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Preface:  Media before 1800

Stephen Yeager, Fiona Somerset, 
and Daniel T. Kline

Description

The series that this volume inaugurates, Media before 1800, will present 
studies that span the disciplines of manuscript and early-print studies 
and the cognate disciplines of media archaeology, infrastructure studies, 
and media ecology. The “1800” of this series title frames its collective 
response to the work of Friedrich Kittler, whose description of the 1800 
discourse network continues to influence the dominant periodizations 
of global media history.1 Books in the Media before 1800 series will 
examine media from the periods preceding this starting point of Kittler’s 
analysis, in globe-spanning investigations that will engage with critical 
theory, cultural studies, media history, and media archaeology. These 
studies will promote the new and overlooked voices that can complicate 
the established narratives and counter-narratives of periodization, and 
that can promote alternative configurations of the relation between past 
and present. 

Media before 1800 assumes that the question of defining media in 
relation to specific historical periods is not a methodological question 
of establishing starting premises, but an epistemological question and 
an object of study in its own right. What is that distinction between 
material objects that bear human traces and those that do not, and hence 
between those that communicate facts about human subjects and cul-
tures, and those that simply exist? Such investigations of “thingness” 
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must consider the complex and embodied relations between subject- 
actors (whether human, post-human, animal; individual, collective; or 
otherwise) and material environments (whether political, historical, 
ecological, or otherwise). The definition of media is not a premise with 
which we ought to start, but a name for the goal where we ought to end. 

The last ten years have seen the old antagonisms between methodo-
logical traditionalism and theoretically informed experimentation dis-
appear from medieval studies scholarship. Meanwhile, practitioners of 
media archaeology like Sigfried Zielinski, Jussi Parikka, Lisa Gitelman, 
Lori Emerson, Darren Wershler, and David Edgerton have used their 
explorations of so-called historical media to push against the stream 
of progress narratives, so that they may—as Zielinski enjoined—“see 
the new in the old.”2 Books in the Media before 1800 series will bring 
these two developments into alignment, to find the “new” in the “old 
media” of not only European and settler cultures, but of the medieval 
and early-modern globe.

It is surely not a coincidence that these new scholarly interests have 
arisen during our transition into a media environment dominated by 
digital and telecommunications media. Not only is this development 
parallel to the transition from manuscript to print, but it has clearly been 
imagined and so designed through explicit reference to that parallel. 
The rise of digital technology is easily and quite closely tracked along-
side both the scholarly ascendancy in medieval studies of “new philo-
logical” approaches to textual criticism, and also the broader growth in 
popularity of new- and multimedia medieval and neo-medieval fantasies 
like Tolkien’s Middle Earth, Dungeons and Dragons, Game of Thrones, 
and even Star Wars, Avatar: The Last Airbender, and Harry Potter. 
There is a dense conceptual interrelationship between digital media 
design philosophies, scholarly trends in medieval and early-modern 
studies, and medievalism in pop culture that has been ill-served by our 
tendency to parcel out formal and technological analyses from histori-
cist and cultural studies approaches. This inaugural volume of the series 
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takes a first step in unpacking this interrelationship, but there is still a 
great deal of work to do.

Media before 1800 will provide a much-needed forum for the grow-
ing body of work that moves past traditional disciplinary boundaries of 
period and methodology, to engage with the understudied evidence 
of the past and the emergent concerns of the political present. Manu-
script studies and early-modern book history have a somewhat deserved 
reputation for being fields that are focused primarily on the collection 
of data and the analysis of minutiae, so that they often miss opportun-
ities to make synthetic claims that intervene in larger political and philo-
sophical conversations beyond the discipline. Not unrelatedly, there is a 
tendency for the most adventurous and theoretically engaged research in 
early fields to focus on the representations that occur within literature, 
art, and historical records, more than the conditions of their production 
and circulation as manuscripts and books. Meanwhile, the studies of 
media history that apply theoretical breadth to materialist investigations 
are commonly so focused on the present that in its current usage, the 
term old media rarely looks back before print and sometimes even refers 
to technologies like film, tape recording, and 8-bit video game consoles. 
Media before 1800 aims to fill the urgent need for publication venues 
supporting the category of emerging scholarship rushing to fill the 
rather large gap that remains, and so push back against the structures of 
thought that created it in the first place.

The series’ focus on the long period ca. 500–1800 C.E. will contrib-
ute substantially to our understanding of the history of media 1800–
present and will enable us to remake the (historically and geographically 
bounded) theoretical paradigms that govern our engagement with that 
history. Studies in the series will ask, Why is the period that saw the 
foundation of the institutions that continue to govern the production 
and storage of media—not least of which is the university itself—none-
theless bracketed off as anterior to our own modernity? How deter-
mined are our conceptual categories by our history and circumstances, 
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and what are the specific implications of historical determinations for 
our concepts of media? How much are our narratives of history shaped 
by our conceptual categories, and what are the specific implications of 
our concepts of media for our understanding of the place Europe played 
in global history, between the conquest of Rome by Alaric the Goth and 
the arrival of Columbus in Hispaniola? How did media history come 
to provide the central, authoritative evidence reinforcing the distinc-
tion between medieval and modern, in the face of a medieval studies 
that has spent decades exposing the implicit colonialism, racism, and 
sexism of that distinction, and a media studies that has spent decades 
self-consciously undermining such totalizing and deterministic nar-
ratives towards similar political ends? What other paradigms may we 
apply to think about developments like the popularization of print, that 
took place in media technology before they were transformed by indus-
trialization? What hidden continuities exist between the present and 
the past, and which asserted continuities are in fact ideologically loaded 
myths of origin that distort the evidence of history in service of modern 
identities? In their approaches to questions like these, studies in the 
“Media before 1800” series will rethink late-medieval and early-modern 
developments like the rise of commercial book production, the popular-
ization of paper over parchment, the development of the printing press, 
and the evolution of related media technologies like textiles, wood
carving, housewares, painting, and architecture. Their implications will 
resonate beyond the confines of manuscript studies, book history, and 
media studies, to reframe our approaches to humanistic inquiry itself.
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Introduction

The Medieval/Media Concept

Thora Brylowe and Stephen M. Yeager

The Second Age [of the videogame]: That was 
when the four central heroes made their first 
appearance: Brennan the warrior; Lorac the 

wizard; Prendar the thief, and Leira, the princess. 

—Austin Grossman

The early adoption of digital humanities (DH) technology in medieval 
studies is often cited only to acknowledge the counterintuitive fact of 
it, as raw data prove the continued relevance of the medieval period to 
the twenty-first century.1 This volume presumes that the convergence 
of DH and medieval studies constitutes just one node in a far broader 
network of crosscurrents found between medieval and contemporary 
media, which demonstrate that memories of the medieval period have 
supplied much of the symbolic vocabulary we use to think about media 
technology. In the chapters collected here, we hope to contribute to ef-
forts of medievalists and media studies scholars to traverse this network, 
through local analyses of texts and objects and through synthetic, dia-
chronic studies. In this introduction we will briefly explain the starting 
formulation that informs our interventions. In brief, we suggest that 
a “medieval concept” has coincided with the emergence of what John 
Guillory calls a “media concept” in the “Western” intellectual tradition, 
and with the exclusion, definition, and limitation that have framed that 
tradition as “Western” in the first place.2
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Since the Italian “humanists” first developed “Roman” scripts and 
typefaces in imitation of what are in fact early medieval, Carolingian 
letter forms, modernity has consistently refused to admit continuity 
with the medieval period, choosing to define the medieval as other and 
to root its own origins in classical antiquity instead.3 The Latin period 
terms modernus and antiquas are contrasted as early as the fifth century,4 
but the logic of periodization that undergirds modernity follows the 
addition of a third, intervening, “middle” period of “dark ages,” which 
is first referenced in the fifteenth century and explicitly designated for 
elision in the eighteenth.5 The present volume, edited by a medievalist 
and an eighteenth-century specialist, acknowledges and pushes back 
against such master narratives, understanding (as, for example, Ted 
Underwood has shown) that periodization is a product solidified in the 
academy.6 Our project began as a conference hosted by co-editor Ste-
phen Yeager at Concordia University, also titled “Old Media and the 
Medieval Concept,” which featured co-editor Thora Brylowe as a re-
spondent, and early versions of many of the chapters you will read here. 
Following in the spirit of the event, we have planned this volume to start 
conversations that might extend well beyond the scholarly disciplines of 
the authors. In other words, you needn’t be a DH scholar or a medieval-
ist (Brylowe is neither) to recognize and appreciate our concerns, or to 
participate in the conversations we wish to begin. 

In the remainder of this introduction, we will describe how the 
“middle” ages (media æva) are figured more precisely as “mediating 
ages” whose manuscripts both reveal and obscure the classical age 
that preceded them, before describing briefly how the period came to 
shape the ways in which mediation itself is imagined in the age of “new”  
digital media. As you will see, only some of the chapters here directly 
address DH and the forms of digital media. What binds them to the 
volume’s themes nonetheless is their engagement with the discourses 
and methodologies of media studies, as investigations of traditional and 
non-traditional medieval corpora lend insight into the interfaces be-
tween the medieval and the digital, even—or perhaps especially—when 
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they resist the obvious analogies to later phenomena between the differ-
ent practices suggested by their juxtapositions. But before we describe 
these studies, we will briefly explain what we mean when we suggest 
that the medieval is itself a medium, and that the “medieval concept” of 
our title and the “media concept” of Guillory’s are different faces of the 
same thought.

Old Media, Digital Media

This introduction began with an epigraph from Austin Grossman’s 2013 
novel YOU, in which the Hamlet-ish Russel, the English-degree-holding 
protagonist, joins his game-obsessed high school friends to work at 
their tech company.7 The narrative toggles between the early days of 
gaming in the 1980s, when Russel and company were kids obsessed with 
series games like Ultima and Zork, and the world of 1997, where their 
company’s signature game Realms of Gold competes with the Warcraft 
and Final Fantasy series. 

Russel’s “quest” to resolve a glitch in the code of the game becomes a 
heroic journey, in which the four heroes of Realms of Gold appear as life-
size digital entities who assist him. In this narrative device, YOU draws on 
a long-standing practice of deploying the symbolic vocabulary of medi-
eval romance to represent and comment upon video games and virtual 
realities, which is attested in games themselves from the self-referential 
jokes in Crowther and Woods’s Adventure (1976) to the game-within-
a-game framing device of the original Assassin’s Creed (2007), and on 
into the formal experiments of influential independent games like Braid 
(2008), The Magic Circle (2015), and Undertale (2015).8 

There is also substantial anecdotal evidence for such medievalism in 
programming communities throughout the history of computing, even 
beyond its well-known overlap with the history of gaming. In the Stan-
ford Artificial Intelligence Lab in the 1970s, the technicians not only 
played Adventure but named the rooms in the facility after Middle 
Earth locations, posting signs on all the doors in both Latin and Elvish 
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alphabets.9 More recently, the AMC show about the early PC industry 
Halt and Catch Fire (2014–17) featured Adventure in the season 1 epi-
sode 5 titled after the game, and even ported it for the show’s promo-
tional website.10 If medievalists have seen in digital hypertext a model 
that helps them better describe the medieval textual practices that Ste-
phen Nichols influentially called “the manuscript matrix,” programmers 
have also found models in medieval romance and its popular derivations 
for imagining what it is exactly that coders do. It is no wonder, then, 
that the “geek” cultures of fandom for Tolkien, Harry Potter, and other 
popular fantasies have long provided novice programmers with com-
munities of practice that helped them to gain technical skills.11 

As Andrew Taylor observes, Nichols’s term “manuscript matrix” 
echoes the name of William Gibson’s fictional VR network “the Matrix,” 
most famously depicted in his novel Neuromancer (1984), which in 
turn popularized the genre known as “cyberpunk.”12 And as Wendy Hui 
Kyong Chun observes, the popularity of Gibson’s “cyberspace” fantasy 
in public discourse about the digital appears related to a broader and 
ideology-driven tendency to imagine the internet as a spatial rather than 
a temporal, processual, iterative construct.13 This framing figures the 
task of the programmer as analogous to that of the architect or world-
builder. It is, then, pertinent to note that the play on “necromancy” in 
Gibson’s title instantiates a broad-ranging analogy between hackers 
and wizards, programs and spells, virtual reality and Huizinga’s “magic 
circle” manifest in a wide array of pop-culture tropes and program-
mer terminologies, dated both before and after Gibson’s novel, which  
contribute to the construct of digital technology as a gateway to an im-
agined world.14 

As even this brief summary should make clear, it seems that many 
people working in many sectors and fields have perceived an intuitive 
analogy between the tasks of designing games, writing code, and navi-
gating user interfaces on the one hand and the tasks of fighting mon-
sters, casting spells, and questing for treasure on the other.15 Such ro-
mance tropes in SFF fiction, film, television, and video games require 
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immediate investigation by medievalists, not only because they are 
interesting but also because they may help medieval studies to articu-
late a new political mission that counteracts the field’s complicity with 
imperialism and white supremacy.16 Such a mission may also contrib-
ute to the similar efforts by scholars of gaming like Amanda Phillips, 
Shira Chess, and Kishonna Gray to describe and confront the gender-, 
race-, and class-based violence in gaming communities17—widely pub-
licized around the #Gamergate controversy.18 It may also contribute to 
the work by scholars like Chun, Ruha Benjamin, Safaiya Umoja Noble, 
Charlton McIlwain, Shaka McGlotten, and Lisa Nakamura, which 
demonstrates how digital algorithms and social media re-encode sys-
temic violence whose origins can be traced to the clerical culture of the 
medieval period at least.19 In brief, then, there are many urgent reasons 
to better understand the intuition that the forms of medieval texts are 
uniquely expressive of the forms of digital culture, whose applications 
extend beyond the merely academic interest that this phenomenon may 
inspire. And though this collection of chapters by white, settler scholars 
may only go so far in doing the specific work of decolonization and 
anti-racism, it hopes to contribute by amplifying the activist voices cited 
above and by opening paths for new voices, not least by inaugurating a 
book series that is seeking to promote such voices.

Of course, neither “gamer” culture nor DH discourse is the first in-
stance of a movement and period in the post-medieval world with an 
imaginative investment in European medievalism. Notably, English 
neogothicism sought to rescue “gothic” forms like romance from their 
relegation as feminized and backwardly Catholic things, unworthy of 
notice by eighteenth-century Enlightenment rationalists and connois-
seurs.20 In eighteenth-century England the term gothic became the pre-
ferred antiquarian synonym for medieval, based on the logic that “clas-
sical” Rome ended with the conquest of the city by Alaric “the Goth.”21 
In this same period Horace Walpole wrote the first gothic novel, Castle 
of Otranto, which he published anonymously—claiming it was a trans-
lation of a medieval text—in 1764. This “romance” features a gigantic 
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supernatural knight in plate armour, a melting heroine pursued by a 
black villain intent on destroying her honour, a secret passageway be-
tween church and castle, and all manner of Catholic superstitions. Wal-
pole’s spectacular gothic mansion, Strawberry Hill in Twickenham, 
with its campy suit of armour and outrageous papier mâché ceilings, 
was begun in 1747. Strawberry Hill was also (among other things) a re-
pository for Walpole’s antiquarian collections, which included many 
medieval artifacts.22 In Walpole’s interweaving of artistic and archival 
practices, then, we see how already in the eighteenth century modern 
memories of the medieval period constructed it as a residual, counter-
cultural past whose material remnants were in dialectical tension with 
the dominant, “enlightened” forces that faced towards the future.

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the Gothic Revival con-
tinued to push back against Enlightenment neoclassicism and ration-
alist and minimalist forms.23 Artists like William Morris and John 
Ruskin studied and theorized the medieval and gothic as they created 
in its style.24 Building projects as diverse as the Palace of Westminster 
(1836) in London and the Cathedral of Learning (1926) in Pittsburgh 
deployed neogothic style to communicate stateliness and permanence.25 
All of these projects have had their detractors, and all of these artists 
their counterparts. The modernist architect Frank Lloyd Wright, for 
example, scoffed at the Cathedral of Learning and called it “the largest 
keep-off-the-grass-sign” in the world.26 Nonetheless, the very exist-
ence of such controversies about the “gothic” marks its importance to 
post-Enlightenment aesthetics, in contemporary popular culture as in 
eighteenth-century England. 

This importance is underscored by the survival of the term gothic in 
the present, in both popular and technical meanings. Since the 1980s, 
black-wearing “goths” have diverged from a fairly consistent (if campy) 
DIY-inspired post-punk subculture into splinter identities, including 
“industrial” and “cybergoth,” which rely on dark, beat-driven synthesized 
music.27 Meanwhile in academia, disciplines like art history, book hist-
ory, and architecture persist in using “gothic” as a descriptive category.28 
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The challenge of defining with any consistency the (technical, histor-
ical, pop-, and sub-cultural, medievalizing) term gothic instantiates the 
larger methodological challenges to medieval studies as it attempts to 
build connections to cognate disciplines. A closer engagement with the 
discourse of media studies can help to address this challenge. 

The chapters in this volume deploy paradigms based on those de-
veloped by scholars like Lisa Gitelman, Bonnie Mak, and David Edg-
erton—whose counternarratives of persistence and continuity over 
historical epochs challenge the teleological progress narratives of mod-
ernity—and by media archaeologists like Wolfgang Ernst, Jussi Parikka, 
and Sigfried Zielinski, who challenge the same narratives through their 
engagement with the materiality of archival memory.29 Each study in 
this volume helps to untangle the conflation of medieval and media 
“concepts,” as described below. Media histories have always occupied 
the interstices of technology, philosophy, and historical and cultural 
production, and they have always required that we identify a common, 
“middle” space between their methodologies and terminologies. So 
medieval studies is also at its best when its investigations do the same.

In the remainder of this introduction to the media histories of the 
“Middle Ages” collected below, we will briefly describe challenges to 
the development of new frameworks, as to clarify the goals towards 
which the chapters are directed. We will argue that the seemingly tech-
nical and local concerns of medieval studies have always been part of a 
larger conversation about media technology, extending beyond the de-
bates in our own academic disciplines and beginning long before medi-
evalism became a defining aspect of “geek” identity. In the brief history 
of medievalism in digital culture and the long history of the gothic in 
the English-speaking world we may see how the notion of media as a 
problem for communication—what John Guillory calls the “media con-
cept”—is commonly thought in modern European intellectual contexts 
with specific reference to memories of specifically medieval communi-
cations technology. In the rest of this introduction, then, we will justify 
this starting premise, in order to frame the (more local) interventions 
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of the chapters collected below. This justification will begin in the next 
section with a more robust definition of “medievalism,” as this concept 
will play a crucial role in our analysis.

Period Troubles

It is hardly an innovative reading of the “mediating ages” of the medieval 
period to suggest that their figuration in official and popular histories 
is contradictory and unstable. It might better reorganize and resist the 
order of things.30 Indeed, as Bruno Latour suggests in his influential 
exploration of these issues, We Have Never Been Modern, modernity 
defines instability itself by analogy to its construction and rejection of 
the hybridized medieval past: this periodization precedes and shapes the 
conceptual framework that would justify its demarcations.31 On the one 
hand, the “middle,” “dark” ages of European history are remembered 
as ages of disorder in the textual and cultural transmission of classical 
Greek and Latin texts via the medieval scriptoria of monasteries and the 
first universities. If the establishment of a new order in these traditions 
marked the end of the medieval period and the rise of humanism and 
Enlightenment, it also coded medieval people as not only “dark” but 
also as monstrous, abject, and irrational.32 In one well-known example, 
ever since Pulp Fiction (1994) we “get medieval” whenever we take vio-
lent or aggressive measures in interpersonal situations.33 And the adjec-
tive medieval in popular culture commonly evoked notions of excess, 
violence, and superstition, which have reinforced the notion that the 
medieval period was a backward and/or childlike age. 

On the other hand, “childlike” opens up space for positive valences 
to the medieval concept. When the medieval period is presented as a 
sort of adolescent approach towards modernity, it may be coded instead 
as a time that was relatively simple and (often racially as well as mor-
ally) “pure,” so that the medieval may become the object of a nostalgic 
desire for return.34 Hence modern imitations of medieval literature—
most famously Disney’s animated fairy tales and the novels of J. R. R. 
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Tolkien—are so commonly coded as “family entertainment” and “chil-
dren’s literature.”35 Moreover, there is an association of popular medi-
evalism with games and play, which has contributed to the tendency to 
erase labour from popularly imagined medieval worlds.36 For all their 
contradictions, then, both nostalgic and derogatory views of the medi-
eval period implicitly accept the premise that the medieval period is a 
time we must leave behind and a phase we must outgrow, whether we 
wish to or not. 

The consequences of this construction for popular medievalism may 
be demonstrated with reference to what is perhaps the best-known ex-
ample of a ludic recreation of the medieval past, the gaming system 
Dungeons & Dragons (D&D).37 In D&D, we see how the contradictions 
of the medieval concept described above may transform medieval set-
tings into enormously potent imaginary spaces, as the medieval is often 
figured not as a period antecedent to modern history but as a hetero-
topic and non-modern space that exists outside of history itself.38 D&D 
has gone through five major editions, excluding minor revisions and 
optional extensions, but it has remained a rigorous and carefully con-
structed framework for assessing the likely outcomes of actions chosen 
under conditions generated by the synthesis of disparate fantasies and 
mythologies. So, for example, players may simulate what would happen 
if a barbarian like Conan teamed up with a ranger like Aragorn to fight 
monsters from the Lovecraft mythos while wielding Thor’s hammer and 
Apollo’s Greatbow respectively. 

The basis for the medieval fantasy setting of D&D was Gary Gygax’s 
Fantasy Supplement to his medieval war game Chainmail, which drew 
upon the tropes of “sword and sorcery” fiction to supplement game rules 
developed in imitation of the known factors that determined the tactics 
of actual medieval historical battles.39 In this sense, D&D is born from 
the combination of two clashing reconstructions of the medieval past, 
wherein each pushed the other towards a looser, more contingent prac-
tice of conjectural simulation. A good example of the principles at play 
is the fireball spell of Chainmail, later incorporated into D&D. Tresca 
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has described how fireballs in Chainmail function like cannons in the 
rule systems of cognate Napoleonic war games, and so the historical 
fact that medieval people believed in “magic” justifies the otherwise an-
achronistic integration of eighteenth-century technology into a medi-
eval battle simulation.40 In this sense, then, the extraordinary openness 
of the D&D gaming system to assimilating heterogenous content from 
any number of heterotopic fantasies and histories appears to reflect the 
defining contradictions encoded into Chainmail’s medieval setting. In 
the popular conception, “anachronism” and “superstition” are rampant 
in medieval romance, and hence the deployment of anachronistic and/
or magical elements in simulations of medieval life is paradoxically con-
sistent with popular notions of historical accuracy about the period. 

In this way, D&D instantiates the larger phenomenon whereby 
modern refusals to contemplate the impact of medieval history on the 
present can lead to the re-eruption of ahistorical medievalism in popular 
culture, particularly in conceptual and ahistorical secondary worlds of 
ludic possibility.41 Just as “cyberspace” effaces the material conditions 
of digital networks in Chun’s analysis cited above, the virtual space of 
the (neo)medieval game effaces the material preconditions of modern-
ity, especially evidence for the origins of modernity in medieval learning 
and clerical culture.42 Erased medieval histories and emergent medieval 
fantasies reinforce the bare, “modern” idea described by Latour, that 
time only moves in one direction and effaces the past in its wake. 

As several scholars cited above have already suggested, such construc-
tions and erasures of the medieval past have provided moral justifica-
tion for the colonization, subjugation, and enslavement of nominally 
primitive or “underdeveloped” peoples.43 Such callous Whiggery makes 
it crucial to construct alternative histories that undermine notions of 
race rooted in assumptions about medievalism. And yet—as progres-
sive medievalists have complained for decades—post-colonialists, queer 
theorists, and feminists often base their critical methodologies in the his-
torical conditions of the very modernity they aim to undermine, tacitly 
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accepting the premise they otherwise challenge, that such conditions are 
the only ones in which something like true social justice might be think-
able.44 We will attempt to contribute to those efforts to address the pol-
itical concerns of these philosophically informed discourses by tracing 
the origins of medievalism’s “medieval concept” back to the moment in 
the history of philosophy where Guillory identifies the emergence of his 
“media concept.” In particular, we will argue that the necessary reliance 
of early-modern philosophers on medieval manuscripts of foundational 
works by thinkers like Plato and Aristotle contained and sublimated the 
larger contradictions that accompanied the construction of European 
modernity. The problem of specifically medieval media became the test 
case for imagining the problem of media themselves, and the modern 
study of medieval thought became circumscribed by questions of how 
medieval authors mediated the cultural products of earlier eras. In brief, 
we hold that the medieval and the media concepts are the historical and 
epistemological dimensions respectively of the same construct. We will 
continue our explanation of this claim in the next section with Guil-
lory’s description of the media concept’s emergence.

The Media Concept

There is an assumption in media studies that in the medieval and early- 
modern periods, the material and technological conditions of communi-
cations media were invisible to writers and thinkers, so the interrelation 
of medium and message was not properly theorized until after technol-
ogies like radio, film, and eventually television and computers made the 
importance of media visible.45 We see this assumption, for example, in 
Kittler’s famous, that “Discourse Network 1900” replaced the older cir-
cuit—leading from the mother’s voice to internally voiced silent read-
ing—with an awareness of phonographic sound as disjointed from time 
and space.46 We build here on the important steps taken in John Guil-
lory’s influential article “The Genesis of the Media Concept” towards 
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challenging such inferences, as he traced alongside the philological 
record of the words “media” and “mediation” in English a narrative of 
how the evolution of media technology has occasioned larger changes in 
the discourses of human self-conception.47 

Guillory’s study of the “media concept” surveys a number of works, 
starting with Francis Bacon’s New Organon, to trace a prehistory of 
media that begins before the OED’s first attestations of the term media 
itself. By coincidence, this work by Bacon does use the Latin word media 
in the phrase media tempora (mediating times), which is also one of the 
earliest attested occurrences in England of the modern historical term 
medieval (from media æva, “mediating ages”).48 Hence while Bacon 
may not use the word media to describe communications technology 
directly, he does use it while articulating his dim view of the histor-
ical periods that mediate its three “great” eras of writing and knowledge 
production—ancient Greece, ancient Rome, and his own early-modern 
period. In the next two sections we will unpack the implications of this 
term media tempora in Bacon’s writing for Guillory’s argument, and so 
contextualize more precisely the encounters between the discourses of 
medieval and media studies that will occur in the chapters that follow.

Guillory’s essay begins by positing that the concept of a medium of 
communication was absent but wanted for the several centuries prior 
to its appearance, and so it was a lacuna in the philosophical tradition 
that exerted pressure, as if from the future, on early efforts to theorize 
communication.49 In the course of fleshing out his claim, Guillory char-
acterizes this pressure as a desire for transparency and communication 
among and between humans, which will ultimately replace the empha-
sis in classical rhetoric on concealing one’s thoughts and manipulating 
one’s audience.50 Media in these terms are the means through which 
communication is attempted, and so also by the same fact they are 
physical reminders that true transparency is impossible and perhaps 
even undesirable. For Guillory, then, the emergence of the term media 
for communication technology in the twentieth century may be described 
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as the articulation of an older problem of communication, which had 
become so severe it required the establishment of a new conceptual 
framework for addressing it. 

Guillory suggests that the media concept preceding the coinage of 
media first emerged in the early-modern period out of a historical pro-
cess of remediation.51 Following in McLuhan’s footsteps, Guillory fo-
cuses specifically on the early-modern emergence of “print culture” as 
the larger, civilization-wide remediation that led to the first glimmers 
of the media concept.52 This means Guillory’s narrative is predicated 
upon the notion that the invention of print was a revolution that led 
more or less directly to the political and cultural formations of early 
modernity. 

Guillory’s discussion of the Middle Ages in this article is confined to 
a single footnote. He begins his narrative with the opening section of 
Aristotle’s Poetics, which identifies the parts of the mimetic artwork as 
roughly analogous to the positions of the matter, form, and substance 
of an object. The translators of this passage consistently refer to the 
“matter” element of this triad as the “media” or “medium” of an artwork, 
though the Greek is more precisely translated as the artwork’s status of 
being “in different things.”53 Guillory writes, “After briefly commenting 
on the different media of imitation, [Aristotle] devotes the remainder 
of the Poetics to the other two subjects: the objects and modes of imita-
tion. He sets the question of medium aside, where it remained for two 
millennia.”54 

Guillory’s footnote, which cites no medieval text, cites instead the 
late-antique author Martianus Capella to observe that the visual arts 
are not included in the schema of the seven liberal arts. He concludes 
on this basis that the concept of artistic medium was not a subject 
of serious scholarly debate between the fall of Rome and the voyage of 
Columbus.55 When his narrative picks up two millennia after Aristotle, 
it does so with Francis Bacon’s New Organon. Specifically Guillory dis-
cusses the passage where Bacon observes that movable type seems latent 
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in the original technology of alphabetic script, as it is only a refinement 
of writing’s original division of speech into a small number of repeated 
graphic units for the purposes of dissemination.56 

As we have said, Bacon’s New Organon provides a useful basis for 
demonstrating how the history of the modern medieval concept de-
scribed above intersects with Guillory’s history of a media concept, as 
is indicated most obviously by Bacon’s own use of the Latin adjective 
media. However, it will be necessary to provide some context to ground 
this point. The title of Bacon’s work alludes to the “old” Organon, which 
is to say Aristotle’s six works on logic as classified by the Peripatetics. 
As the title of his work makes clear, Bacon self-consciously breaks with 
both Aristotle and the entire intervening tradition of commentary on 
the Organon as he knew it, following especially after the “rediscovery” of 
Aristotle by Latin Christian Europe in the later medieval period. As we 
shall see, Bacon was certainly aware of the widely attested and influen-
tial Aristotelian traditions from medieval Christendom and Islam in the 
same period, but he explicitly rejects their usefulness as a model for his 
own work or, indeed, for any purpose related to learning.57

One pertinent example of these medieval Aristotelian traditions is 
that of the Poetics itself. After a long hiatus following the fall of the west-
ern Roman Empire, the Poetics was reintroduced to medieval Europe by 
Hermannus Alemannus in the middle of the thirteenth century, in the 
form of a Latin translation that incorporated elements of a commen-
tary by the major Arabic philosopher Ibn Rushd (Averroes), and also 
fragments from Ibn Sīnā (Avicenna) and Abū al-Nas.r al-Fārābī.58 Fol-
lowing these thinkers, Hermannus considered the Poetics to be part of 
Aristotle’s original Organon and hence a work of logic, which moreover 
could be positioned in continuity with Aristotelian ethics. For example, 
Aristotle’s remarks about praise and blame in relation to tragedy and 
comedy are understood in this medieval tradition to describe how poetry 
either promotes or dissuades readers from certain kinds of behaviour. 

It is not unreasonable for Guillory to suggest that, in a Poetics config-
ured thus, mimesis falls by the wayside and with it Aristotle’s nascent 
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notion of an artistic medium.59 Still, the absence of mimesis from the 
vocabulary of medieval thought would hardly mean that the medieval 
discourse of art and poetry “sets the question of medium aside.” Her-
mannus’s emphasis on embodied, ethical responses to art may raise the 
question of medium in a different context and focus on different impli-
cations, but the question itself persists. 

It seems, then, that Bacon’s gesture towards the nascent media concept 
does not so much invent a set of questions about media as it explicitly 
rejects an alternative set of questions about media, developed and circu-
lated among Aristotle’s medieval Persian, Middle Eastern, Andalusian, 
and (eventually) Christian European readers. This is made particularly 
clear in the New Organon’s denigration of the “middle ages” in favour 
of the learning from the modern and classical periods: “For only three 
revolutions and periods of learning may truly be counted. First, among 
the Greeks; second, among the Romans; last, among us, the nations 
of Western Europe, and to each of these scarcely two centuries can be 
assigned correctly. The mediate ages of the world, in respect of any rich 
or flourishing growth of the sciences, were unproductive. For there is no 
need to mention either the Arabians or the scholastics, who throughout the 
mediating times rather crushed the sciences with a multitude of treatises 
than added to their heft.”60

As this passage reveals, Bacon explicitly refuses to engage with the 
intellectual tradition that preserved and commented upon the Organon 
in the centuries that passed between Aristotle’s death and the start of 
Bacon’s own career. In particular Bacon conflates “Arabians”—which is 
to say the authors who wrote in Arabic like Ibn Rushd and Ibn Sīnā—
with the medieval “scholastic” philosophers who were so profoundly in-
fluenced by these thinkers, in the wake of Hermannus Alemannus and 
the other Latin authors who brought Arabic and Muslim learning to the 
European mainstream. Bacon accuses these authors of generating texts 
that have no intellectual content and function only as matter, as they 
“crush” with their “heft” the very sciences they pretend to facilitate. In 
the next section, we will return to Guillory’s analysis to demonstrate 
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how this passage reveals that the question of material media was not 
“picked up” by Bacon from Aristotle. Rather, it was a novel formulation 
by Bacon to help him justify his radical (and explicitly racialized) break 
with medieval Aristotelianism. Specifically, the nascent media concept 
was itself useful for Bacon’s claim that medieval manuscripts contribute 
nothing “useful” to the communication of important ideas.

