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History Books at Reading in the Twelfth
Century

Laura Cleaver

Trinty College, Dublin

The Cartulary of Reading Abbey, now British Library, Egerton MS
3031, 1s a rich source for both the historical records available at Reading
and attitudes to the past at the end of the twelfth century.' The first of
the documents preserved in this manuscript is a copy of a charter of
Henry 1, dated 1125 (ff. 13r-13v). A rubric identifies Henry as the
abbey’s founder and claims that the creation of the abbey at Reading
was for the salvation of his soul, together with those of his father and
brother, his only legitimate son (who had died in 1120), his mother, first
wife, and all his ancestors and successors.” In January 1136 Henry’s
body was buried at the abbey, following his death in Normandy in
December 1135." The charters in the cartulary demonstrate the
mmportance of Reading’s royal connections throughout the twelfth
century, as Henry’s gifts were confirmed by his successors, Stephen,
Henry II and Richard I, and further gifts were made. The authenticity
of some of these documents has been challenged, and it seems likely
that some of the texts were reworked or created to improve the abbey’s
claims, but they nevertheless testify to the importance of a connection
between the abbey and the heirs of its royal founder at the end of the
twelfth century.’ As Brian Kemp has demonstrated, on the basis of the
contents of the charters, the manuscript was probably made c. 1192 and
it 1s extremely likely that it was created at Reading with access to the
abbey’s documents.” Further charters pertaining to Reading were added
to the volume n the thirteenth century and the manuscript has a late
medieval ex /fibris from Reading Abbey on folio 2v. The collected
documents are prefaced by lists of the charters, relics and books
belonging to the abbey, together with a list of books at the abbey’s
daughter house of Leominster.” These lists, together with the charters,
thus represent the physical, spiritual and intellectual capital of the abbey
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at the end of the twelfth century. Although the lists occupy two discrete
gatherings, the hands that copied the lists also executed some of the
charters 1n the first part of the cartulary, suggesting that the two parts of
the manuscript were produced at around the same time.” Amongst the
books listed as belonging to Reading Abbey are eight manuscripts
containing works on post-biblical history. Remarkably, two of these
manuscripts survive." One is a copy of the chronicle compiled at the
abbey of Bec in Normandy by Robert of Torigni, now British Library,
Harley MS 651. The other 1s a collection of texts including lives of
Charlemagne and Alexander the Great, the Deeds of the dukes of the
Normans (Gesta Normannorum Ducum), and the Deeds of the kings
of France (Gesta Regum Francorum). This volume is now divided into
two parts: Cambridge, Gonville and Caius College MS 177.210 and
British Library, Cotton MS Vitellius A VIII {f. 5-100." The survival of
these manuscripts (together with short annals associated with Reading)
offers an msight into the historical texts available in Reading’s library at
the end of the twelfth century, and into the circumstances in which the
books were produced.” The manuscripts suggest a particular interest
m royalty and in Norman histories, yet the volumes appear to have been
manufactured in England. This raises questions about the means by
which Reading obtained its books in the first seventy-five years of the
abbey’s existence and its place in wider networks through which
histories might be conveyed.

On folio 9v of the Reading Abbey Cartulary, the compiler of the
list of books in the abbey’s library grouped seven volumes containing
post-biblical histories. These were an Ecclesiastical History (Historia
Ecclesiastica), a copy of a chronicle attributed to Eusebius, Jerome,
Prosper, and Sigebert of Gembloux, two volumes of the work of
Josephus and one attributed to Hegesippus, both of whom were
assoclated with the history of the Jews, a volume with the lives of
Charlemagne and Alexander the Great, the Deeds of the Normans and
‘other works’ (et alia), and a History of the English (Historia
Anglorum)." Both Historia Ecclesiastica and Historia Anglorum were
popular titles, thus it 1s not entirely clear which texts these refer to, but
they were probably works by Eusebius and Bede.” These, together with
the works attributed to Josephus and Hegesippus, were common
inclusions in English monastic libraries in the twelfth century.” In
contrast, the multi-authored chronicle and the volume containing the
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Deeds of the Normans were both more recent compilations and less-
widely known in England, although other copies of the texts were
available in England in the twelfth century."

