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Reading at mealtimes is a requirement of the Rule of St Benedict.
Chapter 38 prescribes: ‘Reading will always accompany the meals of the
brothers. ... Let there be complete silence. No whispering, no speaking–
only the reader’s voice should be heard there’.1 The Rule does not
specify which texts should be read, but by the time of Reading Abbey’s
foundation in 1121 it had become a widespread custom in monasteries
and communities of regular canons throughout Latin Europe for the
refectory reading to correspond closely with the liturgical calendar and
the annual cycles of liturgical lections, in particular those of the Night
Office of Matins.2 Customs compiled for Eynsham Abbey at the
beginning of the eleventh century by the Anglo-Saxon homilist, Ælfric,
acknowledge that it had become common for the liturgical practice of
reading the entire Bible at Matins over the course of the year to be
fulfilled in part during meals,3 while two late-eleventh-century Cluniac
customaries provide the earliest surviving detailed evidence for how this
might be achieved.4 From the twelfth century onwards, houses of
monks and regular canons across Latin Europe came to observe a
broadly similar framework of norms for an annual cycle of refectory
reading that incorporated not only Scripture but also patristic exegesis,
gospel homilies, sermons and hagiography.5 This shared framework
nevertheless permitted considerable variation in matters of detail, but
evidence of how the norms were applied in individual communities is
comparatively rare. Late-medieval additions to a twelfth-century
manuscript from Reading Abbey and annotations in this and other
Reading manuscripts constitute some of the best evidence from
England of how Chapter 38 of the Rule was observed at the local level,
and bear witness to the efforts made periodically to ensure its proper
observance.
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Little remains today of the refectory at Reading Abbey.6 It was
located alongside the south cloister range, and would have mirrored in
grandeur the abbey church on the opposite side, and the chapter-house
in the east range. It can be assumed to have incorporated a raised pulpit
as part of the fabric of the long south wall, approached by stairs within
the thickness of the wall, and with a large window behind: the
arrangement found in more fully-surviving refectories that date from the
late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries onwards.7 The refectory, like
the chapter-house, was regarded as a sacred space within the claustral
enclosure, with a crucifix or majestas prominently displayed at one end,
to which the community bowed on entry.8 Ritual elements had been
associated with the refectory reading from the outset. The Rule
specifies that each weekly reader should receive a blessing in church
‘post missas et communionem’, before commencing his stint.9 By the
late eighth century rituals for the mealtimes themselves had been
developed, including the introduction of the same versicles to introduce
and close the reading as those for the Matins readings: at the start, ‘Iube
domni benedicere’, and at the end ‘Tu autem domine miserere nobis’.10
The importance of the refectory reading as an element of the
observance of the Rule is apparent from the attention devoted to it in
monastic customaries. The Rule itself emphasises the utmost silence
(‘summum … silentium’) in which the assembled community was to
listen.11 It also specifies the qualities required of the readers: they were
not to be whoever might be available on any given day but should be
appointed for an entire week, and were to be chosen not according to
rank but according to their ability to benefit those listening.12 By the late
eleventh century, it had become customary only for the more
experienced to be chosen as readers in the refectory. The customary
of Bernard of Cluny prohibits the boys from being chosen (although
they were required to read in chapter),13 while Archbishop Lanfranc
insisted that Anselm, then prior of Bec, should not permit his
(Lanfranc’s) nephew’s request to deliver readings in the refectory (or
elsewhere) until he had completed a full year as a monk.14 The readers
were expected to rehearse their readings in advance, if necessary with
the assistance of the person in charge of the liturgical and other readings,
or some other suitable person.15
Responsibility for assigning readers, the choice of passages to be
read, the provision and preparation of the books required for both
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liturgical and extra-liturgical public reading (including the refectory
reading), and, if required, supervision of the rehearsal, usually lay with
the armarius—the custodian of the monastic library. It had become
usual within both Cluniac and other monastic traditions by the late
eleventh century for this office to be combined with that of the cantor—
the person with responsibility for the chant.16 This would have
facilitated the complex task of coordinating the chants and readings, a
task further complicated by the adjustments required each year to
accommodate both the variable date of Easter and its knock-on effect
for the number of Sundays of Ordinary time between Epiphany and
Septuagesima, and between Trinity Sunday and the beginning of
Advent, and the shifting correspondence of calendrical dates and days
of the week. By this date it was also becoming increasingly common for
the refectory reading to correspond with the feasts and seasonal rhythms
of the liturgical year, and for the cantor-armarius to choose passages
from the same texts or categories of text as those from which the lections
of the Night Office of Matins were drawn, in order to dovetail with, or
complement, the Matins lections.
