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But Christ is not the only one whose pain is vocalized in this poem.  Mary also 

seems to sigh out her emotional distress through this formulaic refrain, particularly when, 

upon seeing her son on the cross, “Mary mad a mowrnyng mone. and tyll hyr chyld vp 

gradd / Sonne sche Sayd. my myrth is gone. my sorowes ben full sadd / With an o and. 

an. j. full sadd sitte now my sorow.”95  Mary explicitly speaks in this stanza, and the “o-

and-i” refrain seems to be a part of her speech, a vocalized expression of her distress that 

resembles a type of moan.  John also voices this refrain in a moment of anguish when he 

sees Mary lying on the ground before the cross; he thinks that she might have died from 

her sorrow and “sayd dusfullyke. / 3if þou be ded allas allas þan am j. all be swyke. / 

With an o. and an. j. be swyk j am he sayde.”96  Again the refrain appears to be explicitly 

incorporated into John’s speech, emphasizing its association with vocal outburst and 

lamentation.  Throughout the poem, then, the refrain becomes a space where vocal 

lamentations, groans, and wails can be articulated.  The voices of Jesus, Mary and John 

seem almost to cry out from the page, as if encouraging the reader to give voice to their 

suffering and share in their distress by reading or singing these passages aloud.  And the 

communal presentation of their lamentation and suffering provides an intriguing 

counterpoint to the triad of voices that combine to create the homophonic texture of “Be 

it known to all” in the Fayrfax manuscript.  Both works illustrate how voices could weave 

together – both out loud and on the manuscript page – to communicate the pain of 

Christ’s Passion and suggest that the pain expressed through these vocalizations could be 

                                                
95 “Throw hys hond,” lines 42-4. 
 
96 Ibid., lines 36-8. 



  

 
 

255 
 

 

shared amongst the singers, readers, and audience members during the performance of 

these texts. 

In late-medieval and early-modern England, at a time when private, silent reading 

was ever increasing, written documents and literary works nonetheless still participate in 

the realm of spoken discourse.  While a text’s material form might provide a visual and 

tangible witness to an event or of a story, its written words still resonated with the 

“utterances of the absent” – utterances that hovered tantalizingly between spoken and 

written language.  The Short Charter and “Throw hys hond” play with this tension 

between the spoken and the written word, one translating a document into a musical 

composition and the other transforming the musicality of the sounds of Christ’s Passion 

into one of the most aurally vivid and musically-suggestive lyrics of the late-medieval 

period that I have encountered.  When Christ’s body is related into a book in Middle 

English poems and prose works, this transformation does not just render him a silent, 

reified object.  The book of Christ’s body would often have been read from, sung from, 

spoken aloud, and shared amongst communities of readers.  And in these oral readings, 

both lectors (or singers) and audience members would have gained a chance to participate 

in the vocal atmosphere of the crucifixion, not only visualizing the written text of Christ’s 

wounds but also hearing his moans and groans of pain.  The sounds of these texts for 

medieval audiences are not easy to resurrect, but the musical witness to the Short Charter 

and “Throw hys hond” offer a glimpse at the vocal power that resided within books, 

documents, and other bodies of parchment. 
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Figures: 

 
Figure 1: British Library, Additional MS 5465, f. 118v (c. 1500) 
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Figure 2: British Library, Additional MS 5465, f. 119r (c. 1500) 
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Figure 3: Modern transcription of “Be it known to all,” showing the first half of the 
carol’s burden.  Ed. by John Stevens, Musica Britannica: A National Collection of Music, 
Volume 36: Early Tudor Songs and Carols (London: Stainer and Bell, Ltd, 1975), 146. 
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Figure 4: Modern transcription of “Be it known to all,” showing the second half of the 
carol’s burden.  Ed. by John Stevens, Musica Britannica, 147. 



  

 
 

260 
 

 

Appendix 

 

The Short Charter of Christ, as presented in British Library, Additional MS 5465:97 

Burden: 
Be hit knowyn to all that byn here  
and to all that here afftir to me shalbe leffe and dere 
That Jhesus of nazareth 
for thi loue man haue suffired deth 
Vppon the crosse with woundis smert 
In hed in fete in handis in hart 
an for I wolde haue thyne herytage agayne 
Therfor I suffyrd all this payne. 
 