In addition to the manuscripts listed on folio 9v of the Reading
library list, in an apparently contemporary addition in the margin of
folio 9r there 1s a further entry for a volume containing an account of
the deeds of King Henry and a History of Reading, together with Isidore
of Seville’s On the Highest Good.” The editors of English Benedictine
Libraries: The Shorter Catalogues suggested that the deeds of King
Henry might be Roger of Howden’s account of Henry II, but the list
does not specify which Henry is being referred to, and the text could
have been a history of the abbey’s founder.” Henry I’s reign was, after
all, well-documented by historians in both England and Normandy.
Robert of Torigni produced an account of Henry’s deeds in a discrete
book as part of his revisions to the Gesta Normannorum Ducum,
probably begun in the late 1130s.” In the same period Henry of
Huntingdon added an account of Henry I's reign to his Historia
Anglorum.” In addition, the existence of a life of Henry I is recorded
in Geoflrey Gaimar’s Estorre des Engleis, written after 1135, although
Ian Short has argued that this text would have been in the vernacular,
unlike the Latin title given in Reading’s book list.” In the earliest
surviving manuscript, Gaimar’s text ends before Henry I’s reign, with
an epilogue explaining that this is because ‘good queen Adeliza ... was
responsible for a long volume about him’.” According to the Annals of
Reading, probably produced from the middle of the twelfth century and
subsequently added to by at least two scribes (now preserved in British
Library, Royal MS 8 E XVIII ff. 94-96), the abbey was founded on the
18" of June 1121." Henry had married Adeliza in January of that year,
and the first charter in the Reading cartulary indicates that he was
thinking of his successors as well as his predecessors, but the marriage
produced no children. Adeliza was the first witness to that charter, and
made her own gifts to the abbey.” Following Henry’s death and
Adeliza’s remarriage she made a gift to the abbey for the souls of her
late husband, her parents, her new husband, their children, and for her
own soul.” Adeliza visited Reading in 1136 on the anniversary of
Henry’s death, and was buried at the abbey after her death in 1151.
Given her ongoing contact with Reading, it 1s plausible that she might
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have been involved in the creation of a copy of a life of her husband for
the abbey, which was bound with a history of the foundation.” However
as the manuscript is now lost, this must remain speculation.

The survival of two of the post-biblical histories from Reading
allows for a more precise assessment of their contents. The volume
described as the chronicle of Eusebius, Jerome, Prosper and Sigebert,
1s In fact the version of Sigebert of Gembloux’s chronicle that was
revised and extended by Robert of Torigni.” This volume, now British
Library, Harley MS 651, has an ex Zibris on folio 3 identifying it as the
property of the monastery of St Mary’s abbey at Reading.” The
manuscript, like most copies of the work, presents different sections as
the work of these earlier authors, with rubrics identifying the
contributions of Eusebius (I. 5), Prosper (f. 63v), Sigebert (f. 64) and
Robert (f. 147). Robert of Torigni worked on the text of this chronicle
during his time as a monk at Bec, and continued it after his promotion
to the abbacy of Mont-Saint-Michel in 1154." The earliest securely
datable manuscript of the work was made for Mont-Saint-Michel, either
at that abbey or at Bec. This manuscript i1s now Avranches,
Bibliotheque Municipale MS 159. In this volume the text and
decoration were completed in a single campaign up to the middle of the
entry for 1156. The manuscript was then continued in stages at Mont-
Saint-Michel, ending with material for 1185. The survival of two copies
of the chronicle that end in 1157, together with two manuscripts that
contain a different continuation of the text from this point, suggests that
a slightly updated version of the Bec exemplar from which the
Avranches manuscript was copied was subsequently used as the basis
for further copies.” The chronicle in the Reading manuscript ends in
1157 with an erasure that probably contained the entry for the birth of
Richard 1. This end point is also found in a manuscript from
Normandy, now Bayeux Chapter Library MS 1." Like both the
Avranches and Bayeux manuscripts, the Harley manuscript 1s a large
volume, measuring 34 by 24.5cm, and has been carefully executed and
corrected (Fig. 1). However, unlike the Avranches and Bayeux
manuscripts, the text is almost entirely set out in two columns. The
major divisions in the Harley manuscript are marked by large and
ornate coloured initials, and smaller coloured initials occur throughout
the volume. Large coloured mitials were also used to decorate one of
the copies with the Bec continuation, now Rouen, Bibliotheque
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Municipale MS 1132. In the Bayeux manuscript space was left for large
mitials on folios 1, 2 and 67, but the letters were only added much later.
Unlike the Avranches volume, none of the initials in the Harley
manuscript contains figurative imagery, but the Avranches manuscript
1s unique amongst copies of Robert of Torigni’s Chronicle in having
historiated initials. Although the high quality of the Harley manuscript
was paralleled in other twelfth-century copies of the text, this does not
detract from the time and effort invested in producing the volume,
which provided a visually impressive account of the past.