The lections of Matins encompassed a far wider range of texts than
the exclusively biblical books that were the source of the epistle and
gospel readings of the Mass. They were also subject to a far greater
degree of local variation in the specific texts and selected passages
chosen. A single, more-or-less uniform, Matins lectionary, such as that
for the Mass, never emerged within ‘Roman’ liturgical practice during
the Middle Ages. Nevertheless, all communities, whether monastic or
secular, drew upon the same categories of texts and underlying
principles of selection for their annual cycle of Matins readings. These
comprised: (1) homilies upon the gospel reading assigned for Mass
and/or sermons and other patristic treatises on the liturgical theme of
the day, in accordance with the annual liturgical cycle of the Temporale
with its moveable feasts in relation to the date of Easter; (2) gospel
homilies, sermons and/or hagiography to celebrate saints’ feast, in
accordance with the liturgical cycle of the Sanctorale (which followed
the fixed dates of the Roman calendar, and which differed in detail from
community to community); and (3) an annual cycle for reading of the
books of the Old and New Testaments (sometimes interwoven with
corresponding patristic biblical commentary). This biblical reading was,
at least in principle, a continuous reading of the text of each book, by
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contrast with the pre-selected extracts (pericopes) assigned for Mass.
The sequence in which the books were read was not the canonical order
but one recorded (with minor variations in order) in early medieval
Roman ordines and which corresponded partly with the seasons of the
liturgical year (from Christmas to Epiphany and from Septuagesima to
Trinity Sunday), and partly (from August to December), with specific
months, cued to the responsory chants set for those months.17
Nevertheless, it had already become apparent by the early eleventh
century that the ideal of continuous reading of the entire Bible in the
course of a year in Matins was a challenge too far, and that one way of
achieving it was to assign some of the reading to the refectory.18
By at least the twelfth century, the same parameters that framed not
only the biblical reading but all the texts delivered as Matins readings
had also come to inform the cantor-armarius’s choice of reading in the
refectory. Thus, in selecting both an appropriate category of text (gospel
homily, sermon, hagiography, biblical text or corresponding patristic
biblical exegesis) and the specific text from which a passage would be
read, he or she would take into account (1) the annual cycle of gospel
readings for Sundays and the feasts of the Temporale and their
associated seasons and variable dates depending upon the date of
Easter; (2) the annual cycle of saints’ feasts, and the shifting relationship
between their fixed calendrical dates and the days of the week, and (3)
the annual cycle of reading the books of the Old and New Testament,
and the local customs that governed its division between Matins and the
refectory.
The cantor-armarius could use his or her own discretion in
adapting the shared framework of norms for the Matins and refectory
readings, albeit in accordance with the established customs of his or her
own house, congregation or order and the locally-observed liturgical
calendar of saints.19 This contributed to variation from house to house
(and, to a lesser extent, from year to year within each house) in the
particular choice of homily on a given gospel pericope, or sermon or
hagiography for a particular feast, or to different ways of dividing
between Matins and the refectory the reading of the books of the Bible.
By the later Middle Ages, some or all of the Matins readings, especially
on Sundays and the major feasts, might be delivered from purposemade lectionaries or choir breviaries in which the relevant passages of
text had been excerpted and set out as numbered lections, arranged in
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liturgical sequence. This would have reduced the number of different
volumes required for the Matins lections over the course of a year. For
the refectory readings, however, it remained usual to use copies of the
full texts rather than a bespoke lectionary, perhaps (given the potentially
variable length of meals) because this allowed for greater flexibility in
the length of readings. Evidence for such continued use survives from
medieval Reading in the form both of annotations in surviving volumes
and a set of three additions supplied in the late fourteenth or fifteenth
century to a twelfth-century manuscript, now Oxford, St John’s College,
MS 11.
