

21 Fig. 3 from Oxford, Jesus College, MS 26, fol. 18' (part); fig. 6 from idem, 
fol. 94: on the manuscript see below. The principal features which are typical 
of such hands are the frequent use of abbreviations and the large number of 
variant forms: in particular headless a and a with headstroke (as in fig. 3, 
line 5 «natura»), the high proportion of round-backed d to upright d forms 
(esp. in fig. 6), the two s forms including that in which the headstroke was 
formed with a flattened upward curve (as in fig. 3 line 2 «inseperabiles»), the 
tironian sign for et (as in fig 3, line 1) and here as a ligature within a word 
(as at the end of line 5), e with cedilla (as in fig. 3, line 6 «celorum»). The de 
ligature appears in the hands in Koln, Dombibl., MS 201 (attributed to s. xi ex.)) 
Durham, Dean & Chapter Libr., MS C.IV.7 (s. xii in.); Oxford, Bod!. Libr., MS 
Laud lat. 67 (s. xiii). On the appearance of these small informal hands in manu­
scripts of English vernacular texts in the twelfth century, see M. B. Parkes, «On 
the Presumed Date and Possible Origin of the Manuscript of the Orrmulum ... », 
in Five Hundred Years of Words and Sounds: A Festschrift for Eric Dobson, ed. 
E.G. Stanley & D. Gray, Woodbridge 1983, pp. 115-27. 

28 Among the examples cited in note 21, St Gall, Stiftbibl., 868 has 99 lines 
of script on a page of approximately 180 mm in height; Oxford, Bod!. Libr., 
Laud lat. 67 has 88 lines on a page of 210 mm; Durham, Dean & Chapter 
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that in Digby 23. However, during the course of the twelfth 
century the size of the handwriting used in academic books be­
came more stable, particularly in well-produced books. Scribes 
also began to introduce features of style, and these innovations 
culminated in the emergence of a new category of script. The 
pattern of this development can be followed in a few datable 
manuscripts which exhibit some of the most relevant criteria 
for assessing the date of the handwriting of Digby 23. 

Some time between 1146 and 1149 Prince Henry, son of 
Louis VI of France, presented certain books to the monastery 
of Clairvaux 29

• I shall concentrate on two of these in particular: 
Troyes, Bibliotheque municipale, MS 2266, a copy of Gilbert 
de la Porre on the Pauline Epistles sine textu, and Montpellier, 
Faculte de Medicine, MS 231, a copy of Ivo of Chartres's Epi­
stolae. Both books have the inscription «Henricus regis filius», 
although that in the Troyes manuscript has been erased. Doubt­
less these books were produced for Prince Henry before 1146 
when he entered the monastery, but even if we accept the more 
cautious date of 'bef~re 1149' (when he left Clairvaux to become 
bishop of Beauvais), these books are still the earliest datable 
examples known to me in which a small 'academic' hand has 
been stabilized to a new 'intermediate' size. The handwriting of 
Troyes 2266 (fig. 7) reflects an early stage in the development 
towards the new category of script. The scribe formed his letters 
with precision, made the minim strokes longer than is usual 
in academic hands, and placed them symmetrically. He bor­
rowed certain letter forms and stylistic features from the larger, 
more formal book hands 30• Alongside these more formal features 

Libr., C.IV.7 has one hand with 67 lines and another with 42 lines of script on a 
page of 215 mm. 

29 On Prince Henry's books see now C. F. R. de Hamel, Glossed Books of 
the Bible and the Origins of the Paris Booktrade, Woodbridge 1984, pp. 5-7. I 
discussed these books with Dr de Hamel in 1975 while he was preparing his 
thesis. The manuscripts bearing the Prince Henry inscription appear to have 
been overlooked in the preparation of the relevant volumes of the Catalogue 
des manuscrits portant les indications de date de lieu ou de copiste, ed. 
C. Samaran & R. Marichal, since they are neither recorded in the notices, nor 
included in the lists of doubtful or rejected manuscripts. 