The second surviving history from the Reading list 1s more modest
than Harley MS 651. The first part, Cambridge, Gonville and Caius
College MS 177.210, measures approximately 22 by 16.5cm and the
text 1s 1n a single column. This manuscript contains a contents list in
the same hand as the main text and an anathema (dentical with those
i Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Digby 158; MS Laud Misc. 91; and
British Library, Royal MS 3 A 1V), which may also have been written
by the same hand as the rest of the volume. The contents are given as;
a life of Charlemagne, a life of Alexander the Great, the letter of
Alexander to Aristotle on the wonders of India, the Deeds of the dukes
of Normandy, the Deeds of the kings of France, and excerpts from
Gildas on the inhabitants of Britain.” The Cambridge manuscript
contains the first three of these texts, followed by the Deeds of the kings
of France. The Deeds of the dukes of Normandy is now in British
Library, Cotton MS Vitellius A VIII ff. 5-100, which was damaged in
the Ashburnham House fire, and the excerpts attributed to Gildas are
lost (Fig. 2). Robert Cotton frequently dismembered and rebound parts
of manuscripts that passed through his hands, and there 1s no indication
that any of the other contents of Cotton MS Vitellius A VIII was once
part of the Reading volume. As in Harley MS 651, the different texts
and their internal divisions are marked with coloured mitials, this time
in red, green and yellow. Moreover, despite the different colour
choices, some of the mitials in the three volumes have strong similarities
i their use of foliate forms with scalloped edges and filled with fine
lines, and the use of dots following some of the curved lines (Figs 1-2).
Similar forms also appear in some of the initials of another manuscript
associated with Reading: Oxford Bodleian Library MS Rawl. C. 118 (a

copy of Bernard of Clairvaux’s sermons on the Song of Songs).” With
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the exception of the initial at the start of the Cambridge volume, and
those at the start of the books of the Gesta (Fig. 2), the execution of
most of the initials in the manuscript now divided between London and
Cambridge 1s cruder than that in Harley MS 651, but the similarity
suggests that the artist of the volume of collected works was attempting
to produce something like the decoration of the Harley manuscript.

As Elisabeth van Houts demonstrated, the contents of the
manuscript now divided between London and Cambridge find a very
close parallel in a volume now in Leiden, University Library MS BPL
20." The Leiden volume is larger than the Reading copy, measuring 32
by 22cm, and its text 1s set out in two columns. In this case the Deeds
of the dukes of Normandy 1s placed first (ff. 2r-32v), although it 1s now
missing the start of the text. It is followed by the lives of Charlemagne
(ff. 33r-38v) and Alexander the Great (ff. 38v-47r), Alexander’s letter to
Aristotle (ff. 47r-51v), and the Deeds of the kings of France (ff. 52r-
59r).” Moreover, the Reading version includes changes made to the
text in the Leiden manuscript, suggesting both that it is closely related
to the Leiden volume, and that it was copied after the last changes were
made to the Leiden manuscript in ¢. 1159. A partially excised late
medieval ex /ibris on folio 1v in which the word ‘Staunton’ is still legible,
further suggests that the Leiden manuscript did come to England.” On
folio 59v of the Leiden manuscript is a genealogy of the Counts of
Flanders, which was probably a late addition to the volume and which
does not appear to have been part of the Reading manuscript. In the
Leiden volume this 1s followed by a new gathering for the start of
Geollrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae (ff. 60r-101v),
followed by excerpts attributed to Gildas (ff. 101v-106) and an account
of miracles at Coutances.” Given that the excerpts from Gildas are now
missing from the Reading volume, it is possible that the Reading
manuscript once also contained the Historia Regum Britanniae, without
the title appearing in the contents list, but it may equally have been
omitted when the volume was copied.” The library list in the cartulary
records that Reading had a copy of Geolflrey’s work, which, unusually,
was bound with a copy of Augustine’s Contra Academicos."

