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RECENT SCHOLARSHIP has done much to dispel an older view, created by 
Protestant writers in the first half of the sixteenth century, of the senior clergy of 
the pre-Reformation church as boorish and venal pluralists.' Archbishop Thomas 
Cranmer was particularly venomous, decrying the idleness and love of good food 
and drink in his view prevalent among the prebendaries of the English cathedrals. 
So entrenched was this culture of gluttony, according to Cranmer, that even 'when 
learned men hath been admitted many times they have desisted from their good 
and godly studies'. This critical view survived into the nineteenth, and — albeit in 
a more measured form — even the twentieth century,2  and it is only thanks to the 
detailed prosopographical work undertaken in the last few years by scholars such 
as David Lepine that a fuller picture of the intellectual achievements of the cathe-
dral canons of late medieval England has begun to emerge.3  

Yet, problems of evidence remain. With the exception of the intellectual elite 
whose writings have come down to us, it is difficult, if not impossible, to assess 
accurately the educational background or learning of many individual clergymen. 
The registers of the universities of Oxford and Cambridge and their colleges record 
matriculations and admissions to degrees, but beyond this provide no evidence of 
an individual's scholarly attainments or interests. For this, we must look to more 
circumstantial evidence, such as that of book ownership. This in itself is not 
without difficulty. Pre-modern library catalogues survive for some institutions, 
but not for many individuals. The evidence of colophons and signatures is too 
patchy to allow for the reconstruction of the libraries of any but the greatest of 

1  An excellent starting point for a discussion of the education of the clergy in the later middle ages is 
provided by the articles collected in Caroline Barron and Jenny Stratford, eds., The Church and Learning 
in Late Medieval Society. Essays in Honour of Professor R.B. Dobson, Harlaxton Medieval Studies XI, 
Donington 2002, esp. Benjamin Thompson, 'The academic and active vocations in the medieval church: 
Archbishop John Pecham', ibid pp. 1-24; Compton Reeves, 'Creative scholarship in the cathedrals, 13oo-
1500', ibid pp. 16o-69; David Lepine, ` A long way from university": cathedral canons and learning at 
Hereford in the fifteenth century', ibid. pp. 178-95. 

2  See e.g. Virginia Davis, 'The contribution of university-educated senior clerics to the pastoral life of 
the English church', in Barron and Stratford, eds., Church and Learning, pp. 255-72, which concludes that 
this contribution was minimal. 

3  D.N. Lepine, 'The origins and careers of the canons of Exeter cathedral, 130o-1455', in C. Harper-
Bill, ed., Religious Belie f and Ecclesiastical Careers in Late Medieval England: The Proceedings of the Conference 
held at Strawberry Hill, Easter, 2989, Woodbridge 1991, pp. 87-120; idem, "loose canons": the mobility of 
the higher clergy in the later middle ages', in Peregrine Horden, ed., Freedom of Movement in the Middle 
Ages, Harlaxton Medieval Studies XV, Donington 2007, pp. 104-22, at pp. 113—is; idem, —The noiseless 
tenor of their way"? The lives of the late medieval higher clergy', in Julia Boffey and Virginia Davis, eds., 
Recording Medieval Lives, Harlaxton Medieval Studies XVII, Donington 2009, pp. 25-41. 
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men. Probate records are thus of the first importance in establishing pre-modern 
book ownership. 

Yet, even where individual wills provide evidence of books, this is frequently 
problematic. Before the sixteenth century, probate inventories and executors' 
accounts are rare survivals, and bequests of individual books cannot under all cir-
cumstances be taken to represent the totality of an individual's library. On some 
occasions, sets of books (such as, for instance, a lawyer's professional collection) 
could be tantalisingly bequeathed as a whole, on other occasions it is impossible 
to tell whether a specified volume was already in a testator's possession, or was to 
be specially commissioned as a donation. One example of a small library owned 
by a man of high, but not exalted status at the end of the fifteenth century is that 
of John Austell, a canon of Wells cathedral, who died in 1499. Austell's books are 
of interest as the collection of a private individual, but in addition augment out 
knowledge of a greater — lost — library, that of Wells cathedral. 