30 The ampersand (as in col. b, line 3) is more common than the tironian 
sign (as in col. b, line 2), a with headstroke is more common, even within words 
(as in col. b, line 2 «humilitate») than the headless form (col. line 5 «uocatus»), 
word-separation is fully developed and accurate, the attention to details at the 
tops of ascenders and the feet of minims and other letters is meticulous. The 
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the characteristic letter forms of the less formal scholarly hands 
appear as variants, and in some cases have been modified: the 
headstroke of the letter s appears as a horizontal stroke rather 
than as a flattened upward curve 31

• 

In Troyes 2266 this new 'intermediate-sized' script has been 
used for a continuous commentary; later it was used for writing 
the gloss in glossed books. The ruling of copies of the Psalter 
and of the Pauline Epistles accompanied by the commentaries 
of Peter Lombard was based on the size of the new glossing hand 
rather than that of the text: the gloss was written on each ruled 
line whereas the text was written on alternate ruled lines 32

• When 
this had happened the process of stabilizing the size of the new 
script was complete. This newly developed category of script 
was not reserved for glosses but was also used for copies of 
other texts such as that of the Sentences (Oxford, St. John's 
College, MS 49) owned by Hilary, bishop of Chichester, who died 
in 1169 33. 

Prince Henry's gift to Clairvaux indicates that Gilbert de la 
Porn~ and Ivo of Chartres seem to have been «on the twelfth­
century book list», and therefore we should look for early copies 
of these authors in England to see if we can find any parallels 
to these manuscripts, which may be datable. These include: 

Oxford, Balliol College, MS 36 (Gilbert on the Psalter sine 
textu) which was copied after 1117 and before 1166 since it was 
given to Lincoln Cathedral by Robert de Chesney who died in 
1166 (fig. 8) 34

; 

Hereford, Cathedral Library, MS 0. 2 IV (Gilbert on the 
Pauline Epistles sine textu) which belonged to a «Magister Alu­
redus» (before 1160) 35. 

overall impression is that the calligraphic qualities of the larger hands have 
been brought into sharper focus by the reduction in size. 

31 For example, the number of round-backed d forms (as in col. b, line 14), 
the tironian et signs and the frequent use of 'capital' s at the ends of words. 
For the other two s forms see col. a, line 9 «sepe inteseret», where that in «sepe» 
has a flatter headstroke. 

32 On these developments in layout see de Hamel, Glossed Books, pp. 14-27. 
33 Watson, Dated MSS Oxford, no. 870 and pl. 65; see also An Exhibition of 

Manuscripts to Commemorate the 400th Anniversary of Archbishop Laud, Bod­
leian Library, Oxford 1973, no. 4. 

34 Watson, Dated MSS Oxford, no. 737; de Hamel, Glossed Books, esp., 
pp. 18, 32; R. A. B. Mynors, Catalogue of the Manuscripts of Balliol College, 
Oxford, Oxford 1%5, p. 26; I am not convinced that the manuscript was copied 
in France. On Chesney, see below, note 47. 

35 On Magister Aluredus, see below, note 52. 
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Both manuscripts are close parallels to the first Prince Henry 
book: the gloss has been written as a continuous commentary 
with lemmata from the text, and the method of indicating ci­
tations is the same. In Balliol College 36 a series of unusual signs 
in the margins indicates the different series of psalms according 
to the classification of Cassiodorus, and these signs are found in 
other copies of Gilbert on the Psalter 36

• The handwriting of 
Balliol College 36 (fig. 8) represents a further stage than that of 
Troyes 2266 in the history of the development of the new ca­
tegory of script. The informal quality of academic handwriting 
is much more obvious, and the characteristic letter forms 
- headless a, round-backed d, and the s where the headstroke 
has been formed with an upward curve - appear much more 
frequently; the ampersand is rarer 37

• Furthermore the letters f 
and s occasionally exhibit the short descenders which are more 
common in document hands and annotating hands in books 38

• 

However, in spite of this informality, the details of calligraphy 
which earlier scribes had drawn from the larger, more formal 
book hands, have become more obtrusive. This is most noticeable 
in the finishing of ascenders with 'fork' and serif, and in the 
feet on minims and on letters 39

• 

The handwriting of Digby 23 seems to belong to some stage 
in this development towards the new category of script. Digby 23 
was copied by a scribe who was much clumsier than those of 
the manuscripts we have just been considering, and this fact is 
capable of two explanations. The first is that the scribe could 
not handle the script, and hence that his clumsiness renders his 
work idiosyncratic. Such scribes can exist at any period, includ­
ing the twelfth century 40

• The second explanation is that the 

36 For example, in Paris, Bibi. nat., MS lat. 14418 copied before 1160 (from 
St Victor, Paris);, on such indications see further R.H. & M.A. Rouse, «Statim 
invenire: Schools, Preachers and New Attittudes to the Page», in The Renais­
sance of the Twelfth Century, ed. by R. Benson & G. Constable, Cambridge 
(Mass.) 1982, pp. 201-25. 