Unlike the volume from Reading, the Leiden manuscript is a
collection of texts produced in different campaigns of work." Although
the first 59 folios follow a standard format, with two columns of forty-
seven lines, the Life of Charlemagne starts on a new quire and in a
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different hand to those of the Deeds of the dukes of Normandy. There
1s another change of hand for the Deeds of the kings of France, and a
further change for the genealogy of the Counts of Flanders. Geoffrey
of Monmouth’s work is executed by yet more scribes, and the use of a
separate series of quire numbers from folio 60 suggests that this portion
of the work was created separately. However, the two parts were bound
together in the twelfth century, as a list of contents including works in
both sections was added in a twelfth-century hand, and the volume
appears n list of the books in the library at the abbey of Bec, perhaps
created c. 1163." The identification of this manuscript with Bec is
furthered by the format of the contents list on folio 1v, which follows
that used at the abbey, and the nature of the text of the Deeds of the
dukes of the Normans.” As has long been recognised, this manuscript
contains the version of the Deeds of the dukes of the Normans created
by Robert of Torigni by expanding the version attributed to Orderic
Vitalis." In the Leiden manuscript spaces were left for Robert’s
additions, which were then added by other scribes, in a process that
must have been directed by Robert.” On the basis of references in the
text, van Houts has argued that the manuscript was made c. 1139, during
Robert’s time at Bec.” The account of the Deeds of the kings of France
ends in 1137, further suggesting that the whole of the first part of the
volume (ff. 1-59) was made in the late 1130s.” If the additions to the
Deeds of the dukes of the Normans were all made by Robert, the
manuscript must have been available to him after his move to Mont-
Saint-Michel, but it seems likely that books and people moved between
the two abbeys.” An additional reason for associating the whole of the
Leiden manuscript with Robert 1s that the initial at the start of the copy
of Geoftrey of Monmouth’s text was executed by the artist responsible
for the decoration of the initials in the first part of the copy of Robert’s
chronicle now in Avranches.” Thus both the surviving histories from
Reading could trace their origins to manuscripts associated with Robert
of Torigni and Bec.

The connections between the histories preserved in the Reading
manuscripts and those produced at Bec raises the questions of where
the Reading manuscripts were made and how these texts were
transmitted in the twelfth century.” In addition to the labours of scribes
I monastic scriptoria, in the twelfth century abbeys received books as
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gifts and abbots commissioned copies of works. However, thanks to
Michael Gullick’s work on charters written at Reading Abbey, the
creation of Harley MS 651 can be confidently attributed to the
scriptorium at Reading.” Gullick has identified the hand of Harley MS
651 with that responsible for three charters produced at Reading.™ The
hand of the Harley manuscript is very similar to one of those
responsible for the texts in Cotton MS Vitellius A VIII and Gonville
and Caius MS 177.210, but Gullick does not think they are the work of
the same scribe (Figs. 1-2).” The two volumes also have similar
decoration, and the use of yellow wash to emphasise the first letters or
words of new sentences and the start of names in the manuscript divided
between London and Cambridge finds a parallel in another Reading
manuscript, now in Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Rawl. A. 376, though
this volume was not written by the scribe of the Harley manuscript or
decorated with initials like those in the histories.” The similarities
between Harley MS 651, the volume divided between London and
Cambridge and other manuscripts associated with Reading thus suggest
that both volumes were made at, as well as for, Reading, and that the
abbey had a significant scriptorium in the late twelfth century.

