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EARLY PRINTING IN DEVON.

Our Association, the Devonshire Association for the 
Advancement of Science, Literature and Art, with which 
I have been so long connected, and in which I have taken 
so great an interest, has had many great and famous 
Presidents and they in their Presidential Addresses have 
dealt with many learned subjects.

I cannot attempt to emulate them, being ignorant of 
Science, and having but the admiration of the unlearned for 
Art I could but choose, therefore, some subject coming 
under the wide cloak of Literature, and History seemed 
indicated.

But History is too wide a subject to be undertaken for 
an address, it has therefore been narrowed down to the small 
part on which I propose to speak to you, the Early History 
of Printing in Devon. I have been engaged for years in 
collecting material relating to the town of Tavistock and 
its Abbey, and to Tavistock belongs the honour of owning 
the first printing press in Devon.

Printing in England was, as we all know, begun in an 
Abbey, that of Westminster, by an Englishman, William 
Caxton, in 1476.

It requires some effort to realize that before the invention 
of printing all books were in manuscript, and that the 
laborious process of writing out each separate copy was 
the only means of reproducing a work. This business of 
making manuscript copies of books was carried on not only
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in the monastic scriptorium and other homes of scholarship, 
but was also followed as a regular profession, and in 
a great centre of learning, such as Paris, a vast number 
of calligraphers, rubricators, illuminators, binders and 
others of kindred calling gained their daily living by this 
industry.

To make twenty manuscript copies of a book was just 
twenty times the work of making one copy; but in the 
printing of a book, when once the type is set up, any number 
of copies can be produced with comparatively little addi
tional labour. It was this tedious business of writing out 
every separate additional copy that impressed Caxton 
with the advantages of printing. For, having, as he relates 
in his Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye, promised copies 
of the book “ to dyverce gentilmen and to my frendes, ” 
“ in the writing of the same my penne is worn, myn hande 
wery and not stedfast, myn eyen dimmed with overmoche 
lokyng on the whit paper.... Therfore I have practysed 
and lerned at my gret charge and dispense to ordeyne 
this said book in prynte after the maner and forme as ye 
may here see. ”1

The primary effect of the invention of printing was to 
render multiplication of copies of a book cheaper and more 
expeditious. It was, of course, a manuscript that the early 
printer had in his mind’s eye when he set to work to produce 
a book. The result was not so much something entirely 
new in the shape of a printed book, as the production of a 
number of copies which closely resembled a manuscript 
in appearance. Indeed, an early printed book often looks 
so like a manuscript of the same work written in a formal 
hand, that, if the two were placed side by side, an un
practised eye would find some difficulty in distinguishing 
between them.

In designing his types, as the letters used in printing are 
called, the pioneer printer naturally followed the formal 
book-hand used in the district in which he was working, 
or the special hand customarily employed in the particular 
class of book which he proposed to print. Latin Bibles 
and liturgical works were generally printed in the black- 
letter which, under the unifying influence of the Church, 
it had become the habit to employ in writing books for

1 These facts are taken from The Printed Book, H. G. Aldis, 
Cambridge, 1916, from which and the works of Mr. Gordon Duff I have 
ventured to adapt to my narrative many phrases.
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use in her services. In Germany varying forms of Gothic 
text were adopted; while the round minuscule writing 
affected by Italian scribes formed the model for the Roman 
type so widely favoured in Italy. Caxton’s first types were 
based on the ordinary Flemish book-hand which he was 
accustomed to see in manuscripts during his residence in the 
Low Countries.

The art of printing with movable types, whenever and 
wherever it may have had its beginnings, was preceded 
by the production of single pictures printed from wood
blocks. One of the earliest of these which bears a date is 
the St. Christopher of 1423, now in the John Rylands 
Library at Manchester. It seems a natural development 
that lines of descriptive text should be added to such 
woodcuts; and the “ block-books, ” which consist of pic
tures and text cut on the same wood-block, have usually 
been regarded as occupying a position midway between the 
single picture and the book printed from movable type, 
thus forming a link in the evolution of the invention.

These block-books, of which upwards of a hundred issues 
and editions, comprising some thirty separate works have 
been recorded, were produced chiefly in the Netherlands 
and Germany. They fall into two classes. The earlier 
were printed in thin pale brownish ink on one side of the 
leaf only. They were produced by placing a sheet of paper 
upon the inked block and transferring the image to the 
paper by friction on the back of the sheet with a burnisher 
or some similar instrument, without mechanical pressure. 
The other, and later, class were usually printed in a press 
with ordinary black printing ink and on both sides of the 
paper.

Since the contents of each individual page had to be 
engraved upon a block of wood, the making of a block- 
book was a laborious process, and the engraved blocks were, 
of course, useless for any other work. This method of 
multiplying copies was suitable only for works that were of 
moderate length and for which there was a large and con
tinuous demand.