Verse 1: 
A man I haue gevyn and made a graunt 
to the end and thou wilt be repentaunt 
heuyn bliss thyn eritage withoute endyng 
as long as I am lord and kyng 
not covetyng mor for all my smert 
but a louyng and a contrite hart 
and that þou be In charite 
loue þi neyboure as I loue the 
I loue the this þat I axe of the 
that am the cheffe lord of the fee 
 
Burden: 
Be hit knowyn to all that byn here  
and to all that here afftir to me shalbe leffe and dere 
That Jhesus of nazareth 
for thi loue man haue suffired deth 
Vppon the crosse with woundis smert 
In hed in fete in handis in hart 
an for I wolde haue thyne herytage agayne 
Therfor I suffyrd all this payne. 
 
 

                                                
97 This text has been edited by Mary Spalding, The Middle English Charters of Christ (Bryn Mawr, 1914), 
14.  Spalding does not, however, include the repetition of the burden in her edition or indicate that this 
witness was put to music. 
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Verse 2: 
If any man will say here agayne 
that I suffird not for the this payne 
Yet man that þou sholdest not be lorne 
In the awter I am offerd my fader beforne 
witness the day turnyd to ny3th 
witness the sonne that lost his ly3th 
wittness the vale that ten did ryve 
witness the bodies þat rose from deth to lyve 
 
Burden: 
Be hit knowyn to all that byn here  
and to all that here afftir to me shalbe leffe and dere 
That Jhesus of nazareth 
for thi loue man haue suffired deth 
Vppon the crosse with woundis smert 
In hed in fete in handis in hart 
an for I wolde haue thyne herytage agayne 
Therfor I suffyrd all this payne. 
 
Verse 3:  
wittness the erthe that did quake 
wittness stonys that all to brake 
witness mari wittness seynt John 
and othir wittness many one 
In to witness of which thyng 
my nowne seale ther to I hyng 
and man for the more sykyrnesse 
The wounde in myn harte þe seale it is 
I gevyn vpon the mownt of caluary 
the grete daye of mannys mercy.  
 
Burden: 
Be hit knowyn to all that byn here  
and to all that here afftir to me shalbe leffe and dere 
That Jhesus of nazareth 
for thi loue man haue suffired deth 
Vppon the crosse with woundis smert 
In hed in fete in handis in hart 
an for I wolde haue thyne herytage agayne 
Therfor I suffyrd all this payne. 
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Conclusion 

I have sought to explore how the materiality of books and other textual objects 

might have influenced – through their physical makeup, visual characteristics, script and 

layout, and aural potential – how late-medieval lay audiences read and used devotional 

literature.  The metaphor relating Christ’s body to a book gives us the opportunity to 

understand more clearly how the object of the text could have played an important role in 

affective meditational practices.  Although I have focused for much of this study on 

works that explicitly link the object of the text with Christ’s body, the uses of and 

approaches to manuscripts implied by this metaphor could have been employed to some 

extent by readers of non-devotional texts as well.  Rather than demanding that readers 

interact with the manuscript book or documentary object in drastically new ways, it 

seems more probable that authors who incorporated the Christ-as-book metaphor into 

their devotional works were encouraging audiences to engage with the object of the text 

via culturally established modes of textual interaction rather than asking that they 

approach their written work in a drastically new manner. 

Ralph Hanna emphasizes that “the real issue for manuscript studies to confront is 

the historical peculiarity of [the manuscript as a] form of literary dispersal, its strong 

resistance to modern notions of books and how they work, and the effect such a mode of 

production has upon the production and conception of literature.”1  This dissertation has 

attempted to demonstrate some of the “historical peculiarity” of the usage of books 

                                                
1 Ralph Hanna, “Analytical Survey 4: Middle English Manuscripts and the Study of Literature,” New 
Medieval Literatures 4 (2001): 243-264, at 248.   
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amongst late-medieval lay readers of devotional texts.  The manuscript book functioned 

as a locus for active and varied acts of interpretation as readers approached them as 

textual and material, but also visual and aural, objects.  Passages including depictions of 

Christ as a book indicate that readers might have been, at times, called upon to attend to 

the relationship between reading and composition, the visual impact of the undecorated 

manuscript page, the devotional benefits of reading discontinuously in search of the most 

affectively stirring passages, and the embodied aurality of written texts.  And Christ’s 

body would have, conversely, become more approachable for devout readers.  The pain 

Christ felt during his crucifixion could be internalized in the reader’s heart as they read 

and remembered texts, and his presence could have been perceived in virtually every 

written text that a reader might have come across if they interpreted its letterforms as 

symbolic representations of Christ’s wounded body.   