The 1dentification of the scribe of Harley MS 651 in charters from
Reading Abbey also helps to refine the probable date of production.
On the basis of the names included in the charters, these documents
can be dated relatively precisely. Two are from the reign of Abbot
William (1165-1173) and the third 1s from that of his successor Abbot
Joseph (1173-1186).” This agrees with the evidence of the Harley
manuscript, which ends, probably with its exemplar, in 1157, in the
middle of the first column, with the rest of the folio left for a possible
continuation, and van Houts’ suggested date of c. 1159 for the revisions
to the Leiden manuscript, copied into the Reading volume, together
with the terminus ante quemn date of the Reading cartulary of ¢. 1192.
Although the scribe may have been active before and after the abbots
whose charters he produced, the two volumes of histories derived from
Norman sources were probably made in the roughly the same period
as the charters, between c. 1165 and c¢. 1186. Intriguingly, someone
made additions to the Reading annals up to and including the year 1181,
providing further evidence of an interest in historical events towards the
end of this period, although the short annals were a much less ambitious
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project than the making of either of the other surviving manuscripts
containing histories.”

The dates of the charters written by the scribe of Harley MS 651
places his activity within the period of Robert of Torigni’s abbacy at
Mont-Saint-Michel. Robert’s writings demonstrate that he sought elite
patronage through his histories, and shed light on some of the driving
forces behind the circulation of histories in this period.” In the early
1150s, when he was still at Bec, Robert wrote to Gervase, prior of Saint-
Cénerl, suggesting that the latter write a history of the counts of Anjou
and Maine.” Robert listed some of the potential rewards for such
works, including the favour of the current count, who was the future
King Henry I1.” Similarly, a note in the contents list of Avranches MS
159 declares that a copy of the chronicle was presented to Henry IL.”
The wording of the entry 1s ambiguous, as it states that the chronicle
runs to 1184, and that the book presented to Henry contained the
history recorded in these pages, but given the stages of development of
the chronicle this need not mean that Henry was given a copy in 1184.
Henry had visited Mont-Saint-Michel in 1158, and Robert acted as
sponsor to Henry’s daughter Eleanor at her baptism in 1161." Robert
seems to have commissioned the high quality copy of the chronicle now
in Avranches for Mont-Saint-Michel in ¢. 1156, and it 1s possible that
he also gave a copy to the king in the late 1150s. Equally, two further
versions of the text, ending in 1169 and 1182, circulated later in the
century, suggesting that Robert was actively disseminating his work
throughout his lifetime.” Although many scholars have cast doubt on
Henry II’s interest in literature, writers were keen to dedicate, and
presumably therefore to present, works to him and this must have been
a mechanism through which books moved.” In turn, Henry is
described in Robert of Torigni’s chronicle entry on the dedication of
Reading Abbey’s church in 1164 as a generous benefactor to the
church.” Henry II’s eldest son William was buried at Reading in 1156,
further cementing the abbey’s relationship with Henry I’s family.” A
gift to the king is a potential route by which manuscripts associated with
Robert of Torigni might have come to Reading, and in this context it 1s
suggestive that King John received books from Reading in 1208,
perhaps having left works at the abbey to be copied.” However, royal
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connections were only one possible route by which books might have
come to Reading.”

Robert of Torigni’s writings offer further clues about those involved
i the circulation of the histories that came to Reading. In a text
mcorporated into his Chronicle he records that Henry of Huntingdon
visited Bec 1in 1139, where Robert showed him a copy of Geoffrey of
Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae.” Henry produced an
abbreviated version of Geolflrey’s text, and probably provided Robert
with copies of his own work, the Historia Anglorum. As Patricia
Stirnemann has argued, the artist responsible for the Avranches copy of
Robert’s Chronicle and the mitial to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s text in
the Leiden volume also worked on a copy of a later version of Henry
of Huntingdon’s Historia Anglorum now i Paris, Bibliotheque
nationale de France MS Lat. 6042, probably made for Robert in the
1150s, suggesting ongoing contact between the two authors.” The
record of the ‘History of Reading’ in the abbey’s library list, together
with the short annals, indicates that someone at Reading was interested
n history, and, like Robert of Torigni and Henry of Huntingdon, might
have actively sought out recent texts.” As Reading was a post-conquest
foundation, with no tradition of historical writing to continue (as there
was, for example, at Worcester or Abingdon), it could have seemed
appropriate for a monk at Reading to look to Normandy for accounts
of history associated with the abbey’s royal founder. Moreover,
Reading and Bec were united in their role as royal necropolises, as
Henry I's viscera had been buried at the house he founded at Pré, which
was a Bec priory, and Henry I’s daughter, Empress Matilda, was buried
at Bec 1n 1167, having announced her decision to be buried there in
1134." Both abbeys thus had an interest in commemorating Henry I’s
family, as set out in the first charter of the Reading cartulary.