While this method of reproduction was fairly convenient 
for the class of book for which it was used, it was quite 
inadequate to the cheap and speedy multiplication of 
those books which the revival of literature and learning was 
demanding. The immense superiority of movable type over 
wooden blocks lay in the fact that while the blocks could
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only be used for the particular work for which they had 
been cut, the movable type, being composed of separate 
letters, could be used over and over again for any book, 
with corresponding economy both in time and in material. 
It was an epoch-making difference.

Ulrich Zell, the printer, in the Cologne Chronicle, printed 
in 1499, says that the art was first invented at Mainz 
about 1440; that for the next ten years it was being in
vestigated; and that in 1450 men began to print. But it 
goes on to say that “ Although this art was invented at 
Mainz as far as regards the manner in which it is now 
commonly used, yet the first prefiguration (Vurbyldung) 
was invented in Holland from the Donatuses which were 
printed there before that time. ”

The Donatus here spoken of is the De octo partibus 
orationis of Ælius Donatus, the fourth-century grammarian; 
a book as familar to the schoolboy of the Middle Ages as 
Euclid was to the schoolboy of yesterday. Of these early 
Donatuses, which are regarded as being among the very 
first productions of the new art, fragments of some twenty 
editions printed in Holland and about sixteen printed in 
Germany have survived. Unfortunately it did not occur to 
the printer of any of these that, by adding to the little book 
his name and the date, he might achieve immortal fame.

The earliest piece of printing extant to which a definite 
date can be attached is an Indulgence printed at Mainz 
in 1454. Of this Indulgence, which was granted by Pope 
Nicholas V to such as should contribute to the expenses of 
the war against the Turks, there are two practically 
contemporary editions in different types, one consisting 
of thirty-one, the other of thirty lines. The former of these 
must have been printed on or before November 15, 1454, 
as is shown by the fact that in one of the surviving copies 
that date has been filled in. With these indulgences three 
names are connected: Johann Gutenberg, a native of 
Mainz; Johann Fust, a goldsmith; and a younger man, 
Peter Schoeffer, who afterwards became Fust’s partner and 
son-in-law. For the next four or five years the doings of 
these men constitute the story of the progress of printing, 
but the exact share that each bore in the work cannot be 
defined.

When, in August, 1456, Heinrich Cremer, Vicar of St. 
Stephen’s Church at Mainz, recorded in a magnificent copy 
of the Bible the fact that the rubrication and binding of the
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book were then finished, he doubtless intended to express 
pride and satisfaction at the completion of the two fine 
volumes. He probably had little thought of the importance 
this date would possess in connexion with the new and 
wonderful art by which the text of his book had been pro
duced. This book was, indeed, a copy of the first edition 
of the Bible, and the first large book to issue from the press. 
It bears neither printer’s name nor date of printing; but 
Cremer’s inscription in the Paris copy shows that it must 
have left the press before August, 1456. This edition is 
known as the Mazarine Bible, from the copy which first 
attracted attention having been found in the library of 
Cardinal Mazarin; or the Gutenberg Bible, on the assump
tion that it was printed by Gutenberg. It is now in the 
Bibliotheque Nationale at Paris.

In 1457, Fust and Schoeffer, now working together, 
brought out the famous Psalter, the first printed book to 
contain the names of its printers and the date of printing. 
The execution of this beautiful book demonstrates that 
the printers had by this time attained considerable technical 
excellence. Their art had advanced beyond the experi
mental stage, and the business soon developed into a 
substantial commercial undertaking. The partnership 
lasted for another ten years, after which Schoeffer con
tinued the press alone till the beginning of the sixteenth 
century.

For a few years Mainz held a monopoly of printing, but 
by 1461 the new art had been carried to Strassburg and to 
Bamberg; and soon, aided probably by the disturbed state 
of Mainz in 1462, it spread abroad to other places. At 
Cologne, Ulrich Zell, who set up a press in 1466, was 
followed by upwards of thirty other craftsmen there before 
the end of the century. Two years later Gunther Zainer 
produced the first dated Augsburg book. Nuremberg saw 
its first press in 1470. Other towns followed in rapid 
succession, and by the end of the century printing had been 
practised in fifty-one towns in Germany. In the meantime 
the invention had found its way into other countries. 
Italy received it at the hands of two Germans, Conrad 
Sweynheym and Arnold Pannartz, who, in 1465, set up 
a press in the Benedictine monastery at Subiaco. After 
printing four books there, the first of which was the 
ubiquitous Donatus, they moved on to Rome in 1467. 
They printed more books than the market could absorb,
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and, apparently, success did not attend their enterprise, 
for in March, 1472, they sought the aid of Pope Sixtus IV.