John Austell was the illegitimate son of a middling Somerset lawyer.4  His syn-
onymous father, who died in 1462, held office as sheriff of Cornwall in 1446-47, 
and of Somerset and Dorset in I449-5o. He served as a justice of the peace in 
Somerset from 1439 to 1451, and was a member of parliament for Wells in 1432, for 
Somerset in 1439 and for Devon in February 1449. Yet, Austell possessed few lands 
of his own and had acquired the social standing that allowed him to hold these 
senior county offices in three shires by his marriage to the daughter and ultimate 
heiresss of the wealthy Somerset landowner Elias Fitzpayn of Churchill.5  Their 
union had resulted in two surviving daughters, and while Austell was able to retain 
his wife's inheritance during his lifetime by courtesy, they were subsequently divided 
between the two women, respectively the wives of Nicholas St Loe and John Kelly. 
A second marriage does not appear to have brought Austell any estates of substance, 
and he thus had to look to the church to provide for his two sons, Thomas, his 
legitimate son and heir by his second wife, and his bastard, John. Both of these were 
consequently sent to study at Oxford university: Thomas, by some years the 
younger, acquired prebends at the cathedrals of Salisbury, Wells and Exeter, and 
ended his days as treasurer at Exeter cathedral, where he was buried after his death 
in 1515.6  Perhaps on account of his illegitimate birth, his half-brother John did not 
become either as prominent or as wealthy. He had entered Oxford university by 
1438, when he was charged with having struck the wife of the manciple of Beke's 

4  G.R. Dunstan, ed., The Register of Edmund Lacy, Bishop of &eta, 1420-1.455, 5 vols., Torquay 1963-72, 
vol. 2, p. 148. 

5  British Library, Harleian Charter 112 C 18; Calendar of the Close Rolls, 1447-54, p. 152; Calendar of the 
Fine Rolls, vol. 16, p. Ica; The National Archives: Public Record Office [hereinafter PRO], C140/8/17. 

6  A.B. Emden, A Biographical Register of the University of Oxford to A. D. 150o, 3 vols., Oxford, 1957-
59, vol. I, p. 78; F.W. Weaver, ed., Somerset Medieval Wills 1383-15oo, London, Somerset Record Society, 
vol. 16, 1901, p. 132; W.P. Baildon and W.H.B. Bird, eds., Calendar of the Manuscripts of the Dean and 
Chapter of Wells, 2 vols., London, Historical Manuscripts Commission, no. 12, 1907-14, vol. 2, p. 239; 
H.P.F. King, B. Jones and J.M. Horn, eds., Fasti Ecclesiae Anglicanae t3oo--.E541,12 vols., London, 1962-67, 
vol. 3, p. 91; vol. 8, p. 79; vol. 9, pp. 12, 58. 
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Inn over the head with a fire-shovel, but within two years his scholarly and 
adminstrative attainments were sufficient for him to be chosen principal of his 
college, Greek Hall. In 1441 he rapidly passed through the orders of subdeacon and 
deacon to be ordained to the priesthood on 15 April. He was collated to his first 
benefice, the rectory of Winford in Somerset in June 1442, and to this later added 
a further parish and, by 1467, a prebend at Wells cathedral. This, however, was the 
limit of his advancement: Austell was never to become a very substantial pluralist, 
and never rose to hold one of the higher diocesan or cathedral offices.7  

Nevertheless, Austell's existence among the canons of Wells was apparently not 
merely comfortable, it may have allowed him to build up respectable wealth, if the 
bequests listed in his will are anything to go by. This document, composed on 17 
December 1498 in the presence of a notary public and one of the leading citizens 
of Wells, contains few ostensible extravagances, but nevertheless disposes of a 
substantial quantity of portable property.8  Austell asked for burial in the chapel 
of the Holy Ghost to the north of the high altar of Wells cathedral, but otherwise 
left all dispositions for the benefit of his soul to the discretion of his executors. A 
selection of goods and money was to be distributed among the members of the 
canon's household. Three of his servants were each assigned a brass vessel, a dish, 
a silver spoon and 4os. in money. One of them, Richard Smyth, was in addition 
to receive a horn bound with gilt silver. Austell's chaplain, William Longe, was left 
a silver cup and 4 marks of money, his vicar choral, John Fox, was to have a small 
covered silver salt, while the choristers of Wells cathedral were given a scarlet hood 
to be used at a certain time of the year, as accustomed. A larger number of bequests 
was assigned to Austell's kinsfolk. His sister Emma, the wife of Thomas Browne, 
was to have a scarlet gown, a silver cup, and 4os, his half-brother, Master Thomas 
Austell, and his nephew Sir John St Loe, son of his half-sister Agnes, a covered 
silver cup and 4 marks each. Another St Loe kinsman, Edmund St Loe, was 
assigned a silver cup and 4os, his son John, a dozen sheep. Nicholas Kelly, probably 
a younger son of Austell's other half sister, Joan, was left a gown and 20S. Austell's 
connexion with two women named in his will, Margaret, wife of Thomas Awne 
of Wells (who received a gown, a silver spoon and 6s 8d) and Isabella Hert (who 
was to have a tawny gown) is unclear. 