Yet royalty were not the only potential patrons or subjects of history
in the twelfth century. Henry of Huntingdon addressed his summary
of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s work to Warin the Breton. Warin remains
a mysterious figure, and Diana Greenway suggested he might even be a
ficion.” Henry addressed Warin as a dear friend (dilectissime) and
framed his letter as a response to a question from Warin about an
earlier work. It is thus unclear whether Warin represents another
historian, or an interested reader and potential patron, but the inclusion
of his name emphasises the importance of a specific envisaged
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readership. Whilst historians were a major audience for the works of
other historians, the availability of Geollrey of Monmouth’s work at Bec
very shortly after the text was written recalls attention to the role of
patrons. Geoflrey’s work was completed in the 1130s, and it is possible
that 1t was brought into Normandy by one of its dedicatees, Robert, earl
of Gloucester, or Waleran, count of Melun, in that decade.” The
richness of book collections i private hands in this period 1s
demonstrated by the list of books left to Bec by Philip de Harcourt,
bishop of Bayeux, who died in 1163.”" Philip also had a copy of Henry
of Huntingdon’s Historia Anglorum, a ‘ Historia Normanorun?, which
was probably the Deeds of the dukes of the Normans, and a copy of the
life of Alexander with a ‘Historia Britonumnr’, which was probably
another copy of Geoflrey of Monmouth’s work.” Robert of Torigni was
thus following a common practice in seeking elite patronage for his
work, and networks of intellectual, ecclesiastical, social and political
contacts intersected, making it extremely difficult to pin down how
specific books moved in this period.

Two additional records in which Reading and Bec are both named
demonstrate the extent to which networks of power overlapped in the
twelfth century. Bec was an extremely important abbey in the late
eleventh and twelfth centuries.” The abbey provided the first two post-
conquest archbishops of Canterbury, and was a popular place for both
nobles and ecclesiastics, as well as historians like Henry of Huntingdon,
to break journeys. The abbot of Bec was an important figure in
contemporary politics; Abbot Boso was one of the witnesses to Henry
I's charter in favour of Reading, together with the archbishops of
Canterbury, York and Rouen, and bishops and abbots from both
Normandy and England.” Similarly, Henry II’s charter confirming
Reading’s privileges (as copied into the Reading cartulary) was issued at
Rouen in 1156/7 and witnessed by his mother, bishops including Philip
de Harcourt of Bayeux, and abbots of Norman houses including Bec.”
In addition to gatherings of churchmen at royal courts, the cartulary
records the complex system of landownership that also provided links
between houses. In Stephen’s reign the king gave lands in East
Hendred to Reading in return for an annual payment of 100 shillings.”
He later granted these revenues to the abbey of Bec.” Thus Bec and
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Reading were connected, not only as royal necropolises, but also
through the complex networks of power and patronage.

The cartulary of Reading Abbey provided an account of the
temporal holdings of the monastery, together with a record of how those
lands and privileges had been obtained. The emphasis on royal
patronage finds a parallel in the other surviving histories from the abbey.
Although the routes by which the texts came to Reading remain opaque,
the manuscripts were based on exemplars that can ulimately be traced
to Bec. In these works the Norman dukes who became kings of
England featured alongside heroes such as Charlemagne and
Alexander, and were major figures in Robert of Torigni’s Chronicle.
The emphasis on Norman history in Reading’s library list 1s remarkable,
given that many histories produced in England were also available in the
latter part of the twelfth century. The arrival of manuscripts of Norman
provenance at Reading may have been a result of a combination of the
active dissemination of the texts by Robert of Torigni and the
communities of Bec and Mont-Saint-Michel, and Reading’s own
relationships with important patrons. As important abbeys and royal
necropolises Reading and Bec had common interests, responsibilities,
patrons and visitors. Nevertheless, the quality of the Harley manuscript
testifies to the value of Robert of Tornigi’s chronicle in the eyes of those
who copied it at Reading, serving as a reminder that the monks at
Reading were not simply passive recipients of history.
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Fig. 2, London, British Library Cotton MS Vit. A VIII f. 77v © The
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