The Medieval Concept

We may now return to Guillory’s argument, to see how Bacon’s phrase 
media tempora provides crucial context for assessing his early articu-
lation of a media concept in the passage about printing from book 1, 
chapter 110. Here, Bacon first asserts that “the technique of printing 
certainly contains nothing which is not open and almost obvious,” and 
then addresses the attending question of why it took so long for printing 
to be the dominant mode for reproducing texts.61 Bacon speculates that 
medieval scribes must have known that the cost of writing by hand was 
cheaper than the costs associated with rearranging letters, but that they 
lacked enough foresight to recognize that once a book was typeset, “in-
numerable impressions” could be pulled. It seems, then, that the fault 
was in the individual choices made by generations of medieval scribes, 
who consistently chose to perpetuate what was expedient instead of dis-
rupting book production to enable greater efficiency and productivity.

In light of his other complaints about “mediating ages,” then, it seems 
that Bacon’s point is not so much that print is transparent as it is that 
medieval manuscripts are unnecessarily opaque, in a manner that re-
flects the obstinate commitment to opacity he sees in the medieval 
scholastic learning. In this passage, then, Bacon is not just (as Guillory 
asserts) “moving away from speech in order to affirm the greater utility 
of writing for transferring thoughts.”62 He is emphatically rejecting the 
perceived heterogeneity, disorder, and material excess of the medieval 
manuscript, whose irrational construction and meaningless, Arabic-in-
fluenced contents embody both the pre-imperial European past that 
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Bacon’s early modernity sought to abandon and the non-white peoples 
whose humanity that modernity sought to efface.63 

One of the most insightful passages in Guillory’s essay observes that 
“we see that whether communication fails … or is deliberately frus-
trated …, the effect is to bring the medium into greater visibility.”64 So 
also is Bacon’s early glimpse of the media concept clearly related to his 
irritation about the frustrating opacity of late-medieval scribal culture, 
with print technology serving as his material evidence that such abomin-
ations have no part in his own era of human achievement. In this, Bacon’s 
framing of print and manuscripts indeed anticipates the modern con-
cept of media qua media, as Guillory suggests. Both Bacon’s disparage-
ments (and Guillory’s own elisions) instantiate a modern “medieval 
concept” closely related to the “media concept,” which has (mis-)used 
the historical example of medieval textuality to affirm the utility and 
virtue of (modern) order, consistency, proportion, and continuity in 
communications technology. Hence we may expand Guillory’s claims to 
propose that the persistence of this “medieval/media concept”—which, 
we should emphasize, was only nominally derived from the criticism of 
actual medieval media—has both inspired and frustrated modern efforts 
to understand the material attributes of media from all periods, and to 
catalogue and contextualize their disorders, inconsistencies, excesses, 
and ruptures. 

By implication, there is more at stake in this volume than just the 
better understanding of medieval artifacts that may be gained by apply-
ing media studies paradigms and methodologies to medieval evidence. 
The application also intervenes in the philosophical underpinnings of 
those paradigms and methodologies, and forces them to attend to evi-
dence that, since their very foundation, they have elided and effaced. 
Because of the particular role played by medieval media in the modern 
formulation of the media concept, a deeper understanding of medieval 
media will enable us to reframe and so clarify the philosophical problem 
of mediation itself, as it pertains to the apparatus of learning that would 
facilitate the projects of colonialism and empire. This new framing 
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will lend new insight into the phenomenon with which we began, that 
digital and medieval media have so commonly provided each other with 
a symbolic vocabulary useful for describing their forms. 

Against Epochs

As we have demonstrated in the last section, The New Organon instan-
tiates the larger truth that medieval manuscripts have generated some of 
the more fruitful and generative frustrations in the history of Western 
civilization. In particular, gaps and ambiguities in the medieval corpus 
of classical texts have arguably been just as important to the develop-
ment of modern ideologies as have been faithful and accurate records. 
As we have also suggested above, the uses of medievalism to interrogate 
modern identities serve in this way to expose the historical dimension 
of mediality itself, both as it has been practised and as it is thought by 
modern and postmodern philosophy. In this section, we will conclude 
this introduction’s survey of the scope of the problem with a few brief 
thoughts about current trends and potential directions forward, as pre-
lude to our summary of the chapters that follow. 

As scholars working in different periods, we editors bring together 
approaches that cross what are often understood by analogy to geology 
as medial “epochs.”65 Media, as John Durham Peters sees it, are the stuff 
beneath the culture, what culture grows in and on, as on agar in a petri 
dish.66 The cloud for Peters exemplifies the amorphous and banal nature 
of media, which spans both nature and culture, storing and sustaining 
our collected experiences as much in DNA as in books or external hard 
drives.67 Re-situating medieval, modern, and digital media epochs in 
relation to each other enables us to counteract the teleological sensibil-
ities of a bookish Enlightenment, for which the computer network is 
radically other so analogous to other, earlier others. In fact, the cultish 
fealty to print that Bacon fomented would prove to be as hostile to the 
digital as it was to “primitive” orality, and to the disordered medieval 
manuscript.68 But as we explain below—and indeed throughout this 
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volume—there are many other ways to stage the affinity between digital 
and pre-modern frameworks for communications, beyond their mere 
negations of the modernity that divides them.

As we have already observed, the perceived affinity between the digital 
and the scribal has led to new forms of editing, which, in the early days 
of digital networking, were quite commonly spearheaded by medieval-
ists. For example, in the subfield of medieval English literature, Kevin 
Kiernan, Hoyt Duggan, and Peter Robinson have each justified the ex-
pense and difficulty of producing his respective digital edition of Beo-
wulf, Piers Plowman, and The Canterbury Tales by arguing that the 
dynamism of digital texts make the medium well-suited to overcome 
what Duggan calls the “limitations of print.”69 Perhaps predictably, the 
benefits of digital editing outlined by editors of medieval manuscripts 
migrated through fields most preoccupied with textual studies. Nota-
bly The William Blake Archive, launched in 1996, harnessed the early 
internet such that anyone with a connection could compare the minut-
est differences in versions of Blake’s illuminated books, the originals of 
which were locked up in collections thousands of miles apart. While the 
limitations of print have been apparent to the editors of manuscript (or 
in Blake’s case, manuscript-like) texts well before the digital age, they 
have also been lamented in DH circles by scholars best in a position to 
make changes to our practices of knowledge production as well as to use 
digital tools to change the scale of the objects we study.70 In this way 
DH has led to the development of an architecture that Alan Liu has de-
scribed as the “digital humanities archive, corpus, or network” that aims 
to supplant the individual text as the object of analysis.71 

One result of the shift in scale is a shift in scholarly language, from 
the high-stakes politics of “culture” into a more politically neutral en-
gagement with “data.” Liu notes that such models are consistent with 
programs of post-1968 cultural criticism, which have argued that the 
best way to challenge the academic hegemony of patriarchal, hetero-
normative, colonial white supremacy is to promote methodologies that 
facilitate true intersectional exchange between multiple, embodied, 
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contradictory voices, both in published scholarship and in the world 
that scholarship aims to describe. Certainly, too, a heterogenous flat-
tening is implicit in Peters’s subject/object–nature/culture intermedial 
cloud. Information, after all, is a ghostly non-being until it is made ma-
terial as media. 

It is our position here that media are implicitly political, and that ac-
cordingly medieval studies now finds itself faced with a unique oppor-
tunity and challenge in relation to DH. We maintain that medieval texts 
recorded multiple, embodied, and contradictory voices, but that the rad-
ical potentials of the medieval manuscript were strangled by a hegem-
onic narrative about the dominance and superiority of print. For too 
long, the media concept and the medieval concept have shared space, 
and this has obscured our understanding of both the resistances and fa-
cilitations of matter to communication, and also the history and culture 
of Europe in the period of its recorded history where it was least relevant 
to global geopolitics. This book calls for a new, intermedial regime that 
breaks down the monolithic epochs of the oral, manuscript, print, and 
digital “ages,” and so creates the space for new modes of politicized his-
torical imaginings. If, as Sisken and Warner argue, the Enlightenment 
is nothing more than an event in the history of mediation, this change in 
our thinking will enable us to better contextualize that event and under-
stand its ramifications.72 As much as a digital corpus may help us to 
scale up our object in order to break down the boundaries of literary 
and historical periods, a thoroughgoing rethinking of media history will 
show the continuities, reversals, and overlaps are more compelling than 
revolutions or epochs, as they help us both to better understand what 
the artifacts of the past have to teach us and to better respond to the 
contingencies of our own historical moment.

Recently, the Americanist Patricia Jane Roylance has argued that 
digital manuscript reproductions can offer a fuller picture of the trans-
medial histories and temporalities implicit in different modes of edit-
ing.73 For Roylance, the desire to conserve through textual reproduction 
may be similar across time and media, but the sense of temporality differs 
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drastically in a diary written in the seventeenth century and printed book 
with the same content edited by an antiquarian in nineteenth-century 
Massachusetts. Similarly a current-day digitizer aspires to save for pos-
terity through text, but her “guesses about the future” are inscribed into 
both medium and message.74 In finding the affinities between technolo-
gies of digital mediation and remediation and technologies of the medi-
eval period, we too wish to respect the temporalities and situated nature 
of afforded to each. Since Adrian Johns’s landmark The Nature of the 
Book, we have been aware that the authority of the printed word comes 
not from the machine but from compositors and press workers, who 
worked to render the marks of their hands less visible than the marks 
left by their wonderous machine.75 If textual transmitters, editors, and 
mediators are joined by our desire to conserve, we are also joined in the 
labour it takes to do so. Our hope with this volume is to expose these 
connections to view, and to bind them more tightly together.

The Chapters

The chapters in the first section, “Long Durations,” conduct their in-
vestigations in tension with periodizations of medieval and modern 
histories, and the practice of periodization itself. These chapters make 
interventions that take two forms. First, they construct narratives of 
transmission and practice that span centuries, and in so doing they dem-
onstrate how the frameworks of periodization designed to elucidate the 
evidence from the past are often at odds with that evidence. Second, 
they model how studies of medieval media may borrow more from and 
contribute more to the theoretical and methodological paradigms of 
media studies more generally, breaking down the boundaries of period-
ization and so challenging the entrenched power structures that such 
boundaries preserve.

The chapters in the second section, “Affective Affordances,” are less 
concerned with narratives than they are with juxtapositions, wherein we 
see affective and material markers in medieval media that have closer 
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analogues in digital media than they do in print. These markers are not 
new to medieval studies scholarship, and indeed these studies are quite 
closely aligned with the traditional interests of the discipline. The tags, 
glosses, letters, and commentaries that are the subjects of these chap-
ters encode “official” medieval Christianity, in more than one sense, 
and so their modern readers often elide—like those students of digital 
networks described by Patrick Jagoda—the “microlevels of affect and 
effect” that characterize the experience of the subjects who inhabit their 
structures.76 Each of these studies underscores the basic point that, ul-
timately, clerical authority was a practised technics, whose haptic ne-
gotiations between embodied subjects and emergent institutions are 
the true matter of many medieval manuscripts. Thus the volume moves 
from the studies in its first section, which engage directly with the ques-
tions that already concern media studies and DH, towards studies in 
its second section that demonstrate the unique affective affordances of 
medieval artifacts, our chapters offering more and more resistance as we 
go along to the analogies between contemporary and medieval media 
cultures with which we began, in order to open up new possible ques-
tions in the studies of contemporary and digital media. 

In the first chapter, “Genesis of the Digital Concept,” Brandon Hawk 
historicizes the dualism between “digital” and “analogue” in relation 
to the terminology of medieval computation. The Latin word digitalis 
refers to the digits, and in particular the fingers, that were used to make 
mathematical calculations. There is, then, a conceptual connection be-
tween digital computation and manual labour, which is particularly sig-
nificant in the context of medieval monasteries, which were centres of 
mathematical learning and also places where the practice of labour had 
spiritual significance. Hawk traces the implications of this earlier dual-
ism, digital/manual, for the later dualism of digital/analogue, reading 
in this way across media epochs and so challenging the periodizations 
implicit in media studies as a whole.

In the second chapter, “Protocol and Regulation: Controlling Media 
Histories,” Stephen M. Yeager identifies a formal distinction in histories 
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of control between protocols, which control systems by allowing only 
certain choices of actors, and regulations, which control systems by for-
bidding certain outcomes of actions. Though in fact protocols and regu-
lations are interrelated and mutually generative control strategies, there 
is a tendency in histories of control to distinguish between the two con-
trol strategies, discernible both in official narratives of control systems’ 
histories and in plans for future action that apply the lessons of those 
narratives. The heuristic is therefore helpful for describing the origins 
and dissemination of the “medieval concept,” as it has been described 
above, and also for situating that concept in relation to other political 
uses of historical archives.

The third and final chapter in the “Long Durations” section, Kath-
leen E. Kennedy’s “The Coconut Cup as Material and Media: Extended 
Ecologies,” pushes at the (racialized and gendered) boundaries of what 
constitutes media history with a study of the history of the coconut 
cup. For 700 years coconuts were synonymous with luxury housewares. 
Kennedy traces the global ecologies in which coconut cups functioned 
as both material and media for artisans and drinkers. The coconut cup 
models how media histories that transcend inherited period boundaries 
and notions of “media” can expose the gendered and racialized nature 
of those boundaries and notions. In this way it transitions from the first 
section’s more direct engagement with research questions in media 
studies into the second section’s more indirect modelling of how medi-
eval studies can serve as the basis for new research questions in its more 
presentist cognate disciplines.

In the first chapter in the second section, “Multimedia Verse,” Fiona 
Somerset examines the tagging schemae of anonymous mnemonic verse 
tags to demonstrate how we might view their textual remains as the 
artifacts of a culture of abstract thought within and beyond the schools 
in which easily altered condensations of key ideas move fluidly among 
written, oral, and performance media and discourses. Learning in these 
artifacts was plastic, protean, and transmissible, memorized and voiced 
to achieve rehearsed effects. Accordingly, it passed between different 
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institutional and disciplinary contexts, in a process we see preserved 
when mnemonic tags scattered across a variety of written genres and 
linguistic settings. The chapter’s preliminary examination of tagging 
and of codification in a few specific medieval scholastic intellectual 
traditions illustrates the urgent need to reimagine the critical vocabu-
lary for describing the functions of tagging and coding in contemporary 
programming, and for interrogating the possible sites of continuity be-
tween such practices. The digital cannot be prioritized over the medieval 
in these interrogations, nor vice versa: the two must share equal footing.

In the second chapter, “Ex Illo Tempore: Time, Meditation, and 
the Ars Dictaminis in Letter 65 by Peter the Venerable,” Jonathan M. 
Newman engages with epistolarity and the ways in which the authority 
of the letter relates to the authority of face-to-face conversation. This 
chapter begins with a striking letter by Peter the Venerable, abbot of 
Cluny and one of the most notable letter-writers of the Middle Ages, 
which articulates with particular clarity a “double logic of remediation” 
(as Bolter and Grusin call it) that discloses how readers and writers of 
letters in the twelfth century conceptualized the relationships between 
time, “immediacy,” and textual mediation.77 In particular, the letter 
illustrates how the affective expressions of longing for presence in con-
ventional medieval letter-writing were directly implicated in the ad-
ministrative, record-keeping functions of letters and letter collections. 
Hence this chapter not only serves to reveal the mediality of the medi-
eval epistle, but also how medieval epistularity may continue to shed 
light on contemporary notions of mediation.

The final chapter in the volume is Alice Hutton’s Sharp’s “The Gloss 
on Genesis and Authority in the Cathedral Schools.” This chapter ana-
lyzes the early history of the glossa ordinaria of the Bible. The books of 
the Gloss are now often interpreted as a way of replacing teachers with 
books, and the decentralized, charismatic authority of individual lumin-
aries with the regulated, official authority of the institutional church. 
This chapter demonstrates how the glosses are in fact far more com-
plex, as they perform aspirations to authority by compilers who were the 
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students of master teachers and wished to replicate their acumen. With 
reference to the manuscripts of the Gloss on Genesis, which survives 
in two distinct stages that reveal the methods of its compilation, Sharp 
argues that the content of the Gloss was shaped by the formatting of the 
manuscript page, and that the expansion of the text was made possible 
with innovation in scribal techniques. Given the technical challenges 
inherent in producing the Gloss format, Sharp then analyzes the role of 
the manuscript format in the use of the book as a symbol of teachers’ 
participation in a magisterial authority, an authority that was performed 
in the lecture hall and passed on in an exegetical tradition to their stu-
dents, thus training the students to embody that authoritative tradition. 

Taken together, these six chapters point to a new way of theorizing the 
“medieval concept” that rejects assumptions that have been in operation 
since the Enlightenment. Certainly there are productive analogies be-
tween digital codes and manuscript codices, and between social media 
and medieval societies. The studies in this volume offer many examples 
of these. But such analogies must be contextualized in relation to de-
tailed analyses of actual medieval media, and of their actual functions 
and concerns. We write and publish this book in a media environment 
of extraordinary complexity, when the advent of virtual and augmented 
reality technology leads us to believe that human lives may become even 
more heavily mediated in the future. Many of the forms that make up 
that media environment may still be traced back to medieval media, 
even despite the efforts of modern thinkers and writers to obscure this 
history through master narratives of empire and oppression. The studies 
in this volume bring media and medieval studies into closer alignment, 
as a way to uncover a history of media and of the medieval period that 
might overcome its historical complicity in such efforts.
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Chapter 1

Genesis of the Digital Concept

Brandon W. Hawk

Our impulse to store and access data through 
coded languages predates computers by 

thousands of years, and that’s really all magic is.

—G. Willow Wilson

In his history of the word digital for the Oxford English Dictionary 
Online, Richard Holden writes that this lexeme “underwent an explo-
sion in usage and in meaning in the twentieth century as a direct result 
of the development of modern computing.”1 While acknowledging the 
long history of the term in English, he also claims that “for most of its 
history, digital was a relatively unimportant term: it wasn’t until the early 
to mid-twentieth century that the word became more significant and 
widespread.”2 This chapter will demonstrate how attention to the early 
lexical history of the term digital has significant implications for how 
the word has come to be used. The medieval evidence surveyed in this 
chapter links lexical terms and attendant concepts surrounding digital 
(pertaining to the digits and computation) and the closely related term 
manual (pertaining to the labour of the hand) in order to trouble dis-
tinctions between digital and other forms of media in contemporary 
discourse. Our “digital age” follows on the invention of a distinction 
between the “analogue” and the “digital” that replaced the older inter-
connected model of the “manual” and the “digital.” The development of 
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our digital concept provides crucial context for the emergence of digital 
media and its relation to computation.

In this chapter, I examine evidence surviving in British texts from 
the premodern period, composed in both Latin and English, building 
on similar examinations of medieval and early modern media to inform 
contemporary examinations of these topics.3 In particular, Kathleen E. 
Kennedy has demonstrated the underlying connections between medi-
eval scribal culture and modern computer hackers, even in lexical as-
sociations, showing how such concepts travel across time.4 Similarly, 
the evidence of medieval texts demonstrates long-standing correlations 
between the word digital and mathematical computation that should 
be taken into account when considering the term’s lexical and concep-
tual history. “Digital” technologies for computation are very old indeed, 
as people have not only counted but done advanced mathematics on 
their fingers for a very long time. We know from major works of cultural 
criticism like Raymond Williams’s Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture 
and Society that there is much to learn from critically interrogating such 
terms beyond contemporary semantics.5 This is especially true of terms 
that develop not in the modern period, but that have much older histor-
ies. In line with the Foucauldian notion of telling alternate histories that 
underpins much of cultural studies and media archaeology (and influ-
enced Williams), I offer a survey of the digital concept for the medieval 
period, as a contribution toward a more general history that has yet to 
be written.

In the OED, multiple sense definitions of the term digital include notes 
about how it is “typically contrasted with analogue.”6 Though recent 
conceptualizations in media studies seek to complicate and even chal-
lenge this division, an emphasis on the differences remains prevalent 
in popular discourses about computational media.7 The basic distinc-
tion is that between continuous analogue signals, like radio waves, and 
discontinuous digital signals, which in binary code alternate between 
ones (i.e., signals) and zeroes (i.e., interruptions). The binary between 
them is present already in foundational works on digital computation 
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like Alan Turing’s famous article “Computing Machinery and Intelli-
gence.”8 We also see its popular conception in the social media response 
to the comments of former United States Senator Ted Stevens, whose 
2006 statement that the internet is “a series of tubes” gave rise to the 
humorous malapropism of “intertubes.”9 The joke of “intertubes” is 
that “digital” technology must be juxtaposed to “analogue” technology 
if it is to be intelligible to non-specialists, but that such analogies are 
ultimately confusing and misleading. In this chapter, I interrogate the 
division underlying this presumption by demonstrating how it replaces 
an older model of computation from the premodern period.

The present chapter draws on John Guillory’s “Genesis of the Media 
Concept” in both theory and argument.10 Guillory charts how the “media 
concept,” or discourses of communication theories, preceded the coin-
age of the term media as a word for “communication technology” in the 
nineteenth century. He argues that “the concept of a medium of com-
munication was absent but wanted for the several centuries prior to its 
appearance.”11 In a parallel manner, I suggest that the premodern digital 
concept comprised computational correlations that remained part of its 
ideational history until twentieth-century culture made them explicit. 
This argument does not make a teleological claim urged on by pre-
sentism rewriting the past; rather, it insists on the significance of under-
lying currents across the longue durée of media and digital concepts.

There are major distinctions between the history Guillory presents 
for media and the conceptual history of digital that I present in this 
study. While Guillory demonstrates that there was no specific language 
for the media concept in discourse about communication from Aristotle 
to the late nineteenth century, the digital concept was part of compu-
tational discourses for centuries with an underlying semantic potential 
presaging its later popularity as a prominent cultural keyword. In order 
to survey the premodern digital concept and its semantic associations, 
I take up a methodology similar to Guillory’s, through “a series of 
philological annotations on a linked set of evolving terms,”12 in Eng-
lish, Latin, and Anglo-Latin, including digitus, digiti, digit, digitaliter, 
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manus, and manual.13 Each of these lexemes contributes to the semantic 
range surrounding the digital concept, spanning from premodernity to 
our own pervasive uses of the term. Particularly important is the easy 
slippage between the digits of the fingers (digitus, digiti, digital) and 
the uses of the hand (manus, manual) as ways of doing and understand-
ing the labour of computation. The digital concept continually evokes 
the physical ways that algorithms are relayed through these extremities, 
as it roots the mathematical in the material context of computation. In 
this way, the following account of the lexical history of digital shows 
that medieval conceptions of mathematics were linked with systems of 
manual labour. It will also show how computation, key to the digital 
concept in the medieval period, goes somewhat dormant in the early 
modern period until it re-emerges in the mid-twentieth century.

In his influential book Virtually Anglo-Saxon, Martin K. Foys rightly 
notes the difficulty for modern people imagining how medieval, manual 
mathematics works for large-scale calculations and points toward con-
nections between physical and computer-aided systems of calculation. 
“Most of our ability to calculate,” Foys writes, “has successively de-
veloped through a series of technologies, beginning with Arabic writing 
and culminating (for now) with microchip processing.”14 He further 
connects medieval finger reckoning (to be discussed) with mechanical 
technologies by way of the eighteenth-century German engineer Jacob 
Leupold (1674–1727). Leupold had created plans for a mechanical cal-
culating machine (though he never built it) and printed an image titled 
Der Alten Finger-Rechnung (1727) depicting the system “as an indicator 
of both the historical foundation and the technological progress of the 
mechanics of calculation.”15 Later, Foys again draws a connection across 
time by noting that both early medieval and modern computer technol-
ogies “do the same thing—execute algorithms—but they now stand just 
about as far removed from each other on the functional and historical 
registers as possible.” Yet the associations of numerical computation 
surrounding the digital concept from this earlier period may help us to 
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reconcile such distance conceptually.16 We continue to manually use our 
digits to bring together computistical algorithms and labour in our own 
communication technologies. Just as in the medieval period, the use of 
computers today is still largely through typing and clicking with fingers.

The medieval examples remind us that digital computation is a phys-
ically constituted code for embodied action, representing mathematical 
calculations through manual labour. The following examples demon-
strate the long history of interplay between what we now consider the 
distinctive realms of “analogue” and “digital” computation in sources 
about finger-counting and the development of advanced mathematical 
systems. The medieval digital concept has much to offer to contem-
porary discussions of both computers and the long history of media. 
The present chapter points the way forward with some key examples 
that instantiate the sort of evidence that must be taken into account in 
the future.

Putting a Finger on the Digital

My starting point is the lexical history of the word digital before its 
appearance in the English language. According to the Oxford English 
Dictionary and Middle English Dictionary, the earliest extant attesta-
tions (to which I will return) of English digit and digital, derived from 
Latin digitus, appear around the turn of the fifteenth century.17 Yet the 
Latin digitus and related terms have roots stretching back to well before 
the medieval period. My goal here is to highlight certain developments 
in specifically early medieval England that presage later uses regarding 
computer technologies, but I must acknowledge at the beginning that 
these in turn derive from the digital computational practices of the clas-
sical and late antique periods.18 Developments in the classical period 
are of course important to the much longer history of digital computa-
tion, not least because of the Greco-Latin system known as computus 
digitorum in which fingers are used to calculate advanced mathematics. 
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In this chapter, I begin with the major changes to these practices first 
attested in the Middle Ages, as these are the most significant for the 
present study. 

The first major attestation of medieval computation is in the Etymo-
logiae of Isidore of Seville (ca. 560–636), an encyclopedic collection of 
classical learning that influenced many later thinkers.19 This work was 
a “bestseller” of the medieval period, in educational settings and else-
where, with over a thousand whole or fragmentary manuscript copies 
surviving—an extraordinary number matched by only a handful of major 
works from the period.20 As the title advertises, Isidore collects and or-
ganizes classical knowledge around his etymologies of key terms. While 
he does not follow modern philological methods, Isidore explains his 
approach most clearly in a section “On Etymologies” (De etymologia): 
“Etymologies of words are furnished either from their given cause … or 
from their origin … or from the contrary…. Some are created by deriv-
ation from other words … some from sound … some are derived from 
Greek etymology and have a Latin declension.”21 He aims, then, to offer 
conceptual explanations of words through received semantic and cul-
tural meanings. 

Isidore’s most explicit discussion of digitus and received thinking 
about the term appears in Etymologiae 10.1.70, among his comments 
on “Human beings and their parts” (De homine et partibus eius). In this 
section, he claims, “The fingers are so called, either because there are 
ten [decem] of them, or because they are connected handsomely [de-
center]. For they combine in themselves both the perfect number and 
the most appropriate order [decentissimum].”22 Modern linguistic theor-
ies remain inconclusive about whether Isidore is correct to argue that 
digitus and decem are related: the precise etymological origin of digi-
tus is not altogether clear. It is noteworthy, however, that decem and 
dextra share the same root (*dek-).23 In his etymological wordplay, 
Isidore hints at the numerical properties of the word digitus. Regard-
less of the accuracy of his etymological claims about digitus and decem, 
the associations between fingers and numbers persisted throughout the 
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medieval period, not only for lexical similarities but also for practical, 
mathematical practices.

The first British author to use Latin digitus in the computational sense 
is Bede (673/4–735), and the word is particularly well-attested in his 
work De temporum ratione.24 Bede’s main aim in this treatise is to lay 
out a proper system for calculating dates, especially Easter, which is 
most important for Bede’s conception of time within a Christian frame-
work of both narrative world history (what has happened before) and 
cyclical, liturgical worship (what is celebrated annually). Within Chris-
tian theology, with Easter at the centre, the need for correct calculations 
of feast days across time was pre-eminent. Amid contemporary contro-
versies about the date of the world, calculations of the proper times to 
celebrate Easter, and even speculations about calculating the end of the 
world, Bede undertook a major feat to systematize mathematics and 
the uses for Christian science. De temporum ratione became a highly 
influential work on calculating dates and Easter, and later authors con-
cerned with mathematics could scarcely ignore it. Indeed, like Isidore’s 
Etymologiae, Bede’s treatise became a standard in educational settings 
during the Middle Ages, and it survives in whole or in part in 240 copies 
across Western Europe.25

Most pertinent is Bede’s discussion at the start of De temporum ra-
tione of a system of mathematical computation represented by a type of 
numerical sign language with fingers, in a section titled “On Calculating 
or Speaking with the Fingers” (De Computo uel Loquela Digitorum). 
As a foundation for Bede’s later sections, this part was necessary for 
establishing the necessary means of mathematics for understanding and 
calculating calendrical dates like Easter. In this section, Bede relies on 
the classical tradition of computus digitorum for his calculations.26 This 
type of computation is now known as finger reckoning. For example, 
Bede instructs readers to count to one as follows: “So when you say 
‘one,’ bend the little finger of the left hand and fix it on the middle of 
the palm.”27 He continues by explaining how to represent numbers in 
this way up to ten; he then explains the tens from twenty up to ninety; 
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moving to the right hand, he explains one hundred, followed by the 
consecutive hundreds, one thousand, followed by the consecutive thou-
sands; and he ends by explaining, “When you say ‘one million,’ cross 
your two hands, linking your thumbs together.”28 By incorporating the 
same system that Isidore discusses (since he surely knew the Etymolo-
giae) and putting it to use for practical mathematics, Bede’s discussion 
demonstrates the role of mathematical systems with digital subjects that 
have come to rest at the heart of algorithmic culture in the “digital age.” 
The key point for our present discussion is that this system for counting 
became more generally a system for mathematics and computation.

Bede’s comments demonstrate close links between the digital concept 
and several issues that appear throughout premodern sources. In this 
context, digital and manual retain their most literal senses, since the 
mathematical work Bede lays out is done with fingers and hands. There 
is also a clear aspect of labour to this work, which is not merely mental 
but physical. Working with one’s hands carries an important symbolism 
in a monastic context like Bede’s. The core tenets of Benedictine mon-
asticism were “ora et labora” (pray and work), as enshrined in the Rule 
of Saint Benedict that rested at the heart of early medieval monasticism. 
The ritualized, repetitive speech and motions of counting to one million 
codes Bede’s system of finger reckoning as a devotional ritual, combin-
ing mental and physical rigour, as indeed was ideally the case for all 
work and prayer in the regulated environment of the monastery.

In other words, Bede’s system for using fingers and hands for numer-
ical reckoning as he describes mediates abstract computational notions 
into physical embodiment.29 Even more, this materiality of computa-
tion relates to the moral life of monasticism and its tenets (pray and 
work). We are reminded, then, of Bede’s basic impetus for writing his 
treatise, to demonstrate the proper, moral means of calculating Easter, 
which he upholds against those he views as unorthodox and heretical. 
Finger reckoning in this context is a material medium for not only com-
municating mathematics but also promoting Christian morality. Digital 
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computation for Bede and other medieval thinkers is an embodied form 
for mediating mathematical concepts, which is a holy practice that ele-
vates and purifies the community, for example, by making sure that they 
celebrate Easter at the appropriate time. What is “mediated,” therefore, 
is communication with the divine, God’s purpose for humanity, and 
focus on salvation in the Easter season, all wrapped up in mathematical 
calculations enacted with the body.

Already we see many avenues for approaching links between math-
ematics, hands, and medieval labour. For present purposes, I single out 
only a few useful avenues for study and reflection. First, images of fin-
gers and hands (in visual art and ekphrastic descriptions) feature heavily 
in medieval mnemonics, such as the musical chart known as the Gui-
donian Hand, which was employed in the later medieval period for both 
theoretical and practical uses.30 Another similar example is a vision in 
which a monk is taught to recite prayers to the Virgin Mary using his 
knuckles as a mnemonic device (perhaps akin to use of the rosary).31 
Combining memory and communication is the Cluniac system of mon-
astic sign language, translated into Old English in the eleventh century.32 
We might also examine medieval hand gestures, in visual media as well 
as textual narratives: for just a few sacred examples, we might consider 
doubting Thomas, the Godhead’s three-fingered Trinitarian indicator, 
or other gestures toward, from, or evoking the divine.33 In all of these ex-
amples, we see issues of encoding, decoding, and meaning-making that 
offer useful thematic analogies between medieval and modern “digital” 
cultures.