Oxford, St John’s College, MS 11, was copied at Reading during
the mid twelfth century.20 It contains the Winter portion of a homiliary:
a collection of gospel homilies and sermons for Sundays and certain
feasts and ferial days, organised according to the liturgical year from the
first Sunday in Advent until the end of Holy Week.21 The additions
were made on four leaves (ff. 1r-4v), fully ruled for the purpose, and
were written by a single scribe in a formal, and somewhat idiosyncratic
script.22 The additions comprise: customs concerning the content of the
Matins and refectory reading on ferial days in the months of November
and December, including the anniversary of the death of Reading’s
founder, Henry I (December 1), and the first part of the Christmas
season (from Christmas Eve to 31 December) (f. 1r); a list of books that
formed a discrete refectory collection (f. 3r), and a list of contents in
tabula format recording the liturgical occasions, gospel pericope
incipits, and number of homilies provided for each day, and the names
of their authors (f. 4rv).23
The second item provides the most extensive evidence for
refectory reading and its books at Reading (Fig. 1). A rubricated
heading identifies the books recorded in the list as those that were kept
all year in the communal dormitory always to be ready for the weekly
reader in the refectory.24 They thus formed a permanent collection for
refectory reading: the arrangements for their storage ensured that any
required book would not be on loan but would be readily available to
the reader, whether for rehearsal or for the reading itself. This
represents a modification of the practice (for which the twelfth-century
customary of the Augustinian canons of Saint Victor, Paris, provides the
earliest known record) of reserving the ‘libri communes’—books
required on a daily basis for public reading and other purposes—as a
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non-borrowable but easily accessible collection.25 Each volume is
identified not only by its principal contents but also by its secundo folio
reference (the first word or words found at the beginning of the second
leaf of the volume). The contents of the collection correspond closely
with the norms for the annual cycle of refectory reading set out in
twelfth-century and later customaries, and with some of the variant ways
in which they were applied locally.26
Four of the twenty-odd entries are volumes of gospel homilies and
sermons, from which the cantor-armarius could select a reading
corresponding with the gospel pericope or liturgical theme of a
particular Sunday, feast or (in special cases) ferial day. A pair of
volumes described as ‘Liber omeliarum dominicalium’, provided
homilies on the gospel pericopes assigned for the Mass for the Sundays
of the entire year, the first covering the Summer portion of the year,
from the Easter vigil until the final Sunday after Pentecost.27 The other
volume (surviving as Oxford, St John’s College, MS 11), covered the
Winter portion, from Advent Sunday to the end of Holy Week.
Detailed prescriptions for refectory reading, such as those that survive
from the northern French abbeys of Holy Trinity Fécamp, SainteRictrude Marchiennes and Saint-Wandrille, prescribe as a norm the
reading of a gospel homily on Sundays.28 All three also specify certain
other days when a gospel homily was to be delivered. The homiliary in
St John’s College, MS 11 likewise includes homilies not only for
Sundays but also for certain feasts and ferias of the Temporale and for
the major Marian feasts. The homiliary volumes were supplemented
by a ‘liber de sermonibus’ and Augustine’s homilies on the Gospel of
St John, the Tractatus in euangelium Iohannis (which survives as
Oxford, Saint John’s College, MS 1).29 Both surviving manuscripts
contain forms of apparatus to facilitate their use as a source of refectory
reading. Each of the texts in the twelfth-century homiliary, Oxford, St
John’s College, MS 11, was introduced from the outset with a rubric
that identified the liturgical occasion. These were supplemented in the
Late Middle Ages with the tabula on folio 4r that records in liturgical
order, the liturgical occasion, the gospel pericope incipit and the
number and authors of the homilies for each occasion (Fig. 2). These
last, however, included not only texts contained in the volume itself but
also eleven references to homilies by Augustine that are not present.30
In every case, they accompany a reference to a pericope from the
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Gospel of St John. The reference, therefore, may well be to the copy
of Augustine on John that is now Oxford, St John’s College, MS 1, and
which also was stored as part of the refectory collection.
St John’s College, MS 1 is a large-format, de luxe, late-thirteenth or
early-fourteenth-century copy of Augustine’s Tractatus in euangelium
Iohannis.31 Its design incorporated an apparatus that facilitated
correlation with the gospel lectionary as it had come to exist during the
Early Middle Ages, and which often did not correspond precisely with
the textual divisions of Augustine’s commentary, which reflect a
different pattern of gospel lections. It comprises running headers
specifying each relevant liturgical occasion (Fig. 3) and other visual
devices (coloured paraphs and decorated initials) that indicate where a
passage within one of Augustine’s homilies coincided with the start of a
Gospel pericope, as well as an index of liturgical occasions (ff. 315rv)
that records the incipit to the relevant gospel pericope and a reference
to the number of the particular tractatus in which a commentary could
be found.
