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WE ARE lucky in having today, preserved in  museums  and libraries, what seems
to us a wealth of material on religious themes still surviving from mediaeval
times.  Lucky, because  only when the first heat of the Reformation had abated
did  people  with antiquarian tastes set out consciously to preserve such  material,
which it had been the avowed (and largely successful) policy of governments
to destroy and disperse. Monastic libraries were  sold  to tradesmen for the
price  they would fetch as waste paper, or were burnt to recover the gold leaf
in the illuminated manuscripts. But the motive was  not,  of course, primarily
monetary. In an Act of Parliament of 15491 it was stated that the pre-Refor-
mation  service-books contained ‘ things corrupt,  untrue, vain and super-
stitious  ’  and  that  tolerating them gave  encouragement  to those who disliked
the new, single Prayer  Book, ‘  to continue in their old accustomed super-
stitious service.’ Therefore, it enacted  ‘  that all  books  called Antiphoners,
Missals, Grailes, Processionals, Manuals, Legends, Pies, Portuasses, Primers,
in Latin or English, Couchers, Journals, Ordinals  ’  or any other  books  used
for church services, in  Latin  or English, except those put out by the King,
‘ shall be .  .  . clearly and utterly abolished, extinguished and forbidden for
ever  to be used or  kept  in this realm.’ The Act provided  that  such  books
were to be defaced or burnt, and  those  who  kept them longer  than the few
months’ period of grace were liable to a fine of  205.  on their first offence, £4
for the  second, and imprisonment at the  King’s  will for  a  third  offence.  There
was a proviso in favour of Henry VIII’s  Primer, if the prayers to saints were
excised  from it.

The list of service-books given in the Act seems at first  glance  to lend colour
to the accusation in the preamble that they ‘ minister great occasion to diversity
of  opinions, rites, ceremonies and services.’ But the Act must  refer  rather
to the different Usages of Salisbury, York, Hereford, and so on, for the  books
named  all  have  some  definite  function, whether  in the liturgy, the administra-
tion. of the Sacraments, or in their use by lay people at home or in church
serv1ces.

By the clergy, service-books were required for four broad purposes: for
the  Mass; the Divine  Oflice; administering the Sacraments of Holy Orders,
Matrimony, and so on; and ordering such  things as processions and occasional
oflices like the visits of  bishops.  Compilations of music and  texts  for  these
different  purposes were made on an ad hoc basis, and  although  no titles were
given to individual manuscripts by their compilers, similar printed collections
were named according to their function and contents.  Books  for lay people
included  books  of prayers, lives of the saints, and books of popular devotion.

The  Missal  was the  main book  required for the altar. It contained the
full  text  of the Ordinary (the  unchanging core  of the  Mass), and the  Proper
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(the variable  parts) for all feasts of the year and all the saints’ days  commem-
orated in the diocese where the  Missal  was to be used. The Missal, or Mass-
book, was  usually kept  fairly plain, free of distracting ornament or illdmination
save at one or two  points  in the  text.  It was always very well  written  and
easy to read.  Sometimes  the Canon of the Mass (the part after the  Sanctus)
was bound in a separate volume. Priests were required to  know  this  by heart,
but had to  keep the  book open  on the altar at Mass to  avoid  any possibility
of  a mistake  being made. Sometimes the Epistles read on each day were
written out in  a  separate  volume, called the Epistle-book. There was also the
Gospel-book.  This could be either the four Gospels, transcribed straight-
forwardly from the New Testament, or the Gospel readings for the whole
year, in order, or the readings only for important  feasts, also  in order. Another
of the variable parts of the Mass was the Sequence, which  originated as  a  set
of words added to the syllables of the exclamation  Alleluia, which was  often
sung elaborately and at great length in the Mass.  There  were many difl'erent
Sequences  in mediaeval  times, but the  sixteenth  century Council of  Trent
abolished all but four of them. The best-known one is that of the  Requiem
Mass (Mass for the Dead), the first verse of which also  shows  the tendency of
the sounds  i  and  a  to predominate 1n  Sequences:

Dies  irae, dies illa (That day of wrath, that  dreadful  day,
Solve: saeclum  in  favilla, Shall the whole world in ashes  lay,

.  Teste  David  cum  Sybilla. As David and the Sybil say.)