Surely there is much to be gained from extended reflections on hands 
elsewhere in medieval culture. Not least of these is the handwritten 
“manuscript,” named because of the Latin terms for handwriting manus 
(hand) and scriptus (written). Though the term was largely propagated 
in the early modern period to indicate distinctions with print,34 manu-
scripts are fundamentally works of manual labour (Latin manualis).35 
And when we consider how this category extends into the labour of 
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farms, trades, crafts, and beyond (within and without monasteries), we 
find new meaning in Proverbs 12:24: “The hand of the valiant shall bear 
rule: but that which is slothful shall be under tribute.”36 The remainder 
of this chapter will set the stage for such “valiant” endeavours by focus-
ing in particular on the trajectory of the word and concept digital.

Remediating Bede

Bede’s manual system of digital computation was taken over by a 
number of medieval authors as it solidified a place in Western European 
mathematical traditions. At the same time, the general trajectory of this 
intellectual history demonstrates the continuation of mathematical asso-
ciations in British Latin sources up to the first appearances of digit and 
digital in English language texts.37 As mathematical methods multiplied, 
so did adaptations of Bede’s system through expansions, visualizations, 
and cross-language translations. Each of these constitutes a mediation 
of finger reckoning—already mediated from physical practice to verbal 
description—into practical application. Each subsequent author takes 
Bede’s own mediation of abstract mathematics in De temporum ratione 
and translates it into a new form of communication, such as expanded 
explication, tabular representation, or application to algorithmic prob-
lems at hand. In this sense, as the mathematical system is represented in 
different ways, old media and old theories mingle with new media and 
new theories across time.

The first British author to discuss computation fully after Bede was 
Byrhtferth of Ramsey (fl. ca. 986–ca. 1016), in his Enchiridion.38 This 
bilingual manual (some parts written in Old English, others in Latin, 
often code-switching), covers topics related to mathematical, scientific, 
and calendrical material, encompassing many of the same topics in 
Bede’s educational works and drawing heavily from them.39 Byrhtferth 
also draws on and synthesizes the works of the French monk Abbo of 
Fleury (ca. 945–1004), who had adapted and expanded Bede’s system 
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in the tenth century.40 Eighteen instances of Latin digitus appear in the 
Enchiridion, all in section 4.1, in contrast to only two instances of Old 
English finger-related terms, including “beginning of the forefinger” 
(scytefingres anginne) and “the nail of the little finger” (þæs læstan fin-
gres nægle) in 2.2.41 A few examples demonstrate Byrhtferth’s uses and 
how he both draws on and extends Bede’s earlier work.

Byrhtferth’s discussions of the numbers thirty and one hundred 
represent his reliance on Bede and correlations between fingers (sign- 
language) and numerical signification. In the first instance, he writes, 
“In the number thirty, finger is joined to finger…. In thirty, you join the 
nails of the index finger and thumb in a gentle embrace; in sixty, you 
carefully surround the curved thumb with your index finger from the 
front.”42 Soon after this passage, Byrhtferth also claims, “The perfection 
of the number 100 is shown in the sign-language of fingers, since it goes 
from the left hand to the right, inscribing an arc in the form of a crown, 
thus exhibiting ‘a never fading crown of glory.’”43 As in Bede, both sign 
language and fingers play a key role in the system of calculation in this 
text, and Byrhtferth’s comments point toward the complex, moral pro-
cesses involved in mastering advanced algorithms with finger reckoning.

Most of Byrhtferth’s uses of digitus (especially in singular dative form 
of digito, as a direct object) appear in a later section of part 4.1, on the 
multiplication of units. For example, “si multiplicauerus singularem 
numerum per decenum, dabis uniquique digito .x. et omni articulo .c.” 
(If you wish to multiply any number by 10, you assign 10 to each finger 
and 100 to each joint); he uses the same formula (“si multiplicaueris … 
dabis unicuique digito … et omni articulo”) for subsequent multiples.44 
In these cases, he continues to rely on Bede’s manual method of com-
putation, as expanded by Abbo. In the progression of this system from 
Bede, through Abbo’s work, and taken up by Byrhtferth, we see the 
adaptation of the digital computational system into new explanations 
and new forms, which lend to the increasing complexity of representing 
mathematics by way of and associated with Latin digitus. Byrhtferth 
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presents not only a description but also further moralization and theor-
etical application, extending the finger counting from De temporum ra-
tione into more advanced uses and allegorized explanations.

As a compendium of medieval mathematical knowledge, Byrhtferth’s 
Enchiridion also demonstrates a latent connection between the digital 
concept and code. In book 3, the treatise includes a convenient collec-
tion of charts, which adapt Bede’s system and portray their evolution 
into a full system of visuals for encyclopedic knowledge. One example 
to demonstrate this point is a set of tables listing Latin, Greek, and 
Hebrew alphabets along with numerical values for Latin and Greek let-
ters.45 The first table in this sequence lists the Latin alphabet along with 
the meanings of various letters now known as Roman numerals: I for 
one, V for five, and so on. In the next table of this sequence, numerical 
values accompany letters of the Greek alphabet: alpha (α) for one (I), 
beta (β) for two (II), and so on. These charts speak to the encoding of 
numbers with language in a way that links computation with fingers to 
signs on the page. Furthermore, these charts point toward the dual nature 
of semiotic forms on the page, which may be inscribed and understood 
simultaneously as technology for linguistic or mathematical communi-
cation as well as numerological interpretations. Language and computa-
tion—the same computation enacted digitally, with finger reckoning—
are bound together in a manner that foreshadows encoded mediation of 
communication with the development of twentieth-century computers. 
At the same time, these charts also draw together notions of mediation 
and physical labour with language and encoding.

The twelfth-century renaissance brought further developments as sci-
entific knowledge increased in Western Europe. This period brought 
an influx of works from the Arabic world, the rise of the university, and 
new methods in scientific learning. In his Regunculae super abacum, 
in a section on multiplication, Thurkill Compotista (fl. 1115) discusses 
the means of creating a multiplication table.46 Exploring the basics 
first, Thurkill then describes how to determine the types of numbers 
involved: “Considera tunc et caute delibera, utrum prolatus numerus 
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sic ex caracterum duplacione confectus digitus sit an articulus, uel uter-
que simul” (Then consider and carefully decide whether the number 
thus brought forth from the duplication of characters made together is a 
digit or an article, or both together); the rest of the calculation rests on 
this basis.47 Here we find computational connections with digitus and 
articulus (a division, or joint in the finger—again signalling physical 
embodiment in the hand) alluding to the older system of finger reck-
oning as expounded in the works of Bede and Byrhtferth, as well as 
the foundations of a new system of calculation. Thurkill’s notions move 
mathematical practices further away from manual computation with the 
fingers, increasing the reliance on and sophistication of visual tables and 
coded information.

Twelfth-century and later explications of multiplication continue to 
move beyond finger reckoning, while at the same time using the same 
vocabulary and concepts of digitus and articulus. For example, Adel-
ard of Bath (born in or before 1080, died in or after 1150) explicates 
the process of multiplication in his De eodem et diuerso (ca. 1109): 
“Hence, if any product arises from multiplication on the countable 
digits and articuli of the abacus, the correctness of the calculation can 
be proved by the division of the same product.”48 Similarly, Robert of 
Ketton (fl. 1141–57) expresses the same ideas in his Liber restaurationis 
et oppositionis numeri (a Latin translation of the Arabic Algebra of 
al-Khwarizmi): “Since the multiplication of a composite number by a 
composite number is the same as the multiplication of each part of the 
one composite by each part of the other, so it follows that the multiplica-
tion is fourfold, namely article by article, digit by article, then article by 
digit, and fourthly digit by digit.”49 In the thirteenth century, Bartholo-
maeus Anglicus (b. before 1203, d. 1272) writes about such numbers in 
his De proprietatibus rerum 19.123, “De denario” (On money), citing 
Bede and stating that “numerorum alius est digitus, alius articulus, alius 
compositus” (among numbers is the digit, another the article, another 
the composite).50 In this account, he relies on an earlier treatise by John 
of Sacrobosco (John of Holywood, d. ca. 1236), De arte numerandi, 
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with the exact same wording.51 Bartholomaeus continues by defining 
each term, first relating, “Digitus continet numeros simplices ab uno 
usque ad decem” (Digit contains simple numerals from one up to ten) 
and continuing from that point. This overview of major texts charts the 
continued tradition of associations between calculation and physical 
mathematical practices through the digital concept.

The first known extant recorded instance of digitus in English ap-
pears in John Trevisa’s translation of Bartholomaeus’s De proprietatibus 
rerum (ca. 1398), in which he renders the previously quoted sentences: 
“Herof it followeþ þat som nombre is digitus, and some articularis, and 
somme compositus. Euerich simple nombre byneþe ten is digitus.”52 
From around the same time or shortly thereafter, the English forms digi-
tus, digyt, and digit pervade in vernacular mathematical treatises, as in 
The Craft of Numbering (ca. 1400–ca. 1425) and The Art of Numbering 
(ca. 1450).53 Both the OED and MED record the earliest English attesta-
tion of digital in The Craft of Numbering, although it does not actually 
appear in this text. It does, however, appear in the near-contemporary 
text The Art of Numbering, with the meaning of a number or numerical 
unit of less than ten. For example, the first use relates a definition of 
the noun form: “Of nombres, that one is clepede digitalle, that othere 
Article, Another a nombre componede oþer myxt. Another digitalle is 
a nombre with-in .10.”;54 in a later instance, we find the adjectival form 
“a digitalle nombre.”55 Again, the influence of earlier treatises is appar-
ent, and it is clear that these Middle English texts are indebted to the 
longer tradition of computing already charted.

The earlier Anglo-Latin examples help to situate these later Middle 
English texts, since the vernacular treatises draw on the same scientific 
knowledge circulating at the time. Thus, The Art of Numbering is a 
translation of John of Sacrobosco’s treatise, while The Craft of Number-
ing is an adaptive translation of glosses on the Latin Carmen de algor-
ismo by the French teacher and poet Alexander of Villedieu (d. 1240 or 
1250).56 As already noted about sources, Bartholomaeus relied on John 
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of Sacrobosco’s treatise, which was, in turn, based on the longer trad-
ition of computing from Bede through to the thirteenth century. 

In such influences, we are able to see the interconnected network of 
ideas, texts, and authors that take part in this history. Setting Middle 
English examples alongside Anglo-Latin sources also demonstrates 
the increasing use of the vernacular for scientific writings in the late 
fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries.57 Various texts that accompany 
these sources in surviving manuscripts highlight these trends. All three 
Middle English texts appear alongside other scientific works: The Craft 
of Numbering in London, British Library, Egerton 2622 (s. xv1/4) is ac-
companied by works in Latin (like Alexander of Villedieu’s Carmen) 
and English (like Geoffrey Chaucer’s Treatise on the Astrolabe);58 and 
The Art of Numbering in Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ashmole 396 (s. 
xv) is one part of a compilation of scientific texts in English (like a 
translation of the Secretum secretorum) as well as mathematical and 
astrological tables.59 All of this amounts to a veritable web of related 
materials in the fifteenth century.

Middle English texts and the general lexical history presented in this 
study further cause us to confront the interplay of multilingualism in 
medieval Britain. As recent reassessments reveal, the history of pre-
modern English (and subsequent periods) is not centred on a single, 
monolithic language but characterized by dynamic, mutual relations be-
tween the diverse varieties of languages in England as they mingled and 
influenced each other.60 In many cases, histories of English vocabulary 
focus on one-way influences such as the adoption of loanwords, espe-
cially from Latin and French. Yet the particulars are not so simple. Uses 
of digitus, digit, and digital in Middle English texts cannot be easily 
demarcated from precursors in Latin; and, in this sense, no clear date 
emerges for the adoption of these terms into English. Instead, these 
instances demonstrate the fluidity of multilingualism and how lexemes 
crossed linguistic boundaries as part of that flexibility. Most authors and 
scribes translating, writing, and copying English mathematical treatises 
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were capable of reading, writing, and comprehending Latin, English, 
and likely French—attested by the sources used and the appearance of 
texts in multiple languages together in manuscript collections. The hist-
ory of the digital concept is part of this multilingual heritage.

Within the multilingual contexts of late medieval England, we might 
also expect substantial evidence from Anglo-Norman literature. Un-
fortunately, the major lexicographic resources fail to include the term 
digital, likely because most of the attestations from this time and place 
are in Latin.61 As already seen, the term is both enigmatic and elusive 
for the way it crosses linguistic boundaries and retains its semantic po-
tential as a mathematical concept. It is likely that the same connections 
may be found in Anglo-Norman sources, but more work in this area is 
needed. 

To illustrate the multilingual and semantic interplay discussed so far, 
we may turn to one other case from the late fourteenth century: the use 
of adverbial digitaliter (“with the finger, by pointing”) in a theological 
treatise attributed to John Wyclif (ca. 1320–84), titled Determinatio 
contra Kylingham Carmelitam, composed around 1372.62 Discussing 
John the Baptist in the line of prophets, Wyclif contests his opponent’s 
beliefs about the essences of things: “But truly he says that he is not a 
prophet, nor a false prophet, per se, in species or kind, just as he says 
also that John is not a prophet, while pointing [showing with the finger] 
toward the Messiah, about whom there are prophecies.”63 Wyclif’s use 
of digitaliter fits into the general pattern of adjectival word formation in 
the late medieval period,64 with the use of suffix -alis, a common feature 
in medieval Latin that supplied both practical loanwords in the Middle 
English period as well as a model for parallel formations in late Middle 
English vocabulary with the suffix -al.65

Even more, this instance of the Latin term digitaliter in Wyclif’s trea-
tise foreshadows later adverbial uses of digitally “by means of the fingers 
(and thumbs).”66 According to the OED, the earliest recorded attesta-
tion in English appears in 1832, in Oliver Yorke’s editorial disclaimer to 
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an article published in Fraser’s Magazine for Town and Country: “The 
present paper … is not by the same hand that indited [sic] the other. 
We have had nothing to do, digitally speaking, with either. The views 
of our two friends are in direct opposition.”67 In other words, the two 
works mentioned are not composed (digitally) by the editors, nor by 
the same authors. By the late twentieth century, this usage had come 
to overlap with the adverbial meaning “by means of numerical digits; 
in digital form; by means of digital or computer technology,” as com-
puter-aided mathematics via finger-driven machines emerged as a sig-
nificant technological development. This is evident in the first recorded 
instance with this meaning in 1946 by physicist John W. Mauchly: “It 
is then obvious that we might store … information digitally” with what 
he calls a “digital or arithmetic device.”68 In this usage, the semantics of 
the digital concept converge again, through the common associations 
with computation that the history of digits has handed down through 
mathematical technologies.

Where Fingers Meet Hand: Digital, Manual, Analogue

Comparing the medieval uses of digital surveyed above to the word’s 
contemporary semantic range brings to light the associative contrast 
between the latter and contemporary notions of manual technologies, 
despite the etymological, historical, and conceptual usages that would 
otherwise bring the two words together. As I have stated above, digital 
relates to manual as closely as fingers relate to hands. In this section I 
dwell on the implications of this history to the terms, in order to clarify 
the nature of the “digital concept” as it has evolved. Semantically, both 
digital and manual derive from Latin anatomical lexis and signify a re-
lation to the embodied human. Grammatically, both words are formed 
with the same adjectival suffix -alis. Finally, like digital, the English term 
manual is etymologically derived from Latin manus (hand) and manu-
alis (with the hand),69 via Anglo-Norman manuel and manual.70 These 
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terms are also closely connected beyond these semantic, grammatical, 
and etymological aspects, as they play out further considerations for the 
digital concept across time.

Surveying some instances of the numerous medieval uses of manus, 
manualis, and related terms in both Latin and English demonstrates the 
close links with physical labour, especially through crafts. In Isidore’s 
Etymologiae, he claims, “The hand [manus] is so called because it is in 
the service [munus] of the whole body, for it serves food to the mouth 
and it operates everything and manages it; with its help we receive and 
we give. With strained usage, manus also means either a craft or a crafts-
man—whence we also derive the word for wages [manupretium].”71 
This section (which goes on to explain the right and left hands) ap-
pears just before Isidore’s discussion of fingers (digiti), creating a logical 
connection both anatomically and thematically, reminding us again of 
the materiality of hands, fingers, and the embodied work that they per-
form physically and conceptually. In Isidore’s Etymologiae, we are also 
reminded of the close connections between manus and dexter (“on the 
right hand, propitious, skilful”)—leading to the English term dexterous, 
with further associations between what is done with hands and the skill 
of crafts.72

Notions that actions of the hands denote particular craftiness carry 
over into the medieval period. Representative of Latin associations 
are uses of the terms manualis and manu artifex by Roger Bacon (ca. 
1214–92) in his Opus tertium 75 (1267). Here he discusses how music 
(musicus) is made by playing a cithara (cytharizare) “by operating with 
the hand” (manualis operatur). Directly following, Bacon attributes this 
skill (artem) to a manu artifex, “one who works with hands,” “crafts-
man,” or “performer.”73 The first known extant attestation of manual 
in written English, by Thomas Hoccleve (ca. 1368–1426) in La Male 
Regle (ca. 1405–6), makes the connection to physical work strikingly 
apparent. The poet provides a mock-penitential view of his youth, at 
one point writing, “And of thy manuel labour, as I weene, / Thy lucre 
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is swich þat it vnnethe is seene / Ne felt.”74 No doubt Hoccleve nods 
toward a play on the multiple meanings of manuel and labour as he 
tries to imagine a middle way between his youthful dalliances (lacking 
in manuel labour), his life of debt and poverty, and his work to earn 
wages as a poet (manuel, by hand). Most instances of manual through-
out the fifteenth century indicate its medical significance, as represented 
by the definition of “surgerie” as “a manuel operacioun” in the Middle 
English translation (ca. 1475) of the Chirurgia of Henri de Mondeville 
(ca. 1260–1316).75 Medieval manual labour was every bit as technical and 
specialized as medieval digital computation, and for this reason it seems 
that the early association between the digital and the manual persisted 
into the early-modern period at least.

In this lexical history, we see a key type of interplay between ways of 
thinking about the digital and the manual that presage nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century developments in analogue and digital computing.76 
In analogue computers, we have a means based on physical forms for 
data; while in digital computers (later on the scene), we have a means 
based on symbolic representation of values—but both rely on the long- 
standing desire to compute in more advanced ways. This is the same urge 
behind Bede’s own digital strategy, a means of representing advanced 
calculations by showing one’s work in the process of calculation. This is 
also the same impetus behind later developments during the medieval 
period: numerical charts and other mathematical pursuits that rely on 
the digital concept for computation. These examples are all thoroughly 
digital and manual in the technical senses, and in this way they frustrate 
later distinctions between “digital” and “analogue” technologies.

It is, of course, well known that analogue computers are very old. We 
might consider the Chinese south-pointing chariot used for navigation, 
from around the first millennium BCE, or the Greek Antikythera mech-
anism used for astronomy, from ca. 150–ca. 100 BCE. Well before either 
of these, the abacus had appeared in Mesopotamia between about 2700 
and 2300 BCE as one of the earliest computing technologies. In contrast, 
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digital computing is often seen as the younger, more modern means of 
calculating, which took dominance in the twentieth century and led to 
all of its many outgrowths as we see in our own “Internet of Things.”77

But, as media archaeology shows, history often suffers from pre-
sentism and teleology, and the narrative of analogue losers and digital 
winners in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries obscures alterna-
tive histories and conceptual correlations. After all, analogue comput-
ing continues even now as part of our own technological subculture.78 
Indeed, the emergence of the Internet of Things reminds us of complex, 
tangible links between the digital and the physical. The digital concept 
in the medieval period, and the many associations discussed here, show 
that, from a certain point of view, digital and analogue computing were 
not so far removed from each other in their long history. It might be no 
surprise that the first adoptions of the term digit into the English lan-
guage in the fifteenth century occurred within decades of Chaucer’s own 
commentary on an analogue computer in his Treatise on the Astrolabe 
(1391).79 The early fifteenth century also brought about the adoption of 
the noun computation (computacioun) into the English language, from 
Latin (computatio) via French (computation).80 Tracing the digital con-
cept through the Middle Ages reminds us of the haptic element in the 
history of computing: we insist on touch, physicality, embodiment, the 
manual nature of labour, as that labour is mediated through our digits 
typing data into our computers. There is, then, a little of the analogue in 
all of our computing, from a time before Bede’s finger reckoning to our 
own “digital age.” This chapter is a prelude to those investigations that 
will further historicize and trouble these concepts.
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Chapter 2

Protocol and Regulation
Controlling Media Histories

Stephen M. Yeager

Besides its broadly influential popular reception, McLuhan’s Gutenberg 
Galaxy (1962) had a major impact on the discourse defining the bound-
aries of medieval studies, as it popularized a new materialist framing for 
the period distinction that the terms “medieval” and “modern” apply to 
European history between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries.1 In 
contrast to the older debates interrogating and defending a distinction 
between the “Renaissance man” and “his” medieval counterparts, Mc-
Luhan’s focus on the spread of the printing press helped reframe the 
debate as a fluid but still period-defining distinction between medieval 
“manuscript culture” and modern “print culture.”2 This reframing tied 
the periodization of European history to a new major question: Can we 
argue that Gutenberg’s famous printed Bible began a revolution that 
broke radically with manuscript culture, given that these Bibles were 
identical to contemporary manuscripts in their layout and formatting, 
and were even illuminated by hand? Though scholars began almost 
immediately to qualify McLuhan’s confident assertions that indeed we 
may hold this to be true, his periodization of medieval and early-modern 
media history has nonetheless become a crux in any number of political 
and aesthetic debates about the forms of culture that have become pos-
sible, probable, and/or desirable after the invention of mass media, and 
especially after the internet. This chapter, then, will propose a heuristic 
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for describing how periodizations like McLuhan’s can work to limit and 
control the potential political implications of debates about history, as 
a contribution towards the vital task of unpacking the features of this 
particular crux and its implication for our own historical moment.

The core of my heuristic is an opposition between protocol and regu-
lation. These terms will be used to name contrary, opposed forms of 
documented, disseminated control, which justify their contrary, op-
posed “protocological” and “regulatory” philosophies of responsibility 
and punishment by contrary, opposed organizational schemae for ar-
ranging and using the archive. In brief, this chapter uses the opposition 
between protocol and regulation to identify formal patterns in the use 
of historical evidence that govern the evolution of dominant ideologies 
in continuity with the past and in response to the present. Such patterns 
cut perpendicularly across (explicitly periodized) political divisions 
like “conservative” and “progressive,” “reactionary” and “revolutionary,” 
and so their description exposes more clearly to critical view the social 
function of periodization itself, as a strategy for enabling political and 
cultural changes while also perpetuating continuities.

It bears stressing moreover that the term “ideology” is used here in 
its Althusserian sense, to refer to the inherited material conditions that 
delineate what is thinkable and what is not, and so limit the disruptive 
potential of political resistance.3 Because historical media are not only 
inherited material objects but are also the objects through which we 
consider our relations to our historical inheritances, they are necessarily 
central to both the original construction of ideology itself and to any 
critique that would seek to be self-aware about the fact of ideology as 
an aspect of previous historical moments. This chapter aims to identify 
some of the structures that pattern both ideological critiques and cri-
tiques of ideology in the specific discourse of media history.

In the decades since The Gutenberg Galaxy, Elizabeth Eisenstein 
and others have complicated but ultimately affirmed McLuhan’s main 
point, that the ways in which texts are put together in printed books 



56 Old Media and the Medieval Concept

determined and were determined by the larger forms of social and 
political organization in the contexts where commercial printing was 
first developed.4 In their recent summary of and intervention into such 
arguments, Johnston and Van Dussen have defended the usefulness of 
a period distinction between manuscript and print cultures, which they 
frame in terms of the decentralization of authority in the former relative 
to the centralization of authority in the latter.5 This framing is represent-
ative of the common view that both manuscript and digital cultures were 
relatively reliant on protocols, while “modern” print culture was rela-
tively regulated. Hence, for reasons that will be explained below, proto-
cological readings of media history tend to emphasize continuity over 
the longue durée while regulatory ones tend rather to see discontinuity 
and, in recent decades, devolution. The result of such framings has been 
that debates about the history of the book have become hopelessly inter-
twined with debates about the future of the internet, and specifically 
about whether digital authority ought to be decentralized (as it is held to 
have been in manuscript culture) or re-centralized (as it is held to have 
been in high print culture). 

It is worth emphasizing that this framing of such a broad, disparate, 
but densely interrelated set of issues and arguments cannot and should 
not be considered independently of the political context of the early 
twenty-first century, nor especially of my own personal political and 
social identities. Nonetheless, it seems productive to describe the pol-
itical investments of historians and critics like myself formally, espe-
cially when those engagements tend to find repetitive patterns in his-
tory that have consistently been promoted and accepted by the field 
and by the public in the service of presentist—and, more strikingly, 
contradictory—agendas. I hope that in the future, the descriptive vo-
cabulary provided here might serve as a taxonomy for organizing cross- 
disciplinary conversations on their shared tendencies. For now, how-
ever, I will focus my discussion on the particular problem of how or 
whether we ought to periodize the history of communications in West-
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ern Europe before, during, and after the age of empire. I will begin in 
the next section by defining my terms more precisely.

Protocol and Regulation: Definitions

A protocol, in the terms used here, is a branching narrative that identifies 
a series of circumstances in which actions might be required, and then 
lists appropriate choices for actors in response to those circumstances. 
A regulation, in contrast, imagines consequences of possible actions and 
disallows them, typically by attaching them to penalties, which are not 
typically features of protocols. In brief, protocol is an immanent law that 
cultivates an actor’s virtue and eliminates the need for discipline, while 
regulation is a transcendent law that disciplines actors but otherwise 
allows them subjective freedom. 

The relation between these laws and the study of historical media is 
illustrated by the history of the word protocol itself. The oldest sense of 
protocol refers to the outermost part of the papyrus roll, or protokollon 
(“first glue” or “first page”).6 In the Byzantine period the officials in 
charge of papyrus production began to write information on these proto-
cols as a way to control production of this writing material, requiring all 
official records to leave the protocols attached if they were to be valid.7 
As the formal study of Roman civil law spread throughout Europe in the 
medieval period, the term became a metonym for authenticating par-
atexts attached to documents and for documented records themselves, 
and in particular for documented agreements.8 From here the term mi-
grated into the sphere of diplomacy, where it came to refer to not only 
the documents recording negotiations but also to the procedures for the 
conduct of negotiations. This procedural protocol is the kind practised 
in and between digital networks, and its dictates are constantly revised 
by the addition of new nodes and loss of old ones, the invention of new 
technologies and the disappearance of obsolescent ones, the emergence 
of new ISPs and the conglomeration of their competitors, and so on.
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In this way, the word protocol evolved from a name for material re-
cords of transactions into a name for the procedures governing trans-
actions, which in turn generated new records that led to the refinement 
and/or abandonment of older procedures, in a feedback loop of self-
critical analysis. This method for storing and applying the records of the 
past is central not only to the methods governing the operation of com-
puter networks, but also to the encoding of the bureaucratic systems of 
archival organization that computer networks perpetuate. On the basis 
of this history, then, I define protocol in my heuristic as an attempt to 
control actors by limiting their choices to only the sorts of actions that 
history has proven effective, as must be demonstrated with reference to 
an archival record of some sort. 

It is crucial to note that the obsession of protocol with such records 
by no means implies a reverence for them, or even for the past they 
record. On the contrary, the records are constantly called into question 
for their accuracy and their applicability, serving as the occasion for and 
a distraction from arguments about embodied action in the present and 
future. As I have argued elsewhere, such criticisms of historical docu-
ments can be founded only on an intimate knowledge of them, and 
indeed there are worse measures of the “literacy” and dependence of a 
set of actors on a storage medium than the detailed intensity with which 
those actors critique the technical shortcomings of that medium.9 In 
protocols, the authority of the past is always subordinate to the needs 
of the present, not least because the former is always mediated and the 
latter is, in theory at least, immediate. Next time something will be dif-
ferent, and the protocol must be ready to adapt to the emergent data. 
But at the same time, the subordinate past is fundamentally constitutive 
of the protocol. Without a documented historical basis for the organiz-
ing principles that govern its provisions, a “protocol” would be just an 
improvised plan.

With this basic definition of protocol established, we may now de-
scribe more precisely the obverse control method of regulation. Regu-
lations are defined here as control diagrams that theoretically allow 
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actors the freedom to choose any actions they wish, but disallow pos-
sible results by attaching them to penalties. Where a protocol extrapo-
lates principles of action from its practitioners’ analysis of archival evi-
dence, regulation authorizes itself by claiming that it was introduced to 
a system by a central sovereign authority through some force like divine 
intervention, reasoned consideration, an apparatus for state-sanctioned 
violence, a rapid change in economic conditions, or some other agent 
of (re)constitution. Like protocol, regulation is occasioned by a liter-
ate and familiar distrust of the archival technologies of the past, but 
rather than correct old mistakes it seeks to break with that past and build 
a new control system from scratch. The great irony noted above, that 
protocol’s very claims of continuity with the past lead to a flattening 
of history and a conceptual emphasis on the eternal present of polit-
ical and ethical action, is mirrored by the similar irony that regulation’s 
claims of discontinuity with the past divide history into a sequence of 
discreet moments and so leads to a structural obsession with historical 
narratives of progress, decadence, and/or cyclical alternation between 
the two trajectories.

A final term I will use in this discussion is revolution, a concept that 
is crucial to the periodization of history. The fact that the Latin word 
from which revolution derives may mean “revolve,” “turn around,” “turn 
back,” “unroll a scroll,” or “open a book” in medieval British sources 
nicely illustrates the true nature of such debates, as always concerned 
primarily with identifying hidden patterns that may shape the structure 
of memory and hence, materially, with (re-)organizing the archive.10 
Following on its seventeenth-century applications to regime changes, 
the term revolution has long coded tumultuous events as positive instan-
ces of progress, as, for example, the Glorious Revolution and the Indus-
trial Revolution were so called while they were still in progress by the 
proponents of the historical changes that the terms still name.11 Here, 
I will proceed from Latour’s account of “revolution” in his work We 
Were Never Modern to define the term as a designation for a historical 
moment claiming that progress occurred at that moment, so rapidly and 



60 Old Media and the Medieval Concept

with so many simultaneous moving parts that it is in the final instance 
impossible to instrumentalize as a pattern for future improvements to 
protocol, though at the same time its radical break with tradition marks 
it as a point of origin for new regulations.12 McLuhan’s print revolution 
is one example of such a moment, and the debate about continuities and 
discontinuities between manuscript and print cultures that has followed 
his intervention demonstrates the cultural work that may be done by 
either affirming and denying the idea that a given revolution has taken 
place at a given historical juncture. 

In the next section of this chapter I will turn to a historical example 
to ground my thesis that such debates about revolutions are common 
sites of conflict between protocological and regulatory philosophies of 
control. As Kathleen Davis has compellingly argued, the term periodiz-
ation “does not refer to a mere back-description that divides history into 
segments, but to a fundamental political technique—a way to moder-
ate, divide, and regulate—always rendering its services now” (her em-
phasis).13 My specific historical example will proceed from her work, 
in which she suggests that political debates about the laws that would 
govern the English Empire and historical debates about the origins 
of the English constitution were deeply intertwined, as politics deter-
mined which aspects of the records of early English history were worthy 
of analysis and which were not, and the early records determined the 
ideological positions taken in the political debate. Specifically, I will 
proceed from her work to argue that the periodization of medieval Eng-
lish “feudalism” around the arrival of William the Conqueror in 1066 
illustrates how the dualism of protocol and regulation can shape the 
study of historical media. It is no coincidence, I believe, that in the most 
recent debates about the revolutionary aspects of William’s reign, the 
Domesday Book looms as large as Gutenberg’s Bible does in the discus-
sion about feudalism’s end.14 The more fraught such divisions become, 
the more dependent becomes the debate on the description of specific 
media objects as a way of articulating the various positions.
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 In the next section I will build on Davis’s work to demonstrate how 
the dualism of protocol and regulation help to contain political debate 
and lend it an arbitrary coherence, by framing it as an organizational 
question about historical evidence. Identities based on common histor-
ies appear to be rooted in the unspoken set of starting points for debate 
that participants in those identities share, and one common starting 
point has been the presumption that events from the past ought to be 
privileged as especially useful indicators of the sorts of events that might 
happen in the future, over and above conjectures that find no histor-
ical analogue. Under these conditions, political arguments are most 
communicable when they conform to spectrums of acceptable theories 
about what “actually” happened in the past that, in turn, unfold along 
axes defined by the agreed-upon features of the evidence cited to sup-
port our understandings of events. It is in this sense that the archive has 
come to serve as a fundamental precondition for even violent political 
communication between the entities who share it. Common histories 
provide the occasions for and serve as the media of such struggles. 