For Trinity Sunday and the remainder of that week it was the
custom in some communities to assign in place of (or in addition to) a
gospel homily, a reading from a treatise on the doctrine of the Trinity.32
This was evidently the practice at Reading: the refectory collection
housed copies of both St Augustine’s De trinitate and Hilary of
Poitiers’s De trinitate.33 For saints’ feasts, however, as an alternative or
in addition to a homily on the relevant gospel pericope or thematically
suitable sermon, it was the norm to read from the Life, translation
and/or miracles of the saint.34 The list of books to be read in the
refectory at Reading records a three-volume passional (the lives and
miracles of the saints arranged in calendrical order), the first volume
beginning at 31 December, the second at 29 June, and the third at 21
September.35 This was supplemented by a ‘Passionarius Anglorum’
(presumably a collection of English saints’ lives: the entry records the
first item as [Folcard’s] Vita S. Botulphi); a volume containing the
Miracles of the Virgin and lives of Mildburga and her sister, Mildgyth
(recorded here, and in an entry in the late-twelfth-century Reading
catalogue, as Wilgilde), and perhaps also the volume entered
immediately after the ‘Passionarius Anglorum’ with the title ‘Tripartita
historia’.36 If this is the same volume as the copy of Cassiodorus’s
Historia tripartita described more fully in the late-twelfth-century
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catalogue,37 it also contained a collection of insular hagiography: the life
and miracles of Thomas Becket, and lives of St David, St Brendan, St
Brigid, St Petroc and St Cuthbert.38
A three-volume Bible provided the readings that contributed to
fulfilling (in principle if not wholly in practice) that part of the annual
continuous reading of the entire Bible assigned to take place in the
refectory.39 It was also customary to assign as refectory reading during
certain periods of the year suitable patristic commentary that
corresponded with the biblical reading.40 Three such works are
recorded in the fourteenth-century Reading list: Bede’s commentaries
on the Canonical Epistles and the Apocalypse and Gregory’s Moralia
in Iob (in two volumes, the second of which survives as Eton, College
Library, MS 226).41 These provided patristic commentary on the
prescribed biblical reading of the Catholic Epistles and the Apocalypse
(together with Acts) in the period between the octave of Easter and
Ascension, and the book of Job in September.
All three volumes of Augustine’s Enarrationes in psalmos were also
consigned to the refectory collection at Reading (the first and third
volumes survive as Oxford, Bodleian Library, MSS Bodley 257 and
241, both dating from the mid twelfth century),42 but it is difficult to
establish with certainty when or how selectively they were read. The
book of Psalms was not included in the annual cycle of biblical reading
(since it had its own weekly cycle distributed across all eight offices), and
there was no single pattern for reading the Enarrationes in Psalmos at
Matins or in the refectory. At Cluny in the late eleventh century,43 in
Cistercian twelfth-century practice, and in some other communities it
was customary to read Augustine’s commentary on the Gradual Psalms
(Pss 119-133) in Matins on ferial nights in the first four weeks of Lent,
rather than from the books of the Heptateuch assigned to the period
between Septuagesima and Passion Sunday.44 It is unclear, however,
how widespread this tradition was in the later Middle Ages, or whether
it was a practice that became transferred to the refectory. It difficult,
therefore, to be sure of the context for reading referred to in a
fourteenth-century note supplied in the third of the Reading volumes
(the commentary on Pss 119-150), concerning such reading of the
Enarrationes in psalmos in Lent but without specifying either Matins or
the refectory: ‘Expositio augustini super psalmum ad dominum cum
tribularer [Ps. 119] legetur per totam quadragesimam usque ad
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dominicam in passione domini \et tunc legetur ieremias/’. Although
45

the inscription only mentions the commentary on the first of the gradual
psalms, the entire manuscript bears signs of heavy use: not only does
every opening show signs of wear, but the margins throughout are also
dirtied with blobs and smears of wax; their consistent positioning
immediately to the side of the outer ruling is suggestive of a deliberate
mark, perhaps to indicate where the reader had stopped on one day,
and should continue on the following occasion. The absence of any
marginal numerals in sets of three, such as were commonly supplied to
