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Exercise topic: Units 7-9 have introduced you to some of the complexities of medieval 
texts; write a piece of 750 words reflecting on the problems involved in authorising 
medieval manuscripts. 
 
 
Authorship implies responsibility and accountability for a published work, yet conferring it 

correctly when it comes to medieval manuscript is far from simple. The problems 

associated with authorising manuscripts are considerable and often fundamental, 

beginning with the unwillingness of the author to apply his name to a work. 

Minnis (1998) observes that “To be ‘authentic’, a saying or a piece of writing had 

to be the genuine production of a named auctor”.1 Circumstance and sensibilities have 

changed since medieval times, when it was neither popular nor necessary to lay claim to 

a written work. Most authors preferred anonymity, with modesty and humility being highly 

prized virtues of faith. Having often been commissioned by a wealthy patron to produce a 

work, there would be no added financial advantage to a broad readership. The problem of 

attribution is compounded by a vanity of ideas rather than authorship. It was not 

uncommon for medieval writers to credit celebrated writers of the time; hopeful of 

encouraging readership, duplication and ultimately textual immortality. Contemporary 

readers were predisposed to trust the written form, as Minnis notes: ‘It was regarded as 

a very drastic step to dispute an attribution and deprive a work of its auctor. Much more 

common was the tendency to accept improbable attributions of currently popular works to 

older and respected writers.’2  

Although a great deal of faith was put in the manuscript itself, association with a 

named individual was seemingly unimportant to readers of the time.  Turnville-Petre 

(2006) explains that ‘the texts that reached their readers by various routes were generally 

quite anonymous, and there is no evidence readers had much interest in the matter.’3 The 

conflict between the authority of the written word and the unreliability of its scribe was 

not lost on readers of the time, many of whom sought to resolve it via readings of multiple 
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manuscripts and adding margination; such study was motivated by a desire for a definitive 

text rather than a yearning for a stable author.  

The manuscript scribe worked from an original text, but would invariably make 

mistakes in written form; substituting unfamiliar words and omitting or duplicating 

sections. Deviations may have, on occasion, been deliberate rather than accidental; 

designed to correct a perceived error rather than being oversight or deficiency. Any error 

would be duplicated by subsequent scribes creating copies from a compromised source as 

well as likely introducing their own manipulations, compounding the offence. We must also 

acknowledge the physicality of the manuscript. Many works simply do not exist in their 

entirety, leaving us reliant on copyists of variable quality as well as scholarly interventions 

designed to replace missing or erroneous fragments which may or may not be faithful to 

their sources. Over time this iterative process progresses from undermining meaning to 

corrupting it entirely. At this point, is the author he who penned the original work? Named 

or otherwise, the scribes have assumed authorial responsibility if not accountability.  

The question of responsibility is further complicated by scribes being employed to 

create manuscripts. In common with any employer, ‘the purchaser of a volume was able 

to exercise a strong influence upon its contents, structure and scale, and to issue precise 

instructions to the scribes on the kinds of works to include and the level of decoration to 

adorn them with.’4 The authorising of a manuscript becomes yet more problematic as a 

consequence, with an author providing source material but likely having no involvement 

whatsoever in its creation.  

These issues combine to frustrate the authorising of medieval manuscript, 

ultimately forcing us to satisfy ourselves, as contemporary readers did, with the authority 

of the text itself. In a time when every manuscript was a work of art, liable to be 

interpreted, none can be considered definitive. The passage of time increases our 

separation from the source, with physical duplication, manipulation and interpretation 

across the years conspiring to render the establishment of authorship in its truest sense 

impossible. Much as medieval authors considered themselves to be standing on the 
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shoulders of classical literary giants, scholars find themselves reliant on the sum of all that 

has passed before; our foundations as unreliable as the parchment carrying their marks. 

The text must be considered authoritative irrespective of its authorising, becoming its own 

authority in the absence of any single auctour God. Comment	[JW8]:	Quite a powerful ending. Is there a hint of 
Roland Barthes ideas in the Death of the Author here – he 
talks a little about the author God. 
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