Periodization and Control

As I have said above, McLuhan’s account of a print revolution is only 
one version of the received historical narratives of “Western” civiliza-
tion, whereby modernity emerged in a period that has long been called 
the “Renaissance.” There are many complaints by medievalists about 
the uses and abuses of the term medieval to describe the period immedi-
ately antecedent to this alleged rebirth.15 Among the more recent and 
sophisticated analyses of the question is Kathleen Davis’s Periodization 
and Sovereignty: How Ideas of Feudalism and Secularization Govern the 
Politics of Time. As the subtitle indicates, her study is focused on the 
conjoined ideas that, first, European “feudalism” was a more or less co-
herent economic system that was slowly replaced in the modern period 
by capitalism, and second that “secularization” slowly undermined and 



62 Old Media and the Medieval Concept

supplanted the “religious” governing apparatus of European Christi-
anity. In brief, she describes how the historical question of whether a 
feudal, Christian, and medieval Europe was transformed by revolution 
into a proto-capitalist, secular, and modern seat of global civilization 
has long been subsumed by a political question about the legacy of Euro-
pean imperialism, and by extension about the sorts of reparations that 
might best contend with that legacy. 

Particularly relevant for our purposes is Davis’s statement that “period-
ization, if it is to have a historical legacy, results from a double move-
ment: the first, a contestatory process of identification with an epoch, 
the categories of which it simultaneously constitutes … and the second 
a rejection of that epoch identified in this reduced, condensed form” 
(her emphasis).16 As I will argue below, these two elements of a single 
movement are tied to the control strategies of protocol and regulation 
respectively. In brief, the contestatory identification with earlier epochs 
is the dominant impulse in protocological agendas, which advocate for 
control systems that emphasize the personal responsibilities of actors to 
choose from prescribed lists of actions, while regulatory agendas tend 
to reject the models of earlier epochs and to sequester them off using 
narratives of revolution and rupture. In this way, tracing Davis’s double 
movement will set the stage for the fuller definitions of protocol and 
regulation outlined in the next section below.

Davis’s double movement is exemplified in her study by her reading of 
opposed, politicized periodizations of feudal history, discernible in the 
work of the early-modern historians Henry Spelman and John Selden. 
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the question of whether to 
divide the English Middle Ages at 1066 had important implications 
for the struggle between the king and Parliament that culminated 
in the English Civil War. In brief, “a history of feudal law beginning 
with the Anglo-Saxons would strengthen the argument for an ‘ancient 
constitution,’ while a history of feudal law as introduced by William I, 
and thus by conquest, would favour the king.”17 Selden’s view was that 



63Protocol and Regulation

English feudal law originated well before 1066, and in this way his ac-
count favoured the notion of a prehistoric constitution, which Magna 
Carta only articulated and reiterated.18 Spelman, meanwhile, argued 
forcefully that English feudal precedent traced back only to the revo-
lutionary action of William of Normandy, who made English land and 
title (i.e. “feuds”) hereditary.19 By implication, the king decides the law, 
and so Magna Carta matters only because a later king signed it. 

In the terms of this chapter, Selden’s argument about procedural 
continuity extending before and after 1066 is an example of a proto-
cological reading of history, which is to say that it posits a continuity 
of practice between protocols in the past and protocols in the present, 
which lends the present protocols authority. Specifically, Selden im-
agines the true source of sovereignty in England to be rooted in the par-
liamentary protocols of law-making that have been practised, revised, 
recorded, and so continuously renewed by the English since time im-
memorial. By suggesting that there is continuity between the earliest 
recorded English history and his own day, he implies that subjects of 
English law in the present ought to respect and protect this continuity 
for future generations. 

Spelman’s history, in contrast, is a regulatory reading that seeks rather 
moments of rupture that undermine protocological continuity and so 
authorize frameworks of regulation. In his account, the Norman Con-
quest was a break that introduced discontinuity into the protocols of 
law-making. For that reason, his account uses the Norman Conquest as 
precedent for the principle that ultimately the person of the king (Latin 
rex, which shares its root with regula) is endowed with the centralized 
and sovereign authority to (re)make and so revolutionize the institu-
tions of government as he sees fit.20 

Though the theses of these historians have clear connections to 
the political context of the their own moment, they were also articu-
lated through a discourse of historiography wherein truth claims had 
to be rooted in proof, which is to say in historical media whose formal 
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features justified the determination that they were created in the period 
in question and so could be held to record information about it. The 
apparent “objectivity” of these media objects is the precise reason that 
descriptions of them may help to sway the views of the historians’ in-
tended audiences. 

In this instance, theses like Selden’s, which held there was an “ancient 
constitution” of English law, were long predicated on the conventional 
opening lines that may be found in many Old English legal pronounce-
ments, alluding to the king’s consultation of his witan; literally “wise 
men” or “smart people,” but also more specifically his counsellors.21 
Indeed, the debate continues into the present as to whether the witan 
alluded to in these texts were an empowered, parliament-like entity 
(sometimes called the witengemot) or if they were a more informal as-
sembly.22 In the former case, the texts that tell us about the witan would 
document precedent for the Westminster parliamentary system, wherein 
authority is distributed across a non-hierarchical multiplicity of “peers” 
who exercise the rights attached to their title to pass laws and make deci-
sions, as long as they follow the protocol that may, for example, require 
a quorum before a session can begin, or mandate procedures whereby 
bills are tabled and voted upon, or insist MPs save questions until the 
question period. 

If a historian may use the archival evidence to convincingly argue that 
the witangemot constrained the conduct of its participants according to 
protocols similar to those constraining the actions of MPs in the present, 
then she could follow Selden to argue that there is protocological con-
tinuity in the English parliamentary system stretching back to the sev-
enth century at least. As a result, republican arguments in favour of Par-
liament’s sovereignty would carry the weight of precedent. Meanwhile 
if another historian could support Spelman’s position and demonstrate 
that the parallels between the witan and the Westminster Parliament are 
coincidental, then it would mean the texts alluding to the witan are es-
sentially irrelevant to legal history and provide no meaningful precedent 
for the later protocols of English parliamentary procedure. 



65Protocol and Regulation

In other words, the question of the “ancient constitution” of England 
determines not only the sovereignty of Parliament in later periods, but 
also the most basic organizing principles applied by medieval historians 
to the legal archive. Should Old English law codes be categorized as re-
cords of parliamentary history, or should they not? Do we mark them as 
merely pertinent to the study of another, earlier period, or do we claim 
that they are part of the history of the laws that persist until this day? 
Whatever the resolution to this question, the law codes are made per-
tinent to the history of Parliament by the very existence of the question 
itself, and so they become a part of the body of historical givens that 
shape the debate about the relative merits and demerits of republican 
protocols and royalist regulations. The archival-periodization questions 
and the political-sovereignty questions establish each other’s starting 
conditions, and hence their evolution over time is tightly recursive. 

The heuristic of protocol and regulation, then, is useful for describing 
how this recursivity serves to ensure stability and continuity of practice. 
Simply put, it is easier for England to survive internal conflicts over 
the massive social, political, economic, and legal changes accompany-
ing its reinvention as a global imperial power if the English subjects 
who would wish to argue about those changes must first argue about 
the features of English “feudalism” instead. Medieval laws and legal 
records are particularly well-suited to this pragmatic purpose of mis-
direction and containment. On the one hand, they tantalizingly promise 
a possible connection to the past, of a sort that may finally resolve the 
conflict if the truth is uncovered. On the other, they create mediating 
distance from that past, and so the opposing sides may simply insist on 
interpreting the evidence differently forever. No matter how radically 
the conditions in the present evolve or how dramatically they reshape 
the landscapes of power, it will always be possible to project the various 
arguments onto unending disagreements about archived objects whose 
features never change, excepting of course when the occasional discov-
ery is made. The stability, permanence, and—most importantly—pre-
dictability of such debates is manifest materially in the archive, which 
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designates and preserves the historical evidence pertinent to these 
alternative periodizations to reify and so control conflicts that might 
otherwise spiral into chaos.

Perhaps the clearest sign of this heuristic’s importance to societal 
stability is the fact that politicized narratives of history cannot allow 
equal weight to protocological and regulatory proscriptions, even when 
they acknowledge openly that protocol and regulation cannot exist in-
dependently of each other. Rather, arguments about history are politi-
cized almost exclusively by the extent to which they either valorize the 
strict adherence to prescribed codes of conduct or the strict punishment 
of proscribed consequences. This is not to say that it is impossible to 
hold an intermediate position. One may argue, for example, that both 
the king and Parliament should together hold sovereignty in England. 
Indeed, this is roughly the structure of the English constitutional mon-
archy that emerged after the “Glorious Revolution.” So also might one 
imagine the Norman Conquest to be revolutionary in some ways but not 
in others; the witangemot to be related to Parliament but not identical; 
the Old English law codes to be useful records of parliamentary hist-
ory, but only somewhat useful; the systems of English government to 
have changed over time without being radically discontinuous; and the 
popularization of the printing press to be a major development, but not 
a “revolutionary” one. The paradox is that such conciliatory framings 
are consistently marked as apolitical, despite serving both as reasonable 
descriptions of historical reality and reasonable plans for future action, 
for the contradictory reasons that, firstly, they are accepted in theory as 
starting principles by all parties (even Cromwell saw the purpose of the 
Crown, hence his role as “Lord Protector”), though secondly they are 
rejected in practice by all parties as betrayals of their starting principles 
(Cromwell also refused to ever accept the title of “king”). The attending 
unfalsifiability of the protocol/regulation contrast suggests that the final 
goal of both protocological and regulatory framings of history is not to 
generate synthetic narratives that best describe the ambivalences of the 
evidence, but to instrumentalize those ambivalences in the service of an 
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unending conflict between control philosophies that is itself a source of 
societal continuity and institutional stability. Protocological and regu-
latory readings of history collaborate to create a single, coherent, and 
irreconcilably oppositional spectrum of interpretations as a way of using 
the pre-existing archive of cultural production and human thought to 
limit possibilities for the future. 

In the present instance, it is both striking and typical that the political 
motives informing the theses of Selden and Spelman had little if any 
bearing on their works’ reception. As Davis explains, Spelman’s Feuds 
and Tenure—now “the acclaimed foundation of English feudal histori-
ography”—was conceived “in response to a court decision by which the 
crown seized colonial property in Ireland, and in which the court had 
rejected Spelman’s interpretation of feudal history” to base its ruling on 
Selden’s longer and more expansive view.23 One consequence of tracing 
the origins of English law back to the earliest historical records is to lend 
greater credence to the earliest examples of English land claims, which 
are generally gifts from the Crown. If such claims are in fact the basis for 
land ownership in the seventeenth century, then this would imply that 
the king has the right to repossess the land bestowed by his predeces-
sors, and hence also any land considered to be owned by England. Such 
was precisely the determination of the court when it rejected Spelman’s 
view that feudalism in England began with the Norman Conquest to 
uphold Selden’s view. And as Davis herself observes, there is an obvious 
irony to the fact that the Crown was able to benefit materially in such an 
extravagant way from an historical thesis that theoretically undermined 
the Crown’s claims to absolute sovereignty.24 

The key fact here is that when Spelman’s account rose to prominence 
in the academy as an authoritative history and Selden’s shaped legal pre-
cedent for the ownership of colonial possessions, both politicized argu-
ments were assimilated into the same invisible neutrality of the archive. 
It may seem remarkable that contrary arguments, attached to contrary 
positions in one of the most divisive and bloody conflicts in English his-
tory, should both simply lose their political valences to be assimilated as 
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transparent fact and accepted legal precedent in this manner. But such 
is typical of both protocological and regulatory instrumentalizations of 
historical evidence, which instrumentalize archival objects in order to 
assimilate novel social and political developments into the archive and 
so in the process develop new patterns for assimilating future novelties. 
As I will argue in the next section, we may see a similar process at work 
at the moment of this writing, in ongoing debates about the past and 
future of digital culture. 

Protocol and Regulation in Internet History

A classic instance of the distinction between protocol and regulation 
in media history is that between the relatively protocol-based internet 
broadband networks and the relatively regulation-based telephony net-
works from which they evolved.25 A brief summary of this evolution will 
clarify the basic formal distinction between protocological and regu-
lated control, and also explain why I have chosen these particular terms 
for my heuristic. In this section’s conclusion I will clarify the difference 
between the protocol/regulation dyad and the similar, earlier dyad of 
rhizome/tree taken from the works of Deleuze and Guattari, itself com-
monly deployed in media studies accounts of protocol and regulation in 
data networks. My hope is that this will then provide a useful starting 
point for reading across constructions and deconstructions of dominant 
media periodizations.

It is a commonplace of telecommunications history that for most of 
the twentieth century, telephony was a heavily regulated control system. 
Telephone communication relied on an apparatus of “circuit switch-
ing,” wherein a central administrative authority designated a unique 
physical connection for each individual call. When one picked up the 
receiver and dialled a number, then a pathway of cables and wires was set 
up between receivers to transmit one’s voice to the recipient of the call. 
Only when the call had concluded could the physical infrastructure of 
the connection be repurposed for another call. As a natural consequence 
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of this centralized architecture, there arose a dominant belief in the tele-
communications industry that quasi-public monopolies like the Bell 
Telephone Company ought to regulate phone calls. Centralization en-
abled such monopolies to collect the data necessary to manage the com-
plexity of managing thousands of individual phone calls over a single 
network, as these data helped them to predict traffic patterns and so 
ensure that the network could—with minimal redundancy—ensure that 
the network would not become overtaxed and so return busy signals 
when the phone on the other end was not in use. Bell was then regulated 
in turn by public commissions whose oversight ensured that the neces-
sary infrastructure of cables and wires built on the basis of these data was 
maintained and deployed as efficiently, fairly, and cheaply as possible. 

This centralized, regulated framework was the status quo in the United 
States until the division of Bell Telephone into regional companies, as 
part of a larger trend towards deregulation in telecommunications in 
the 1980s and 1990s. These same processes of deregulation led telecom-
munications networks to adopt increasingly decentralized protocols of 
data transfer like TCP/IP, which used “packet-switching” methods based 
on those deployed by the early digital network ARPANET.26 In packet 
switching, the message is reduced to data “packets” at their place of 
origin and then sent out over a decentralized network of routers, which 
were tasked with identifying the best pathway towards a given packet’s 
destination and then with sending the packet forward to the next router 
along this route. The message was then reassembled when all the pack-
ets reached the receiver. Because the adoption of TCP/IP enabled com-
puters and routers to send information to each other without needing to 
reconfigure the physical wires and cables connecting them, its protocols 
contributed to the industry’s belief that there was no longer a need for 
the monopolies and regulatory frameworks of traditional, centralized 
telecommunications. 

Though both the regulation-based and the protocol-based network 
design philosophies described above sought to govern the same sorts of 
communication acts, there is an apparent formal contrast between their 
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overarching strategies of control. Like any protocol, TCP/IP defines and 
encourages desired actions. Routers that follow TCP/IP must recognize 
packets when they arrive, check them for mistakes, identify the best 
route forward, and send the packets along that route. However, many 
of the specifics related to the implementation of these protocols are left 
to the individual routers, reflecting the principle that individual routers 
and connections may join and leave the network at any time. Even if a 
router deliberately flouts the standard protocol, there is no particular 
penalty beyond the resulting incompatibility issue. In fact, there is every 
likelihood that the protocols have already prepared the sending and re-
ceiving computers for managing such contingencies. 

The same would not be said for an employee at Bell Telephone who 
refused to follow the company regulations that governed circuit switch-
ing. If customers began getting busy signals in their phone calls because 
of human choice or error, then the agent(s) responsible for managing 
those connections could expect to be chastised, fired, sued, or even 
sent to prison, depending on whether the regulation(s) she broke were 
company policy or law. Centralized and regulated systems of this kind 
have their advantages, as they are able to disincentivize many of the re-
dundancies and inefficiencies that have always plagued the commercial 
internet. And yet telecommunications regulations hardly prevented in-
efficiency at the Bell Telephone company before the 1990s. 

There is, then, considerable latitude for any individual investigating 
the media history of the commercial internet to determine whether or 
not the emergence of its network constituted an advance, a devolution, 
or simply another moment in the continuous history of telecommunica-
tions. The range of dominant viewpoints may be productively described 
with reference to the contrasting paranoias about the internet named 
in the title of Wendy Hui Kyong Chun’s book Control and Freedom.27 
To the extent that a history of telecommunications argues the internet 
creates “freedom,” by unshackling users from the hierarchical con-
straints of Bell Telephone’s byzantine bureaucracy, then it implicitly 
favours protocol-based control systems over regulation-based systems 
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and so it is in the terms laid out here “protocological.” To the extent a 
history argues rather that the deregulation of telecommunications has 
unshackled the technology from effective public oversight and so turned 
the internet into an instrument of illegal surveillance and “control” (as 
Chun herself ultimately suggests),28 then that history implicitly values 
regulation-based control systems over protocols, and so the account 
is “regulatory.” Finally, a history that takes no position on the relative 
merits and demerits of regulations and protocols gives up its ability to 
argue for the future of telecommunications, and it serves only as a mere 
record of facts from the past that offers no coherent framework for put-
ting those facts to use in the present. 

It will be helpful to demonstrate the specific implications of this heur-
istic if we compare it to the similar dualism of the “rhizome” and the 
fascicular root of the “tree,” which has long been commonplace in in-
ternet histories informed by the theoretical framework of media studies. 
Rhizomatic structure corresponds roughly to my protocological control 
as arboreal structure corresponds to my regulatory control, though there 
are important distinctions between the dualisms listed below. While the 
radical dualism of rhizome/tree originates in the formative articulation 
of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari in their book A Thousand Plateaus, 
this context is of secondary usefulness here, as the dualism has itself 
spread across the disciplines in a rather rhizomatic fashion, abandoning 
its original status as ontology to become instead a framework for de-
scribing organizational strategies and design philosophies.29 

In most of the dualism’s occurrences, arboreal root systems are im-
agined to be centralized, sequentialized, and “organized” in the original 
sense of this term, which is to say they are divided into interdepend-
ent, specialized organs and so given structure. Meanwhile the rhizome 
is an “acentered, nonhierarchical, nonsignifying system without a 
General and without an organizing memory or central automation.”30 
Rhizomatic elements are neither discreet nor non-discreet, they are 
semi-autonomous and so modular, and they have no necessary sequence, 
freely shifting their relative positions and so extending on a horizontal 



72 Old Media and the Medieval Concept

plane of reconfigurable simultaneity. Because such movements con-
stantly frustrate all efforts at sequential narrative organization, Deleuze 
and Guattari say that the rhizome is therefore “antigenealogy” and “anti-
memory”—terms that nicely describe the paradoxical manner in which 
protocols perpetuate themselves through their very antagonism towards 
the records, genealogies, and memories that gave them form.31 

As media theorists like Chun and Alexander Galloway have long rec-
ognized, it is not coincidental that the rhizome is also a fitting image 
for the ideal diagram of the protocol-based “distributed network” 
that the internet has aspired towards for decades, but has never quite 
become.32 Indeed it seems quite likely that the success of Deleuze and 
Guattari’s concept in such a wide variety of contemporary discourses 
is surely related to the amenability of the rhizome to the task of figur-
ing the design logic of the most important technological, cultural, and 
archival development of our time.33 In his own Deleuzian analysis of 
digital protocols, Galloway describes the internet as a dialectical ten-
sion between two “control machines,” one of which centralizes and 
hierarchizes information into arboreal structures, and the other one of 
which distributes information into rhizomes.34 And as becomes clear 
over the course of this analysis, Galloway imagines the latter forms of 
organization to ultimately transcend the former, and hence he suggests 
that the “true” control structure of the internet—and so the ideal form 
of internet activism—is rhizomatic.35 Galloway envisions the internet’s 
configuration of protocological control as a means towards the end of 
bringing the internet towards this ideal form, or at least for structur-
ing resistance to the internet’s abuses. We may see, then, in Galloway’s 
writing one example of the widespread association between rhizomatic 
systems and the commercial internet described above, which positions 
these against the arborescent systems of traditional telephony and the 
private and public entities that regulate(d) it.

But while there are affinities between my protocol/regulation dualism 
and such deployments of the rhizome/tree dualism, there is at least one 
key difference. Protocol/regulation, as I use it here, is presupposed to be 
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not only a contingent distinction but a wholly false and misleading one 
when it is applied to describe actual structures of any actual historical or-
ganization. No control system has ever been more or less protocol-based 
or regulation-based than has any other system. Each form of control 
leads directly into the other and derives entirely from the other. The 
dualism serves, rather, as a heuristic that describes a formal distinction 
between contrasting political arguments in the same milieu. In internet 
history in particular, protocols were just as central to the functioning of 
Bell Telephone networks as regulations are to the functioning of ISPs 
today, and there are many examples of configurations online like the 
domain name system (DNS) and virtual private networks (VPNs), which 
combine features of regulatory and protocological frameworks for data 
transfer. Hence insofar as readers of Deleuze and Guattari like Galloway 
apply their ontology to control structures and privilege the rhizomatic 
over the arboreal, their deployment of the rhizome/tree distinction is 
itself protocological in my terms, perhaps especially when they deter-
mine that an ideally rhizomatic system of organization is not an achiev-
able political goal.36 

There is, finally, a clear analogy between the emergent polarities in 
these debates about the history of control in telephony networks and the 
debates summarized above, about the history of control in the English 
constitution. Like Selden’s republican history of feudalism, Alexander 
Galloway positions the autocratic Foucauldian sovereign as a historic-
ally specific aberration from more natural and rhizomatic forms of de-
centralized power relations—which we might call, in both instances, 
“peer-to-peer”—whose practices may be obscured by the sovereign’s 
arbitrary power but whose basic desirability, it is posited, will always 
persist. Meanwhile, Chun’s argument formally resembles Spelman’s 
more royalist history, insofar as she martials data to demonstrate how 
the systems she studies are in fact iterative, processual, and so subject 
to considerable change over time, in a manner that makes historical 
claims for the persistence of ideal principles untenable. Again, such 
formal polarities in the politicization of historical lessons may be found 
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throughout the historiographies of control that have emerged in many 
cultural and historical contexts, precisely because the polarities allow 
for conflict and disagreement without thereby threatening stability and 
continuity of practice.

It is, of course, hardly novel for me to propose that historical analyses 
will privilege some historical details over others, and that these details 
will be selected for ideological reasons. My more specific point is that 
the formal oppositions between protocological and regulatory analyses 
of history tend to hide how they nonetheless work in concert to privilege 
the same historical artifacts, either because these artifacts are conducive 
to their own narratives or because they are conducive to their opponents’ 
and so require criticism. Because it is impossible to dispute that the vari-
ous copies of the Gutenberg Bible exist, it is therefore possible to dis-
pute forever whether or not this existence is important to the history of 
human culture and so to the politics of our moment. The more intract-
able the formal disagreement about control philosophy in a debate of 
this kind, the more stable the overarching control diagram it occupies, 
as agents who hate each other mortally and without reservation are con-
demned to argue forever about the same set of data points. These, then, 
are the argumentative constraints that perpetuate the analogies between 
digital and the medieval textuality with which we began, and that serve 
to limit the potential of that debate to intervene in the emergent histor-
ical developments it wishes to anticipate.

Below, I will briefly consider how we might envision a way out of this 
opposition, to imagine both medieval and digital textuality differently. 
It is vital that we do so, and not only so that we can construct more nu-
anced narratives of English legal history or of the origins of the internet. 
This chapter appears at a moment when the field of medieval studies 
has begun, belatedly, to reckon with its own historical complicity in vio-
lence and exploitation, as the colonial and imperial powers enabled by 
Selden and Spelman’s historiography have informed the genealogies of 
medieval studies to this day.37 I believe that a full, true reckoning with 
our disciplines’ colonizing structures would require us to recognize the 
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subtle challenges that face our efforts to construct alternative critical 
frameworks to those we have inherited, and that if we are to meet these 
challenges we must reconsider our methodologies for studying histor-
ical media. Below I will articulate some of the principles I believe we 
should use to apply the protocol/regulation heuristic to this task.

Beyond Protocol and Regulation

One way of summarizing the insights of Bernard Stiegler in his Tech-
nics and Time is to say that “the archive,” in the broad Derridean sense, 
is a synonym for “technology.”38 Stiegler begins the first volume of his 
work with a survey of classical anthropology, in which he observes that 
this discipline’s narrative of human evolution and of the development of 
cultures begins with technology.39 In Stiegler’s summary, the anthropo-
logical record of clay pots, burial mounds, and evidence of agriculture 
are the signs that tell us when humans became humans. And since the 
larger skulls of human remains that postdate the earliest of these rem-
nants, it seems that human intelligence is itself a product of such tools 
and techniques, rather than the other way around. Insofar as any pre-
historic tool conveys information to us about the people who made it 
and the culture in which they lived, each tool is a record of the past, 
which differs from a birth certificate or registered will only to the extent 
that it was not specifically designed to convey such information. Indeed, 
if we hold that the one function every tool shares is its ability to record, 
for example, the fact of its own usefulness and the clues about its oper-
ation that might enable one to reverse engineer it, we may even define 
this recording function as central to the category of “tool” itself. Not 
only is a record a sort of tool, but—more fundamentally—“tool” and 
“record” are different names for the same kind of thing. The “archive,” 
then, is the name for the technological apparatus that structures and 
makes intelligible the interrelationships between the records and tools 
that surround and shape us, not dissimilar in this regard to the material 
apparatus of “ideology” with which I began. 
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It is, then, sensible to extend Stiegler’s principal insight beyond his 
key statement that there is a third category of “technological” existence, 
mediating the known categories of animacy and inanimacy, to suggest 
further that the recognition of this third category may require that we 
abandon the original two. For Steigler it is the human that gives rise 
to the tool, just as the tool gives rise to the human. But what, finally, 
is the distinction between these elements of his system? What would 
it mean for an object existing in the world to not be a tool, if all a tool 
needs to do is record history—as, say, a ring in a tree trunk or a layer 
of sedimentary rock may tell us respectively about the length of a rainy 
season, or the date of a volcanic eruption? Alternatively, can we imagine 
an animacy that is more than just a composite image extrapolated from 
the evidence provided by such markers of past actions and historical 
events, or a human who is not herself a record of the life she remembers, 
and so also (among other things) a tool?

In this way, Stiegler’s analysis suggests that claims about cultural ori-
gins, about human rights and responsibilities, and even about possible 
futures are invariably circumscribed by the arbitrary (but not reliably so) 
survivals of records and tools from the past, as indeed the abstractions 
“culture,” “nature,” “human,” and even “future” are simply categories 
used to organize the material and technological records that surround 
us, shape us, and—most crucially for the present discussion—condition 
our plans for anticipated contingencies. In these terms, a “contingency” 
would be nothing more than a moment where new evidence is introduced 
into our accumulated records, occasioning a re-evaluation of the over-
arching organizational scheme. Thus the unending flow of successive 
contingencies must continuously increase the archive’s organizational 
complexity by increasing orders of magnitude, as every new record’s 
addition also creates new relations to every other record that the archive 
already possesses. This process of archival expansion—identical to his-
torical time itself—necessarily generates near-infinite, ever-increasing 
possibilities to reshape the totality of the archive and of the world it 
constitutes, and hence for political change. If it is accepted that ongoing 
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debates about the archive and the history it records serve to control this 
potentiality without eliminating it completely, these debates should 
become more and more polarized along the protocol/regulation axis as 
history progresses, and the production of more and more information 
requires stricter and stricter controls on the sorts of information that can 
be considered admissible in public political debate. Periodization has 
long been an important mechanism for maintaining this control, though 
it is beginning to show signs of strain. 

It seems, then, that we ought not to limit or define types or periods of 
“media” as a starting point to our analysis of the evolving, ever-expanding 
body of evidence for human communication and record-keeping. His-
torical distinctions between the types of communication and the time 
frames of their use are themselves acts of containment and archival 
organization, and so they are properly imagined as the objects of an-
alysis, not preconditions for it. In the specific instance with which I 
began, the media-historical hypothesis that print technology created a 
moment of “revolution” dividing European (and so colonial) history 
into discreet epochs continues to provoke a broad debate about the ap-
propriateness of the divisions between medieval and modern, modern 
and post-modern, which debate has served as the underpinning struc-
ture that binds contrary programs for future action to the same set of 
archival givens. To equate the medieval with the protocological and the 
modern with the regulatory may enable certain kinds of useful analysis, 
but it cuts off other kinds at the knees, preventing our scholarship from 
figuring the ambivalences and contradictions of the past and our politics 
from effecting truly radical, transformative change.

To summarize, then, it is my contention that arguments about media 
history tend to fall into a spectrum between two poles, which encode 
contrary philosophies of control. The first pole is marked by a pref-
erence for centralized, hierarchical, and regulated systems of control 
that would place little if any constraints on the choices of actors, but that 
would rather forbid and punish certain outcomes of their actions. The 
second is marked by a preference for distributed, non-hierarchical, and 
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protocological systems of control that would place the responsibilities 
of governance on individual actors and constrain them to a particular 
range of acceptable choices, thereby obviating the need for central au-
thority and even for social organization itself. This second preference is 
linked to a tendency to express skepticism about the division of history 
into discreet epochs, along with a nostalgic desire to revive or retain in 
the present whatever admirable attributes of earlier periods remain pos-
sible. In contrast, the former preference has a revolutionary mania for 
such epochal divisions. In both cases, the material evidence of historical 
media is foundational both to the articulation and application of the 
control philosophy, as it contains the proof both for the benefits of their 
own views and for the dangers of their opponents’.

As I have suggested above, there is a tendency to connect print culture 
and modernity to regulatory control, and to connect both digital and 
manuscript culture to protocological control, with the result that medi-
eval and post-modern cultural forms are treated as analogous by schol-
ars, programmers, and activists alike. And as the introduction to this 
volume has surveyed, examples of this medievalism in digital culture are 
so common, and apparent in so many technical, social, academic, and 
pop-cultural forms, that the problem is not identifying examples but 
establishing some sort of rhyme or reason within them. The heuristic 
proposed above is intended to serve as a descriptive vocabulary that may 
help us to accomplish this task, and in so doing to find new ways to 
think about the histories we inherit and the futures we create.
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Chapter 3

The Coconut Cup as Material and Medium
Extended Ecologies

Kathleen E. Kennedy

All but forgotten today, coconut cups, coconut shells harnessed into 
stemware, were valued and valuable everyday objects in households all 
over the world from at least the thirteenth century until World War II. 
Before the colonial period coconut cups mediated European craft trad-
itions, replacing one medium (maplewood) with another (imported 
coconut shell). However, Europeans took coconut cups with them 
around the globe and there coconut cups came to mediate both Euro-
pean and indigenous cultures. Improbably, the coconut cup was such 
a successful media format that it adapted to a wide range of media cli-
mates and continued to reproduce and communicate cultures for nearly 
a thousand years. Much like plant species introduced from one ecology 
into another, the results of this mediation could be both positive and 
disastrous. The coconut cup might in some cases be viewed as an in-
vasive media species, replacing indigenous media. At times, as an intro-
duced species, coconut cups failed to thrive in their new environment, 
surviving only when deliberately nurtured. In yet other cases, culturally 
hybrid uses of coconut cups allowed indigenous practices to survive, 
albeit in altered form, when they might otherwise have been erased en-
tirely by colonialism. 

Perhaps only now that Moore’s Law may be reaching its failure point 
can we see how older media theories limited our understanding of 
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media ecology: in essence, the transistors at the heart of all microchips 
no longer get smaller, faster, and cheaper in a predictable fashion.1 This 
study models the ways in which media studies may broaden its reach 
to consider understudied media objects across extended timelines and 
ecologies stretching into millennia. Below, I explore how these objects 
both enrich and challenge current orthodoxies within media studies. 
This revisioning of media studies resituates our current media environ-
ment on more complete foundations by including evidence that has 
hitherto been marginalized or unexamined. In coconut cups we can see 
complicated interplays between plant and person, between pre-colonial 
Europe and India, between colonizer and subaltern, between political 
patriarchy and women, and we can view these exchanges over a span 
of nearly a thousand years. The present chapter concentrates on several 
specific phases of these processes, considering benchmark media forms, 
how coconut cups came to compete with those forms, and how coconut 
cups adapted to new media ecologies as they spread through part of the 
Americas during the colonial period.