If Austell's apparent proximity to his relatives is an interesting feature of the will, 
his extensive bequests of books are even more so. If we accept that he owned all 
the volumes of which he disposed, rather than expecting his executors to procure 
them specially, his library contained no fewer than fifteen individual texts, bound 
in nineteen volumes. In their majority, these books were printed: evidently the 
arrival of the printing press had made a sizeable collection of books affordable even 
for a middling prebendary. Just two of Austell's books — a portiforium in two 
volumes and a small bible — were expressly manuscripts, although it is impossible 

7  Fasti, vol. 8, pp. 58-59; Emden, Biographical Register Oxford vol. t, pp. 77-78. 
8  Austell's will is enrolled in PRO, PROPatitt, f. 232v, and was printed in Weaver, ed., Somerset 

Medieval Wills, pp. 370-72, where see for what follows, unless otherwise indicated. 
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to be sure about three other tomes. The canon's printed volumes contained a 
mixture of theological, historical and classical texts. There was a printed bible in 
two volumes, destined for the cathedral library of Wells, a book of decretals, left 
to Walter St Loe, and St Augustine's City of God and De Trinitate bound in one 
printed volume, and assigned to the chapel of the Holy Ghost. A book called 'Lira, 
presumably the writings of Nicholas of Lyra, in four volumes was to augment the 
cathedral library. The cathedral's schoolmaster was assigned printed copies of the 
Catholicon of Johannes Balbus and a book called Gutrunnif .9  Assuming that John 
Austell's books reflected his own interests and had not come into his possession 
accidentally, it is interesting to note his particular predilection for works of history. 
A Chronica Chronicarum' — either the original work of Marianus Scotus or the 
later English version now attributed to John of Worcester — was assigned to Walter 
St Loe,1° while the chapel of the vicars choral of Wells was to have a copy of 
Ranulph Higden's Polychronicon," and a volume of the works of Valerius 
Maximus, both of them printed. The book called 'Titus Livius', bracketed in 
Austell's will with a volume of Pliny (perhaps the Historia Naturalis), may have 
been Livy's popular Historiae Romanae Decades."' Both were bequeathed to the 
Holy Ghost chapel, while a copy of the Nupcijs Mercurij et Philologie of Marcianus 
Capella rounded off the legacy left to Walter St Loe.13  

It seems clear that John Austell's books were no random collection, acquired by 
accident and indifferent to their owner, but a set of possessions close to his heart, 
which were disposed of with considerable care at the time of his death. Their 
future usefulness was clearly at the heart of his concerns. Thus, more than a third 
of the canon's collection was settled on the cathedral library of Wells, the cathedral 
school, the cathedral's Holy Ghost chapel or the chapel of the college of vicars 
choral in the close. Of the numerous relatives remembered in the will, only Walter 
St Loe, a young man of promise who went on to study law at the university of 
Ferrara, received a bequest of books." By contrast, it is interesting that Austell's 

9  This text, which baffled the will's early zoth-c. editor has continued to defy identification. The Middle 
High German `Kudrun' epic seems an unlikely candidate, as does Wulfstan's 'Laws of Edward and 
Guthrum'. I am most grateful to Drs Anne Sutton and Livia Visser-Fuchs for their comments. 

1° R.R. Darlington and P. McGurk, 'The Chronicon ex Chronicis of "Florence" of Worcester and its use 
of sources for English history before 1o66', Anglo-Norman Studies, vol. 5 (1982), pp. 185-96; P. Verbist, 
`Reconstructing the past: the Chronicle of Marianus Scottus', Peritia, vol. 16 (zooz), pp. 284-334• 

11 The standard work on the Polychronicon remains J. Taylor, The `Universal Chronicle' of Ranulf 
Higden, Oxford, 1966. For discussion of some of the numerous manuscripts of the work, see Lynda 
Dennison and Nicholas Rogers, 'A medieval best-seller: some examples of decorated copies of Higden's 
Polychronicon', in Barron and Stratford, eds., Church and Learning, pp. 80-99. Trevisa's translation of 
Higden's text was printed by Caxton in the early 1480s. 

12  It seems unlikely, although not impossible, that it was one of the works of the Italian humanist writer 
Tito Livio Frulovisi, perhaps his Vita Henrici 

13  Regrettably, only a fragment of Austell's probate inventory survives among the records of the arch-
bishop's prerogative court: PRO, PROB2/131. 