Rome was followed by Venice in 1469, and more printers 
worked in Venice during the fifteenth century than in any 
other town. Printing now spread very rapidly through 
Italy, the pioneers in many cases being Germans; and by 
the year 1500 presses had been at work in more than 
seventy different towns south of the Alps.

France, also, was indebted to German workmen for the 
new art, and Paris was the first town to receive it. It was 
at the instance of two of the professors that Martin Crantz, 
Ulrich Gering, and Michael Friburger started an active 
press at the Sorbonne in 1470, and Paris soon became a 
busy centre of the craft. The only other French towns in 
which printing was carried on to any considerable extent 
during the century were Lyons and Rouen, the latter of 
which became notable for the production of Missals and 
other liturgical works.

In Holland the earliest book bearing a date is the 
Historia scolastica of Petrus Comestor, printed at Utrecht 
in 1473; but the Dutch Donatuses, already mentioned, to 
which no certain date can be attached, together with a few 
other books belonging to the same group, are quite possibly 
earlier than this. The most important centres of early 
printing in Holland and Belgium were Deventer and 
Louvain; but Bruges possesses a special interest from the 
circumstance that it was there that William Caxton, 
England’s first printer, worked in partnership with Colard 
Mansion for two or three years before he returned to 
England to introduce printing into his native country. 
Caxton was, as he himself states, born and brought up in 
the Weald of Kent. After serving an apprenticeship to a 
mercer in London he migrated to the south Netherlands, 
where, by 1463, he was established in the important office 
of governor of the English nation in the Low Countries. 
In 1471 he was living in Cologne, and probably there gained 
a technical knowledge of printing. Returning to Bruges, 
he, in conjunction with Colard Mansion, a professional 
calligrapher, acquired printing materials, and together 
they printed at least three books in 1475-6, one of which, 
The Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye, was the first book 
printed in the English language. Some time in 1476 
Caxton returned to England and, at Michaelmas, estab
lished himself at Westminster and set up the first
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English press at the sign of the Red Pale, under the shadow 
of the Abbey.

As to the precise date of Caxton’s setting up his printing 
press at Westminster fresh evidence has only this year been 
discovered in the Record Office and set forth by Professor 
A. W. Pollard, the greatest authority on early English 
printing, in an article in The Times newspaper of 7 Feb
ruary, 1928: —

“ The earliest date hitherto connected with any piece of 
printing by Caxton at Westminster is November 18, 1477, 
in the copy of The Dictes or sayengis of the philosophres 
in the John Rylands Library at Manchester, which alone 
contains a printed colophon in addition to the Epilogue. 
The newly-discovered document is an Indulgence printed 
by Caxton and issued by John Sant, Abbot of the Bene
dictine Abbey of Abingdon (Berkshire), to Henry Langley 
and his wife Katharine, dated 13 December, 1476, at 
Westminster. We have thus definite proof that within ten 
and a half weeks of Caxton’s renting his house in the 
Almonry at Westminster Abbey at Michaelmas, 1476, a 
piece of his printing, though only of some 360 words, was 
in circulation at Westminster. Although most printers took 
much longer in getting to work, there is no difficulty in 
understanding Caxton’s quickness. He had already 
printed at Bruges, in a different type, two of his English 
translations—The Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye and 
The Game and Playe of Chesse—and the type found (after 
the first seven letters) in the Indulgence had been used in 
Les Quatre Derrenieres Choses, which, because it is French, 
is usually assigned to his associate, Colard Mansion, and in 
his own version of the romance of Jason, possibly also a 
Bruges book. He probably brought the type with him to 
Westminster, certainly the punches and matrices, and if 
he did not bring his press it was so simple an affair that it 
could have been made and set up in two or three weeks. 
Clearly, however, he wasted no time, and now our know
ledge of his quickness enables us to say with certainty 
that printing began in England not in 1477 but in 1476.

Besides bringing the date of the first printing in England 
to an earlier year, the discovery of the Indulgence also 
assures us that in 1476 Caxton owned more than a single 
fount of type, for the seven letters ‘ ohannes ’ (two of 
them linked) which follow the handwritten initial J are in
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his third type, i. e. the second which he used in England. 
The earliest dated book in which this occurs is the Cordiale 
of May 24, 1479, but it is used also for the Sarum Directorium 
and for Caxton’s advertisement of this, inviting any would- 
be purchaser to ‘ come to Westmonester into the almonesrye 
at the reed pale and he shall have them good chepe, ’ both 
book and advertisement probably belonging to 1477. It 
may be that towards the end of 1476 Caxton was in pro
cess of making this type when he was asked to print the 
Indulgence, and used the first specimens of it for Sant’s 
Christian name. The two types of the Indulgence occur 
again together in Caxton’s undated Boethius, De Con- 
solatione Philosophies (Chaucer’s version), and the lower 
half of leaf 13 verso is a good place to look to find proof 
that the Indulgence is from Caxton’s press. As the text 
type of the Indulgence was used in Les Quatres Derrenieres 
Choses at Bruges, it might have been questioned whether 
the Indulgence could not have been printed there rather 
than in Westminster. All the typographical probabilities 
are against this, but the decisive proof is that the Papal 
authority for it was only granted on May 24, 1476, and 
could hardly have reached Abbot Sant before July, when 
Caxton must either have moved, or been on the point of 
moving, to England. ”