 As the Faryfax witness to the Short Charter illustrates, interest in texts describing 

Christ’s body in textual terms extended into the early sixteenth century, continuing after 

the rise of the printing press (and the transition from parchment to paper) and for a short 

time after Protestantism began taking hold in the 1530s.  The Short Charter of Christ 

exists in several additional sixteenth-century witnesses, although these could have been 

copied by readers more interested in this text as an unusual, medieval curiosity rather 

than as a work that might have been enthusiastically read by devout early modern 

audiences.  All the surviving witnesses to the Short Charter that post-date the one found 

in the Fayrfax manuscript (c. 1500) are written out as if they were actual charters, 
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suggesting that later readers found the legal trope of the text to be its most interesting 

component.  The Symbols of the Passion was printed in 1523 by Richard Fakes, under the 

title of “A Gloryous Medytacyon of Jhesus Crystes Passyon,” and although this text does 

not specifically relate Christ’s body to a book, its printing nonetheless demonstrates the 

continued devotional interest in the arma Christi right up until the traditional Catholic 

practices of worship were wiped away during the reign of Edward VI (1547-1553).2 

The printing of the Symbols in the 1520s is in line with Eamon Duffy’s assertion 

that up until the 1530s “the vigour, richness, and creativity of late medieval religion was 

undiminished, and continued to hold the imagination and elicit the loyalty of the majority 

of the population.”3  And indeed, new poems were still being written that invoked the 

medieval Christ-as-charter literary tradition during the early sixteenth century.  In “The 

Conuercyon of Swerers” (1509), for example, Stephen Hawes composes a poem that is 

similar to the tale recounted in Handlyng Synne that describes how swearing oaths can 

physically wound Christ.  After invoking “my good mayster Lydgate,” Hawes sets out to 

relate “A lytell treatyse wofull to bewayle / The cruell swerers which do god assayle / On 

euery syde his swete body to tere / With terryble othes as often as they swere.”4  Unlike 

his medieval antecedents, however, Hawes explicitly juxtaposes this verbal wounding of 

                                                
2 See Eamon Duffy for an overview of “the dramatic religious changes” that occurred between 1547 and 
1553.  Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England c. 1400-c. 1580 (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992), esp. 448-77. 
 
3 Duffy, 479. 
 
4 Stephen Hawes, “The Conuercyon of Swerers,” ed. by Florence W. Gluck and Alice B. Morgan, in 
Stephen Hawes: The Minor Poems, EETS o.s. 271 (London: Oxford University Press, 1974), lines 22 and 
39-42. 
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Christ with an image relating Christ’s body to a charter.  In the third-to-last stanza of the 

“Conuercyon,” Christ laments: 

With my blody woundes I dyde your chartre seale 
Why do you tere it / why do ye breke it so 
Syth it to you is the eternall heale 
And the releace of euerlastyng wo 
Beholde this lettre with the prynte also 
Of myn owne seale by perfyte portrayture 
Prynte it in mynde and ye shall helthe recure.5 

 
Swearing both injures Christ’s body and the charter made from it.  By ending his poem 

with this metaphor, Hawes offers the depiction of Christ, who uses his wounds to save 

mankind, as a contrast to those who swear oaths and thereby use their words 

destructively.  The language describing Christ’s charter has also been updated to reflect 

the increasing predominance of print culture.  Readers are instructed to behold the charter 

and “Prynte it in mynde” rather than the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century exhortations 

that the reader engrave or imprint depictions of the crucified Christ.6  While there might, 

as a result, be less of an emphasis on remembrance as act of inscription, the general 

sentiment remains the same. 

Although this text looks back to medieval literary and devotional conventions, it 

proved one of Hawes’ most popular works amongst early sixteenth-century audiences.  

Four editions of the “Conuercyon” survive from between 1509 and the 1550s, and A. S. 

                                                
5 Hawes, “The Conuercyon,” lines 346-52. 
 
6 See, for example, Lydgate’s request that readers “Enprenteth” an image of Christ in their “Inward sight” 
or that they “Grave this trivmphe depe in your memorie.”  John Lydgate, “The Dolerous Pyte of Crystes 
Passioun,” in The Minor Poems of John Lydgate, Part 1, ed. Henry Noble MacCracken, EETS o.s. 107 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1911), lines 10 and 43. 
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G. Edwards points out that “thus it shares with the Pastime of Pleasure the distinction of 

being the most frequently reprinted of Hawes’s poems.”7  Early-sixteenth-century 

audiences seem to have continued, then, to have found texts figuring Christ’s body as a 

textual object to be at the very least interesting and at the most devotionally inspiring.  