demarcate the Matins readings on ferial nights in Bibles and other
volumes, might encourage the assumption that the context for the
readings from MS Bodley 241 was the refectory, but this must be set
alongside a further consideration. There was another possible source
of refectory reading at Reading during Lent: gospel homilies, which had
also come to be widely regarded as suitable for lections on ferial days in
Lent in both Matins and the refectory. In several communities, for
example, it was the custom to read in the refectory the relevant passage
from Augustine’s commentary on John’s gospel on those days when the
pericope at Mass was from John.46 This may also have been a practice,
at least on some of those days, at Reading. Three of the liturgical
occasions on which reference is made to homilies of Augustine in the
tabula to St John’s College, MS 11 are days in Lent on which the gospel
pericope was also from John: Friday in the first full week of Lent,
Saturday in the third week of Lent, the fourth Sunday in Lent, as well
as on Passion Sunday, Palm Sunday and Holy Thursday. Precisely how
much of MS Bodley 241 was delivered at Reading during Lent, and in
which setting—the choir or the refectory—must therefore remain
uncertain. This is also the case for the other volumes of the
Enarrationes. The still extant first volume (MS Bodley 257) contains
no obvious clues—it lacks the signs of heavy use found in the third
volume, and evidence from elsewhere provides no consistent pattern.
The early-medieval Roman ordo that provided the framework for the
annual biblical reading in England and many other parts of Latin
Europe (Ordo Romanus XIIIA), assigned the Epistles of St Paul or the
‘decadas psalmorum sancti augustini’ to the period between Epiphany
and Septuagesima, but I have yet to find evidence for this alternative in
later medieval office lectionaries and surviving records of refectory
reading.47 At Norwich, the Enarrationes in psalmos were assigned,
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together with Josephus, to follow the reading of the set biblical books in
the period between the Octave of Trinity and the end of August, but I
have not yet found evidence for this practice elsewhere.48
Two other entries in the list likewise present difficulties in
establishing with certainty how they fitted within the norms of the annual
cycle of refectory reading. The copy of Cassiodorus’s Historia
ecclesiastica tripartita recorded in the list of refectory reading may have
been that which also included a number of insular saints’ lives and
hence been included in the collection for reading on the relevant feasts
(see above), but one should not discount the possibility that the Historia
tripartita itself was delivered as refectory reading.49 Works of
ecclesiastical and Jewish history are recorded in lists of refectory reading
from elsewhere, to complement the periods covered by the historical
biblical books. Thus, in the ‘ordo’ of refectory reading from Fécamp,
the Historia ecclesiastica (identified from the surviving volume, Paris,
Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS Lat. 5080, as that of
Eusebius/Rufinus) accompanies the reading of the post-resurrection
books of the New Testament (Acts, Seven Catholic Epistles and
Apocalypse) assigned for the period between Easter and Pentecost.50
Similarly, in the list from Norwich Cathedral Priory, Josephus (either
or both of his Antiquitates iudiace and De bello iudaico—no title is
given) is specified for reading after the biblical books for the period
between Trinity week and the end of August.51
Finally, a work of Alexander Nequam is recorded without title, and
just the briefest of secundo folio references (‘Quid?’).52 The only
possible clue to its identification is the position of the entry in the list.
It is located within a sequence of items corresponding with reading
appropriate for the period between Easter and September: between
Bede on the Catholic Apostles and Apocalypse and Augustine and
Hilary on the Trinity (read during the period from Easter to the week
following Trinity Sunday) and the Miracles of the Virgin and Gregory’s
Moralia in Iob (the latter customarily read in September). The entry
may therefore record a volume containing one or more of Nequam’s
commentaries on the Sapiential books (the biblical books assigned for
August). Two such volumes survive from Reading, a copy of his
commentary upon Super mulierem fortem (Oxford, Bodleian Library,
MS Bodley 528, s. xiii), and his De naturis rerum (books III-V of which
are a commentary on Ecclesiastes) (Oxford, Corpus Christi College,
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MS 45, s. xiiiin),53 but in neither case does the secundo folio reference
match that in the book-list.