Media Ecology

Though it was Harold Innis who suggested that communication suc-
cess or failure influenced the rise and fall of empires, it took Marshall 
McLuhan’s media theories to create the necessary soil (or what garden-
ers might call the “medium”) for the development of theories of media 
ecology.2 Paul Levinson asserted that McLuhan was as vital to media 
ecology as oxygen and hydrogen are to water.3 Levinson goes on to sum-
marize McLuhan’s approach as exploring the “soft power” of media to 
communicate, and therefore to influence, human culture.4 McLuhan pi-
oneered the argument that if history mattered, then the media through 
which people communicate mattered too, as communication enables 
the actions of human beings and cultures through time.5 McLuhan 
saw media as influencing the messages people communicated, so that a 
culture might engage the same message sent through various media in 
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different ways. As Neil Postman asserts, media ecological theory draws 
upon the metaphors of botany, biology, and chemistry used above, 
which are implicit in McLuhan’s work and common in the discourse of 
communication studies that he founded.6 For Postman, media ecology 
weds biology to technology: “A medium is a technology within which a 
culture grows; that is to say, it gives form to a culture’s politics, social 
organization, and habitual ways of thinking.”7

Postman’s definition of media ecology as “the ways in which the inter-
action between media and human beings give a culture its character” 
rests, however, on Aristotelian notions of household maintenance.8 
Because it is founded on ancient Greek notions of the household, this 
classical media ecology has not been able to engage material culture—
particularly material culture associated with women in the household, 
such as housewares—as technologies of communication. More recent 
explorations of media ecology emphasize instead “the way in which cir-
cuitries or assemblages of organic life, technological components, and 
other material and immaterial elements can become powerful and com-
plex systems, often operating in conditions that are far from any stable 
environmental equilibrium and producing effects beyond both subject-
ive human intentions and predetermined technological capacities.”9

Recent, inclusive revisionism of media ecology is indebted to Félix 
Guattari’s triple sense of ecology as material, social, and mental.10 
Consider eating with a pointed knife instead of a fork. At their most 
basic levels, pointed knife and fork require a different cast of thought. 
The material components seem only mildly dissimilar, and yet when 
engaged with organic life—from the food on the plate to the human 
wielding the utensils—the differences engender and influence a range of 
social practices, from table etiquette to hygiene to cuisine preferences, 
that can continue to be viewed in the two strategies of handling the fork 
seen in the United States and Europe to this day.11 Moreover, wide-
spread adoption of the fork in Western cultures took several hundred 
years, highlighting how incompletely human intention controlled this 
cultural change.
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I suggest that material culture, specifically housewares such as knives, 
forks, and coconut cups, functions precisely as such assemblages. Given 
the androcentric nature of much media theory, I fear that that the his-
torical and persistent association of housewares with women’s work has 
occluded them from theorization by media critics. Such definitions can 
explain why a scholar like John Durham Peters, who is deeply interested 
in communication over time, and who carefully teases out the desper-
ation for touch in long-distance communication technologies like the 
telephone and radio, claims that “of all the senses touch is the most 
resistant to being made into a medium of recording and transmission,” 
and does not explore the potential of material culture itself to act as a 
communication medium.12 As Peters admits, “No real [human] com-
munity endures without touch,” but the media of touch and gesture are 
not so rare as Peters thought: they are as close as his own coffee cup.13

Our definitions of technology remain overwhelmingly presentist, a 
point on which even David Edgerton stumbles. His attempt to distin-
guish “things” from “technology” fails in the face of broader views of 
techne, of technology: Egerton’s examples of “things” are all constructed, 
are all techne.14 Historians such as Elly Truitt and Marcy Norton force-
fully argue that technology is not simply a modern phenomenon.15 In 
fact, Norton shows how notions of premodern technologies highlight 
the entangled relationships between indigenous and colonizing cultures 
in the early modern world, and this blend of cultures with technology 
fits well into recent media ecology theory.16 Edgerton is not wrong that 
a use-based history can be global and nonlinear, but I would argue his-
tory of technology can be too.17 Moreover, Edgerton’s assertion that 
use-based history “gives us a history of technology engaged with all the 
world’s population … half female,” grows wan when his study never ac-
tually considers women at any length and uses female pronouns only 
when discussing ships.18 My argument considers media technologies 
used by half the world’s population to which Edgerton alludes as well as 
men. Further, I would extend Truitt’s and Norton’s projects and argue 
that, for media ecology, examining the longue durée of material culture 
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is necessary: ecologies can change quite rapidly, but they also develop 
slowly, over spans of centuries. 

Mazers

Before we can understand how coconut cups functioned as media, we 
first need to consider the original environment of the European coconut 
cup. Already common in ecology, the notion of a benchmark species 
can be usefully imported into media ecology. In ecology, a benchmark 
species is identified and used to measure environmental change over 
time.19 We must consider mazers as a benchmark medium for pre– 
coconut cup European media ecosystems. One of the most famous 
medieval allusions to mazers comes from Chaucer’s Wife of Bath, who 
acknowledges that even the wealthiest eat off dishes made of tree, but 
characteristically temporizes concerning how luxurious some of this 
woodenware could be.20 

Europeans set tables with mazers for everyday and festival use for 
hundreds of years, and the wood itself conveyed value. Mazer or maple 
referred to the use of the wood of maple burls to make fine drinking ves-
sels. Different maples are native across Europe, and this results in local 
variations in the wood available for mazers. For example, to the east, the 
most common maple was the sycamore (Acer pseudoplantanus); how-
ever in England, the smaller field maple (Acer campestre) is the lone 
native maple. Each of these maples might hold different value in various 
parts of Europe. In the late 1470s or early 1480s the London goldsmiths 
guild enacted an ordinance that no guildsman was to keep tableware of 
sycamore (a tree the medieval English did not identify as maple), lest 
it be fraudulently sold as maple.21 Moreover, mazers were at least occa-
sionally imported into England on ships hauling Mediterranean cargo, 
suggesting that the grain of some of the Mediterranean maples (perhaps 
the Acer opalus) was also sought after.22

While wooden bowls can be quite simple, mazers were often embel-
lished in ways that highlight their use as cultural media, conveying both 



status and ethics. As early as we have regular probate and inventory rec-
ords (the thirteenth century) we find wealthy people harnessing mazers 
into metal structures, adding stems, feet, rims, and sometimes lids of 
gold, silver, and gilded brass23 (see figure 1), Many of these cups literally 
spoke, with apotropeic inscriptions common around the metal rims. 
“Who is eldest take this cup without strife” says one, and “How good it 
is for him who knows who he can trust” another.24 Other inscriptions 
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Anonymous, Drinking Bowl, The Cloisters Collection, Metropolitan Museum, 
New York, 1955, 55.25
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are in Latin, identifying owners, or calling down blessings on the 
drinker.25 Ritual uses are suggested with names like “Pardoncuppe” and 
“God Morwe.”26 “God Morwe” contained a gallon measure, very large 
for a cup, and such a size and name hints at use in shared, ritual drink-
ing such as wassailing and popular feast days, as might the paired cups 
“Bollocks” and “Bride.”27 With a touch of the lips to the words, drinkers 
interacted with this silent speech with every sip. The social, communal 
emphasis of many inscriptions is difficult to ignore, and some mazers 
must have been in heavy use during community feasts and festivals.

Mazers continued to be constructed and harnessed in fine metal 
throughout the Middle Ages, and it is not until the later fifteenth cen-
tury that their numbers diminish enough in the documentation for 
one to suspect that their popularity began to wane.28 Until that point, 
however, they were a normal fine houseware across northern Europe, 
and there is evidence that they continued to be manufactured at least 
occasionally, and older cups preserved and used, throughout the early 
modern era.29 Thus, as a media form, mazers grew up at the intersection 
of organic and metal, between daily life and public feasting, and existed 
as both material and textual culture. In Europe, mazers continue to suc-
cessfully transmit culture until 1500, and for some time after that in a 
diminished capacity.

Medieval European Coconut Cups

Once we identify mazers as benchmark media, we can begin to under-
stand medieval coconut cups and what they meant before the global 
colonial era. Coconuts are genetically native to the Maldives, and were 
already an Indian export by the Roman period.30 We have no reason to 
believe that coconuts ceased to be exported from India to the Middle 
East at any point thereafter. Indeed, insofar as England and parts of 
Europe were Roman, and therefore part of Roman trade networks, 
coconuts are likely to have reached northern Europe very early, and their 
regular importation ceased only as part of the general trade disruption of 
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late antiquity and the early Middle Ages as Roman infrastructure disin-
tegrated and long distance trade became more sporadic and dangerous. 

In the more stable eastern and southern portions of the former 
Roman Empire, coconuts continued to be used without break.31 The 
fruit appears to have been cultivated to a limited degree in eastern Africa 
and Yemen by the Middle Ages, but the market outstripped supply, ne-
cessitating additional imported nuts. As long-distance trade rebounded 
in the high Middle Ages (1100–1300), this tropical medicine began to 
make its way again into northern European markets, known as the nux 
indica, or “nut of India.” (The name coconut is early modern in origin.)32 
Only this time something new happened.

The coconut shell has unique affordances: as a pit shell, it is a hard-
wood, is water-tight, and is naturally large enough to use as a cup, among 
other things. Globally, humans have employed coconut shells as cups 
and containers for thousands of years. This utility makes it that much 
more surprising that I know of no evidence that coconut shells were 
used as metal-harnessed goblets until the Middle Ages, and then only in 
Europe. This, then, is a fundamental mediation that coconut cups wit-
nessed—that of one medium for another. Northern European artisans 
and customers enjoyed the rich, speckled grain of burlwood maple so 
much that they polished it and set it in precious metals. This tradition 
appears to have been adapted for coconuts, which feature dark, speckled 
shells not unlike maplewood. European artisans began harnessing coco-
nut shells as they had mazers by the thirteenth century at the latest.

Even more than mazers, medieval coconut cups were profoundly 
hybrid objects, and their cultural weight differed from that of mazers. 
The coconuts had travelled from as far away as India, and the metals 
used in their construction might also have been mined far from where 
the cups were manufactured. Like mazers, coconut cups appear to have 
been enjoyed by a wide range of classes, in part because simply drinking 
out of the shell was believed to have therapeutic effects.33 Germans went 
further and made some coconut cups into reliquaries capable of infusing 
their contents with both herbal and divine healing power.34 In England, 



Anonymous, Coconut Cup and Cover, Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 
I.960.9.7.a-b
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coconut cups turn up regularly in wills, suggesting financial value on 
par with that of mazers.35 This value also explains their presence among 
the gifts of plate donated to Oxford and Cambridge colleges during the 
later Middle Ages.36 The London goldsmiths’ guild records show their 
care to maintain metal quality and manufacturing transparency. From 
these records we can also discover that some non-precious coconut cups 
were made of gilded brass and silvered lead.37 It seems equally likely that 
customers knew about such practices as it does that they were being 
misled, and this may suggest that there was also a market for coconut 
cups outside the wealthiest classes.38 For all their similarities, however, 
coconut cups could not fully accomplish the cultural work of mazers. 
While mazers might be shared and passed around a table on festival 
occasions, it seems that coconut cups were more individually employed. 
At the same time, coconut cups seem to have functioned more exclu-
sively ceremonially than mazers. While coconut cups were frequently 
identified as “mine,” there is no evidence that anyone ever identified a 
coconut cup as “the one I drink [from]” as was done with mazers.39

Europe’s relationship with its coconut cups changed less than we 
might think as the Portuguese introduced coconuts to the west coast 
of Africa, and even after Vasco da Gama opened up a direct route to 
the Indian supply. Although coconuts were more readily available in 
Europe than ever, this does not appear to have diminished their popu-
larity. Instead we find coconut cups undergoing aesthetic changes to 
suit sixteenth- and seventeenth-century tastes.

From carving to metalwork, early modern European coconut cups 
illustrate cultural changes, some of which may relate to Europe’s wid-
ening media footprint as these nations developed into colonial powers. 
Rabia Gregory suggests that a sixteenth-century interest in carving 
biblical scenes onto cups redeployed the coconut shell’s tropical asso-
ciations toward evangelical ends: the European Bible, like European 
coconut cups, was spreading into tropical zones in the early global col-
onial period.40 The multiplication of the forms of coconut cups, espe-
cially into zoomorphic vessels in the shape of ostriches may indicate an 
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increased interest in the flora and fauna of equatorial regions as more 
and more European nations became colonial powers.41 Indigenous 
peoples of the Americas were occasionally depicted on European-style 
coconut cups, and a few show a caryatid form in which a native Amer-
ican warrior–African warrior hybrid figure serves as the stem.42

American Benchmark Media and the Introduced Coconut

We have seen how the European benchmark species was the mazer, and 
how coconuts were introduced and came to compete with mazers, but 
did not replace them. Coconut cups remained an introduced media spe-
cies, and while they competed successfully against the benchmark, they 
never outperformed the native media tradition. When Europeans took 
coconuts west to the Americas they quite literally planted them into new 
soil, and the cultural mediations made by these coconut goblets were 
complicated further by the colonial cultures established in the Amer-
icas.43 In some places coconut cups thrived, and in others they did not.

When Columbus’s voyage began the Spanish colonial era in the 
Americas, coconuts were along for the ride. Coconuts had already ar-
rived along the western shores of Central and South America, however, 
so they were not entirely unknown.44 Yet coconuts had not captivated 
Americans as they had Europeans, perhaps because of limited distribu-
tion, as even in the later sixteenth century they were not yet cultivated 
beyond their original extent: beach areas along the coastlines of Costa 
Rica, Panama, and Colombia.45 In addition, on either coast, coconuts 
were still relative newcomers and had arrived after local traditions were 
already ancient. 

In pre-Columbian America, the benchmark medium was the jícara, a 
dried squash or tree gourd omnipresent as a medium for containers and 
cups. Just as Europeans developed the mazer as a houseware made of 
local products, pre-Columbian American cultures used jícaras as house-
wares. From these gourds, Americans drank indigenous beverages such 
as yerba maté and chocolate, often in ceremonial ways. As a benchmark 
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medium, jícaras highlight the ways in which a cultural medium involves 
specific technological interactions of organic, metal, and cultural parts. 
As Matthew Fuller reminds us, the “dynamism” of notions of media 
ecologies “arises out of concrete conditions,” and this is notably true of 
jícaras, as individual gourd species have different physical and cultural 
affordances, and grow in different environments.46

The most common gourd species used for containers, worldwide, is 
the bottle gourd (Lagenaria siceraria), a vine calabash that serves as 
a truly epochal benchmark medium. Especially convenient for trans-
porting water, the bottle gourd has been used as a container for liquids 
and as cups since prehistoric times. Natural and human activity spread 
bottle gourds around the world in the paleolithic era.47 The Spanish 
were not surprised to see bottle gourds when they arrived in the New 
World.

However, the Americas also offered a range of gourds not found 
in the Old World—tree calabashes (Crescentia cujete and Crescentia 
alata)—and each of these species also lends itself to use as jícaras. Cres-
centia cujete grows quite widely in Central and South America. Crescen-
tia alata, however, had a restricted habitat when the Spanish arrived. 
C. alata appears to have evolved for seed dispersal by megafauna, in-
cluding early horses.48 When Central America lost most of its mega-
fauna in the early Holocene, the range of C. alata shrank. The Spanish 
arrival with horses, cattle, and pigs, all of which quickly developed (in 
some cases enormous) feral populations, led to a boom in C. alata dis-
persal and spread. Both C. cujete and C. alata were made into jícaras 
before and during the colonial period. However, thanks to the renewed 
large mammal populations, C. alata would have been more available 
during the colonial period than at any time since the early Holocene. As 
we shall see, C. alata’s similarity to coconut shell may also have made it a 
more desirable material for cups in some places than jícaras of C. cujete 
or Lagenaria siceraria.

The Spanish divided their enormous land claim into roughly two ad-
ministrative regions, the Viceroyalties of New Spain and Peru (though 
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the names and boundaries shift over time), and each of these areas al-
ready enjoyed its own distinct foodways. Upon their arrival, the Spanish 
immediately saw that chocolate was drunk as a ceremonial beverage, par-
ticularly by elites, widely throughout the empire of the Mexica and its 
far-flung tributary states.49 Famously, chocolate was so central a symbol 
of the Mexica that the beans were a significant part of the empire’s trib-
ute levies. Further south, however, tropical chocolate became less im-
portant where it simply could not grow. In more temperate zones, yerba, 
a tea-like infusion made from a shrub, featured in pre-Columbian food-
ways, particularly as a medicine. Both yerba and chocolate were vital 
to their respective cultures, and the Spanish spread both further under 
colonial rule. However, the social status of each beverage was different, 
stemming from their original cultural uses. Such differences influenced 
how each drink was adopted by the Spanish, and by developing mestizo 
cultures. We can see these differences in how each culture adopted, or 
failed to adopt, the European coconut cup.

Coconut Cups Cross the Atlantic: Yerba Maté

Just as the viceroyalties changed names and shapes over time, so too 
does the vocabulary of yerba maté. Literally meaning “a cup of herbs,” 
depending on what scholarship you read, in English or Spanish, yerba 
maté can be referred to as either “yerba” or “maté.”50 “Maté” can literally 
denote the cup or be used as a shorthand for the beverage. Since the 
present investigation concerns cups, a “maté cup” could be a redundant 
term. Likewise, a jícara can also mean a generic cup, made of gourd, 
rather than one specifically associated with drinking yerba.51 In an at-
tempt to avoid confusion in English I will discuss “yerba cups” to gener-
ically refer to any cup used to drink yerba. I will use the term jícaras to 
refer to yerba cups made of gourd. No less so than using overly general 
terms like the “Viceroyalty of Peru” these terms only imperfectly reflect 
a dynamic, hybrid houseware and cannot consistently reflect any one 
period’s or location’s usage.
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Though additives to the tea and the implements themselves might 
indicate social status, yerba and its jícaras serve as the heart of a pro-
foundly social, communal foodway, and one in which women had a 
guiding hand to a greater degree than they did in coconut cup rituals 
in Europe.52 By the second half of the sixteenth century, yerba-drinking 
customs were clear: in Paraguayan culture, yerba was mixed in a pot and 
then poured into a jícara that was passed around a circle as everyone 
took a sip.53 Often a woman, the host kept the jícara filled so that the 
sharing could continue without pause.54 As cultural media, then, the im-
plements of yerba-drinking communicate this comparatively egalitarian 
custom, and coconut cups simply could not transmit such equity.

Yerba maté offers an excellent comparison to chocolate, and its cups 
allow us to consider how media objects physically reflect and to an 
extent direct one pre-Columbian culture’s development into a colonial 
culture. The Spanish popularized yerba widely outside of its native Para-
guay and surrounding regions because it served as a colonial cash crop 
in areas without precious mineral deposits.55 Indeed, yerba continued to 
be a vital crop for Paraguay long after the colonial period ended and in 
nearby regions into the twentieth century.56 Europeans took yerba back 
to Europe with them, making repeated, periodic attempts to develop a 
European market for it.57 Nevertheless, yerba did not successfully trans-
late outside of South America, and unlike chocolate, it never developed 
any popularity in Europe. 

Some yerba gourds came to be harnessed like Europe’s own bench-
mark medium, the mazer, showing a direct blending of the two house-
ware traditions that underscores a similarity in use: like the yerba gourd, 
the festival mazer was shared among a group. Yerba continues to be 
drunk out of jícaras, sometimes harnessed, to this day. The structure 
of the metal fittings may suggest changes in the gestures of the yerba 
ritual over time. Though yerba may have begun by being passed hand-
to-hand, harnessed yerba jícaras suggest a shift to a seated affair at a 
table. The mouths of yerba gourds tend to be narrow, perhaps to prevent 



Anonymous, Mate Cup, South American (unknown origin). Silver. 15.5 × 7.8 × 
2.7 cm. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 41.402
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splashing when passed between people, and perhaps to keep the bomb-
illa, the strainer-straw, from falling out of the container. Silver feet in a 
pedestal or tripod design may also have developed in order to stabilize 
the straw, eventually made of silver, in the lighter-weight cup when set 
down on a surface. Argentine documents refer to such bases, apparently 
separated from their cups, as pie de maté, and this play on words is often 
seen in existing tripod cups, in which each of the three feet is hooved 
or shaped like a bird’s claw clutching a sphere.58 A famous engraving 
of the early nineteenth-century Paraguayan ruler José Gaspar Francia 
shows him grasping a pedestal-style yerba cup by the stem.59 However, 
some pedestal-style substructures were affixed to saucer-like bases called 
salvilla in the Argentine documents, and were not fixed to the gourds.60 
All such substructures might allow one to share the cup and set it down 
too, enabling a lightly harnessed gourd to be easily passed from person 
to person, and then, when set into a pie or salvilla also be securely set 
down on a tabletop. Certain localities made use of long-necked gourds 
and left the necks as convenient handles for the cup; sometimes these 
handles too were harnessed in silver. Such silver garnish so far from the 
centre of gravity of the cup necessitated a significant base for any cup 
that was to be set down, offering further clues to how the gestures of 
this everyday ritual evolved. The early modern women managing yerba 
rituals took the yerba service very seriously, and so we must understand 
that the hostess valued each aesthetic aspect of any given yerba cup for 
its ability to flatter her guests and reflect as much honour on her house-
hold as financially possible.61

Coconut-shell yerba cups from the eighteenth and nineteenth centur-
ies exist in essentially the same forms as harnessed jícaras but remain 
novelties in comparison.62 Ecology may be partly to blame. The geog-
raphy of yerba’s original production and use does not lend itself to 
coconuts. In general, Paraguay’s climate is variable, and it gets both too 
cold and too dry for coconut palms to thrive widely. (The Paraguayan 
coconut, Acrocomia aculeata, is a different species.) Thus coconuts 
would have remained uncommon in the heartland of yerba culture and 
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cultivation. Coconut yerba cups may therefore be localizable to parts 
of Brazil or Peru that could support wider-scale coconut growth and 
fruiting, or to trade with these areas, and, indeed, the great essayist of 
yerba culture Amaro Villanueva claimed that coconut yerba cups were 
characteristic of Brazil and occasionally imported into Argentina.63 
Yet ecology is not sufficient to explain coconut’s failure as a medium 
of yerba culture. If yerba had been a high-status beverage, perhaps im-
ported cups would have added to that cultural lustre, but instead, yerba 
was proudly commonplace. The very shared nature of yerba-drinking 
may have made the individual coconut cup impractical to adopt, espe-
cially as a status-marker. The few coconut yerba cups that do exist mark 
an essential failure of the European coconut cup to adapt to American 
media soils: the coconut cup never transmitted yerba culture well, and 
yerba only infrequently adapted to European coconut cup culture. At 
the same time, lively production of harnessed yerba jícaras illustrate the 
continued transmission of indigenous yerba culture into the colonial 
period in a mestizo medium, both indigenous and Spanish.

Coconuts Cross the Atlantic: Chocolate

Chocolate contrasts with yerba maté in almost every way. Rather than 
commonly shared, pre-Columbian chocolate was traditionally reserved 
for nobility and ceremonial occasions, and its preparation and pour-
ing into jícaras were strictly prescribed activities. Chocolate jícaras 
were not shared, but deeply embedded in these rituals that reinforced 
social hierarchies even as they promoted bonding among members of 
the same rank.64 However, just as the Spanish popularized yerba maté 
widely across the Viceroyalty of Peru, they popularized chocolate widely 
throughout New Spain, including present-day California, Texas, and 
Florida, and south to the northern parts of Peru, including present-
day Venezuela.65 Yet it took several hundred years for chocolate to 
fully shed its pre-Columbian air of exclusivity. Europeans took both 
beverages back to Europe with them in the sixteenth century, and in 
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contrast to yerba, chocolate exploded in popularity across Europe in 
the seventeenth century.66 For a century and more, in the Americas and 
in Europe, chocolate was king, losing ground to coffee and tea only in 
the eighteenth century. Though chocolate continued in use as a break-
fast beverage into the nineteenth century, evidence suggests that coffee 
was beginning to replace chocolate as a ceremonial beverage by the later 
eighteenth century.67 

As with yerba, there are terminological difficulties in working with 
both primary and secondary sources on chocolate. Jícara might be used 
as a generic term for chocolate cup, and be made of porcelain or other 
pottery rather than gourd: Norton says that jícara was “a Hispanized 
pre-Columbian term used for chocolate vessels.”68 In English primary 
sources, cocoa might refer to either chocolate or coconut, and a cocoa 
nut might refer to either a cacao pod or a coconut. Likewise a coco in 
Spanish documents refers to a coconut-shell chocolate cup and serves as 
a commonly understood short form of coco chocolatero, or a coconut cup 
of a European design modified for drinking chocolate.

Like yerba, the benchmark medium continued in use throughout 
this period. Chocolate drinkers continued to make use of gourd jícaras, 
sometimes harnessed in metalware just like European coconut cups and 
mazers. Currently, more material evidence of this practice remains for 
yerba than for chocolate, but documentary sources shore up missing 
physical traces. Archaeologists have simply not been looking for organic 
housewares. As Graham and Skowronek put it, “The widespread presence 
of jícaras in the account books is another challenge to archaeologists to 
consider fragments of perishable items like gourds as more than botan-
ical evidence. Research makes it clear that gourds were used extensively 
as drinking vessels and containers.”69 Documentary evidence shows that 
chocolate was being exported back to Spain, along with jícaras painted 
in the traditional manner, or gilded in a Spanish-American hybrid, by 
the first quarter of the seventeenth century.70 Jícaras continued to be 
used across New Spain and were imported into border areas along with 
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chocolate and chocolate-making utensils.71 However unlike yerba, choc-
olate was enjoyed widely in areas with long tropical coastlines and prime 
coconut-growing ecologies. Therefore while we have extant examples of 
harnessed chocolate jícaras, these may have been specializations of cer-
tain localities, such as Guatemalan use of morro (C. alata), and there-
fore viewed as worthy of preservation.72 

Like harnessed yerba jícaras, cocos chocolateros offer an exceptional 
example of a changing media ecology and show successful competi-
tion with the hybridized benchmark medium of the harnessed choc-
olate gourd jícaras. First, coconut cups were adapted for chocolate 
very quickly. What were already called cocos chocolateros by the late 
sixteenth century were standard throughout much of New Spain, and 
today remain in far greater numbers than coconut yerba cups.73 Second, 
together with archival documentation, extant cocos allow us to begin to 
reconstruct the ways in which the coconut blended with the pre-existing 
foodway and altered it to fit the developing mestizo culture.74 Spanish 
stemware was quite low, compared with elsewhere in Europe, and both 
harnessed chocolate gourds and cocos chocolateros generally follow this 
model.75 Venezuelan cocos often sit on flat metal lacework bases, fixed 
to the cup with a bract-like metal fitting.76 Mexican cocos stand on very 
short stems or tall bases.77 Unlike eighteenth-century European coco-
nut cups, in the Spanish Americas the nutshells were often carved in 
delicate geometric or organic tracery, or with folk art–style flowers or 
birds.78 Also unlike European cups, there is evidence that some cocos 
were inlaid with mother of pearl, and others might have had their tracery 
embellished with paint or paste inlay.79 

Cocos chocolateros show physical changes that mark their adaptation 
from European coconut cup to American chocolate cup to facilitate 
communicating a new, hybrid culture. Cocos are frequently smaller than 
their European forebears, and bear small ear-like handles. These chan-
ges demonstrate how alterations in foodways affect housewares. Moulds 
used to cast the handles appear to have themselves been copied and 
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circulated, as many existing handles share a strong resemblance, often 
bearing the Spanish armorial lion.80 (This is another difference with har-
nessed yerba jícaras, as one sees much less design repetition in their 
silver work.) The addition of handles must relate to the change in bever-
age. European coconut cups were designed for alcohols drunk at room 
or cellar temperature. Like yerba, chocolate was warm or hot, making a 
bit of distance between the hand and the shell useful, perhaps. Likewise, 
the vessel volume changed, as alcohol was served in larger quantities 
than warmer chocolate. Even jícaras tend to be smaller vessels, and arti-
sans making cocos quickly followed suit, apparently deliberately select-
ing small nuts for cocos.

The handles and feet may have aided cocos in communicating class 
standing and refinement, as in early modern Europe the gestures used 
with stemware were strictly circumscribed. Etiquette manuals and art 
illustrate that stemmed wineglasses were correctly grasped by the foot.81 
Such a gesture, when steadied with an additional finger or hand resting on 
the small handle, might be imagined for cocos. Nevertheless, at least one 
contemporary depiction shows the handles going unused, while the cup 
is lifted by the base, exactly like a European wineglass. The frontispiece 
of Philippe Sylvestre Dufour’s Traitez Nouveaux et Curieux de Café du 
Thé et du Chocolate (1685) shows a Native American holding a steaming 
coco chocolatero by the foot and short stem. This coco is garnished with 
a silver rim, characteristic handles, short stem, and foot. A Turkish man 
holds a coffee cup and a Chinese man holds a teacup, but neither vessel 
shows substantial alteration from its indigenous forms. The coco visibly 
demonstrates its hybridity through this metal garnishing and its manner 
of being held. Gesture etiquette surrounding European wineglasses was 
explicitly a way of signalling class standing, and chocolate drinking had 
been limited (in theory) to specific pre-Columbian classes. We know 
the Spanish adopted chocolate in part thanks to its class associations, 
and they may well have adapted their own gesture etiquette to the bev-
erage as well. Particularly in borderlands where tableware and etiquette 
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might be all that distinguished one home’s status from another’s, a coco 
and its ritual gestures may have been vital to the communication of 
social class.82

For several hundred years, cocos chocolateros served as one of many 
media communicating the “two overlapping strains of creole patriotism: 
one that emphasized ancient greatness and another that praised the glor-
ies of Indo-Christian New Spain.”83 Moreover, women controlled the 
medium of the chocolate service to a unique degree, as chocolate might 
be kept under lock and key, to be opened only at the order of the mis-
tress of the house.84 This gave women a special means to engage these 
twinned strands of developing nationalism. Though cocos continued to 
be constructed in the nineteenth century, their primacy was eclipsed 
by further environmental and ecological changes: coffee, porcelain, and 
political disruption. Coffee displaced chocolate as the welcoming, cere-
monial beverage of choice. Chocolate continued as an important break-
fast beverage, but its cachet declined, and the social reasons to drink 
from cocos faded away. Thanks to the galleon trade between New Spain 
and the Philippines, porcelain had been available in New Spain quite 
early. Though pre-Columbian America had a robust ceramic tradition 
of its own, after the Conquest, porcelain coffee and chocolate services 
eventually displaced fine hybrid housewares such as harnessed jícaras 
and cocos. Finally, the old viceroyalty ceased to exist as independence 
movements spread throughout the old colony. These political upheavals 
shook up social classes and upended many traditions, allowing new cus-
toms to take root. Though cocos continued to be made throughout the 
nineteenth century, after mid-century many were deliberately nostalgic, 
and even politically symbolic of earlier eras.85

Conclusion

Residing as they do at the confluence of material, social, and mental, 
housewares register the entanglement of culture and technology in espe-
cially poignant ways and communicate culture through space and time 
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using touch. The medieval European coconut cup could not transmit 
the same cultural information on the western side of the Atlantic as it 
did on European shores, and American harnessed yerba cups and cocos 
chocolateros emerge from within the rupture of colonization. Materially, 
socially, and mentally, cocos chocolateros reflect a new media ecology 
when compared to medieval European coconut cups. Both medieval 
European coconut cups and colonial cocos chocolateros could be treas-
ured objects that were employed to cement bonds between members 
of a household and their guests. The form of the cup suggests that col-
onial Americans thought about chocolate in a manner similar to the way 
that Peninsular Spanish thought about alcohol. At the same time, the 
different beverages mattered: cocos communicated the social import-
ance of American chocolate, rather than European alcohol. Cocos also 
demonstrated gendered authority to a different degree than European 
coconut cups. Thanks to their use during chocolate rituals, cocos were 
more tightly controlled by women in American culture than coconut 
cups were in Europe.

Harnessed yerba cups dramatically reflect the material, social, and 
mental traumas of colonization, even as coconuts failed to adapt as a 
medium for yerba culture. While yerba might continue to be shared 
from a simple jícara and straw, following colonization, whenever pos-
sible, hostesses added elaborate silver harnesses to the gourd itself, as 
well as accessories like the pie and salvilla. These material modifications 
communicated the social and mental changes required of an American 
foodway blended with European table manners. While the medieval 
European mazer and coconut cup may have provided formal models 
for harnessing jícaras, coconuts themselves failed to communicate yerba 
culture, even in its colonial, modified form, and were rarely employed 
as yerba cups.