And less-complete echoes of this metaphor resounded into the following centuries as 

well, as can be seen, for instance, in the poetry of George Herbert (1593-1633).  In “Good 

Friday” (1633), Herbert writes “Since bloud is fittest, Lord, to write / Thy sorrows in, and 

bloudie fight; / My heart hath store, write there, where in / One box doth lie both ink and 

sinne.”8  Herbert beseeches Christ to write in his heart the sorrows he experienced during 

his Passion, but it is with Herbert’s blood – and not Christ’s – that they are written. 

I would like to end with a brief discussion of an image from a late-fifteenth-

century Book of Hours from the Continent (Bruges, c. 1490).  I have not discussed the 

Continental history of the metaphor relating Christ’s body to a book, since tracing out 

this tradition falls outside the scope of this study.  But it should be noted that this 

metaphor does exist in the literature of the Continent (although the metaphor relating 

Christ to a charter appears to have been a uniquely insular adaptation of the Christ-as-

book tradition).9  The manuscript known as Madrid, Biblioteca nacional, MS vitr. 25-5 

                                                
7 A. S. G. Edwards, Stephen Hawes (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1983), 70.  See also A. S. G. Edwards, 
“Stephen Hawes (1475?-before 1529),” in Sixteenth-Century British Nondramatic Writers: First Series, 
Dictionary of Literary Biography, 132 (Detroit, MI: Gale Research Inc., 1993), 166-71. 
 
8 George Herbert, “Good Friday,” in The Temple: Sacred Poems and Private Ejaculations (Cambridge: 
Thom. Buck and Roger Daniel, 1633), lines 21-4. 
 
9 Andrew Breeze states that, while there are numerous English witnesses to the text, “Latin versions are 
rare, and the devotion seems unknown on the Continent,” but “the Middle English texts did influence 
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offers a fitting conclusion to this dissertation since it so explicitly demonstrates how a 

text could possess overlapping material, visual, and aural elements that could either be 

read in isolation or combined together as readers engaged with the text.  On folio 14r 

occurs an image that depicts a small block of text surrounded by scenes from Christ’s 

Passion [Figure 1].10  The most immediately striking element of this image is where the 

text is written; a section of skin has been drawn onto the page as if it were stretched taut, 

held firm by ties that extend to the image’s frame, and the words of a Latin prayer have 

been written onto the surface of this stretched skin.  Three scenes from Christ’s Passion 

surround this fragment of parchment, and the artist has used the ties that hold the skin 

taut to mark the divisions between the scenes that are presented.  Crowds of people 

                                                                                                                                            
Welsh and Irish literature” (111).  The “English-ness” of this poem, as indicated by the manuscript record, 
suggests that late-medieval English devotional culture found some fascination with the metaphor of 
Christ’s body as a charter that similar audiences on the Continent did not find.  See Andrew Breeze, “The 
Charter of Christ in Medieval English, Welsh, and Irish,” Celtica 19 (1987): 111-20. 
 
10 See Laura Kendrick, Animating the Letter: The Figurative Embodiment of Writing from Late Antiquity to 
the Renaissance (Columbus, OH: Ohio State University Press, 1999).  Laura Kendrick considers this image 
in her study, Animating the Letter, that explores how the “pictorial representations” of writing in early 
medieval manuscripts encouraged “the illusion (an effect of image magic) of the signifying subject’s 
continuing presence in (or, later, near) the inscribed text” (207).  Kendrick suggests that by composing 
letters out of knots, bodies, and beasts, early medieval scribes encouraged their texts to “be seen as a living 
trace, moving, changing, being” (207).  The animating life in these letters, Kendrick suggests, was 
imagined as being either divine or authorial (often divinely inspired), as, for example, the intricate knots in 
the Book of Kells was suggestive of the “complexity and totality of the Scripture’s meaning,” allowing 
them to reveal “the presence of divinity incarnate in this writing, of the Spirit in the letter” (109).  
Kendrick’s analysis of early medieval manuscripts and the close associations between writing and the 
divine within them is fascinating and remarkably astute.  And yet, Kendrick suggests that the sense of 
divine or authorial presence in written texts diminishes so that by the late-fifteenth century and early-
sixteenth centuries the letters are represented as “dead,” devoid of the life found in the realistic illustrations 
accompanying them (209).  Pointing to MS vitr. 25-5 to prove her point, Kendrick suggests that the layout 
of the image may have been an attempt by the illuminator to show that “the ideal text would be totally 
transparent, a window onto the represented, a signifier that could present the signified undistorted” and 
perhaps implying “a new mythology that would empower writing by idealizing its transparency, its 
capacity to represent accurately” (213).  While Kendrick’s analysis is otherwise quite persuasive, I would 
argue that her analysis of this page overlooks how Christ’s body is materially and textually embodied in a 
variety of late-medieval devotional works.   
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populate these scenes and watch as Christ is condemned and then carries his cross to 

Mount Calvary.  