Caxton was no mere mechanical producer of books. He 
took upon himself the labours of translator and editor as 
well; and it is no stretch of the imagination to believe that 
it was a love of books and a leaning towards literature that 
induced him to take up the art of printing. The Bruges 
Troy book was his own translation; to the Dictes, which he 
edited, he added a chapter concerning women; and he 
early turned his attention to producing an edition of the 
Canterbury Tales. He printed essentially for the English 
market, with probably a strong bias towards what most 
pleased his personal taste, and the majority of his books 
have a distinctly literary character. Commercial instinct, 
no doubt, supported him in pursuing this course, since the 
limited demand for the more serious works required by the 
scholar and the student would scarcely have justified the 
printing of them in England, especially as good editions 
could readily be imported from the Continent. The many 
volumes of poetry, romance and fabled story which came 
from his press must have stimulated the demand for such
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literature; while, at the same time, by his own transla
tions from the French, he enlarged the bounds of English 
recreative reading.

Caxton did not long remain the sole printer in England. 
Theodoric Rood, a Cologne printer, was at work in Oxford 
from 1478 to 1485; and an unknown typographer, called 
the schoolmaster printer, printed eight books at St. Albans 
between 1479 and 1486.

At Westminster Caxton was succeeded by his chief 
assistant, Wynkyn de Worde, who carried on the traditions 
of the press, in so far as a large proportion of his books 
consists of romances and poetical pieces; but, unlike his 
master, De Worde was a mere printer and showed no trace 
of literary talent. His finest book, an English version of 
the De proprietatibus rerum of Bartholomaeus Anglicus 
(about 1496), was the first book to be printed on paper 
made in England. De Worde died about the beginning 
of the year 1535.

Richard Pynson, Wynkyn de Worde’s chief contem
porary, printed in London from about 1490 to 1530. As 
befitted the office of King’s printer he possessed the best- 
appointed printing-house of his time in England. His 
output consisted to a large extent of law books and official 
work; but he also printed many books of literary interest, 
such as the Canterbury Tales, Barclay’s English version of 
Brant’s Ship of Fools and Lord Berners’s translation of 
Froissart’s Chronicles, besides several liturgical books of 
very respectable workmanship.

And now begins the list of provincial presses in England. 
Mention has already been made of Oxford and St. Albans, 
both of which ceased working before 1486. But with the 
new century and the greater demand for books appear fresh 
towns. “ York had a press at work between 1509 and 1516. 
Then comes a curious revival, a second press at Oxford 
from 1517 to 1519. A press at Cambridge in 1521 and 1522. 
At Tavistock in 1525 and 1534, at Abingdon in 1528, and a 
second at St. Albans from 1534 to 1538. Then came the 
Reformation ” (or Dissolution) “ and the accompanying 
changes in the old order of things, after which not one of 
the old presses ventured to start again. ”1

And now at last I can fulfil the title of this address and 
speak of Early Printing in Devon.

1 The English Provincial Printers, Stationers and Bookbinders, to 1557, 
by E. Gordon Duff, M. A., page 123.
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But first, to remove any misapprehension, two books 
printed for an Exeter stationer, Martin Coffin, living in 
Exeter about 1505, should be mentioned. At this early 
date books were often printed abroad for Englishmen. 
“These two books are described by Joseph Ames (1689- 
1759) in his History of Printing, published in 1749; the first, 
an edition of Stanbridge’s Vocabula, was printed at Rouen 
by Laurence Hostingue and Jamet Loys. This would put 
the date about 1505, when these two printers were in 
partnership, and before 1508, when Hostingue left Rouen. 
The other book is an edition of Catho cum Commento, also 
printed at Rouen by Richard Goupil who was at work 
about 1510. This is also mentioned in Bagford’s notes 
(John Bagford, 1650-1716).