The books kept together at Reading as a permanent collection of
refectory books almost certainly do not represent the full complement
of volumes from which the refectory readings were delivered. The set
of customs recorded on f. 1r of St John’s College, MS 11, that describe
how the readings at Matins and in the refectory on ferial days in
November were to dovetail, records that Gregory’s Homilies on Ezekiel
and Jerome’s commentaries on Daniel and on the Minor Prophets
might be read during November and Gregory on Ezekiel also in
December, provided that the relevant biblical requirement had been
fulfilled. None of these texts is recorded in the list, but a single copy of
each is entered in Reading’s late-twelfth-century catalogue.54 One might
speculate that the refectory collection was restricted to those volumes
for which either duplicates existed (which might also explain the
inclusion of secundo folio references, in order to distinguish between
copies) or for which there was unlikely to have been another use.55
For many days in the year the volumes made available for refectory
use would have provided more than one suitable text. The cantorarmarius would need to decide whether the liturgical occasion or the
annual biblical cycle was to be given priority, and, in the case of the
former, if alternative homilies or sermons for a particular day were
available, which ones should be assigned. The homiliary in St John’s
College, MS 11, for example, contains more than one text for each
occasion, and for those occasions when the gospel at Mass was taken
from St John’s gospel, Augustine’s homilies on John would have
provided an additional alternative. The particular choice may have
differed from year to year. Nevertheless, for certain days, the customs
at Reading appear to have been more prescriptive.
The tabula in the Winter portion of the homiliary, St John’s
College, MS 11, ff. 4rv, includes a sub-section (f. 4v) whose heading
refers specifically to what is to be read in the refectory from that volume
on certain saints’ feasts which have ‘proper’ homilies.56 The feasts
concerned are the major Marian feasts and the conversion of St Paul,
and the assigned texts are as follows. For the Immaculate Conception:
an excerpt from Paschasius Radbertus’s Commentarium in Matthaeum;
for the conversion of St Paul, homilies attributed to John Chrysostom
and Origen derived from Latin versions of Chrysostom’s Homilies on
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Matthew and pseudo-Origen’s homilies of Mathew; for the Purification:
Bede’s Homiliae euangelii, I.18; and for the Annunciation and the day
following: Bernard of Clairvaux’s Homiliae quatuor super Missus est
Gabriel, with the place at which the reading for the day after the
Annunciation was to begin indicated in the margin of f. 246r with the
added rubric ‘Secunda die assumptionis in refectorio’.
Likewise, the customs on readings at Matins and in the refectory
on ferial days in November and December also specify alternative
readings in the refectory on the anniversary of Reading’s founder,
Henry I (1 December),57 both of which are found in the refectory copy
of Augustine’s Tractatus in euangelium Iohannis (St John’s College, MS
1). These comprise a passage from Tractatus xxv, in the margin of
which, on f. 122r, against the gospel text, John 6:37, ‘Omne quod dat’
(not ‘natum’ as recorded in the customs), is the heading, ‘In obitu regis
henrici’; and, added at the end of the volume (ff. 316r-318r) in a later
hand, a passage from the beginning of Book four of Gregory the Great’s
Dialogi, corresponding with the incipit specified in the customs, and
headed ‘In anniuersario regis henrici’. Immediately following (ff. 318r321), the same scribe supplied the account of the life of Benedict from
book 2 of the Dialogi, introduced with the rubric ‘De sancto Benedicto
Legetur in Refectorio ista lectio’.
Although the customs for reading at Matins and in the refectory on
ferial days entered on f. 1r of St John’s College, MS 11, encompass only
the months of November and December, the opening rubric refers to
the whole year, and the ruled but otherwise blank pages from ff. 1v-2v
may point to an original intention to include guidance for what was to
be read on ferial days throughout the entire year. Nevertheless, what
was recorded was of particular significance. November marked the
point at which communities turned from the Summer observance
specified in the Rule of a single, short reading at Matins on ferial nights,
to the Winter observance of three longer readings which required more
detailed guidance as to how to divide the biblical and other appropriate
reading between Matins and the refectory. The month of December
included the anniversary of Henry I, for which there were special
prescriptions at Reading, and also much of the Christmas season, for
which specific sermons were assigned for each day, either proper to the
particular feast or for the festal season.
