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How to administer a late-14t century monastic library: the case of Dover Priory

Professor Patrick P. O’Neill
The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

Chaired by Professor Yoshiyuki Nakao

The University of Hiroshima

A contemporary of Chaucer and also a native of Kent, John Whytefelde was precentor
of Dover Priory, a modest foundation of Benedictine monks subordinate to Christ
Church Canterbury. Among his duties as precentor was to serve as custodian of the
community’s library. To facilitate his task, Whytefelde prepared (in 1389) a catalogue
of the library’s holdings which consisted of about 440 volumes (of which only 22 are
still extant). The catalogue has survived and is now preserved as Oxford, Bodleian
Library MS 920. It is a remarkable document, not because of the volumes that it
records but because of its approach to administering a monastic library. It shows
Whytefelde trying to balance the need to secure the books in his charge (without
resorting to chaining them to their shelves) with his desire to encourage the
Benedictine ideal of a community that read and studies.

To achieve these potentially conflicting goals, Whytefelde composed a
remarkable three-part catalogue, in effect three catalogues of the same books. Each
one designed with a specific audience in mind and to serve a particular purpose. The
present paper will examine the contents of this tripartite catalogue, how it works (using
Whytefelde’s own directions) and how it compares with other surviving contemporary

catalogues from monastic and university libraries.