The first of these books was sold in Thomas Rawlinson’s 
sale where Ames probably saw it, and the second may 
perhaps have been bound up with it, but since that sale 
in 1727 all traces of them have disappeared. Martin 
Coffin remained some time longer in England, for we find 
him taking out letters of denization in 1524 (28 April); 
in these he is described as a bookbinder. ”1

To quote again from the late Mr. E. Gordon Duff, some
time Sandars Reader in the University of Cambridge, to 
whose published works and kind personal help I am greatly 
indebted: “ When we consider the places where presses 
were at work during this period, or where stationers lived 
who commissioned books, it seems surprising that other- 
towns of equal or greater importance have nothing to show 
printed or published in them. So much that has come down 
to us has survived by so slender a chance that there is 
always the hope that further information may be found and 
other towns added to our list. Hereford is only represented 
in a colophon by the unique copy of one book, Exeter by 
two books which have been lost for over a hundred and 
fifty years. ”2

They may reappear; there have been many romantic 
discoveries of books in late years, perhaps nothing more 
startling than Shakspere’s Venus and Adonis bound with 
two other early tracts. The book was found in a lumber 
room at Lamport Hall by a London bookseller’s clerk in 
1867 and sold in the Britwell Collection for the enormous 
sum of £15, 100 0s. 0d.

All of these early presses except York were started in 
1 Page 120.  2 Page 121. See note at end of this Address.
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University towns or monastic houses under the manage
ment of educated men, and Tavistock was no exception. 
But before speaking of the printer, something must be said 
of the place.

Tavistock was a small town in remote Devonshire, 
situated on the edge of the great Moor called Dartmoor. 
The Benedictine Abbey round which the town clustered 
was of ancient royal foundation. The Charter granted it 
in 981 by King Ethelred the Unready states the Founder to 
be his uncle Ordulf and that certain of the royal house are 
there entombed. Great privileges were then conferred on 
the Abbey, augmented by later kings. Its lands and 
revenues were at the Dissolution valued at £902, about 
£12, 149 of our money. And, what is more to the purpose 
of this enquiry, the Abbey possessed precious manuscript 
books and documents and valued them highly.

Among these were their Cartulary, the Charter of King 
Ethelred, a Life of St. Rumon, and a Calendar from which 
William of Worcester quoted in 1478. And, most valuable 
of all perhaps, the original Charter for disafforesting 
Devon, granted by King John, 18 May, 1203 (anno 5). 
This had always been preserved in Tavistock Abbey, 
probably because it was so near the Moor and also because 
of its early and long connection with the Stannaries. 
Its contents are now only known because Bishop Walter 
de Stapeldon (founder of Exeter College, Oxford), impressed 
by its great value, asked permission to have it copied into 
his Register, where it remains. It was sent up to 
London, where the Bishop then was, by the hand of 
Thomas Newbygyn, Clerk to the Abbot (Robert Campell), 
in 1320.

There yet remains in Trinity College, Cambridge, a book 
of Saxon Homilies formerly belonging to Tavistock Abbey, 
left to the College by Archbishop Parker, to whom it had 
been given by Francis Russell, only son of the first Earl of 
Bedford.

The monks’ care of their books is shown by an interest
ing entry in 1399, the troubled days of Richard II, when 
among necessary expenses appears “ 4½ cress of linen 
bought in which to wrap the books while carrying them 
into the Country because of the Enemy. ”1 The cress cost 
20d.

It is evident that in 1525 Tavistock was a rich Abbey, 
1 Translation.
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proud of its books and holding a high position among 
English Monastic Houses. The Abbot was mitred and had 
many privileges of a bishop; he had also a seat in the 
House of Lords, only twenty-nine Abbots being so 
honoured.

And he had successfully resisted the claim of the Bishop 
of the Diocese to visit his Abbey. After a controversy 
lasting some years between Hugh Oldham, Bishop of 
Exeter (1504-19), and Richard Banham, Abbot of Tavi
stock (1492-1523), the Pope’s decision (Leo X) was given 
in favour of the Abbot and the original Bull of Pope 
Celestinus to Tavistock Abbey, dated 11 May 1193, was 
confirmed, granting exemption from all Episcopal and 
Archiepiscopal visitation. This was confirmed by the 
King (Henry VIII), as was necessary by English Law, 18 
August, 1519. Bishop Veysey, on 20 April, 1525, formally 
admitted the exemption thus granted to the Abbey. So 
there was great emphasis on the word exempt in the colo
phon of the first book printed at Tavistock in 1525.

Enprented in the exempt monastery of 
Tauestok in Denshyre. By me Dan 
Thomas Rychard monke of the sayd 
Monastery / To the instant desyre of 
the ryght Worshypful esquyer Mayster 
Robert Langdon. Anno d’ MDXXV.

Deo Gracias.

Personal details relating to monks, cloistered monks 
living apart from the world, are necessarily scanty, but a 
few facts remain concerning the printer, Thomas Rychard 
or Richard, the Dan standing for Dominus, his degree 
taken at Oxford.

He was ordained subdeacon 11 March, 1502, at Exeter, 
when he is described as a Monk of Tavistock Abbey of the 
order of St. Benedict. Priest, 23 September, 1503. Admitted 
as student at Gloucester Hall, afterwards Worcester College, 
in 1507. Here Tavistock, in common with other Benedictine 
houses, had special privileges, being one of the fifteen 
abbeys which had at one time or another camerae at the 
College.