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For the most part, these customs represent an amplification and
modification of the equivalent passages in Cluniac customs as found,
for example, in the eleventh-century customaries compiled by Ulrich of
Zell for William of Hirsau and by Bernard of Cluny for Cluny itself,
and in other later Cluniac and Cluniac-inspired customaries. The late
twelfth-century catalogue from Reading Abbey records a copy of the
Customs of Cluny,58 but the text copied in St John’s College, MS 11, f.
1r, records certain variations from the norms of Cluny which, like the
prescriptions for the anniversary of Henry I, may well reflect local
practice at Reading.
Ulrich, in his customs, displays a special concern with the
requirement to read the entire Bible in the course of the year and how
it was to be fulfilled.59 The customs copied into St John’s College, MS
11, likewise profess an adherence to such an ideal, but the means by
which the ideal was to be achieved are different. Whereas Ulrich
prescribes Matins as the setting for the reading of Ezekiel, Daniel and
the Twelve Minor Prophets (the biblical books assigned for November)
as well as for Isaiah (assigned for December),60 the Reading customs
shift their reading on ferial days to the refectory, after which, in both
months, if time permitted and no other reading (hagiography or homily
proper to the day) was appropriate, Gregory’s homilies on Ezekiel
might be read, or, alternatively, in November, Jerome’s commentary on
Daniel and the Twelve Minor Prophets and, in December, his
commentary on Isaiah ‘in such a way that the commentary follows after
the reading of the text, in the right order’.61 The three ferial matins
readings in November were to be taken not from Scripture but from
Gregory’s commentary on Ezekiel, a text that Ulrich records was only
read at Matins if the set books of the Bible had been completed before
the end of the month, and, in December, the Letters of Leo the Great
and sermons of Augustine and Maximus. Reading’s emphasis upon
reading Scripture in the refectory contrasts also, for example, with the
customs of Norwich Cathedral Priory, which conform more closely with
those of Cluny: the biblical reading on ferial days in these months being
delivered primarily at Matins and ‘sometimes omitted in the refectory
so that their commentaries may be read’.62
The customs on refectory reading from Reading record an
additional concern. The completion of the annual biblical cycle was
becoming compromised by the reading of hagiography in the refectory
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on the many feast-days that were commemorated at Reading in certain
months—a concern expressed elsewhere in similar terms.63 The
armarius was therefore forewarned to allow sufficient time for the
biblical reading by leaving out saints’ lives that were too prolix or were
deemed to be ‘less useful’, such as the Dialogi of Sulpicius Severus
(which might otherwise have been deemed appropriate reading during
the Octave of the feast of St Martin).64
Monastic houses in England witnessed a significant decline in the
communal observance of the Rule during the later Middle Ages. The
officers and other senior monks only periodically attended Chapter,
and all sorts of other infractions of monastic discipline were reported in
the records of episcopal visitations. Alan Coates, in his study of the
Reading Abbey manuscripts, has carefully charted fluctuations in
standards of monastic discipline and material investment in the
observance of the Rule during the four centuries between the abbey’s
foundation and its dissolution.65 It is possible that the Reading customs’
expression of concern for the fulfilment of the annual reading of the
Bible in the refectory represents a fossilized record of earlier ideals, but
their addition in the late fourteenth or fifteenth century to the twelfthcentury homiliary, in so formal a script and in conjunction with a record
of the refectory book collection and tabula to the contents of the
homiliary, is suggestive of a contemporary concern to practice these
ideals. Likewise, the acquisition of so opulent a copy of Augustine’s
Tractatus in euangelium Iohannis (Oxford, St John’s College, MS 1),
with its apparatus to facilitate public reading, and its later additions
represent significant investment and effort. Taken together, this
manuscript and the additions to St John’s College, MS 11, display a
special attention to the discipline of mealtime reading at least
periodically during the later Middle Ages. Such evidence is a valuable
counterbalance to external expressions of criticism, and demonstrates
the value of close study of later-medieval books and annotations for a
more nuanced understanding of monastic observance in England in the
later Middle Ages.
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Fig. 1, Oxford, St John’s College MS 11 f. 3r. Reproduced by permission of the President and Fellows of St
John’s College, Oxford.
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Fig. 2, Oxford, St John’s College MS 11 f. 4r. Reproduced by permission of the President and Fellows of St
John’s College, Oxford.
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Fig. 3, Oxford, St John’s College MS 1 f. 76r. Reproduced by permission of the President and Fellows of St
John’s College, Oxford.
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