Cocos chocolateros and harnessed yerba jícaras remind us of the power-
ful ways in which media ecologies enable traces of indigenous cultures to 
persist in the face of colonization and even modify the imposed culture 
of the colonizers. The history of chocolate and yerba utensils demands 
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that media studies take into account women and household technolo-
gies. Despite their success as chocolate cups, the failure of coconuts to 
be widely adopted as yerba cups demonstrates the instability of ecolo-
gies, dependent on environmental factors well outside human control. 
Whether serving alcohol, chocolate, or yerba, the coconut cup is an ex-
ample of a houseware whose invention, shifting meanings, and adapta-
tions reflect the history of global trade networks. More media ecology 
projects should similarly consider objects overlooked as gendered and 
too frequently overlooked as historical curiosities because they are gen-
dered, and treat them as seriously as earlier critics treated paper, print, 
and digital media.
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Chapter 4

Multimedia Verse

Fiona Somerset

Anonymous mnemonic verses have received very little attention among 
medievalists. Literary scholars disparage their meter, while legal and 
intellectual historians see in them the oversimplification of concepts 
better suited to prose exposition. Instead, though, we might view their 
textual remains as the artifacts of a culture of abstract thought within 
and beyond the schools in which easily altered condensations of key 
ideas move fluidly between written, oral, and performance media and 
discourses. Learning was not only sedimented in highly crafted and for-
malized writings such as encyclopedic compendiae, summae on vari-
ous topics, penitential writings, sermons, commentaries on the Bible 
or on canon law, or “literary” texts such as narrative or lyric poetry. It 
was also plastic, protean, transmissible. Learning was not only formally 
copied and circulated between learned clerics, and sometimes also their 
patrons, in texts designed for silent or group reading. It was memorized 
and voiced: deployed to achieve rehearsed effects. It passed between dif-
ferent institutional and disciplinary contexts, through a variety of writ-
ten genres, and between languages and registers. Short verses are not 
merely a way of stating accepted truths within a cohesive community 
that agrees on right and wrong. Instead verses of this kind seem to be a 
way of contesting accepted truths or their applicability in specific cases. 
Attending to mnemonic verse affords us an opportunity to examine how 
abstract thought is shaped by media technology, and transformed in the 
course of its cultural contestation.

105
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Consider, for example, the verse embedded among the layers of gloss-
ing on a page of the Cambridge, Gonville and Caius College MS 253/497 
copy of the Decretals, an early collection of papal decrees about points 
of law accompanied by extensive commentary (appendix A).1 The stan-
dard gloss accompanying the two columns of text is crowded by layers of 
additional glossing added wherever they will fit: interlinear glosses, mar-
ginal glosses, a lengthy note at the foot of the page, and among them, 
two-thirds of the way down the left margin in a sprawling, later hand in 
darker ink, a verse, labelled “versus”: “consentit, negligit, suadet, iuuat 
atque tuetur/ hic minus hicque minus luit, hic equaliter, hic plus.” The 
verse looks like a random jotting, but it is not: it is a common annota-
tion for this particular decretal. Another version appears as part of the 
standard gloss in a 1582 printed edition.2 Related consent verses that 
assign differing levels of culpability to various sorts of action appear in a 
number of manuscripts: in a display copy rather than a working copy of 
the Decretals, the Smithfield Decretals, in which the verse is incorpor-
ated into the standard gloss;3 on the lower margin of a polemical tract 
by Wyclif, De novis ordinibus, in Prague, National Library Xi.E.3, fol. 
13v, where it appears to have been added by the scribe;4 and incorpor-
ated into the prose text, in a Middle English commentary on the Ten 
Commandments for lay readers extant in a single copy (though there 
are many related commentaries) in Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Bodley 
789, fol. 115r. These accreted artifacts of spoken and remembered verse 
make differing claims about who is guilty of a sin because their actions 
constitute consent to it; they are widely distributed geographically; and 
they reinforce claims made in widely disparate kinds of accompany-
ing prose.

As this example illustrates, verses are easy to remember and to alter. 
What is more, verses of any kind and any length could be a means of 
transport for shorter tags and phrases commonly deployed in argument. 
While in recent years tagging as a mode of creating a network of asso-
ciations has usually been associated with hypertext, we could think of 
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digital tagging as only the latest mechanism (albeit an extraordinarily 
efficient one) for a much older technology of association.5 For example, 
any reader of medieval religious texts is very familiar with the way that 
short biblical quotations strongly associated with a given argument or 
mode of expression, deployed within prose as well as verse, have the sort 
of memorative portability and malleability of interpretation I have been 
describing. We might even suggest that they operate rather like memes 
in social media.6 

One example would be “quis dabit capiti meo aquam” from Jeremiah 
9:1, used at the opening of many verse complaints on a variety of topics 
to establish the mood of the poem and incite empathy for its lyric voice.7 
Another is “crescite et multiplicamini,” God’s directive to go forth and 
multiply, repeated several times in the opening books of Genesis.8 In 
the Book of Margery Kempe a “gret clerke” asks Margery how she in-
terprets this phrase, apparently in hope of eliciting some unorthodox 
statement on sexuality, but she satisfies him of her orthodoxy with the 
conventional explanation that it refers to spiritual works as well as 
the “begetyng of chyldren bodily.”9 

Legal tags, which can be as short as a word or phrase or else a longer 
verse, have a similar kind of portable force to them. Chaucer’s Sum-
moner provides us with a well-known example: an imagined scenario 
that lets us speculate how tags might have been used in the oral inter-
change of the courtroom. When he drunkenly cries out, “Questio quid 
iuris!” he is using learned language to challenge the authority of a legal 
argument, even if he does not have the legal acumen to judge the effect-
iveness of a reply.10 In this case, the relative uselessness of the legal tag 
is Chaucer’s point: it’s just for show. But the author of the early fifteenth 
century alliterative dream vision in the Piers Plowman tradition known 
as Mum and the Sothsegger is making a rather different point about the 
efficacy with which legal tags might be deployed by widely differing 
types of people, when he claims, “Qui tacet consentire videtur”—the 
only Latin legal tag copied directly into his English poem rather than 
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into the margins of the single extant copy—is common speech in the 
country as well as the language of learned clerks: 

And also in cuntrey hit is a comune speche
And is ywrite in Latyne, lerne hit who-so wil:
The reson is “qui tacet consentire videtur.”
And who-so hath in-sight of silde-couthe thingz,
Of synne or of shame or of shonde outher,
And luste not to lette hit, but leteth hit forth passe,
As clerkz doon construe that knowen alle bokes,
He shal be demyd doer of the same deede.11

Someone who remains silent seems to consent, when he or she knows 
about sin and does nothing to prevent it, and will be judged as the doer 
of the same deed: this knowledge is common speech in the country, 
written in Latin but accessible for anyone to learn, as well as an inter-
pretation made by clerks with extensive book-learning. Citing this legal 
tag as common speech in the country draws on the conventional rhetoric 
of proverbial statement: that everyone says this proves that the speaker is 
right.12 However, as is often the case with proverbs, the meaning of the 
statement and its application to the situation at hand is less than trans-
parent. As is also the case for the Summoner’s citation, the tag calls into 
question any straightforward linkage of voicing and meaning.

We can find mnemonic tags and short verses of all these kinds scat-
tered across not only Mum and the Sothsegger and its margins, but Piers 
Plowman and other works in its tradition, and also political verse in both 
Anglo-French and Anglo-Latin as well as mixtures of all three.13 From 
court records and narrative sources we know that legal tags were used 
in oral argument as well.14 As our opening example of the consent verse 
has shown, verses and phrases are embedded in homiletic, penitential, 
or polemical prose works; perhaps the most fertile interface for their cul-
tural transmission is the margins of canon law manuscripts. There, legal 
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verses move from place to place, growing and changing form in response 
to shifts in legal thought, sometimes only adventitiously connected with 
the accompanying text, sometimes attaching themselves to a standard 
gloss so firmly that they come to be copied with it as a matter of course, 
and even incorporated into the gloss rather than standing alongside. 

One way to trace the movement of verses and appreciate its range is 
to track similar verses across genres in a survey of the discursive ter-
rain, as in the examples I have already given. Another method I want to 
experiment with here would instead take a kind of deep core sample, 
by investigating in depth the annotations to a single, heavily annotated 
manuscript used extensively in an institutional setting. I will examine 
the annotations to Royal MS 10 E ii, British Library, London, an early 
fourteenth-century copy of Gratian’s Decretum heavily used at Oxford 
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and at one point owned by 
John Wyclif. Any given manuscript I might choose as a core sample can 
inform us about the community that surrounds the text; but equally, 
any knowledge we might have about the community that surrounded 
the text can inform our understanding of the evidence it presents to us. 
This has been a point brought home to me by Rachel Koopmans’s Won-
derful to Relate, in which she reconstructs the oral community in which 
miracle stories were circulated on the basis of extant written miracle 
collections together with a variety of other sources.15 I have borne this 
complementarity of evidence in mind in choosing for my core sample a 
manuscript produced and used in a community whose writings I have 
been studying for over twenty years, and whose lives and social situa-
tion are reasonably well known to me. What sorts of materials passed 
through this reading situation and are found sedimented upon one of its 
most-read books? And how might this method lead to a different sort 
of insight into the living use of verse, beyond the written evidence that 
remains to us? 

The ways in which the reforming interests of Wyclif and his col-
leagues and followers were influenced by their reading of canon law 
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have been comparatively little studied, and are the focus of my current 
research.16 But this is not my only reason for selecting a canon law text-
book for this experiment, rather than any other manuscript copied or 
used in Wyclif’s circle in the late fourteenth century. As many as half of 
the university students in late medieval Oxford were engaged in study-
ing canon law, even if many of them went on to other careers.17 Most 
churchmen had some familiarity with it, if only from their encounters 
(like the Summoner) with the ecclesiastical courts. Canon law was the 
accumulated legal tradition of the Roman church. It drew on a variety 
of written sources for its authority, including, for example, scripture, 
early medieval writers such as Jerome and Augustine, local statutes, the 
decrees of church councils, and papal letters. And it interpreted and 
reinterpreted these authorities in the light of changing circumstances 
and new rulings over time.18 While there were many collections of legal 
writings before the twelfth century, the work traditionally known as 
Gratian’s Decretum was the first attempt to create a systematic teaching 
tool for legal study in the form of a compilation of discordant canons or-
ganized as problems to be analyzed, or distinctions, under a succession 
of broad topics.19 The Decretum appears to have been reorganized and 
augmented repeatedly in the course of its early use in Bologna, where 
it came to form a counterpart to the increased systematization in the 
renewed teaching of Roman civil law in the twelfth century.20 With the 
spread of legal teaching across Europe it became a standard textbook 
throughout the medieval period, progressively augmented by glosses 
that were organized into a standard gloss (the Glossa ordinaria, which 
was then itself revised) then barnacled with yet more added commentary 
of the sort we saw on the appendix. The Decretum was succeeded, but 
not superseded, by a series of later collections known as the Decretals, 
Liber Sextus, and Clementines.21

The complexity of this legal tradition, and the succession of press-
ing social and political issues it was marshalled to address, ensured that 
many writers were hotly engaged in contesting the meaning of its key 
topics and phrases over a long period of time. The accretive annotation 
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and ongoing commentary found on many canon law manuscript pages 
reflects this ferment of ideas; while far less ephemeral, its passionate 
level of engagement can resemble that of an online comments forum. 
As in Bible manuscripts, and as we saw in A.1, commentary often quite 
literally surrounds the text: the text is copied in a large hand in double 
columns in a small text block in the centre of a large page, then sur-
rounded with the Glossa ordinaria developed from a compilation of 
early commentaries. Interlinear glosses and an extensive layer of sec-
ondary glossing added around the margins of the standard gloss would 
then proliferate to fill every square inch of some pages. These are not 
books designed for continuous reading, but for intensive topical study 
accomplished through cross-referencing and tangential engagement. 
Thus, again as in Bible manuscripts, it is common rather than unusual 
for canon law manuscripts to include a variety of finding aids and com-
mentary and summary material in additional to the authoritative text 
they surround, and even to include seemingly irrelevant or unrelated 
content alongside these ancillary materials. As in Bible manuscripts, 
too, not every canon law manuscript includes the entire text as printed 
in early modern editions that collect all of the principal canon law col-
lections together. Instead, it is common to see the Decretum, Decretals, 
Liber Sextus, and Clementines compiled or excerpted within a single 
volume, together with commentary and summary and indices of topics, 
or indices of other collections not included in the manuscript. 

Royal 10 E ii exhibits several of these accretive tendencies. Copied in 
the earlier part of the fourteenth century, it includes the revised Glossa 
ordinaria on the Decretum by Bartholomew of Brescia, and also nearly 
all the paleae, that is, the added materials accreted to the Decretum as 
it was used in legal teaching in Bologna. The opening pages contain 
an index that cross-references the Decretum with passages cited in the 
various successive collections of decretals, thus making it possible to 
navigate rapidly between the Decretum and these later canon law col-
lections and their commentaries (fols. 2v–3r). There are several layers 
of marginal glossing, including both the standard gloss and further, less 
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standardized glosses and explanations. Additional materials copied into 
the manuscript include a purported papal letter, some longer poems, 
and a miracle story (fols. 340r, 5v, 286v, 338v). Most interesting for my 
purposes here, the margins and fly-leaves are replete with short verses 
of many kinds, many of them mnemonic; and also cross references and 
notae on canon law and other topics.22 

Some of this material gives us further clues to the manuscript’s prov-
enance and use. Most significantly, there are two late fourteenth-century 
pledges to Oxford loan-chests that place the manuscript directly in the 
circle around John Wyclif (fol. 340v). The first is from John Hugate, 
master of Balliol College in 1366, who pledged the book in 1372, in the 
Warwick chest, the oldest loan chest in Oxford. The second pledge is 
from Wyclif himself, who pledged it to the Vaughan and Hussey chest 
along with four other masters (one of them Robert Alyngton, Wyclif’s 
younger associate at Queen’s College) in October 1381. Wyclif was forced 
to leave Oxford in May 1382, so it seems unlikely that this loan was re-
deemed. These pledges suggest that except when residing temporarily 
in loan-chests, the book remained in circulation in Oxford as a textbook 
and reference work throughout the second half of the fourteenth and 
first quarter of the fifteenth centuries.23 Kathryn Kerby-Fulton has sug-
gested that it was often unfashionable or out-of-date books that were 
pledged to loan-chests.24 However, the very extensive annotations on 
Royal 10 E ii suggest that this was not the case for this book: rather, 
it was heavily used in the circles in which it moved, and that one of 
these was the circle around Wyclif. For someone familiar with Wyclif’s 
and lollard writings about divine and human law, the verses and notes 
on this book seem uncannily like a guide to key elements of Wyclif-
fite thought. Wycliffism sprang, of course, from the broader seedbed of 
reform-minded thought in and around Oxford over the previous century 
and a half, and interest in Wyclif’s ideas at Oxford persisted through the 
early fifteenth century despite a series of attempts to suppress them.25 
So it is unsurprising that such ideas should be preserved in a standard 
textbook in ongoing active use.
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For the purposes of this survey I have not traced where and how often 
legal verses are incorporated into the gloss as part of the commentary, 
and whether they are modified, instead focusing on the marginal verses 
and annotations to try to get a sense of their proportion and distribu-
tion. The prose and verse annotations to this manuscript cover a wide 
range of topics: not only legal verses, but verses about biblical inter-
pretation and translation, a large number of general moralizing verses 
about features of clerical life, and even parts of well-known satiric verses 
copied from other sources. Some annotations cleave fairly closely to the 
content of the law and its standard gloss, noting topics of interest or 
steering their interpretation in Wycliffite directions. Thus, jottings on 
the pastedown in the front cover of the manuscript list various clerical 
abuses (fol. iv); and in the opening thirty folios we find notes on speak-
ing the truth (fol. 9r), on who commands the English church (fol. 12v), 
on accord with the law of scripture (fol. 12r), on simony (fols. 13v, 27v), 
on whether a council of clerics can convene without papal authorization 
(fols. 18rv), and on whether the king or the pope has higher author-
ity (fol. 19v). There are verses on legal and theological points scattered 
throughout the manuscript, as for example a verse on latria and dulia 
(fol. 323r), a distinction much cited by Wycliffites, between the vener-
ation appropriate to God as opposed to that appropriate to objects or 
images designed to foster devotion.26

The annotations about biblical interpretation and translation (fol. 
9r), on what books count as apocrypha (fols. 16rv), and on the relation-
ship between laws found in scripture as opposed to human laws (e.g., 
fols. 197r, 219r, 270r, 307r, 234v) are more unusual in a canon law manu-
script. They are characteristically Wycliffite: they would not be out of 
place in one of the biblical prefaces or summaries associated with the 
movement, or else in the Thirty-Seven Conclusions, which make heavy 
use of canon law and discuss how to reconcile that law with God’s law 
as found in scripture.27 

But these annotations do not simply pull in their own direction, in-
dependent from the text of Gratian. Several appear in the opening pages 
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of the manuscript, in the margins of Gratian’s first twenty distinctions, 
which are also known as his Treatise on Laws.28 Here, Gratian similarly 
discusses the foundation of human law in scripture, and while he does 
not address this topic at length, the materials he compiles throughout 
the Decretum do put this stated principle into practice by citing scrip-
ture heavily and pervasively. Some of the verses deployed in the course 
of this sequence of annotations are highly conventional: “littera gesta 
docet” makes an appearance, to explain types of biblical interpretation 
and their utility, for example (fol. 7r).28 Similarly, there is a mnemonic 
on the ten plagues of Egypt (fol. 239v).30 Others seem more original, 
such as a distich that combines the adage that the new does not always 
destroy the old with the juristic principle that laws should be in concord 
(fol. 29v).31 This principle is of course fundamental to the Decretum’s 
mode of exposition, and the foundation of the medieval study of canon 
law on which all subsequent commentary on the Decretum and succes-
sive compilations builds, in that each distinction or question proceeds by 
quoting and resolving the discrepancies between discordant canons. 
By comparing an oblique reference to the relationship of the old and 
new laws with the principle of concord, this verse too implicitly asserts 
that scriptural and human law should be compatible.

By far the bulk of the verses in the margins of this manuscript, how-
ever, are moralizing verses, many aimed at clerical life. These verses are 
loosely attached, if at all, to the canon law text that is their neighbour. 
Hardly any injunctions of this general kind are given in prose, in con-
trast with the other types of annotation we have canvassed. We might 
wonder why there is so much of what might look like anodyne boiler-
plate moralizing, in a canon law manuscript that belonged to Wyclif of 
all places. Our core sample experiment here may prompt us to recon-
sider what role commonplace moralizing might have in legal thought, 
and perhaps especially for complaint or for reformist thought. If Mum 
and the Sothsegger could present a Latin legal tag derived from Roman 
law as proverbial discourse, the common speech of the countryside, 
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then perhaps, conversely, the common speech of the country, or moral-
izing speech that represents itself this way, may have a certain force in 
learned legal disputation.

The use of the Distichs of Cato for elementary instruction in Latin en-
sured that verse aphorisms were basic to how educated people thought 
about stating moral truths, regardless of their area of expertise.32 How-
ever, while we may be accustomed to thinking of moralizing verses as 
generalized and largely unhelpful advice of the kind a Polonius might 
deliver, a number of the moralizing verses included in the margins of 
Royal 10 E ii are more topical than they look. Some are of obvious rel-
evance to reform-minded clerics, and even to Wyclif in particular. For 
example, the well-known distich “Quanto dignior es aut per genus aut 
per honores / In te tanto res viciose sunt grauiores” (fol. 20v) matches 
up quite precisely with the advice Wyclif gives the king in De Officio 
Regis: that his rank, and the power over others’ lives that it confers, 
make any vices he may indulge more serious in their consequences.33 
Literary scholars have been aware for some time that when Chaucer, 
Langland, Gower, or their imitators deploy moralizing quotations of 
this kind, they typically aim to complicate their surface meaning in the 
service of their larger narrative and argument, rather than simply rely 
on their wisdom.34 But we may not have thought about how this sort of 
moralizing might be less simple than it looks in legal contexts, as well. 
As well as considering the social context and ownership of a specific 
manuscript, we might consider the context of these verses on the page 
itself. Some may simply be jotted in convenient blank spaces, so that 
their pointed relevance to discussions taking place around them needs 
to be reconstructed by reading other texts; but others may refer quite 
directly to neighbouring discussions in the text or standard gloss. 

Similarly, the proverbial wisdom in moralizing verses themselves 
has not typically been thought of as subject to controversy or prone to 
modification. But variance among these verses suggests otherwise. For 
example, the advice to members of religious orders expressed in “Nunc 
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lege nunc ora nunc cum fervore labora / Sic erit ora breuis et labor iste 
leuis” (Now read, now pray, now work with zeal / Thus the hour will 
be brief and the labour light)—that is the standard wording—seems to 
have been actively modified in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth 
centuries in England by those seeking a different kind of advice about 
how to divide their time in other walks of life.35 This shift in emphasis is 
congruent with the Wycliffite contention that life in the world is a better 
means to pursue holiness than life in a religious order, especially con-
sidering the religious orders’ abuse of their resources.36 But it would also 
find broader sympathy among a wide range of religious writings that seek 
to make religious aspiration accessible to lay readers.37 The single line 
“nunc lege, nunc ora, nunc disce, nuncque labora” appears on its own in 
the manuscript of the Castle of Perseverance, for example: “nunc disce” 
(now study) has been added in place of “cum fervore” (with zeal).”38 
Similarly, in Royal 10 E ii, the distich appears with the first line “Nunc 
lege, nunc ora, nunc instrue [now instruct], nuncque labora” (fols. 192r, 
192v). Each of these versions places a new emphasis on learning, though 
only Royal 10 E ii exhorts readers to teach, at the same time that it at-
taches the benefits promised for religious to a broadened audience. This 
verse is copied twice on adjacent pages, as if for emphasis. 

This core sampling of a single legal manuscript has suggested ways 
that we might complicate our understanding of how short mnemonic 
verses helped medieval people think about law. Rather than simply 
facilitating memory or restating accepted truths, these verses and the 
various media they travel through and stitch together may provide 
sites upon which truth and memory can be renegotiated. Rather than 
emerging from learned culture and filtering only unevenly through to 
vernacular verse, they may circulate between languages and contexts in 
ways that their sedimentation in various written forms can only partly 
record. In Royal 10 E ii in particular, moralizing verses seem to be a way 
of thinking about law in verse that may not have always seemed distinct, 
for this manuscript’s users, from the verse annotations and legal tags 



117Multimedia Verse

that had emerged more directly from the context of legal teaching and 
commentary—the ones that ordinarily accompany the canon law gloss 
and are commonly incorporated into its text. Any of these verses, re-
gardless of provenance, might be modified and redeployed in new con-
texts—and any of them, no matter how recondite its origins, might be 
remembered and repeated often enough that it might come to seem like 
common speech.



Raymond of Pennafort, Liber Extra, a folio to illustrate typical glossing and 
layout, Cambridge, Gonville and Caius College 253/497



Chapter 5

Ex Illo Tempore
Time, Mediation, and the 

Ars Dictaminis in Letter 65 by 
Peter the Venerable

Jonathan M. Newman

Introduction

The epistolary form was central to the religious and institutional life of 
the Latin West during the Middle Ages. In particular, the twelfth cen-
tury is often regarded as a golden age of medieval epistolarity, and few of 
its correspondents are more celebrated than Peter the Venerable, Abbot 
of Cluny (1092–1156). Peter wrote well over a hundred letters to prom-
inent figures across Latin Christian Europe, and their style epitomizes 
the development of letters written according to the ars dictaminis, the 
medieval art of letter-writing, into an artful form of diplomatic prose 
that combines personal and institutional communication.1 This chapter 
will examine how a letter from Peter to Bernard of Clairvaux in request 
of a reply offers a model for understanding how the conventions of 
medieval epistolography informed and metonymically reproduced the 
church’s corporate self-understanding, particularly during the twelfth 
century. This letter is particularly revelatory inasmuch as it uses its own 
focuses on the mediality of letters to express both the church’s ideal-
ized self-understanding in its apocalyptic mission of salvation and the 
vexing experiences of institutionality and factionalization. My reading 
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will apply terms and concepts taken from media theory to identify some 
of the causes and implications of the role letters played in authorizing 
the apparatus of ecclesiastical institutional authority. In particular, I will 
demonstrate how this letter’s representation of mediality can clarify the 
role of epistolary texts and objects in the literature and documentation 
of this period, and in this way advance our understanding of this crucial 
literary and documentary genre. 

It bears emphasizing from the start that when I refer to the mediality 
of letters, I mean the discursive protocols of composition as much as 
the material conveyances.2 In Peter the Venerable’s time, the first half 
of the twelfth century, the conventional formulas of medieval letters 
were continuously elaborated and codified in letter-writing handbooks 
that realized the church’s structure through formulas of address and 
self-representation determined by institutional ranks and roles.3 The in-
stitutional needs that drove the production of these conventions existed 
in tension with the affective, personal discourse of the conventions 
themselves, which often express the sender’s desire for the recipient’s 
presence and lament the relative insufficiency of the letter in compari-
son to face-to-face speech. Medieval letters thus demonstrate a tension 
between the letter’s status as a situated (personal) event and as a (insti-
tutional) record of that event; letters are both instances of transmission 
and of storage media, expressions of desire in the present and docu-
ments of transactions in the imagined future. 

The letter in question is letter 65 of Peter the Venerable to Bernard of 
Clairvaux from the 1140s, which expresses a preference for letters over 
messengers.4 These two correspondents are suitably representative fig-
ures of the period’s ecclesiastical elites. As abbots, authors, and reform-
ers, they represent and articulate divergent and contrary views about 
monastic purpose and practice, but they do so in a shared medium and 
network.5 As my reading below will show, Peter’s letter is a particularly 
useful example of how the two related tensions identified above—be-
tween personal and institutional communication, between utterance 
and record—could give individual letters an indefinite temporality by 
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which they could ascribe to themselves as media and objects a kind of 
charismatic authority previously identified with the body of the charis-
matic master or holy person.6 

In particular, I will argue that letters had a pervasive role as the most 
important medium for public communication at a distance between in-
dividuals and institutions in the Middle Ages, and shared with face-to-
face interactions a set of ceremonial qualities that expressed ranks and 
relationships.7 Consequently, the way that medieval letters reflected on 
their similarities to and differences from face-to-face speech is insepar-
able from their social discourse. Various tensions attend the mediality of 
the medieval letter—tensions arising from a discourse on and in letters 
that articulate distinctions between absence and presence, or, conceived 
more precisely in terms of temporality, between present and not-present. 
Around this distinction comes a cluster of related contrasts—between 
spontaneous speech and the codified dictaminal letter, between institu-
tional role and subjective desire (or “public and private”), and between 
the time and place of writing and the time and place of reading, the very 
difference upon which mediation rests. In order to map these contrasts 
and demonstrate their usefulness for reading the epistles of the twelfth 
century, I begin in the next section with my reading of the specific letter 
that is the occasion for my analysis.

Epistolary Mediation and Work of Association

In letter 65, addressed to Bernard of Clairvaux, Peter asks specifically 
for a letter in preference to the more “authentic” physical presence: 

Since that time [ex illo tempore], there does remain in me 
constantly, even as I hope [utinam] it does in you, the love 
which began together between us on account of Christ—And 
while I have enclosed this love in my heart and concealed it 
in that treasury as something more dear than any gold and 
more brilliant than every gem, I wonder that in so much time 
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I have not received the kinds of evidence of this love for my 
safekeeping as I might wish from you. I do give thanks that, 
since you have often sent greetings through someone or other, 
you have expressed that you have not completely forgotten your 
friend. But I complain that to this point you have not given 
more certain signs of this love through letters. More certain, I 
say, because the written page does not know how to change its 
discourse, while the tongue of speakers may too often alter the 
truth with which it is charged by addition or subtraction.8 

Peter, comparing the relative value of the written word to the messen-
ger who conveys a message by memory, asserts that the written letter is 
a surer and more reliable sign of the sender’s love than the words of a 
messenger.9 This discourse contrasting the alternatives for communi-
cating at a distance demonstrates that “self-reflection of texts and arti-
facts on their own media-ness” in which Markus Stock and Anne-Marie 
Rasmussen see cause for examining medieval culture through the lens 
of present-day media studies.10 And for Peter, the material medium of 
writing has a meaning apart from, but potentially consonant with the 
“message”: the immutable sequence of a written letter would signify 
the permanence of Bernard’s love, and therefore be a more appropriate 
medium for communicating it. 

Medieval historians have long been aware of the anxiety about medi-
ation expressed in Peter’s letter here, which is indeed widely attested. 
Horst Wenzel, for example, has written about the way that an oral mes-
sage and a written letter might be combined to verify one another, and 
how this implies that the reliability of either on its own might fail in 
some way.11 So also in his short monograph Letters and Letter Collec-
tions, which remains an important touchstone on the subject, Giles 
Constable adduced this passage: “Sometimes an author relied on his 
style as a proof of authenticity, either because his seal was not to hand, 
as with the letters of St. Bernard mentioned above, or because the matter 
was so secret or so compromising to the writer that he hesitated to attach 
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his name or seal.”12 Constable brings up as well the example of Petrarch, 
who states in one of his letters written sine nomine, “You recognize the 
voice of the speaker.”13 Clearly, then, the relation between speech and 
writing in medieval letter-writing is far more complex than a simple dis-
tinction between immediacy and mediation respectively. 

In each of these examples, the presence of the speaker is understood 
to be mediated not by an indexical sign through contiguous attachment 
of the author’s body to the material letter, but by an iconic sign, since the 
style of the language reproduces the sender’s voice through its resem-
blance.14 This emphasis on style as authenticating voice acknowledges 
the supplementary nature of the indexical sign—the seal or subscript—
for the purpose of eliciting a sense of authenticated presence for the 
recipient.15 The mutual supplementarity of body, seal, signature, voice, 
and style illuminates the interrelation of bodily presence, social author-
ity, and literary style in the epistolary culture of central Middle Ages: 
“For medieval culture, the co-presence of bodies and the representation 
of absent people are fundamentally important categories of politically 
relevant communication. As research in the fields of medieval history, 
cultural studies, and literary studies has shown, the performative acts of 
people co-present in shared spaces are foundational for aristocratic prac-
tices.”16 The continuous attention that medieval letters pay to bodies in 
space, along with their ceremonious elaboration of forms of address, 
suggests that such letters serve not only to mediate verbal messages, but 
“performative acts” predicated on “the co-presence of bodies.”

It is therefore remarkable that Peter’s request for a verbal message 
argues that a written message will make the communication of Bernard’s 
presence less attenuated than the spoken message of an oral messenger.17 
This request comes near the beginning, in the exordium of the letter, 
sometimes called the captatio benevolentiae—the effort to obtain the 
audience or reader’s goodwill; the same request will be repeated later in 
the petitio. According to the protocols of the ars dictaminis, every letter 
contained five parts: salutatio, exordium (a rhetorical effort to gain the 
goodwill of the listener), a narratio (the “information” that the letter 
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had to convey), a petitio or request, and a conclusio. These were compul-
sory elements of all dictaminal letters, which make up the overwhelming 
majority of letters written in the central and later Middle Ages. 

From our experience of how letters, memos, and emails function 
in present-day organizational culture, we might view the petitio as the 
“business end” of the letter, the part that contains the “actual” message, 
and correspondingly view the letter’s other parts—salutatio, exordium, 
narratio, conclusio—as filler, ceremonial face-work, or “phatic commun-
ion.”18 In fact, letters were a means by which organizational and individ-
ual associations were maintained remotely, so that such ceremonial face-
work was often the entire point of the letter. Then as now, it was vitally 
important to ensure that everyone knew in every interaction who was in 
charge and who was subordinate, who made decisions and who enacted 
them, in theory and in practice. As a compulsory element, therefore, the 
petitio aligned senders with receivers in a culture of reciprocity (shared 
by ecclesiastical and lay elites) that ratified the respective institutional 
roles and relationships obtaining between senders and recipients.19 Peter 
the Venerable’s request for a letter in preference to live speech must be 
read in light of this function letters performed, as (re)productions of the 
training and practice that shaped the church into a corporate body that 
transcended times and place. 