Gloucester Hall was founded in the time of Walter de 
Merton (d. 1277) for Benedictine monks studying at 
Oxford, who attended lectures but were under the dis
cipline of their own Order. Their quaint old monastic
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“ mansiones ” still remain in Worcester College. Anthony 
a Wood describes them as “ divided by particular roofs, 
partitions and various forms of structure and known from 
each other, like so many colonies and tribes, by arms and 
rebuses that are depicted and cut in stone over each door. ” 
These emblems are now defaced beyond recognition, 
but no doubt those of Tavistock Abbey once appeared 
among them. Each monastic house paid for its own 
students.

Magdalene College, Cambridge, had the same privileges 
for Benedictine monks, and as Thomas Richard took his 
B. D. at Cambridge in 1517, 1 he must have sojourned at 
Magdalene College, now “ celebrating the 500th anniversary 
of the Monks’ Hostel from which as a Benedictine Com
munity in the Middle Ages it takes its origin ” {The Times 
of 20 June, 1928).

In 1510 (3 June) he was appointed to represent the Abbot 
of Tavistock at a Chapter of the Order of St. Benedict, to be 
held in the following July at Coventry. In the Abbot’s 
letters of Procuration, Thomas Richard is described as “ our 
brother and co-monk and a scholar of Oxford. ” He obtained 
his degree of B. D. 28 June, 1515. On October 28th he is 
admitted to oppose in a disputation in St. Mary’s Church. 
He had studied logic, theology and philosophy for eight 
years.

One would like to think that he was related to the famous 
printer of Rouen, Jean Richard, who from 1496 issued 
books for the English market, especially missals, including 
the fine Hereford Missal of 1502, now in the Bodleian. 
Richard seems to have paid visits to England and was a 
party to a lawsuit at Oxford in 1501-2 (E. G. Duff, Century 
of the English Book Trade, p. 136).

“ The ryght Worshypful esquyer Mayster Robert 
Langdon, ” at whose “ instant desyre ” the printing of 
Boethius was undertaken, was the son and heir of John 
Langdon of Keverell in St. Martin’s-by-Looe, Cornwall. 
Born in 1483 (he was aged 30 and more when his 
father died in 1513), he married, prior to 1508, Elizabeth, 
daughter and heir of John Bicton of Bicton, Cornwall, and 
widow of... Vowell.

Robert Langdon died 1548, aged 65 (Inq. p. m., 4 Edward 
VI, pt. I, No. 11).

Who chose the author whose work was to be printed is 
1 Athenae Cantabrigiensis, Cooper, Vol. I., p. 233.
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matter for conjecture. Thomas Richard, having studied 
Philosophy for eight years, must have been familiar with 
Boethius’ Book of Consolation, a favourite work in England 
since the time of King Alfred who translated it.

Boethius, the most learned man of his time, was put to 
death in 524 by Theodoric, the Ostrogothic King, on a charge 
of treason supported by forgeries. The condemned man 
was kept long in prison waiting for death, and he occupied 
himself by writing a fascinating treatise on the Consola
tion of Philosophy.

Boethius had special skill in writing Latin verse in varied 
metres. He begins with a poetic lament that in place of 
the joyous songs he has been accustomed to sing, he must 
now in tears and sadness raise a mournful strain. That 
finished, Philosophy presents herself to him. In prose he 
gives a lovely description of her, her dress, her appearance, 
her graciousness. That metre and prose are the first of 
a long series of metres and proses, alternating, the metres 
sung sometimes by him, sometimes by her; in the proses 
both take part. The whole is so beautiful that the delight 
of yielding to the cacoethes scribendi must in itself have 
been consolation. We cannot wonder that three whose 
names would be found in any list of the greatest English 
names have translated the treatise into our language, 
Alfred the Great, Chaucer, Queen Elizabeth.

The Tavistock version of Boethius is not that of King 
Alfred, which would in 1525 have needed copious notes, 
if not retranslation; though in Devonshire our language 
was more purely Saxon than in other parts of England. 
Nor was it the famous translation of Geoffrey Chaucer, 
printed by Caxton, but a rendering of Boethius undertaken 
at the desire of Elizabeth Berkeley, probably the daughter 
of Thomas, Lord Berkeley, afterwards wife of Richard de 
Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick. Prefatio translatoris:

Madame this booke at your instance 
I have begun after my simplenesse 
In wyl to do you servyce and plesance.