 The drawn image of the skin stretched taut by rope ties highlights the physicality 

of the textual object.  The text is emphasized visually as having been written on 

parchment, skin that has been stretched.  And I suggest that this parchment (both the 

actual parchment of the manuscript and the imagined parchment of the image) could 

easily have been seen as representing a part of Christ’s body.  With the Passion scene 

surrounding it, this textual block seems quite close to depictions of the book of Christ’s 

body found in a variety of late-medieval devotional texts, such as can be found in the 

“Burial of Christ.”  This play includes a passage stating that the parchment of Christ’s 

skin as he hangs on the cross is “stritchit owt of syse” and has been written all over so 

that only a small margin remains.11  The fragmented presentation of the text – a snippet 

of prayer is inscribed onto an uneven section of a fragment of skin – would seem to have 

encouraged a reader to linger meditatively over its words and images, as if contemplating 

a portion of Christ’s crucified body.  The visual efficacy of the written text and how it 

could bring to mind scenes from Christ’s Passion are explicitly depicted through this text 

/ image conjunction, and the object of the text, its parchment and inscribed words, act as 

the focal point for additional meditations on the sufferings that Christ endured. 

                                                
11 “The Burial of Christ,” in The Digby Plays, ed. F. J. Furnivall, EETS o.s. 70 (London: Kegan Paul, 
Trench, Trübner & Co., 1896), line 274.  Lines 271-3 read: “beholde & looke / How many bludy letters 
beyn writen in þis buke, / Small margente her is.” 
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But this page also, I suggest, demonstrates the aural potential of the textual object.  

First, and admittedly speculatively, the scenes depicted as surrounding the text-block 

could have been imagined as being full of sound: the murmur of the crowd, the clap of 

horse hooves against the ground, and the tearful lamentations of Christ’s supporters as 

they witnessed these events.  But, of course, readers could have also viewed these images 

as primarily silent representations of Christ’s Passion.  The text itself, however, 

additionally attempts to incite the reader to speech.  Taken from Psalm 51, the Penitential 

Psalm also known by its incipit, “Miserere mei,” this page contains the prayer, “Domine 

labia mea aperies et os meum annuntiabit laudem tuam” [Lord, open my lips, and my 

mouth will declare your praise].12  Written upon a piece of skin set in front of the scenes 

of the events leading up to Christ’s crucifixion, the text beseeches God to facilitate the 

oral prayers of those who read it, to assist in opening their mouths so that they might give 

voice to their praise of God.   

The material, visual, and aural potential of the text are juxtaposed in this image, 

highlighting how, even at the end of the fifteenth century, the manuscript book remained 

an object that could have offered a reader a variety of methods for interacting with its 

textual surface.  The fragmented text, skin, and images combine to create an affectively 

potent reading experience in which bodies and texts, pain and inscription, and the visual 

and aural potential of the manuscript page are rendered explicit.  But, and perhaps most 

importantly, this page – despite how expertly its images have been rendered – also hints 

that the reader should not contemplate its textual surface as if it were a complete, finished 
                                                
12 Psalms, 51:15. 
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object.  The illustrated skin on which the text is written is literally in the process of being 

made, in the act of becoming a completed piece of parchment.  The passage from Psalm 

51 includes a call to action, encouraging the reader not to pray silently but with parted 

lips and an open mouth.  And the crowds portrayed in the images give the impression that 

the reader is one of many people looking at these events from Christ’s Passion.  The 

reader’s gaze merges with those depicted on the page, seeming to encourage the reader 

not just to view these events passively but to become one of crowd that witnesses the 

events of the Passion, beholding and seeing Christ’s suffering as if he or she were 

actually there.  To read these images and this text, the reader must actively engage with 

the text’s materiality and become a participant in its visual, textual, and aural presentation 

of the scene of Christ’s Passion.  While Christ’s body might transition from the flesh 

back into the Word at the moment of his crucifixion, this dissertation has argued that the 

flesh remains an important part of the word.  And by attending to literary depictions of 

the creation, use, and value of books and textual objects, we can better grasp how the 

manuscripts that have survived to this day – the flesh with which we work – were 

culturally-defined and culture-defining objects in late medieval England. 
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Figure 1: Book of Hours, Madrid, Biblioteca nacional MS Vitr. 25-5, f. 14r (c. 1490) 
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