The  texts  of the difl'erent Sequences were collected in  a  Sequence-book.
The  music  for the Mass could be found in two main books. One was

the  Graduate,  sometimes anglicised as Grayle or Graile, which had the chants
for the  various  Introits, Graduals, AIleIuias, Tracts, and Ofl'ertory and  Com-
munion verses—that is, most of the Scriptural parts of the  Proper.  The
chants for the  Kyrie, Gloria, Sequence, Sanctus, and  Agnus Dei, and some
chanted responses, were in the Troper. Like the  Alleluia, the  Kyrie  was
sometimes  lengthened in singing, and words came to be  added  to the  extra
notes; the words and  music  for this ‘  farsing,’ as it was  called, were found in
the  Troper.

For the  text  of the Divine Oflice the Breviary was virtually the  only book
required. Its Latin  name, Breviarium, implies compendium, and in England
it was known as the  porteux, portuasse  or  porthors, that  is, a book which
could  be carried about. Nonetheless it  must have  been  a  bulky volume, for
in it was the  text  of the Canonical  Hours  for each feast day and  feria  of the
year.  Each Hour consisted of introductory prayers, Psalms, hymns, Biblical
readings and extracts from the lives of the saints (where appropriate).  When
a  moveable  feast  (one  varying with  the date of Easter, such  as the Ascension
and Corpus Christi) fell on  a  date already occupied by a saint’s  feast day, the
method  of carrying out  properly the  joint  celebration of the two feasts was
regulated by the rules set out in a book called  a  Pye  (sometimes spelt  Pie).
One of  Caxton’s  earliest surviving pieces of printing is an advertisement for  a
Pye of the Use of Salisbury. The 150 Psalms were recited  once  each  week,
and so the Breviary incorporated the whole of the Psalter (the  text  of the
Psalms).  The Psalter could  also  be  a  separate volume, in which was  often
included a Calendar, the  Litany, and so on. The Psalms  were  divided  into
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eight sections, one for each day and one for the week as  a  whole. Often the
first  Psalm, Beatus  vir (Blessed is the man  .  .  .), and the fifty-first and  hundred-
and-first, were  given more  elaborate initial letters than the others. The
Psalter was one of the first  books  of the Bible to be translated  into  the vernacu-
lar, and  English, French, Anglo-Saxon  and other versions were  common  at
various  times  in Britain.  A  shortened form of the Breviary was the Diurnall
or Journal, probably written for the convenience of laymen, as priests and
religious  would  have  needed the complete  Office.

The  Divine Oflice  was performed cum  nota—with  music—in monasteries
and parish churches, and  sometimes also  in the chapels of great  households.
The  general Office music book  was the Antiphoner, although there were  more
specialised collections such as the  Venitare  (which had only the music for the
Invitatories—the  Psalm  Venite—used  at  Matias) and the  Tangle  (for the
psalm—tones  to be used with the different antiphons). The music for the
Latin hymns sung as  part  of the Divine Oflice was written in the  Hymnale.
Many of these have  been  translated and are in use today either in English or
the original Latin.  Some  familiar titles may be the  Pange lingua, Vem' Creator
Spiritus  and Ave  maris stella, out of the many hundreds that  there  were.

The church services carried out specifically by bishops  were set out in the
Pontifical. This  included  the ordinal, or text for administering the  Sacrament
of Holy Orders, and the form of words for Confirmation, as well as the
Pontifical  High  Mass, the episcopal benedictions, and so on. These last  were
sometimes  written in a volume called  a  Benedictional, and were the blessings
given  on certain occasions in the Canon of the Mass—such as the special
blessing and enclosing of  anchorites, or  even, perhaps, a Coronation. For
ordinary parish use the  Manual, or Ritual, contained the  text  for the sacra-
ments of  Baptism, Matrimony and Extreme Unction (anointing of the sick).
These  were usually in English, or at least in  a  parallel English/Latin  text.
Other contents of the Manual included the Churching of women, the  Office  of
the Dead, the form of words for Banns of Marriage, and so on. The  Oflice
of the Dead was sometimes written in  a  separate volume called  a Dirge  book.
Like  the Manual itself, the Dirge  book  sometimes had music included in it.
The  other  book  needed  for parish use was the Processional, which contained
all the  texts, rubrics and music needed for the processions which took place
on Sundays and important feast  days, in church and churchyard.