14  R.J. Mitchell, 'English students at Ferrara in the XV. century', Italian Studies, vol. 1 (1937-38), 
pp. 75-82, at pp. 78-79. 
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own half-brother, the treasurer of Exeter, was to receive plate and money, but no 
books. Evidently, Thomas was not a bookish man, an impression born out by the 
evidence of his will, which apart from Austell's personal prayer book mentions 
only a single volume, a book of chronicles," a hand-me-down from a fellow 
canon, Patrick Halyburton, which he for his part bequeathed to the precentor of 
Exeter cathedral, John Veysy," with instructions that before Veysy's death it be 
given to another worthy canon so that he might pray for Halyburton's soul.17  Nor 
was it common for the canons of Wells to bequeath their personal libraries to the 
cathedral. They, like their lay counterparts, evidently preferred to leave their books 
to selected individuals. As far as it is possible to tell, Austell's bequest was the most 
substantial collection assigned to the community since Bishop Stafford's grant of 
ten books to the cathedral library earlier in the century." 

Yet, if it had been John Austell's intention to preserve much of his collection for 
the cathedral community of Wells, his intentions were frustrated within a few 
years, for at the Reformation the cathedral library was destroyed or dispersed." 
Of its early holdings, only a fraction is known, chiefly from notes made by the 
royal surveyor and antiquary John Leland in 1534, and very few volumes are now 
known to survive.20  Regrettably, it is not possible to locate any of Austell's books 
either among those listed by Leland, or among those which have since been 
identified as originating from the Wells collection.21  

15  This volume has been identified as Cambridge, St John's College, MS 184: Emden, Biographical 
Register Oxford vol. x, p. 78; M.R. James, Catalogue of the Manuscripts of St John's College, Cambridge, 
Cambridge, 1913, pp. 221-22. 

16  John Veysy, precentor of Exeter 1508-9, dean 1509-19, bishop of Exeter 1519-51: Fasti, vol. 9, pp. 3, 
5, 8, 21, 6o. 

17  Patrick Halyburton, a canon of Exeter, had died in 1493: Fasti, vol. 9, p. 58. The impression of 
Thomas Austell as a man of business, rather than a scholar, is further supported by the evidence of his 
regular involvement in litigation over lands and money in the royal law courts: PRO, C1/113/70, 114/69; 
351/68; REQ2/2/76. 

18  Based on the wills enrolled in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury and the archbishops' registers. 
Bequests to the cathedral library are few and far between. In 1414 Canon Richard Drayton left a book of 
chronicles and a 'Roman Psalter% in 1417 Canon Richard Shirford, who died at the council of Constance, 
left the cathedral a book called 'Lira' which he had commissioned at the council (the remainder of his 
library was assigned to the London Charterhouse); in 1467 Dean Nicholas Carent assigned to his cathedral 
a book called `Lynwode super constitutiones provinciales' and one called 'Speculum Regiminis ad 
utrumque hominem'; in the same year Andrew Holes, chancellor of Salisbury cathedral left a hymnal to 
Wells cathedral, to be chained in the choir: Weaver, ed., Somerset Medieval Wills, pp. 67, 94-95, 211, 213. 

19  David Wallace, 'Dante in Somerset: ghosts, historiography, periodization', New Medieval Literatures, 
vol. 3 (1999), pp. 9-38, at p. to. 

20  C.M. Church, 'Notes on the buildings, books and benefactors of the library of the Dean and 
Chapter of Wells', Archaeologia, vol. 57 (1901), pp. 2o1-28, at 207—to; J.P. Carley, 'John Leland at Somerset 
libraries', Somersetshire Archaeological and Natural History Society Proceedings, vol. 129 (198$), pp. 141-54. 

21  N.R. Ker, ed., Medieval Libraries of Great Britain: A List of Surviving books, London, 1964, p. 595. 
Oxford, Trinity College, MS 43, a volume of Valerius Maximus identified by Ker as formerly belonging 
to the Wells College of Vicars Choral, is evidently not Austell's gift to this institution. Not only was his 
Valerius Maximus printed, but according to Coxe the Trinity MS came to Wells in the 17th c. as a gift of 
Dean Bapthorpe: Henry 0. Coxe, Catalogus codicum MSS. qui in collegiis aulisque Oxoniensibus hodie 
adservantur, 2 vols., Oxford 1852, vol. 2, pt. 5, p. 17. 
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The lost book-collection of Canon John Austell sheds some light on the 
personality and tastes of an English churchman on the eve of the Reformation who 
has otherwise left us no evidence of his own work, for instance of his sermons, and 
suggests a man of well defined interests. Among the interesting features of his 
library was the number of printed volumes he possessed. The new technology of 
printing was a development of Austell's own lifetime, and lends strength to the 
suggestion that he had chosen the books he owned himself. The printed volumes 
in his collection included both historical works, such as the Polychronicon, and 
theological literature, like the writings of St Augustine and Nicholas of Lyra, and 
the great two-volume bible. Moreover, Austell's books were evidently more than 
just a possession prized for its material value. This much is apparent from his 
careful provisions for their disposal after his death. Their loss may be included in 
the long list of smaller cultural and human tragedies which accompanied the 
greater upheavals of the Reformation era. 
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