37 Headless a is visible in col. a, line 1 «male», col. b, line 7 «ita», and the s 
form in col. a, line 11 «Quis». By contrast with the scribe of the specimen in 
fig. 7, the scribe here has used abbreviations more frequently, and there is a 
greater variety of letter forms. 

38 For example, the s in col. a, line 14 «propter miseria», col. b, line 10 «eos». 
39 For example, the ascenders of I and b (col. a, line 10 «extollunt», line 15 

«bonorum»), the foot on p (col. a, line 2 «decipiant», line 5 «prauitate»), and on 
s (col. b, line 16 «certis»). 

40 An example of comparable clumsiness in the handwriting of a manuscript 
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scribe's handwriting was clumsy and inconsistent because he 
was grappling with a new and comparatively unfamiliar quality 
of style - an element of calligraphy - in the handwriting: his 
work appears immature because it reflects the kind of confusion 
associated with the early stages of that development in the 
academic hands, which I have just described. If his work is 
idiosyncratic, then no other parallels will exist, but if his hand­
writing reflects confusion appropriate to a stage in the develop­
ment of a new style, then it is likely to belong to a period which 
precedes that illustrated by the two datable examples discussed 
above. 

The use of drypoint ruling in Digby 23 reinforces the second 
explanation. Balliol College 36 (before 1166) is ruled both in 
pencil and in drypoint. According to Dr Ker drypoint ruling was 
used in the 1170s, but he regards its use at that time as obso­
lescent - even archaic 41

• We should not abandon too readily 
the possibility of an idiosyncratic scribe, but I think it is pos­
sible to combine the two explanations when considering the kind 
of person who was most likely to have copied this manuscript. 

I have suggested that the palaeographical parallels to Digby 
23 belong to the milieu of the schools. The Oxford text of 
La Chanson de Roland is a version which circulated in England 
and Normandy. The Normans took considerable interest in the 
schools. In the eleventh century Odo of Bayeux supported clerks 
at the schools of Liege, two of whom became dignitaries in the 
English church: Thomas, subsequently archbishop of York, and 
Samson, subsequently bishop of Worcester 42

• In the first decade 
of the twelfth century French magistri taught in England: Al­
binus of Angers at Lincoln, Theobald of Etampes at Oxford, and 
Geoffrey of Le Mans et Dunstable 43

• Scholastic activity was much 

containing a French text is Oxford, Bodl. Libr., MS 381, fol. 2. This is a fragment 
from a late-twelfth-century manuscript containing the French version of the 
Vision of St Paul by Adam de Ros (J. Vising, Anglo-Norman Language and 
Literature, London 1923, no. 17, p. 43). 

41 Ker, English MSS after the Conquest, pp. 42-3. 
42 On the Norman interest in the schools see D. C. Douglas, William the 

Conqueror, London 1964, p. 130: on Samson see V. H. Galbraith, «Notes on the 
Career of Samson, bishop of Worcester (1096-1112)», English Historical Review 
82 (1967): 86. 

43 R. W. Southern, Medieval Humanism, Oxford 1970, pp. 163-4; idem., St An­
selm and his Biographer, Cambridge 1966, pp. 241 et seq.; id., «Master Vacarius 
and the Beginning of an English Academic Tradition», Medieval Learning and 
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more advanced on the continent, and many Anglo-Normans must 
have studied abroad. In 1113 the canons of Laon found it pro­
fitable to seek subscriptions for the cathedral restoration fund 
among the alumni of Laon in England 44 • In 1136 John of Sa­
lisbury left England for the schools of France 45

• The nature of 
the evidence about the schools in England in the first half and 
middle of the twelfth century suggests that they were not suf­
ficiently developed as institutions to produce their own ident­
ifiable styles of manuscripts. Nevertheless, the evidence pointing 
to French dominance in these schools suggests that manuscripts 
coming out of this milieu are likely to reflect palaeographical 
developments which had taken place in France. 