In monasteries, places  dedicated wholly to the service of God,  even meal
times  were put to  good  use, in  that  extracts  from lives of the saints or from
theological writings were read out by one of the  monks  while the others ate in
silence.  When  all the  members  of the monastic  community met each day in
Chapter, an  extract  from the Martyrology would be read, before  announce-
ments  of  obits  (anniversaries of the deaths of founders or benefactors) and
prayers for the dead. Also read in Chapter were ‘ collations  ’  of the Fathers
of the  Church, taken perhaps  from  a  specially written selection called the
Liber Collationum.  A  book of  saints’ lives much  used  by the laity throughout
the  Middle Ages  was the  Legenda Aurea,  or  Golden  Legend.  This  was
compiled  about 1275 by Jacobus dc  Voragine, Archbishop of Genoa. Printed
and  manuscript  versions in all languages were  made; Caxton  printed an
English translation in 1483 at the  request  of  William,  Earl of Arundel, and
another  in  1489. Caxton’s  editions  also  contained extracts from Scripture, a
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popular treatise on the  Mass, and an  exposition  of the  Creed. Another book
which could be used for reading aloud was the  Gesta Romanorum.  This was
a thirteenth-century compilation of stories which, like the  Gospel parables,
were  given  a moral or didactic point.

There was no lack of devotional works for the laity, from St  Thomas
5.  Kempis’ ever-popular 0f the  Imitation  of Christ  to rarefied mystical writings
like the anonymous  Ancren Riwle  and  Cloud  of Unknowing.  The  laity’s  main
prayer  book  was the Primer, or  Book  of  Hours, in which  they could follow the
Little  Office  (Hours of Our Lady) in church, or recite it at home.2 There
were  also  works like the  Layfolks’ Mass Book, which  was a popular exposition
on the manner of hearing Mass.  It was first written in French in the late
twelfth century, and was translated  into  English many times from then on
until the Reformation. Another popular book was the  Mirroure  of Our  Lady,
written  for the  Brigittine  nuns of Syon in the mid-fifteenth century.

All  these  books, arising at different periods of the Middle  Ages, and to
be used for  every purpose under the broad heading ‘  worship of  God,’ naturally
varied very greatly in physical appearance—size, materials  and ornament.
Up to the invention of paper in the  thirteenth  century, parchment and its
finer  brother, vellum, were universal, and  even  later on they were preferred
for manuscript  books because  of their better surface and durability. Printed
books  are almost all on paper.  Liturgical  books, used in the public worship
of the Church, were sometimes extremely large, because of the physical  need
for lettering big enough to be read at  some  little distance during ceremonies
on the altar.  These  heavy volumes  were referred to as ‘ legers  ’  (or ledgers);
and since they were stored, of  necessity, lying flat instead of upright, they
were also  known  as  ‘  couchers.’ Personal prayer books were smaller, some-
times  as small as our modern duodecimo. Privately commissioned manu-
script books were ornamented to the  taste  (and to suit the purse) of the  pros-
pective owner, and  some  of  those  which survive are extremely beautiful.
Monastic scriptoria produced many books, and  those  intended for liturgical
use had  more  care  expended on  them  than had profane works designed for
the library or classroom. Later in the Middle Ages professional writers and
painters took over much of the work of producing illuminated manuscripts,
especially for  private, lay patrons. The much-reproduced  T  rés  Riches  Heures
of the Due de Berry is an  example  of the work of the Limbourg brothers;
Jean  Fouquet  painted the  Heures  of Etienne Chevallier; there was  also  a
Flemish  School, characterised by life-like flower and insect paintings in the
borders of the  pages.
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Edw. VI, cap.x).
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More  information on  these  service  books  can be  obtained  from: The Old  Service Books  of
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