Given the putative logocentrism of Western culture, the notion that 
a letter may be a superior mode of communication to spoken words 
might seem surprising. In fact, this counterintuitive idea speaks to a 
tension between competing concepts of communication articulated 
by Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht: on the one hand, the communication of 
bodily presence, and on the other hand, the communication of a mean-
ing above and beyond bodily presence for which bodies must be under-
stood as mere vehicles.20 This tension is expressed in the passage quoted 
above, and it is crucial to understanding medieval letters as a discursive 
practice coordinating social identities and institutions through specific 
texts.21 Peter’s both/and resolution to the contradiction between the 
letter form’s mediality as a textual object and its (conventionalized) 
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evocations of “immediacy” and bodily presence is representative of the 
role letters played in assembling the institutional church in this period 
of enormous transformation and expansion.

In particular, Peter’s preference for a letter over a messenger marks 
the failures of face-to-face communication even as it focuses on how the 
presence of a speaker reveals the conventionality of “immediacy.” In 
fact, the failure of face-to-face speech discloses the superiority of the 
epistolary supplement. At first glance, this may seem like a deconstruct-
ive or Lacanian substitution of a durative physical token of attenuated 
presence for the ephemeral and unobtainable real presence—in other 
words, a “fetish.” In fact, the substitution of the letter for the presence 
of the sender transforms individual relationships into institutional roles; 
it reconfigures bodily presence into a conceptual vehicle for the linea-
ments of association that continuously enact the church as a body that 
transcends spatial and temporal location.22 

What is striking about the way letters mediate this incorporation (con-
sidered as a process as much as an entity) is the degree to which they 
make embodied desire the motive force of the church’s increasingly text-
ualized institutionalization. This feature, too, is emblematized by Peter’s 
letter to Bernard, not least with its optative (if counterfactual) statement 
marker utinam: “There does remain in me constantly, even as I hope 
[utinam] it does in you, the love which began together between us on ac-
count of Christ.”23 From their classical, patristic, and monastic origins, 
the intertwining threads of mediation, desire, and time emerge in high 
medieval epistolarity in a mode that is processed by the protocols of the 
ars dictaminis. This fact gives a different inflection to C. Stephen Jae-
ger’s thesis about the idealization of physical presence during the period 
of transition to textualized bureaucratic administration during the long 
twelfth century.24 This idealization depends precisely on that physical 
presence being already figured by epistolarity. The letter’s reflective dis-
course about its own mediality combines its attention to bodily presence 
and absence with attention to the temporality of the letter’s transmission 
and reception. Peter’s letter to Bernard is a paradigmatic example of the 
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dictaminal letter as the distillation of clerical society because it suggests 
how the representation of desired and desirous bodies organizes how 
letters enact the institutional routines that coordinate identities, rela-
tions, and systems in the clerical church. In the next section, I will turn 
to consider more broadly some of the ways in which we might apply this 
paradigm to think about medieval epistolarity more generally.

Letter, Institution, and Clerical Authority

The tension between the letter’s monumentality and status as a situ-
ated act of communication from a specific sender to a specific recipi-
ent pervaded all kinds of medieval literary writing. Most conventional 
understandings of modern communications technology are predicated 
on a distinction between media and storage. And yet, as the example of 
Peter’s letter 65 makes especially clear, letters can function both as trans-
mission media and as storage media, and moreover these functions can 
not only fail to contradict each other but can be mutually reinforcing. 
Like modern technological mass media, letters “can be stored indefin-
itely,” copied, reproduced, and reused for a variety of purposes at differ-
ent times and places.25 As tokens of exchange and objects of commercial 
consumption, letters were even subject to commodification like modern 
media, if at a much lower volume.26 Letters persistently acknowledge 
the role played by the expectations and desires of specific readers in 
shaping the form and content of their letters. The sender also appeals to 
the personal history and mutual affiliation shared with the receiver, so 
that the letter itself perpetuates the connection as its material token and 
enactment—carried, exchanged, read out loud, copied, and collected.27 
The letter is both artifact and event: event as artifact, artifact as event. 

This double nature manifests in several ways. As I have explained 
above, one of these is in the conventional contrast between the letter’s 
self-characterization as spontaneous face-to-face discourse and its stud-
ied composition as prose. Another is in the expressions of longing for 
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the correspondent’s presence and sorrow at the absence, by reflections 
on distance and separation. These reveal complex and sometimes con-
tradictory understandings of how letters mediate the presence and desire 
of writers and readers. The re-presentifying of the bodies of charismatic 
figures in an idealized way, made possible by the specific mediality of 
the letter—immaterial and yet touchable, transitory and yet available 
to be read and shared over and over again—was a central feature and 
perhaps motivating factor of that “golden age of epistolarity” identified 
with the twelfth century. 

While it is difficult to overstate the importance of the letter to 
twelfth-century social, institutional, and religious practice, it bears ac-
knowledging that this epistolary culture did not come out of nowhere. 
The greater part of the New Testament is made up of letters addressed 
to both individuals and communities. Likewise, a vast amount of pa-
tristic writing from the early apostolic fathers to Gregory the Great and 
Bede consisted of letters, and Christian epistolography was an out-
growth and species of a more widespread practice of letter-writing in 
the Greco-Roman world. This practice encompassed a great number 
of purposes: private, legal, administrative, diplomatic, didactic, and re-
ligious. Nor was this limited to European Christian culture. To pick 
only one other example, the rabbinical responsa offers a parallel legacy 
of ancient epistolography adapted to the use of a geographically dis-
persed religious community. Sita Steckel, among others, has expanded 
in detail on the continued and growing association of letter-writing with 
clerical culture through “networks of learning” in Western Europe from 
the ninth century.28 

Nevertheless, the Investiture Controversy and reform movements be-
ginning in the eleventh century gave letters a very specific form of prom-
inence, because they served as the principal medium for propaganda for 
partisans on both sides.29 Letters also grew in importance when their 
function expanded as the Roman Church transformed into a supra-
national bureaucracy.30 The letter in the Middle Ages had already come 
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to form the model not just for official and personal communication at a 
distance, but for deeds, charters, bulls, and other kinds of official legal 
documents. As such, letters were communication across time as well 
as space; the edict or charter served as a kind of letter to whom it may 
concern in the future. 

As the importance of letters increased, procedures for making letters 
became increasingly codified and elaborate, and expertise in those pro-
cedures and codes became a mark of belonging to a distinct and self- 
regarding group. Writing letters was a central part of the education and 
work of clergy, both monastic and secular, in the Middle Ages.31 From 
the eleventh through the fifteenth century, to learn to write prose was to 
learn to write letters. The work of institutional communication and net-
work building was carried out by clerics occupying various institutional 
roles but sharing the ars dictaminis as a common protocol for communi-
cating ideas and expressing and resolving conflicts. 

The formality of the letter provides a unifying framework, a field for 
playing with various modes of address and types of discourse while an-
choring them in the epistolary situation of the central and later Middle 
Ages.32 This epistolary situation is a community fragmented in time and 
space but united by shared procedures and professional values. Think-
ing about the elaborate conventions of medieval epistolary rhetoric as 
mediating protocols brings into view the way the letter’s sense of im-
mediacy is attained through repeated formulas, genres, and rhetorical 
norms.33 Of course Peter’s claim that Bernard’s love is more precious 
than any gem belongs to a standard repertoire of affective language that 
could signal a great many things. Nevertheless, to decode procedural and 
strategic meanings (e.g., “how a Benedictine abbot addresses a famous 
Cistercian he does not much like when challenging him to commit a 
position to writing”) does not efface the literal and most historically 
proximate meaning. That literal meaning of this letter is a reflection on 
the value of a letter for monastic friendship in the context of the author’s 
overwhelming reverence for the holiness of his recipient. 
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Above I have cited C. Stephen Jaeger’s influential work, which has 
examined the cultural transformations that accompanied the shift in the 
church to a footing of administrative textuality.34 It will help to clarify 
my own argument if I situate it briefly in relation to his influential nar-
rative of these transformations. Jaeger begins this narrative in a “before 
time” when clerical authority was enacted through personal presence 
and an “after time” when texts became themselves dispositive of cler-
ical authority. In the eleventh century, cathedral schools burgeoning 
in the imperial cities of the Rhine circulated “the accepted, normative, 
legitimate discourse” of cultus virtutum, the cultivation of virtue.35 
This cultus was learning manners and habits from a charismatic master 
whose body, rather than texts, was the object of imitation: “A charis-
matic culture makes the body and the physical presence into the medi-
ator of cultural values…. Physical presence is the anchor of charismatic 
culture.”36 Jaeger’s grand thesis is that the twelfth century witnessed the 
replacement of this charismatic culture centred on the cathedral schools 
of the eleventh century with a textual fabrication centred on the study 
and imitation of texts. The mediality of the dictaminal letters suggests a 
slightly more complicated situation—the charismatic body was already 
produced by textuality, and the authority of texts continued to issue 
from their connection to authorial bodies.

Jaeger describes the transformation of clerical culture from the elev-
enth to twelfth centuries in terms closely resembling how Gumbrecht 
describes the transition from a presence culture to a meaning culture, 
especially in the way it imagines meaning as something that transforms 
from the plenitude of presence (“the real”) to the attenuated presence 
of verbal signification and mediation (“the symbolic”).37 According to 
Jaeger, “The eleventh century was oriented to personal presence; the 
twelfth tended more and more toward texts. It is a development closely 
related to the transition from an oral to a written culture. But the transi-
tion of media has received far more attention and intelligent commentary 
than the more embracing category, the transition from real to symbolic, 
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from physical to textual presence, in the intellectual life of the two per-
iods.”38 Jaeger’s formulation of this shift as a “transition of media” tacitly 
acknowledges that the oral communication of personal presence is itself 
a kind of mediation. Oral communication, like the letter, produces the 
personal presence of the speaker under a set of protocols and conven-
tions whose dependence on that speaker’s personal presence is fixed 
within a wider range of practices and habits. Jaeger sees in the differ-
ence between bodily and textual presence a difference between real and 
symbolic, and sees in twelfth-century humanistic culture, such as John 
of Salisbury’s celebrated portrait of Bernard of Chartres, an attitude of 
nostalgia toward the living, bodily presence of the master’s charisma
tic body.39 

Yet the eleventh century texts on which Jaeger bases his thesis are 
already retrospective, and have already textualized the physical pres-
ence in a way that marks the absence of the charismatic body and its re- 
presentation in text. The twelfth-century text (itself an idealization 
based on periodizing assumptions) mediates the body, and in doing so 
remediates a creation already mediated and mediating—the idealized 
master’s imaginary body, itself the instructive medium of virtue, grace, 
and good conduct. Jaeger’s description of this charisma as “a kind of 
body-magic” that “makes the teacher’s presence into a seal and the stu-
dents into wax receiving his print” underscores the mediated nature of 
a supposedly immediate physical presence with a profound understand-
ing of how medieval people looked for the mutual validation of seal, 
messenger, and letter.40 

What emerges with the centrality of the dictaminal letter, then, is a 
valorization of the letter not as replacement, but as remediation of char-
ismatic presence.41 This remediation speaks not to its own insufficiency 
for translating that charisma, but on the contrary to a supersufficiency 
linking back to the letter’s status as both transmission and storage. This 
allows not only mediation of the sender, but of the organization of the 
church that produces charisma as a function of the clerical office as 
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much as the pure manners and sweet discourse described by the texts 
that Jaeger explores. It is the procedures of the ars dictaminis that bring 
together office and habitus. What were originally discretionary tech-
niques for the orator become complex verbal protocols determined 
precisely by the institutional role of sender and recipient; the nested 
hierarchies produced by the arrangement of these protocols mediate the 
social structure imagined by the medieval clergy, and to use the compos-
itional formulae of ars dictaminis is to realize that imaginary structure in 
institutional practice.42 

A helpful framing for this is provided by critical discourse analysis 
(CDA), which teaches that face-to-face interactions and communications 
mediated by technology are equally formatted by “preconstructed ele-
ments” and “institutional routines” entailed by relations of class, status, 
and power.43 The dictaminal letter is a particularly explicit instance of 
how discourse is configured by institutional routines and preconstructed 
elements. The routines include the protocols that inscribe status and 
social distance and proximity among the people, mostly men, of the 
medieval church’s branching parallel hierarchies.44 The preconstructed 
discursive elements belong to, and derive from, an art of rhetoric origin-
ating in ancient forensic discourse, but already thoroughly textualized 
in the eleventh century by centuries of educational practice.45 Individual 
utterances and messages are produced by more or less explicit sets of 
conventions and protocols that reproduce relations of power.46 

At the same time, CDA posits reciprocity between discourse and 
practice. Institutions and social structures are not just represented but 
regenerated by the elements and routines of discursive practices like 
the ars dictaminis.47 In generating and structuring the discourse of the 
medieval letter, the ars dictaminis constitutes an authority that is im-
manent in textual self-representation. Letters point beyond themselves 
to an authorizing presence, but the authority is located in the text itself. 
If this authority is identified with an embodied voice, it must also be 
remembered that “the sound of the body often becomes an imitation 



132 Old Media and the Medieval Concept

of this part of itself that is produced and reproduced by the media: i.e., 
the copy of its own artifact.”48 The cultural fantasy of the master’s char-
ismatic body described by Jaeger depends already on the mediation 
of writing—“orality insinuates itself, like on the threads of which it is 
composed, into the network—an endless tapestry—of a scriptural econ-
omy.”49 Letters belong to an economy, an ordered but dynamic system 
of exchange, which is scriptural. And while “orality” or face-to-face 
interaction offers a fantasy of self-authorizing discourse, the “‘scriptural’ 
is that which separates itself from the magical world of voices and trad-
ition” and in doing so, generates “legitimate practice,” society as a text.50 

This, then, is the story of the twelfth-century “golden age” of medieval 
epistolarity. As letters express longing for the co-presence of sender and 
recipient, they simulate the fantasy of immediacy, unachievable because 
its achievement would render the letters in which they exist unneces-
sary. Thus, the epistolary discourse of desire draws attention to the 
letter’s mediation of word and presence across time, invoking spatial 
presence by displacing the temporal present. Reflections on the med-
iality of the letter like the one found in Peter the Venerable’s Letter 
65, reveal a nostalgia for the charismatic body of the eleventh-century 
master: “I composed this even while your absence—begrudgingly—was 
still concealing the look of your body from me against my wishes, since 
reputation, faster than the body, was already carrying the presence of 
your blessed soul to the eyes of my mind in what way it could.”51 Yet 
Peter’s expressed desire for a letter reveals how bodily charisma has al-
ready become a textual phenomenon, just as the elaboration of dictam-
inal rhetoric calls attention to textuality in a way that ends up intensi-
fying bodily reference. De Certeau talks about writing as displacing the 
originary voice of authority into the past, and in the course of doing so, 
transforming time into space. In this way, we can perhaps understand 
the reinscription of the voice into writing, the remediation of the body 
in text, as depending on the inscription of temporality into the text, 
which is a crucial feature of epistolarity as such.52 In particular, Peter’s 
letter helps us think through the way that absence is conceived more in 
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temporal than spatial terms. In the next section, I will return to Peter’s 
letter and address this question of temporality.

Absence, Temporality, and Desire

It is beyond the scope of this discussion but nonetheless helpful to note 
that scenes of people writing and reading letters to one another can be 
found throughout the literature of the central and later Middle Ages, 
in both official languages and unofficial dialects. These scenes articu-
late a persistent recognition of the absence felt as suffering and longing 
between the senders and recipients, as well their fetishistic desire to re-
cover and maintain mutual presence through the letters themselves. In 
Marie de France’s Milun, a young noblewoman kisses her lover’s letter 
a “hundred times.”53 Several centuries later, Chaucer’s Troilus bathes 
the seal of his letter to Criseyde in his tears, and later kisses Criseyde’s 
response repeatedly.54 These scenes are helpful context for the present 
argument because they suggest how the medieval imaginary makes the 
letter metonymical for the sender’s body. In such fictions, the letter’s 
materiality, including such appurtenances as the wax seal, mediates 
the physical presence of sender and receiver through a contiguity be-
tween physical bodies that replaces space with time as the distancing 
factor. In this section I will describe the similar play at work in the offi-
cial letters that are the subject of my analysis.

As I have described above, the medieval art of letter writing, the ars 
dictaminis, includes specific protocols for formatting the text before 
its material transmission. But the entire set of practices that make up 
medieval letter writing involve a set of material practices as well as a 
set of textual protocols; it is therefore crucial that the overall picture of 
medieval epistolarity be understood to include such material practices 
De Ghellink here describes: “There are two stages to be crossed between 
the dictation by the author and the text as it is transmitted to us: first, the 
passage from the ear to the hand of the tachygrapher [the scribe working 
in shorthand, probably on a wax tablet] … then, the second stage, from 
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the eye to the hands of the scribe, who reconstituted the tachygraphy 
into ordinary writing, and, finally, the passage from the eye or the ear 
to the hands of the calligraphers, who definitively transcribed the copy, 
and thus the risks of textual corruptions were multiplied.”55 This de-
scription of letters as a communications medium registers how medieval 
fictions represent the exchange of letters as embedded in a matrix of 
bodies in motion and contact: multiple steps of material transmission, 
from voice to tablet to parchment, and then (often) to a secretary or 
cleric in the service of the recipient who will read the letter aloud and 
sometimes even translate it into a vernacular.56 

The complexity of producing and exchanging letters raises a number 
of questions about what belongs to the message and what makes up the 
static obscuring it. The reference to eyes, hands, and ears points to the 
ways in which the letter, as a medium, overtly registers the mutual im-
positions it makes between itself and the bodies that handle it—scribes, 
messengers, and readers-out-loud. To compensate for the attenuation of 
the sender’s presence, gestures of subscription—signatures and seals—
imprint an indexical sign of the sender’s bodily presence, as if to say that 
this seemingly mediated communication act is in fact immediate. 

As I have suggested above, the letters that served as the ligaments of 
the institutional church were also a cultivated form of literary expres-
sion, especially in the long twelfth century that is my primary focus. 
Letter collections were assembled on account both of their author’s 
significance and of their virtuosity with the epistolary medium. Some 
authors combined both, and indeed I have selected Peter the Venerable 
and Bernard of Clairvaux as my examples in part for the way that they 
exhibit this combination.57 Through the letter genre’s own discourse 
of presence, absence, and embodied desire, the letters found in such 
collections seemingly strive for immediate communication. As a neces-
sary consequence of this striving, literary letters become thematically 
concerned with that distinction between communication as the act of 
sending a message and the medium as the method or material channel 
by which the message is sent. One cannot exist without the other, and 
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so an “immediate” communication requires the co-presence of physical 
bodies in space and time, the body itself the irreducible material channel 
of communication. 

Peter the Venerable’s Letter 65, with its request to Bernard of Clair-
vaux for a letter, is a specimen from an exchange between two import-
ant churchmen and celebrated letter-writers that is precisely concerned 
with the combined literary and documentary task of representing and 
authorizing the mediality of their epistolary correspondence.58 They 
were not friends, but ideological and institutional rivals whose many 
letters debated the purpose and conduct of monasticism at a time of 
institutional growth and tumult.59 Nevertheless, as fellow monks and 
brothers in Christ, these letters drip with caritas, and in the passage 
cited above, Peter expresses the pain he feels at Bernard’s absence in 
elaborately emotional language. 

Conventionally, such emotional intensity was expressed not by sim-
plicity but rhetorical amplification, and drew upon customary tropes 
expressing the feeling of missing their correspondent that have roots in 
classical, biblical, and patristic epistolography. I will cite again the pas-
sage in which Peter expresses his longing for Bernard. In order to clarify 
my reading of this passage, I will also mark out with their Latin words 
all the places in this sentence where Peter calls attention to time: “I com-
posed this even while [dum] your absence—begrudgingly—was still 
[adhuc] concealing the look of your body from me against my wishes, 
since reputation was already [iam] carrying the presence [faciem] of your 
blessed soul to the eyes of my mind faster [velocior] than the body in that 
which it was able.”60 Adverbs of time—dum, adhuc, iam—call attention 
to the crucial role that time plays in the medium of letters. 

This specific and in some ways unremarkable letter allows us to con-
ceive how absence was conceived more in temporal than spatial terms, 
which indicates that letters conceive of their mediating work—of making 
absent correspondents present to each other—in temporal rather than 
spatial terms. The comparative velocior (faster) invokes speed and thus 
combines space and time, and the transference of focus from material to 
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spiritual presence annihilates the materiality of distance, an operation 
intensified in the next sentence: “But when what had long been denied 
I have finally achieved, and the phantoms of dreams have vanished with 
the arrival of truth, my soul has stuck to you, nor has it been able to 
be further parted from your love.”61 The temporality of this sentence 
is markedly strange in idiom and grammar and defies easy translation. 
Attention to time is repeatedly marked by more temporal adverbs—ubi 
(when), diu (for a long time), tandem (at length)—and through verbal 
forms that invoke time through the idea of succession (assecutus sum 
and succedente—“I followed after” and “following”), but the sequence 
of tenses is peculiar. In the first clause, the pluperfect fuerat (had been) 
gives way to the perfect sum assecutus (I followed after) and euanu-
erunt—all of this is governed by the initial ubi. After adhesit (stuck), we 
are in the main clause, which continues in the perfect, but a perfect that 
drifts into an aorist aspect, which emphasizes completion of an action at 
some point in the past, rather than specifying a particular point in time. 
Past and present are collapsed as the grammar itself figures the send-
er’s desire to overcome the distance between himself and his recipient 
through time. It is worth noting that the opening ubi can denote both 
where and when, but it quickly resolves its meaning as temporal in the 
context of the sentence that follows. This emphasis on time rather than 
space intensifies as the letter proceeds to where we began: “Thus, your 
love claimed me entirely for itself in turn, thus your character [mores] 
and virtues seized me, so that nothing was left to me of mine which was 
not yours, nothing not mine to you of yours was allowed to be. The love 
begun together for the sake of Christ remains in me constantly since 
that time, even as I hope it remains so in you—that love which alone, 
because it knows not how to perish, rightly has maintained its charac-
ter as much in me as it keeps to you.”62 Here it will be useful to think 
analytically about the challenges to linguistic temporality posed by the 
letter itself. According to François Recanati, the “epistolary present” de-
pends on an imaginary idealizing metaphor in which the time of sending 
and receiving are the same.63 This metaphor depends, we might say, on 
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the variety of immediacy identified by Bolter and Grusin, which is to 
say not the actual immediacy of technical transparency, as in a televised 
presence, but a conventionalized immediacy governed by beliefs and 
practices linking the epistolary situation to face-to-face interaction.64 

This imaginary space furnishes the conditions for a textualized 
co-presence that permeates the understanding of epistolarity found in 
medieval letters. This co-presence, the metaphorical idealization, is a 
constant of epistolarity from the classical through the medieval period. 
We see this in Heloïse’s quotation of Seneca in a letter to Abelard, oc-
curring in one of the most celebrated letter collections in not only the 
twelfth century but in the European literary corpus: 

Letters from absent friends are welcome indeed, as Seneca 
himself shows us by his own example when he writes these 
words in one of his letters to his friend Lucilius: “Thank you 
for writing to me often, the one way in which you can make 
your presence felt, for I never have a letter from you without 
the immediate feeling that we are together. If pictures of absent 
friends give us pleasure, renewing our memories and relieving 
the pain of separation even if they cheat us with empty comfort, 
how much more welcome are letters, which come to us in the 
very handwriting of an absent friend?”65

Heloïse’s citation of this ancient letter speaks to the indeterminate tem-
porality of a letter, which undermines its presence and potentially makes 
its comfort “empty,” even if Seneca says a letter is worth more than a 
picture. Temporality is ascribed not to the temporality of composition 
or reception but to the discourse of the text itself. This allows the epis-
tolary text to convey the author’s charismatic presence by virtue of its 
textuality, rather than simply recording an echo.

The elaborate discourse of medieval letters frequently draws attention 
to the role played by time. If mediation entails the overcoming of dis-
tance, then the medieval letter imagines that distance as being temporal 
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rather than spatial. This aligns with Michel de Certeau’s observation 
that writing displaces the originary voice into the past. If the originary 
voice of authority is imagined as present to the writer in the past—that 
time when the sender was recipient, the letter’s desire expresses distance 
from future as well as past togetherness; the discourse of separation 
becomes one of longing and hope, and this mixture of nostalgia and 
longing (hopeful or desperate) belongs simultaneously to the medieval 
languages of religion, friendship, and erotic love. Since this longing ex-
tends to the future as to the past, the temporality of Peter’s Letter 65 
to Bernard rests finally on a note of apocalyptic unity. After a slightly 
fulsome description of Bernard as the praelatior electus, the chosen war-
rior of the church, Peter returns to a request for letters that specific-
ally address the status of the pope: “In order that my complaints be put 
to sleep, commit the status of the Lord Pope and yours to be returned to 
me not only through my messengers but by your letters. I would also 
wish, as I have wished always, that one love might unite us, one Christ 
take us, and one place keep us, with you sped from your tedious court 
and me from dangerous care, never to be changed.”66 For a second time 
in the letter, Peter uses the wistful statement marker utinam (“would 
that it were so!”) to express a desirable, but counterfactual event. This 
letter, then, uses the very conditions of its mediality to express the idea 
of connection but the fact of spatial and temporal separation that under-
scores institutional and political division. 

Given that Peter and Bernard were not personal friends but institu-
tional rivals, the desire for unity might strike modern readers as insin-
cere to the degree that it is merely conventional. Indeed, if one contrasts 
the relative hardships they face—Peter’s cura periculosa (dangerous con-
cern) sounds rather worse than a curia laboriosa (hectic court)—then it 
may even be read as mildly aggressive. I would argue in response that it 
behooves modern readers of these letters not to foreclose too quickly 
on alternative readings. As media, letters can mediate, Peter hopes; they 
can communicate Bernard’s whole and unadulterated intention. This 
letter thus represents epistolary mediation along the lines of the future 
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communion of saints, and the work of mediation is imagined as working 
toward that future—a future that Peter even identifies with Bernard’s 
charismatic body as a holy warrior. Yet gesturing toward an eschato-
logical future unity also gestures toward present differences that arise 
from controversies and partisan affiliations within the broader church. 

Peter’s request for a letter over a messenger, while asking for Bernard’s 
charismatic presence in his textualized voice, is also requesting that Ber-
nard commit what he knows and what he wants as Cistercian abbot, 
friend of the pope, and reformer, to a written record of his knowledge, 
his wishes, and his affiliations. Thus, we see in Peter’s letter 65 a reflec-
tion on its own mediality that pays strategic attention to its material and 
discursive aspects and to its capacity to both overcome and reinforce 
spatial and temporal distance. In this way it manages to be both a letter 
from one monk to another and an act of intra-institutional diplomacy 
between rivalrous factions, revealing the richness and complexity that 
a heavily conventionalized form can give to a medium of political com-
munication and literary expression. Reading the letter in this way can 
not only lend new insight into the contradictions that drove the pro-
duction of twelfth-century letters and letter collections, but also into 
medieval notions of mediality and their modern descendants.
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Chapter 6

The Gloss on Genesis and Authority 
in the Cathedral Schools

Alice Hutton Sharp

The intellectual life of twelfth-century European schools was built 
around many different forms of authority: the authority of scripture, the 
writing of Late Antique and medieval auctores, the teaching authority of 
the “modern masters,” and new texts that organized inherited, authori-
tative teaching in new ways. The biblical commentaries known as the 
Ordinary Gloss stand at the intersection of these interlinked forms, and 
they reflect the authority of the scriptural text and its inspired authors as 
well as that of the auctores whose works were excerpted to form the com-
mentary.1 This chapter will examine the origins of these biblical com-
mentaries, to place them in the context of the performative, virtue-based 
model of education seen in medieval schools before the development of 
the universities.

The twelfth-century Bible was not a single volume, but a collection of 
books, each of which had its own tradition of commentaries. In the first 
decades of the twelfth century, commentaries on the most frequently 
taught books of the Bible, formatted as glosses copied in the margins 
of the page, spread around Europe thanks to their use in the influential 
cathedral schools of northern France. Their growing popularity and in-
fluence inspired the compilation of further glossed books of the Bible, 
chiefly under the influence of Parisian booksellers.2 By the thirteenth 
century, almost every book of the Bible was provided with a Gloss, and 
they had become dominant influences on the interpretation of scripture, 
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seen more and more as a single, magisterial entity: the Ordinary Gloss. 
As this chapter will demonstrate, the commentaries that would make up 
the Gloss did not originate as attempts to enshrine and codify authori-
tative interpretations of the biblical text, but were pieced together by 
students and scribes of the northern French cathedral schools because 
they aspired to the performed and embodied authority of their teachers. 

This chapter’s argument is built on a close study of the two oldest 
manuscripts of the Gloss on Genesis, supported by contemporary de-
pictions of the masters of the French cathedral schools. It begins with a 
look at the context and history of the Gloss, as well as twentieth-century 
research on its authorship. From there, the argument discusses the 
challenges scribes faced when copying manuscripts of the Gloss and the 
techniques they developed to make their work easier. It then moves to 
the specific and unusual bibliographic characteristics of the two earliest 
manuscripts of Genesis—Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, latin 
36 and Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, latin 14398—to show 
that the formatting and physical characteristics of these manuscripts’ 
pages reflect a communal authorship of the text made possible by de-
velopment in scribal techniques.3 In particular, it shows that the Cre-
ation and Fall narratives were copied as texts distinct from the rest of 
Genesis in the two earliest manuscripts of the Gloss, and argues that the 
commentary on this section of Genesis was compiled as a distinct pro-
ject. There was no single author of these texts, and this fact is important 
for understanding the transition between the older educational systems 
and intellectual traditions out of which the glosses arose and the newer 
systems and traditions that they helped to initiate. 

The Gloss is a selection of biblical commentaries in which the inter-
pretations from patristic and early medieval authorities, excerpted by a 
medieval compiler, are copied as “glosses”—i.e., between the lines and 
in the margins of the biblical text. The text is defined by its arrangement 
on the page, and as such its history is inseparable from the material 
evidence for how it was formatted, copied, and experienced by read-
ers. For a commentary to be of use, it must be clear to the reader what 
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passages in the principal text are under discussion. Both ancient and 
medieval commentaries were frequently written as what are called “con-
tinuous” commentaries, in which the commentary proceeds through the 
content of the main text without interruption, except for brief excerpts 
from the main text (called lemmata), which cued the reader to the topic 
under discussion. In gloss-format commentaries, however, the reader 
was guided by the format of the page, which contributed to the meaning 
of the text.

Although the Gloss is defined principally by its format, histories of 
that format have avoided questioning accepted attributions for the 
medieval authority behind the Gloss, accepting the common view that 
it took its influence from the teaching authority of its compiler.4 For at 
least some books of the biblical Gloss, manuscript evidence breaks down 
the idea that there was any one twelfth-century authority whose thought 
was reproduced by the compiled text. 

Here I will argue further that twelfth-century glosses on the Bible 
were not authoritative texts at all, but aspirational. Visually, the great 
blocks of text that make up the Gloss seem like a coherent and inter-
woven whole, though the text itself largely consisted of allegorical in-
terpretations and questionable etymology. The schoolmasters to whom 
they have been attributed did not record their lessons to spread their 
teaching far and wide. The Gloss makes visible the twelfth-century study 
of the “sacred page,” which included both sacred scripture and its re-
ceived interpretation. If we place these pages in the lecture hall, it will 
reveal how the texts of the Gloss represent the aspirations of the students 
who hoped to acquire the same authority as the teachers before whom 
they sat. 

In my analysis of the evidence to this effect I will focus on the earliest 
manuscripts of the Gloss on Genesis, which was one of the earliest books 
of the Bible to be glossed. The interpretation of Genesis has a peculiar 
history in the Christian tradition because the first chapters, which re-
count the creation of the world and the fall of humanity, were much 
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more frequently discussed and hotly debated than the subsequent text. 
The unbalanced focus of the exegetical tradition has exaggerated some of 
the challenges of Gloss production in the manuscripts of the Gloss, con-
tained a number of vexing theological challenges, and was thoroughly 
glossed. The course of its development shows that books of the Gloss 
were, at times, not the products not one single author, but of an intel-
lectual community that made contributions through largely anonymous 
members, like scribes.5 In order to look at the community that shaped 
the Gloss on Genesis, this chapter will first look at the figures at its 
head, whose names contributed to the popularity of the Gloss and whose 
teaching authority was sought out by ambitious and devoted students. 