Literary historians have found incontestable allusions to the 
story of this poem in works by Hugh of Caen and Raoul le 
Tourtier (both 1109), Raoul of Caen (1112-18), William of Malmes­
bury (1125) and Ordericus Vitalis (1135) 46• Earlier allusions are 
possible but not uncontested, later allusions abound. Thus in 
the first half of the twelfth century the story of Roland was 
already well known in educated Anglo-Norman circles. There is 
nothing incongruous in the suggestion that the Oxford manu­
script of La Chanson de Roland, a text which lays great emphasis 
on France dulce la bele, should belong to the milieu of the 
French dominated schools in England during the first half of the 
twelfth century. 

However, although the scribe may have received his training 
in the schools, there is no need to assume that he still belonged 
to a school when he copied the manuscript. In the mid twelfth 
century there were a number of magistri in England. For ex­
ample, those who appeared in Oxford for a time included Robert 
Pullen, Robert de Chesney (who owned Balliol College 36, and 
who was a canon of St George's in the Castle at the same time 
as Geoffrey of Monmouth) and Robert of Cricklade 47

• The name 

Literature. Essays Presented to R. W. Hunt, ed. by J. J. G. Alexander & M. T. 
Gibson, Oxford 1976, pp. 257-86, esp. 266-73. 

44 Southern, St Anselm and his Biographer, p. 84, n. 
45 R. L. Poole, Illustrations of the History of Medieval Thought and Learning, 

London 1920, pp. 98-115; Southern, Medieval Humanism, pp. 62-3, 158-80. 
46 See the references collected by P. Le Gentil, La Chanson de Roland, Paris 

1967, pp. 24, 38-9; also The Ecclesiastical History of Ordericus Vitalis, ed. by 
M. Chibnall, IV, Oxford 1973, xxiv and 36. 

47 On the careers of Robert Pullen, Robert de Chesney, Geoffrey of Mon­
mouth and Robert of Cricklade, and their activities in Oxford see A. B. Emden, 
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«Magister Aluredus» appears in a book which offers one of the 
closest palaeographical parallels so far found to Digby 23. This 
is Oxford, Jesus College, MS 26 (fig. 6), a copy of the Panormia 
by Ivo of Chartres (the author of the second Prince Henry 
book) with documents added in the main hand, which would 
date the manuscript to between 1119 and 1124 48• The size of 
the page is almost identical with that of Digby 23, and such 
difference as there is may well be explained by the fact that 
Jesus College 26 is in its original binding. The scribe used the 
same kind of handwriting as the Digby scribe, and their treat­
ment of certain details is remarkably similar 49

• The scribe of 
Jesus College 26 experienced similar difficulties with the new 
calligraphic features. Like the Digby scribe he is happier when 
writing smaller and more compressed (lines 17-22), but unlike 
the Digby scribe he makes no attempt to achieve a stable inter­
mediate size. On fol. 170v names of relationship in French and 
English have been added to the tables of consanguinity, so that 
we can compare a fragment of French to reduce the problem of 
aspect; unfortunately they cannot be reproduced clearly enough 
for illustration. In so far as it is possible to tell from such small 
specimens the language of the English is 'southwest-midlandish', 
and that of the French is not incompatible with that of the 
Roland text 50

• «Magister Aluredus» also owned two other books: 
Hereford Cathedral Library, MS 0. 2 IX (the copy of Gilbert de 
la Porre on the Pauline Epistles cited above), and Oxford, All 
Souls College, MS 82, a copy of Virgil's works 51. His three books 
reflect interests current in the schools: Canon Law, Theology and 
Literature. The most plausible identification of the owner is with 

A Biographical Register of the University of Oxford to A.D. 1500, Oxford 1957-9, 
sub nominibus; R. W. Southern, «From Schools to University», in The History 
of the University of Oxford, ed. by T. H. Aston, 1, The Early Oxford Schools, 
ed. by J. I. Catto, Oxford 1984, pp. 1-36, esp. pp. 6-8 and 27. 

48 Watson, Dated MSS Oxford, no. 797. The handwriting of the main scribe 
is not unlike that in two other datable manuscripts Oxford, Bodi. Libr., MSS 
Auct. F.3.14 (before 1125: Watson, Dated MSS Oxford, no. 57) and Bodley 561 
(after 1124-37: ibid., no. 99). 

