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The Receipt of Manuscripts in New College Library 1624-1852 
 

As part of our continuing project to recatalogue the college’s manuscripts, we are investigating the 
history of the growth of the collection itself. The following notes, surveying accessions between the 
date of Thomas Man’s catalogue (1624) and that of Henry Coxe (1852), are a contribution to 
that process, and hopefully this material 
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acknowledged earlier in the Register (Benefactors’ Register, p. 23). Likewise MSS 293 
(Campanus’s Theorica planetarum) and 294 (a collection of texts by Roger Bacon and others, 
in French and Latin) strike one as fifteenth-century working texts, and not curiosities 
presented for antiquarian interest two centuries later. The answer is surely that these were 
in the college all along, but had just eluded Man when he made his initial reckoning. We 
shall encounter this phenomenon again below. Of these five manuscripts, however, one, 
MS 295, has been lost for good. We can guess that it was a fifteenth-century English text, 
and all that survives is its description in the Man catalogue as ‘An English booke of 
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donation, as he has signed them. The Felton manuscript had a previous college connection, 
as it had once been in the possession of William Porter, Warden of New College from 
1494-1520. The entry in the Benefactors’ Register here is of further value, as it identifies 
the author of ‘De duplici martyrio’ as Thomas Neel, and this must be Thomas Neal (c. 
1519–in or after 1590), sometime fellow of the college, and a famous Hebrew scholar and 
recusant, although his memorial brass in his own parish church at Cassington suggests he 
reached some common ground with the Elizabethan church. This attribution does not 
appear to have been noted hitherto. The author of the first tract in this volume has 
concealed his name, but he has supplied several steganographical verses inviting the reader 
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fellows in this period.16 Finally, MSS 309-13 may not have arrived in the order reflected by 
their numbering—it is likely that, as is very common in large or disorganised libraries, new 
accessions accrued in the library throughout this turbulent period, and were later processed 
in one batch.  

We only regain the chronological thread in 1677, with the bequest of Thomas 
Philpot (BA 1611, MA 1615, DD 1646, d. 1671), whose books included a set of 
manuscripts, being an incomplete Franciscan concordance, the reformer Martin Bucer on 
the ceremonies of the church, bound with some other items,17 Boethius in English verse, 
a copy of the Wycliffite Psalms, and a collection of Elizabethan and Jacobean guides to 
the legal system (MSS 315, 317, 319, 320, 325). Philpot had had some of these manuscripts 
for some time: MS 320, for instance, bears on a blank page (46r) Philpot’s copy of his 1646 
supplication for his DD. Either there was a delay between Philpot’s death and the college’s 
receipt of the MSS, or there is an error in the dating of the entry in the Benefactors’ 
Register.  

At the end of some pages of entries commencing in 1678, and just before a fresh 
page headed 1682, we next find Thomas Shephard, MA and chaplain—this is the third 
time we have encountered a chaplain in this connection—giving what is described simply 
as ‘Biblia Mss’, and this might equally describe MS 316 or MS 318, two fourteenth-century 
imperfect Vulgates, of which the former once belonged to one Robert Iluston, a gift from 
one Robert Yonge. Perhaps Shephard gave both. Firmer ground is achieved in 1686, when 
Charles Tooker, a London ‘bibliopola’, presented the college with MS 314, a copy of the 
English poet Chaucer he had no doubt obtained on the London market. Tooker appears 
to have been an auctioneer.18 In 1688 William Preston gave an Armenian Psalter (MS 321); 
he received his BA in that year, and this may be connected with that event, although it is 
squeezed in after his donation of a two-volume edition of Descartes’ letters, and it might 
rather be associated with his MA, of 1692. How he got his hands on this rarity is unknown. 
Then in 1693 came one of the most famous donations to the college, being the De Brailes 
Psalter and a Book of Hours (MSS 322-23), given by Henry Howell, London merchant 
and son of the Bishop of Bristol. The latter is a sixteenth-century Flemish piece; the former 
is the celebrated thirteenth-century ‘New College Psalter’, illuminated by the manuscript 
artist William de Brailes (fl. 1230–60), one of the most elaborate of his works.  

This whole block from MS 314 to MS 325 is somewhat jumbled internally, but we 
can at least say that all these MSS arrived between 1677 and perhaps 1693. Matters are 
rendered more complex, however, because in the next published catalogue of New 
College’s manuscripts, that contained within the Catalogi Manuscriptorum Angliæ et Hiberniæ 
(CMA) (Oxford, 1697[/8]), the list for New College ceases at MS 323, one before a 
particularly eccentric member of the collection, MS 324. This is not a manuscript at all, but 
a Chinese printed book, a late Ming fascicule or juan of the Confucian text known in the 
West as Mencius. It bears the note: ‘Mr Grimes. I haue sent yu a booke printed in [y]e 
languag[e] of Chyna to shew yow ye form of theyre print, wch Language noe man cann 
vnderstand but them selues:’. It would seem therefore that there is a window between 1693 
(receipt of Howell’s books) and early 1698 (final publication of the CMA) in which the 
catalogue that would be published in CMA 
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1755 that John Smyth (BA 1732, MA 1636, BM 1739, MD 1742, d. 1792) is recorded as 
donating three (titles, actually just two) manuscripts, of primarily heraldic interest, of the 
seventeenth century (MSS 330, 336).21 Then in the 1760s the scholar Glocester (‘Gloster’) 
Ridley—direct descendant and biographer of the martyr Ridley—gave his working 
collection of Philoxenian Syriac biblical manuscripts. He had failed to produce the Gospel 
edition on which he had long been labouring, and the project was taken on by Joseph 
White, Laudian Professor of Arabic, appearing as Sacrorum Evangeliorum versio Syriaca 
Philoxeniana in Oxford in 1778, edited from two (MSS 333, 334) of these important 
manuscripts.  

Ridley is stated in the Benefactors’ Register, however, to have given fully twenty-
six manuscripts (‘tractatus’). Perhaps these comprehend the Syriac texts just mentioned, 
but ‘tractatus’ does not seem the right word for such impressive biblical manuscripts. This 
points to a more interesting answer. Ridley’s Syriac manuscripts, I believe, were not entered 
into the Benefactors’ Book at all, and the twenty-six tracts referred to are the short, mainly 
seventeenth-century pieces, now collected in MSS 337, 339, 340, and 344. Browsing 
through the individual items contained in these manuscripts, it is striking how many of 
them have a number inked onto them, the surviving ones running between seventeen and, 
indeed, twenty-six.22 These, I propose, are Ridley’s ‘tractatus’, and this is confirmed by the 
seventh item of MS 344, a long autograph letter by the Caen scholar Jacob Bochart to 
George Morley
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