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Beinecke Manuscript 493 is a monster of a codex. 
It struggles with its constituent parts even as it 
pretends to be a whole, diving into seemingly
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the same author in both English and Latin, prose 
and poetry; it claims to represent texts by a single 
author but includes a poem by his rival; it was 
written by a single scribe, but in two different 
styles; even the support can’t make up its mind, 
switching between paper and parchment in every 
quire. It is nothing if not a compilation. How then 
do we consider authorship, when confronted with a 
text with so many identity issues?
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Originally, I thought 
the best way to explore 
the idea of compilation 
as a form of authorship 
would be to close­read 
the table of contents.
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A Minor Problem :
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oops.

Not wanting to give into my 
despair, however, I decided to 
seize the opportunity offered by 
my stupidity: I would simply 
make a copy for myself! Maybe 
that way, I could better 
understand what my scribe had 
been thinking, making such a 
strange, strange book.

easier

said

than

done.

When I requested a picture of ff.1v, I didn’t 
request the right picture.



(the result)

(Charming how I can’t 
write in straight lines, 
isn’t it? I have new found 
respect for scribes.)



My poor scribery aside, there’s still something to be said about this page. We have here 
an English list (which leaves out two poems that appear in the manuscript, including, 
most notably, De Regimine Principis, perhaps Hoccleve’s most famous work), a Latin 
biography of Thomas Hoccleve, and a more complete Latin table of contents (which 
excludes Lydgate’s Danse Macabre.) To include both English and Latin on the same 
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accurately the contents of the manuscript, which switch between English and Latin 
depending on the section. Perhaps more interesting, however, is the English mention of 
Lydgate­ and his inclusion in a volume entitled “The Workes of Thomas Occleve” at all.



The Compiler
Consider the power of the compiler to affect a reader’s experience of the text. Sepa­
rating the compiler and the scribe for a moment, we must think of the compiler as 
an individual with the ability to affect not only a single copy of a work, but many­ 
after all, at least two other manuscripts still exist with identical content and 
$%&2=4"(-!%&*(/*?@*ABCD*8"%)()'3*$"#(-#+*(-*-,#*/(.#*/$"!8-%"!4.*E-,%4=,*&%-*)3*
the same scribe.) In this case, the compiler chooses to combine the semi­
autobiographical  “Series” of poems in Middle English by Hoccleve with the more 
well­known, Latin poem “Regimen Principis” and the wholly unrelated “Danse 
Macabre” by Jon Lydgate. The choice to insert Lydgate, Hoccleve’s more successful 
contemporary, into the middle of what has been clearly labeled a collection of 
Hoccleve’s work seems an odd one. In fact, only the English table of contents lists its 
presence in the manuscript­ the Latin version at the bottom of the page fails to list 
it. The intrusion of Lydgate into the collection could indicate a number of things, 
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suggested in some scholarship, the book was hastily compiled (hence the incon­
sistent and incomplete tables of contents); the second, and more interesting, that 
such an inclusion indicates a devaluation of the author of the text by the compiler 
in favor of an emphasis on its style. That is to say, both Lydgate and Hoccleve were 
known as and considered themselves disciples of Chaucer, attempting to carry on 
his literary legacy. This stylistic debt is openly noted in the brief Latin biography of 
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before the text begins are “Ê Vitâ Chauceri” ­ from the life of Chaucer. Although 
by no means conclusive evidence, the privileging of Chaucer, whose work does not 
appear anywhere in the manuscript, implies a level of deference that makes such a 
conclusion more feasible. 

In any case, by inserting the work of another Chaucerian into the collection of 
Hoccleve’s work, the compiler troubles the question of Hoccleve’s authority, and of 
the true connection between the texts presented in the manuscript.This power is 
surprisingly strong­ the choice to include anything within a collection or series is 
one that indicates some relationship between that item and the others it joins. 
Although manuscripts certainly did not always contain works that were related to 
one another, it seems unlikely that an inscription like the one that accompanies the 
table of contents would be used to describe a miscellany thrown together in order 
not to waste valuable pages in a book. Thus, the inclusion must be deliberate, and 
as such, must force the reader to consider the relationships between sections in 
otherwise unexpected ways. Just as a poet deliberately selects and arranges 
individual works in a collection in order to tell a particular story or enable a 
particular experience of the text, so the compiler imposes deliberate sequence and 
contextuality on the manuscript­ and deliberate manipulation of elements in order 
to alter the meaning of a text is an unequivocably authorial act.



SPEAKING OF COMPILERS

I’ve done some compiling of my own. The following physical 
description represents the careful work of many hours with 
source material and scissors. That is to say, I’ve shown the 
parts of the Beinecke catalog that I’ve quoted directly by 
literally cutting them out and reassembling them in the 
format requested. I’ve chosen to leave the evidence of this 
labor completely conspicuous, primarily because I felt while 
producing it that I was assembling my own manuscript, 
and much of that sensation came from the labor of literally 
building it. Additional portions, addendums and musings 
have been added in my own hand (barely legible as it may 
be) as a means of pointing to the materiality of authoring 
words in response to a preexisting text. If the kindle 
disapproves of my handwriting so much that it 
renders the technology of the pen obsolete (or at least 
impenetrable) know that transcriptions of any and all 
handwriting are available upon request.
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