Authority and the School of Laon

The commentaries that made up the Ordinary Gloss were neither the 
first nor the only gloss-format commentaries on the Bible.6 However, 
they were unusual for both their popularity and recognition, which grew 
rapidly over the course of the twelfth century. Their texts were also more 
stable from manuscript to manuscript than similar commentaries, al-
though the textual history of the Gloss is revealing itself as more complex 
than previously recognized.7 These characteristics, alongside the use of 
the Gloss by pre-scholastic and scholastic theologians, first inspired in-
terest in identifying an author whose fame would offer the commentary 
authority. Identifying the author of the texts, however, long posed a 
problem for historians, particularly those working with the assumption 
that such influential commentaries must have been compiled by a figure 
of equal stature. Only the Gloss on Lamentations refers to its compiler, 
one Gilbert “the Universal” (d. 1134) who was briefly bishop of London. 
Evidence, therefore, is sparse.8 

For many years, the biblical Gloss was credited to the Carolingian 
Walahfrid Strabo (to whom the Gloss is attributed in the Patrologia 
Latina), although Anselm of Laon was occasionally assigned authorship 
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of the interlinear glosses. Fifteenth-century publishers of the Gloss, as 
Smalley notes, attributed the text to a collection of authorities.9 Un-
tangling medieval attributions to disprove these ahistorical claims was 
a matter of painstaking textual research linking medieval references to 
exegetical activity—usually taken from texts written after a scholar’s 
death—to sources listed in later biblical commentaries.10 In the first half 
of the twentieth century the Gloss was definitively linked to the cathedral 
School of Laon in northern France, under the leadership of Anselm and 
his brother Ralph. Anselm and Ralph were determined to have pro-
duced the preliminary forms of some of the Glosses, while a substantial 
number were credited to Gilbert, who was either their colleague or stu-
dent before being raised to the episcopacy.11 However, as will be shown, 
for some books of the Gloss the matter of authorship has been shown to 
be yet more complex than initially thought.

Anselm of Laon was already known to those seeking an author for the 
Gloss because of his school’s role in the development of twelfth-century 
“sentence collections”—thematic collections of authoritative opinion, 
used as sources for classroom disputations. If Anselm’s school produced 
both the Gloss and the earliest sentence collections (as it did), he can be 
identified as the teacher behind the two genres that gave medieval scho-
lasticism its characteristic shape and essential texts.12 Despite his influ-
ence, Anselm’s life and teaching is known almost entirely from what 
others wrote about him. He is perhaps best known from his unflattering 
portrayal in Peter Abelard’s autobiography: “If any one came to him im-
pelled by doubt on any subject, he went away more doubtful still. He 
was wonderful, indeed, in the eyes of these who only listened to him, 
but those who asked him questions perforce held him as nought. He 
had a miraculous flow of words, but they were contemptible in meaning 
and quite void of reason. When he kindled a fire, he filled his house with 
smoke and illumined it not at all.’13

Abelard’s is one of the few detailed accounts of Anselm’s teaching, 
so it is unfortunate that it comes to us from one of the most unreliable 
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narrators of the Middle Ages.14 In contrast, Anselm’s supporters wrote 
with greater praise but less detail. Guibert of Nogent said that “[An-
selm’s] knowledge of the liberal arts made him a beacon for all of France 
and, indeed, the whole Latin world.”15 John of Salisbury praised the 
“lustre” Anselm and his brother Ralph brought to Laon with their teach-
ing, and numerous elegies report his erudition.16 Abelard’s only com-
panion in his disdain for the master of Laon was Rupert of Deutz, who 
was outraged to hear a rumour that Anselm taught that God willed evil. 
Taking the task of correction upon himself, Rupert travelled to Laon in 
1117 to challenge Anselm to a debate. Portraying himself as a Christ-like 
figure, Rupert rode into Laon on a donkey. (This was practical as well 
as symbolic: the city sits on a high plateau.) Learning, on his arrival, that 
Anselm had just died, Rupert took it almost personally.17 

Rupert’s story—like Abelard’s—is marked by a comical self-import-
ance. However, Anselm did respond to his allegations, and this provides 
the only text in which he described his teaching. In a letter to Heribrand 
of Saint-Laurent, Rupert’s abbot, Anselm said his task and teacher was 
teaching students to resolve the apparent disagreements found when 
comparing the writing of different auctores.18 This line, which was part 
of an argument defending his orthodoxy, is the only surviving explana-
tion of Anselm’s teaching program, his approach to received authorities, 
and the educational system that underpinned his school and the texts 
it inspired. 

But despite the established fact of Anselm’s reputation, it is hard to 
find anything in the texts that came from Anselm’s school that can be 
explicitly attributed to him. The contents of the school texts appear de-
rivative, as they are rarely more than excerpts from the well-known pa-
tristic auctores. Recent research has questioned what role Anselm had in 
their composition,19 and the question remains: What was the source of 
the authority of the Gloss, and what is its relationship to Anselm’s teach-
ing? The remainder of this chapter will address this question by look-
ing at the medium and format of the Gloss. By looking at the symbiotic 
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relationship between the text of the Gloss and developments in its 
format, this chapter will argue that the Gloss was developed in stages 
determined by input from a community of readers. It is only by under-
standing this anonymous, communal authorship that we can correctly 
gauge how the Gloss functioned as a source of authority. First, however, 
it is necessary to summarize some of the research on the authorship of 
the text in the years since Smalley’s initial series of articles.

The further back in its history one goes—and thus, the closer to 
Anselm and his school one gets—the thinner becomes the evidence for 
a single, magisterial Gloss for most books of the Bible. Textual criticism 
of many books has revealed the survival of multiple versions, with vary-
ing degrees of difference. For some books, an early version of a com-
mentary was eclipsed by a later; with others (like the Glosses on Ecclesi-
astes and Revelation), multiple versions circulated simultaneously, both 
in frequent use. The early Gloss on Genesis, the focus of this chapter, is 
found in two quite different versions, and there is textual evidence for at 
least one more, yet earlier, text.20

Questions have also been raised about how close the earliest versions 
of the Gloss are to the work of those to whom the text is attributed. The 
Gloss on John is an important example. Although this Gloss is usually 
attributed to Anselm, he did not write the commentary in its glossed 
form. Rather, Anselm’s text was a continuous commentary that was later 
copied in the margins.21 In a similar way, the early manuscripts of Gen-
esis break down the idea that there was a single authority behind the 
production of the text. The evidence of the manuscripts does not point 
to the single Gloss author for whom so many historians have searched. 
Instead, as will be argued in this chapter, the manuscripts reveal the 
importance of scholarly communities and anonymous actors like scribes 
and students in the production, development, and dispersal of pre-scho-
lastic texts.

These communities come into focus when we look at the material 
challenges of copying the Gloss. The unique history of the Gloss on 
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Genesis, as well as the rich history of theological inquiry that compil-
ers attempted to distil in its pages, makes it an exceptional source for 
these anonymous communities. As manuscript production methods de-
veloped to make copying the text easier and more efficient, they also 
made possible new forms of the text itself. By reading the early Gloss 
through its medium, we can see it as a text that reflects the work and 
needs of the community, rather than of a single schoolmaster. We also 
gain new insights into the role of a teacher’s authority in the intellectual 
culture of the cathedral schools. In the next section, I will discuss some 
of the techniques used in producing a glossed manuscript and how they 
developed over the first decades of the twelfth century; from there, I will 
move to the specific ways in which these techniques are seen in the two 
earliest manuscripts of the Gloss on Genesis and what they show about 
the manner in which it was compiled.

The Making of a Gloss Manuscript

The Gloss on Genesis exemplifies a number of the formatting challen-
ges faced by scribes of the glossed Bible in the early twelfth century, 
because the commentary tradition on accounts of the creation of the 
world and the fall of humanity, found in chapters 1–3, was much more 
extensive than commentary on the remaining forty-seven chapters. With 
consideration for the cost of parchment, scribes struggled to copy such 
texts without leaving unused, wasted space.

When beginning a new manuscript, a scribe faced a blank gathering of 
parchment (usually four sheets folded in half, for eight folios). He first 
used an awl to prick holes at the top and bottom of each folio; lines were 
drawn between these holes to mark the outer border of the writing space 
and to divide it into three columns with two narrow gutters. These lines 
were drawn with a dry point, scoring the parchment and marking both 
sides of the folio simultaneously—on one side by a trench, the other 
by a ridge. The innermost column, by the fold, was usually narrower 
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than the outer two. The central column was reserved for the biblical text 
while the Gloss was copied to its left and right, and the relative width of 
the columns stayed consistent throughout the manuscript.22

Next, the central column was ruled, again with a dry point. The bib-
lical text for the whole gathering (or even manuscript) was copied first, 
in the central column. On its completion, the scribe returned to the 
beginning of the gathering and ruled the two outer columns. For this, 
he used lines closer together than those used for the main text, so that 
the text would be smaller, and he ruled only where glosses were to be 
added. Scribes avoided copying glosses in the upper and lower margins 
of the page, but for heavily glossed passages like the first three chapters 
of Genesis it was unavoidable. At times, one gloss column would be 
split into two in order to allow two glosses to begin beside the same line 
of the main text.23 

This method was relatively simple, but it had its problems. Chiefly, 
how could one use parchment efficiently when the density of the glosses 
varies wildly between different biblical passages—especially without 
separating the gloss from the relevant text so much that understand-
ing was impeded? Biblical passages of little interest (those infamous 
“begats,” for example) were surrounded by empty columns, which of-
fended aesthetics and wasted parchment. On the other hand, commen-
tary on passages that carried great doctrinal or spiritual meaning for 
their audience was limited by the space available on the page (and, at 
times, the pages immediately adjacent). If glosses could not be copied in 
some proximity to the text they discussed, the organizational principle 
of the Gloss broke down. 

Scribes responded to this inefficiency by changing the relative width 
of the columns from page to page, depending on how much space 
was needed for the glosses in the outer columns. On pages with many 
glosses, the central column was narrowed, increasing the amount of 
space available for commentary. Where there were fewer glosses, they 
made the central column wider.24 Manuscripts of the Gloss on Genesis 
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could not be copied with unchanging column widths, because there was 
too much marginal text in the commentary on the Creation and Fall 
narratives to fit in such restricted columns. In order for the commentary 
to be compiled into the text we know, scribes had to change how they 
copied manuscripts and vary the widths of the columns. 

The result of these changes was that scribes no longer copied the bib-
lical text and glosses in two stages, as two separate but concurrent texts. 
Instead, the individual page became the unit on which the text was built. 
The page had already added meaning to the Gloss by providing a bound-
ary that tied subject and commentary to one another. It offered a visual 
constraint for the reader and a literal constraint on glossing. However, 
as the manuscript was no longer copied text by text, but rather page by 
page, the scripture and its glosses began to function as a single unified 
text, with each page existing as a unit of the scribe’s labour and the read-
er’s attention.25 Margins were kept to certain parameters, according to 
fashion (with larger margins meaning greater expense), but within the 
writing frame the arrangement of each page was new and irregular, in 
order to successfully bring the two texts together.

Once a scribe had achieved a format that answered the many demands 
of a Gloss, with the glosses arranged in such a way that one could easily 
navigate from biblical text to glosses without wasting undue space, it 
could not necessarily be copied into a new manuscript. As a result of 
the variability of parchment and the writing of individual scribes, every 
page was a new canvas that had to be arranged according to the text, the 
size of the page, and the scribe’s individual hand. The changing width 
of columns added yet another variable.26 While the text of the Gloss was 
relatively stable within the different versions, the placement of different 
elements varied according to the material constraints of each individ-
ual manuscript. Changes in the size of the parchment, the distance of 
the ruled lines, and the scribe’s individual hand made the formatting 
of each glossed page a new project. With changing columns, scribes 
had acquired flexibility; what was needed, as the popularity of these 
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manuscripts increased, was simplicity. The Gloss on Genesis, however, 
was developed while scribal techniques were in these early stages, and 
the ways in which the manuscripts reflect the limitations of layout meth-
ods available also shows the steps through which members of the com-
munity contributed to the text itself.

The Manuscripts of the Gloss on Genesis

As was noted previously, numerous versions of a Gloss on one book of 
the Bible often circulated simultaneously. Genesis was no exception: 
two versions survive, although the earlier version was clearly eclipsed by 
the latter, which probably developed in Paris alongside many other late 
additions to the biblical Gloss.27 The earlier version of the commentary, 
however, appears to be connected to the school of Laon and should 
reflect the teaching practices of its cathedral school and the authority of 
Master Anselm.28 The early version is known in only two manuscripts, 
each of which is bibliographically distinctive for the way in which its 
formatting changes at the end of the Creation account—a change, it will 
be shown, that reflects the history of the Gloss text and its dependence 
on manuscript production techniques. This, in turn, demonstrates the 
importance of scribal innovation in the development of new texts in 
the twelfth-century schools and brings new light to bear on how texts 
could develop, not through the work of a single author, but as part of an 
intellectual community.

The complete text of the early Gloss on Genesis is found in Biblio-
thèque nationale de France, latin 14398, digitized and available online.29 
This manuscript was likely copied in Laon and dates to before 1140. The 
text is also found in the (also digitized) manuscript Bibliothèque natio-
nale de France, latin 64.30 This manuscript is of unknown provenance 
and is incomplete: gatherings are missing, and the glossing disappears 
in later chapters.31 However, as will be argued, the cobbled-together 
aspect of this manuscript reflects the history of the text more clearly 
than, and elucidates some of the unusual features of, latin 14398.
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In the Gloss found in these two manuscripts, the commentary on the 
first three chapters is simultaneously dense and expansive. Many bib-
lical passages were glossed multiple times, and those glosses are long. 
In fact, there is so much commentary that latin 14398 breaks away from 
the traditional three-column gloss format to include six pages that held 
only the Gloss, copied in two columns, interrupting the biblical text and 
the three-column format.32 Latin 14398 was copied page-by-page, with 
variable column width; it had to be copied page-by-page, or the scribe 
would not have known where to place the all-gloss folios that interrupt 
the biblical text. The width of the columns varies throughout the first 
three chapters of Genesis. They had to, or the unusually substantial 
gloss text would not have fit.

Latin 64 contains the same text, but copied in a very different format—
one rarely seen in a manuscript of the Gloss.33 For the commentary on 
the first chapters of Genesis, latin 64 is copied, not as a gloss, but as 
an “interwoven” commentary.34 Each verse or passage of the scriptural 
text is followed immediately by commentary upon that passage, writ-
ten in the same text column but with a smaller script. The interlinear 
glosses remain between the lines of the scriptural text, just as they are 
in the three-column format.35 This ends at Genesis 3:19. At this point, 
on a new folio, the manuscript returns to a three-column gloss format, 
with static column widths and the biblical text copied first.36 (Hence the 
missing glosses in later parts of the manuscript—the columns of biblical 
text—were copied, but commentary was unfinished.)

This change is sudden, but it is not accidental. In fact, the move from 
an interwoven commentary format to a three-column gloss occurs across 
an intact gathering of parchment. Looking closely at the first three-col-
umn folios shows that someone drew rulings with ink to divide the page 
into three columns, changing the two-column dry-point borders that 
were drawn first. In short, the scribe appears to have prepared the entire 
gathering for the interwoven gloss format. The change in formatting is 
not because of a change in materials, but because of some change in 
the text. 
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The idea that the scribe of latin 64 chose the unusual interwoven 
format specifically for copying the first three chapters of Genesis with 
its Gloss is supported by returning to latin 14398, which, on the surface, 
appears more cohesive than its mysterious counterpart. However, it too 
displays a change in scribal technique at the end of the third chapter 
of Genesis, albeit a subtler one. This is principally visible in the hand 
and decoration. For the first three chapters of Genesis, the decoration 
scheme includes a variety of letter forms and colours in the initials.37 
The gatherings are also irregular—the first is of only two folios (one 
sheet), followed by two gatherings of ten. None of these gatherings 
is numbered or marked. However, from the beginning of Genesis 4, 
the hand of the scribe copying the biblical text changes subtly.38 The 
decoration becomes regular, with constant red initials and highlighting. 
In addition, from the beginning of Genesis 4 the gatherings are num-
bered—and numbered beginning with the number one. (It is important 
to remember here that the formatting change in latin 64 takes place at 
Genesis 3:20—but in latin 14398, the new quires begin with Genesis 4. 
However, in latin 14398 the text and formatting are simpler, and more 
like their counterparts in latin 64, from Genesis 3:20 to 4:1, and I sus-
pect the lack of a sudden break reflects a scribe’s attempt to make the 
transition less obvious than it is in latin 64.) 

The placement of this change in format or technique at approximately 
the same point in the sole surviving manuscripts of the text suggests 
that the external appearance reflects a phenomenon internal to the Gloss 
on Genesis. In fact, when looking at the glosses themselves, from Gen-
esis 3:20—the point at which latin 64 changes format—the number 
of glosses is rapidly reduced. The glosses are also shorter, on average, 
than the many extended glosses found in the first three chapters of 
Genesis. The glosses for the first three chapters of Genesis are often 
composed of multiple sources woven together. After Genesis 3:20, each 
individual gloss is taken from a single source. (This explains, in part, 
their relative brevity.) Finally, for the Creation and Fall narratives, the 



153The Gloss on Genesis and Authority in the Cathedral Schools

two manuscripts of the primitive Gloss on Genesis present exactly the 
same text. The glosses are even presented in exactly the same order—a 
phenomenon almost unheard of in later manuscripts of the Gloss on 
Genesis. From Genesis 3:20, however, the texts of the two manuscripts 
begin to diverge. The order of glosses changes, and some glosses appear 
in one manuscript that are not found in the other.39

Having observed these unusual characteristics in the manuscripts and 
acquired a sense of the challenges of gloss production, one can make 
reasonable inferences about the history of the Gloss on Genesis and how 
it was composed. The text seems to have begun with a three-column 
gloss-format commentary on the whole of Genesis, which included both 
marginal and interlinear glosses. This ur-commentary does not survive, 
but it was likely copied with the simplest, two-stage method of copying 
a glossed manuscript.40 At some point in the early twelfth century, the 
commentary on the Creation narrative was expanded by adding passages 
from another distinct commentary, which was not originally a gloss. 
Those who undertook this project of expansion then faced a problem 
of formatting: chiefly, how do you accurately estimate the amount of 
space needed for the marginal commentary when you are in the process 
of expanding that very commentary?

One practical solution to this problem is indeed what we see in latin 
64: the use of an interwoven commentary for the section of the Gloss 
that is being expanded.41 With such a format, there would be no need 
to estimate the amount of column space needed, as one simply added 
new glosses after the old ones, all under the heading of the passage 
discussed.42 However, at Genesis 3:20—presumably the end of the 
continuous commentary, although it could just be where the person 
expanding the text decided to stop—the interwoven format was no 
longer necessary, and the scribes returned to the three-column format. 
Any additions after this point are from later projects of expansion. The 
format of latin 14398, as suggested above, reflects attempts to make  
the patchwork Gloss on Genesis appear more cohesive—and perhaps to 
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disguise the history of the text and its multiple contributors. This was 
not entirely successful: the all-gloss folios seen in latin 14398 are likely 
holdovers from the interwoven format.

The Gloss on Genesis found in these two manuscripts shows how the 
material constraints of medieval manuscript production—specifically, 
the management and arrangement of text in a limited space—could 
direct the development of a text by encouraging scribes to develop in-
novative copying techniques for producing manuscripts efficiently and 
effectively. It also shows how problematic the question of authorship 
can be for the school texts of the early twelfth century. The Gloss on 
Genesis is a collection of excerpts from Latin authorities, but it has no 
single compiler: it is an interweaving of multiple medieval source com-
mentaries that was made possible by new methods for copying glossed 
manuscripts. It is a product of the community.43

Authorship and the Gloss on Genesis

When we use the formatting of the page to challenge the traditional 
notion of authorship and individual agency in intellectual history, we 
may return to a question with which began: How were these supposedly 
authoritative texts used in schools, and what do they say about medieval 
authorship? If the Gloss was chiefly a project of a community, what was 
the role of those who were claimed to be its authors? If one is looking for 
innovation, Abelard’s insults seem almost correct. The excerpts found 
in the Gloss muster the received tradition, with emphasis on including as 
many passages as possible. Almost everything could have been found in 
another book, albeit with a different format. Even the three-column 
gloss format, however, was not particularly innovative, as it appears in 
some Carolingian manuscripts, as well as in commentaries on classical 
texts.44 But these critiques, in which we read the schools of the Middle 
Ages through the narratives of modern intellectual history, are not a 
useful way of thinking about how a school text contributed to the medi-
eval concept of authority.
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What was new to the glossed Bible was the flexibility that scribes 
brought to the production of the gloss text. As the text grew in popu-
larity, scribes further developed their variable-width column formats 
by changing how they ruled the page horizontally, as well as vertically. 
Rather than ruling the central column for the larger biblical text and 
the gloss columns only where necessary, they ruled the entire page at the 
small size used for the gloss text. To copy the scriptural text at a larger 
size, they simply wrote on every other line. This allowed them to change 
the height, as well as the width, of columns, or to change the width of 
only part of a column. With this method, one gloss might span two 
columns, while two glosses copied below it were vertically divided by 
the dry-point gutter.45 The complex piecing together of texts that can be 
seen in the most advanced manuscripts of the Gloss was made possible 
by this innovation of writing on alternate lines—an innovation that, 
it has been suggested, was first seen in interwoven commentaries like 
latin 64.46

The scribal skills that mastered a challenging medium contributed 
to the popularity of the glossed Bible by making it expandable. How-
ever, the scribes did not create the market for this kind of manuscript. 
They were responding to a current demand for a book that could repre-
sent a master’s teaching. We see this in Abelard’s account of his time in 
Laon: when he astounds his fellow students with his lecture on Ezekiel, 
he is asked to produce glosses that record what he has already said in 
the classroom.47 Anselm’s comments on his teaching imply that his stu-
dents were not simply memorizing these excerpts, as he says he taught 
students to reconcile disagreement in received authorities. In a similar 
way, it has been argued that the sentence collections that originated in 
Anselm’s school were principally case books offering collections of pot-
entially contradictory statements, in order to give students practice in 
disputing and reconciling their differences.48 The books of the Gloss are 
similar to sentence collections in their inclusion of many interpretations, 
occasionally contradictory. Like the sentence collections, the books of 
the biblical Gloss were probably first used to teach students how to read 
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the scriptural text in the light of traditional interpretations, resolving 
contradictions in the scriptural text itself, or disagreements between pa-
tristic authorities. However, Abelard’s account and the textual history of 
the gloss suggest that this was due to demands from the students, not a 
project of the masters. Students may have studied the pages of the Gloss, 
but the master’s teaching was found in the classroom.

What were students doing with this education? Few would become 
schoolmasters themselves. Most would use their time in the schools as 
a bridge to positions in the growing church and state bureaucracies of 
the twelfth century. In the century previous to Anselm’s, it has been 
argued, the principal lessons of the cathedral schools were lessons in 
manners and bearing, which prepared students to take positions of au-
thority.49 The same seems to be true in the twelfth century. Abelard’s 
disgust with Anselm’s lectures may thus offer an account of new ideas of 
education running up against an earlier model that focused on manners 
and personality.50 Even in the later twelfth century, when Peter Lom-
bard was teaching, the masters not only lectured to their students, but 
also preached.51 Masters taught both academic matters and morals. 

Given this context, it is notable that one of our few accounts of 
Anselm outside the classroom focuses on his almost perfect behaviour 
in a time of unrest and unease. In Guibert of Nogent’s account of the 
communal uprising of Laon, which took place shortly before Abelard’s 
arrival, Anselm is discussed as the only elector who was not swayed by 
a prospective bishop’s bribery. When the bishop (having successfully 
purchased his position) was assassinated for his disruption of the city’s 
growing self-rule, Anselm is said to have taken pity on his corpse for the 
sake of his ecclesiastical station and to have ensured that he had a Chris-
tian burial.52 (Gilbert the Universal, to whom Genesis is frequently at-
tributed, did not leave such a sterling record. The monks of London 
remembered him principally for his avarice as bishop.)53

Looking to the Gloss as an aid in teaching mores or bearing brings us 
to the limit of what the surviving evidence can tell us about the intellec-
tual history of the period, as the discipline is traditionally understood. 
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However, it also opens a new way of looking at the twelfth-century con-
cept of authority. The Gloss is made up of excerpts from the “author-
ities,” the accepted sources of Christian doctrine. But the authority of 
the early Gloss is not a received heritage from the ancients, adhered to 
for fears of heterodoxy. Nor is it a magisterial document from on high. 
The authority seen in the Gloss was the aspirational authority of students 
who saw a beloved teacher speaking with erudition and clarity, and asked 
for their notes to be copied into a new and technically demanding form. 
The authority of the Gloss was a lived authority, enacted in both bearing 
and education of the one who acquired it—who, by studying the sacred 
page, came to emulate the learning of both ancient authorities and their 
beloved modern masters.
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northern France.

	 18	 “Sententie quidem omnium catholicorum diuerse, sed non aduerse, in 
unam concurrunt conuenientiam, in uerbis uero sonant quedam quasi 
contrarietates” (Indeed, the sentences of all the fathers are diverse, but 
they are not adverse, and they come together into one harmony, although 
in words certain of them sound as if they are contradictory). Odon Lottin, 
Psychologie et morale aux XIIe et XIIIe siècles, vol. 5 (Gembloux, Belgium: 
J. Duculot, 1959), 175–6. On the dating and other matters of this text, see 
Hubert Silvestre, “À propos de la lettre d’Anselme de Laon à Héribrand 
de Saint-Laurent,” RTAM 28 (1961): 5–25.

	 19	 Alexander Andrée, “The Glossa ordinaria on the Gospel of John: A 
Preliminary Survey of the Manuscripts with a Presentation of the Text 
and Its Sources,” Revue Bénédictine 118 (2008): 109–34.
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	20	 For books of the Glossa surviving in multiple versions, see Gilbertus 
Universalis: Glossa ordinaria in Lamentationes Ieremie Prophete: 
Prothemata et Liber I. A Critical Edition with an Introduction and a 
Translation, ed. Alexander Andrée (Stockholm: Almquist & Wiksell, 
2005), 92–3; Guy Lobrichon, “Une nouveauté: Les gloses de la Bible,” in 
Le Moyen Âge et la Bible, Bible de tous les temps, ed. Pierre Riche and 
Guy Lobrichon (Paris: Beauchesne, 1984), 4:158–72; Alexander Andrée, 
“Le Pater (Matth. 6,9–13 et Luc. 11,2–4) dans l’exégèse de l’école de 
Laon: la Glossa ordinaria et autres commentaires,” in Le Pater noster au 
XIIe siècle: Lectures et usages, ed. Francesco Siri (Turnhout: Brepols, 
2015), 46–8. The two recensions of the Glossa on Genesis were first 
discussed in Philippe Buc, L’ambiguïté du livre: Prince, pouvoir, et peuple 
dans les commentaires de la Bible au Moyen Age (Paris: Beauchesne, 
1994), 72–4. I laid out the argument for an earlier source text in Hutton 
Sharp, “Textual Format and the Development of the Early Glossa on 
Genesis,” Mediaeval Studies 78 (2016): 125–65.

	 21	 Andrée, “Glossa ordinaria on the Gospel of John,” 304.
	 22	 De Hamel, Glossed Books of the Bible, 4; Smith, Glossa Ordinaria, 94.
	 23	 De Hamel, Glossed Books of the Bible, 15.
	24	 De Hamel, Glossed Books of the Bible, 16–17; Smith, Glossa Ordinaria,  

116.
	 25	 De Hamel, Glossed Books of the Bible, 17. 
	26	 Smith, Glossa Ordinaria, 114; De Hamel, Glossed Books of the Bible, 17.
	 27	 Buc, L’ambiguïté du livre, 72–4.
	28	 Stirnemann, “Où ont été fabriqués les livres de la glose,” 259–60.
	29	 Available through Gallica: https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/

btv1b10036613p.
	30	 Also available through Gallica: https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/

btv1b10039219w.
	 31	 A full description of this manuscript can be found in Alice Hutton Sharp, 

“In Principio: The Origins of the Glossa ordinaria on Genesis 1–3” (PhD 
diss., University of Toronto, 2015), 242–5. The manuscript is listed 
in Léopold Delisle, Inventaire des Manuscrits Latins de Saint Victor 
Conservés à la Bibliothèque Impériale sous les Numéros 14232–15175 (Paris, 
1869, repr. New York: Johnson Reprint, 1965), 12. 
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	 32	 These are folios 12r–12v (https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/
btv1b10036613p/f13.image), 14r–14v (https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/
btv1b10036613p/f15.image), and 19v–20r (https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/ 
12148/btv1b10036613p/f21.image).

	33	 For a full description, see Hutton Sharp, “In Principio,” 245–8. The 
manuscript is also briefly described in Philippe Lauer, Catalogue 
Général des Manuscrits Latins, vol. 1, nos. 1–1438 (Paris: Bibliothèque 
Nationale, 1939), 28; and with great detail by Dominique Stutzmann, “La 
Bibliothèque de l’abbaye cistercienne de Fontenay (Côte d’Or)” (thesis, 
École nationale des Chartes, 2002), 2:213–15.

	34	 The interwoven commentary covers Genesis 1:1–3:19, beginning fol. 3r 
(https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b10039219w/f3.image) and ending 
fol. 23r (https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b10039219w/f23.image).

	 35	 A Genesis 3:20–31:43 is copied, with glosses, beginning on fol. 23v 
(https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b10039219w/f24.image) and ending 
fol. 97r. 

	36	 Fol. 98r (https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b10039219w/f101.image) to 
fol. 109v contain Genesis 47:7–50:25, unglossed. 

	 37	 E.g., fol. 6r (https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b10036613p/f7.image). 
These first three chapters are found on fols. 1r–22v; the remainder of 
Genesis is found on fols. 23r–133v.

	38	 https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b10036613p/f24.image.
	39	 Further details of this textual argument can be found in Hutton Sharp, 

“Textual Format,” 142–61.
	40	 For proof of the existence of this ur-commentary, with a focus on Genesis 

1–3, see Hutton Sharp, “Textual Format,” 144–53.
	 41	 Hutton Sharp, “Textual Format,” 162.
	42	 This likely explains one unusual characteristic of this gloss, namely, that 

patristic are usually cited in the same order in each gloss.
	43	 Similar arguments have been made by Alexander Andrée, who argued 

that Anselm’s Gloss on the Gospel of John was a continuous commen-
tary transformed into a gloss by students, and by Cédric Giraud, who 
has argued that sentence collections were the projects of a community. 
Andrée, “Glossa ordinaria on the Gospel of John,” 304; Cédric Giraud, 
“Per verba magistri: la langue des maîtres théologiens au premie XIIe 
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siècle,” in Zwischen Babel und Pfingsten—Entre Babel et Pentecôte, ed. 
Peter von Moos (Zurich: LIT Verlag, 2008), 357–73.

	44	 See note 7, above.
	45	 De Hamel, Glossed Books of the Bible, 24; Smith, Glossa Ordinaria, 

105–6.
	46	 De Hamel claimed that the alternate-line format was first seen in 

manuscripts formatted for Peter Lombard, which would make it too late 
for this argument. However, since then a number of earlier examples 
have been found. See De Hamel, Glossed Books of the Bible, 25; Teresa 
Gross-Diaz, The Psalms Commentary of Gilbert of Poitiers: From Lectio 
Divina to the Lecture Room (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 30–40, n55; Margaret 
Gibson, The Early Medieval Bible: Its Production, Decoration and Use 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 99; Ferrari, “Before the 
Glossa Ordinaria,” 302–3.

	47	 Abelard, Historia Calamitatum, 69; Muckle, Story of Abelard’s 
Adversities, 21–2.

	48	 Giulio Silano, “Introduction,” in The Sentences, Book 1: The Mystery of 
the Trinity, trans. Giulio Silano, xxiii–xxiv (Toronto: Pontifical Institute 
of Mediaeval Studies, 2007).

	49	 This is the central argument of C. Stephen Jaeger’s The Envy of Angels: 
Cathedral Schools and Social Ideals in Medieval Europe, 950–1200 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000). Jaeger begins his 
study of the cathedral schools with a problem akin to that brought up at 
the beginning of this chapter: in the eleventh century, numerous teachers 
were praised by their students for their erudition and learning, but the 
teaching they passed on has not survived. Jaeger argues that their reputa-
tions were built on teaching, which leaves no textual trace, chiefly words 
and bearing. Envy of Angels, 76–80.

	50	 Jaeger himself makes this connection: Envy of Angels, 81.
	 51	 Matthew Doyle, Peter Lombard and His Students (Toronto: Pontifical 

Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 2016), 123.
	 52	 Guibert, De Vita Sua, 3.4 (for the election) and 3.10 (for burial), 139 and 

174–6; English translation in A Monk’s Confession, 130 and 162–3. 
	 53	 Beryl Smalley, “Gilbertus Universalis, Bishop of London (1128–34),” 

RTAM 7 (1935): 245.
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