49 For example, the form of the letter e (as in fig. 6 line 19 «erit» and 
«religionis»), and in the treatment of minims. 

so I am indebted to Prof. N. Davis and Mr C. A. Robson for these opinions. 
On the vernacular forms of these names see N. R. Ker, Catalogue of Manuscripts 
containing Anglo-Saxon, Oxford 1957, no. 355. 

s1 On the books see N.R. Ker, «Sir John Prise», The Library, 5 series, 10 
(1955): 1-24, esp. 17. 
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the master Alured who witnessed certain charters of Henry II 
between 1155 and 1158. In 1158 one Alured, a King's chaplain, 
became bishop of Worcester; he died in 1160 52• 

It is just such a person who could have produced Digby 23: 
someone trained in the schools, who found service as chaplain 
or clerk in a bishop's familia 53 or a baronial household; a man 
who had left the schools before the new developments in script 
had been fully accomplished, and who, once away from the 
environment of the schools, developed a personal style of hand­
writing in isolation, the basis of which reflects an early stage in 
the tradition. 

I suggest that the very problems which arise when trying 
to date the hand of Digby 23 themselves provide a clue to its 
date. The shortage of genuine parallels suggests that the ma­
nuscript belongs to that period when genuine dated and datable 
parallels are hard to find - the first half of the twelfth century. 
Moreover, we lack evidence to assess the impact of personal 
idiosyncrasy on handwriting at this period. Again by contrast 
with the second half of the twelfth century and later, there are 
very few instances of surviving personal holographs: of the 
distinctive hands of known individuals only those of William 
of Malmesbury, John of Worcester, Eadmer and Ordericus Vitalis 
come to mind 54• Nevertheless, the handwriting of the Oxford text 
of La Chanson de Roland does resemble that in two datable 
parallels: it shares a number of features with the handwriting 
of Jesus College 26 (between 1119 and 1124), but its size and 
proportions more frequently resemble those of the handwriting 
in Troyes 2266 (before 1149). The handwriting of Digby 23 be-

52 On Magister Aluredus see L. V. Delisle, Receuil des actes de Henri II, roi 
d'Angleterre et due de Normandie, Paris 1909, Introduction, p. 356; The Cartulary 
of Cirencester Abbey, ed. C. D. Ross, I (1964), p. 54, no. 67; and on the bishop 
see R. W. Eyton, Court, Household and Itinerary of King Henry II, London 
1878, p. 35; The Letters of John of Salisbury, ed. by W. I. Millor, H. E. Butler, 
& C. N. L. Brooke, I, London 1955, letters 98-9 and pp. 173, 174 and 266 n. 

53 For discussion of such a familia see A. Morey & C. N. L. Brooke, Gilbert 
Foliot and his Letters, Cambridge 1965, pp. 211 et seq. 

54 On the handwriting of William of Malmesbury see Ker, English Historical 
Review 59 (1944): 371-6; Thomson, in Essays Presented to N. R. Ker, pp. 117-42; 
id., Scriptorium 35 (1981): 48-54. On John of Worcester see now Watson, Dated 
MSS Oxford, no. 775 and plates, and the references cited there. On Eadmer see 
Southern, St Anselm and his Biographer, pp. 367-74. On Ordericus Vitalis see 
Ecclesiastical History, ed. Chibnall, II, Oxford 1969, frontispiece, and p. xxxix 
and the references cited there. 
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longs to the same pattern of development, but at a stage which 
appears to fall somewhere between those represented by the 
other two manuscripts. The limits established by the dates 
furnished by these parallels, 1119-1149, support the presumed 
date for Digby 23 in the second quarter of the twelfth century, 
first suggested by the editors of the New Palaeographical Society 
over seventy years ago. 

M.B. PARKES 

Keble College, Oxford 

* This paper is based on one of the Special Lectures given in the University 
of London in March 1976. I am grateful to members of that audience, and of 
subsequent audiences elsewhere, for comments and suggestions. The substance 
of the original lecture remains unchanged, but I have taken the opportunity 
to refer to material, especially in facsimile, which has subsequently appeared 
in print. Photographs are reproduced by permission of Balliol College, Jesus 
College and the Bodleian Library, Oxford; the Bibliotheque municipal, Troyes. 
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