The poet was John Walton, a monk of Osney, afterwards 
Canon, whose hitherto unpublished work, though finished 
in 1410, was printed for the first time at Tavistock in 1525. 
The translator in a modest preface admits his inferiority to 
the great English poet.
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“ To Chaucer that was floure of retoryke 
In Englesse tonge and excellent poete 
I wote ful wel I am nothyng leke 
Though I hys makyng do conterfete. ’ ’

The spelling is something archaic, as will be seen, and 
there is no attempt at punctuation. His own name, 
“ Cognomen Translatoris, ’’ is indicated by the capital 
letters beginning the first four lines of a stanza addressed 
to the B. V. M.

Wyth al my hert to do yow reuerence 
And seruyse /suche as of me may be wrought 
Lawly under your obedyence
To plesen yow yf I suffysed ought 
Wyth al my hert as euer I haue besoght 
No thyng coueyt I of youre excellence 
Eternally but that I may be brought 
My souereyn lady in to your presence.

The book is a quarto, the printed page measures 145 x 95 
millimetres, roughly 5 by 3 inches. The title-page has a 
woodcut of God Almighty crowned, with an orb and cross 
in His left hand, the right being raised in benediction. 
The figure is enclosed in a diamond, the corners that make 
the outline square are filled with emblems of the four 
evangelists. Outside this square appear four detached 
borders containing flowers, foliage, birds and a singularly 
large and handsome snail. The whole of these woodcuts 
are French. At the foot of the page appears the title,

The Boke of comfort called in laten 
Boetius de Consolatione philosophie 
Translated in to englesse tonge.

Then follow the Prefatio Translatoris and the Prologue, 
after which comes the text, then the Cognomen Translatoris 
followed by the colophon. After this comes a woodcut with 
the arms of Robert Langdon: Argent, a chevron between 
three lizards' heads sable; and the signature, Robertus 
Langdon.

Many early bibliographers mention this book, always 
alluding to its rarity. Thomas Hearne wrote a long letter, 
dated Oxon, Dec. 20, 1708, to “the ingenious Mr. John 
Bagford ” (b. 1650, d. 1716): —1

1 Printed in Robert of Gloucester's Chronicle, 1724, vol. II., p. 706. 
VOL. LX.  E
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“ Sir,  ......................................................
I have several times thought of the old English 

translation of Boetius de Consolatione Philosophie. ’Tis 
pity that both the copy you sent me (which I now 
return) and that in our Publick Library” (the Bodleian) 
“ want the beginning.... I never saw but these two
copies ” etc.

W. Herbert in Typographical Antiquities, 1790, vol. III, 
p. 1439, quoting J. Anstis, says Mr. Hearne is to be cor
rected as to Langdon.

The letter of John Anstis, Garter King-at-Arms, 1 to 
the Rev. Mr. Lewis is the most interesting of these 
contributions. He wrote from Mortlake, October 20, 
1737

“ I had that book of Boethius printed at Tavistock, and 
lent it (before I had made any use of it myself) to one Mr. 
Ryder; who used me scurvily by presenting it, without my 
knowledge, to the Duke of Bedford.

I lived in Cornwall not far distant from a seat called 
Keverell, which belonged to an ancient family of Langdon, 
extinct within memory, who have for their arms a chevron 
between three lizards’ heads erased; and in that house I 
met with that book among some old rubbish papers in a 
corner which doubtless had continued in that house from 
the time of its being printed. ”

The Keverell Langdons apparently died out in Charles Il’s 
reign. Walter Langdon was buried 23 February, 1679, 
at St. Martin’s-by-Looe. Anne, his only daughter and 
heiress, married John Buller of Morval and the Isle 
of Thanet as his second wife. John Buller’s Will, 21 No
vember 1714, P. C. C. 13 April 1716, Fol. 131 (Bibliotheca 
Cornubiensis).

This little book confers honour on its printer, it was the 
work of many long hours in the Abbey of Tavistock, and 
must have roused wonder and admiration among the 
brethren used only to penmanship. How many copies 
were made we have no means of knowing, probably very 
few, certainly exceeding few survive. Mr. Duff spoke

1 John Anstis, Garter King-at-Arms, born St. Neots, Cornwall, 1669; 
Exeter College, 1685; Inner Temple, 1688; died at Mortlake, 4 March, 
1744–5. Married Elizabeth, daughter and heiress of Richard Cudlipp, of 
Tavistock, Devon.
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of nine, but careful enquiries cannot discover more than 
seven, viz.: —

Exeter College 
Bodleian 
Rylands Library 
Duke of Bedford

1 The Marquis of Bath 
Mr. Christie Miller,

Britwell

1
2
1
1
1
1 sold 16 December, 1919, 

to Quaritch for £620, 
now the property of Sir 
Leicester Harmsworth.

Two copies (both imperfect) are in the Bodleian, a note 
inside one of them, “ This book once belonged to Mr. 
Wanley from whom it came to the Earl of Oxford and from 
thence to Mr. Thos. Hearne who supplied its defects from 
another copy. ” The signature, Humfrey Wanley, is on 
page 1. It is described by the Librarian as “ Copy I 
(Rawl. 4° 530 wants A1 (title) most of R. VII and R. VIII 
(? blank)----- ”

This copy is specially interesting as being in its original 
binding, though rebacked. It has a Renaissance border 
with the initials D. M., those of the binder, tied together 
with ribbon in a shield. This is the only copy in the 
original binding as far as is at present known.

The second copy in the Bodleian is also defective, and 
would seem to have always been in or near Oxford. The 
following notes are written carelessly in it in early hand
writing: —

“ Be it knowne by me ffrancis Payne of the Citty of
Oxford

Anthony Benson 
Katteryn Benson 
Timothe Carter in Kidlington. ”

Officially described as “ Copy II (4° 471 Art) wants 
A. i-iv, A. vi. G. viii, H. ii, vii, K. i, viii, m. i, R. viii, binding 
modern. ”

1 This is the copy which Mr. Winslow Jones endeavoured to trace in 
1883. It had been bought in 1799 at Mason’s sale, it was said, for the 
Marquis of Bute. The similarity of the words Bute and Bath led to the 
error which has been often repeated.
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There is a copy of Boethius in the John Rylands Library 
at Manchester, and the Librarian has very kindly sent the 
following particulars: —

“ Our Copy only wants the last leaf sig. R. 8. In other 
respects it is perfect. It is not in the original binding; upon 
the title-page there is an inscription of an early owner, 
‘ Iste liber pertenet ad me ½ haselfoot. ’ There is 
another early manuscript inscription below the printer’s 
mark at the end, ‘ This is William hasallfoott Boke. ’ 
There are other signatures in the book, Rice Jones 1720 
and James West 1726. ”

The copy in the Library of Exeter College, Oxford, is 
perfect; written on its title-page is the name of an early 
owner, “ Liber Gulielmi Ludovici 1550. ”

Another perfect copy was in the possession of the Duke 
of Bedford in 1883. It belonged to Richard Heber, and is 
thus described in his Catalogue: —

“ Catalogue of the Library of the late Richard Heber esq. 
December 1834 Part the fourth removed from his house at 
Pimlico which will be sold by auction by Mr. Evans at his 
house 93 Pall Mall.

No 158. ‘ Boetius... Tavistock. ’ In black letter, fine 
copy in morocco by C. Lewis.

note This Copy... originally belonged to Herbert. 
I purchased it at the sale of Mr. Richard Foster Nov. 1806 
for £7. 17. 6 ill-bound in russia, gilt leaves. It then wanted 
18 lines some part of which were supplied in a hand nearly 
contemporary. I afterwards completed it from another 
imperfect copy (formerly Ratcliffe’s) which was bought by 
Gough for £2. 6. 0. in 1776, and by me at Gough’s sale for 
£14. 3. 6. and had it then bound by Lewis. ”

In another note Mr. Heber says that the book “ may be 
estimated at fifty pounds more or less. ”

“ Mr. Heber’s perfect copy was bought for the Duke of 
Bedford for £63. 0. 0. and is still at Woburn Abbey: and 
another copy, wanting 26 leaves was included in the Heber 
sale of 1836 and bought by the late uncle of Mr. Christie- 
Miller of Britwell in Buckinghamshire and is still in that 
gentleman’s library. ” (See ante.) Winslow Jones, writing 
to Notes and Queries, 20 October, 1883.

After the printing of Boethius the Tavistock Abbey Press



PLATE IV.

LAST PAGE OF THE STATUTES OF THE STANNARY.

With Colophon.

President’s Address. —To face page 69.



PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS. 69

did no work for several years, the reason being that Thomas 
Richard was admitted Prior of the Priory of St. Mary 
of Totnes, 27 February, 1528, and the management of 
his Priory fully occupied his time. He was presented by 
Sir Piers Edgcombe, who in a letter to Secretary Cromwell, 
dated 25 March, 1536, says, “ And as to Tottones, the pryor 
ther ys a man of goode vertuous conversacyon and a good 
Viander. ” (Totnes Priory was surrendered 22 April, 
1536. Sir Piers Edgcombe died 14 August, 1539. )

The printing press and type remained at Tavistock, but 
apparently no one was sufficiently skilled to make use of 
them—at all events, nothing issued from the Tavistock 
press for nine years, when the second book, The Statutes 
of the Stannary, appeared in 1534. The colophon is, 
“ Here endyth the statutes of the stannary/Imprented yn 
Tavystoke ye xx. day of August/ the yere of the reygne off 
our soveryne Lord/ Kynge Henry ye viij. the xxvj. yere. ”

The type is the same as in Boethius, but without orna
mental initials. The same borders are used, and the 
Frontispiece, but a new picture of the martyrdom of 
St. Andrew appears, unmistakably French, especially the 
curious pointed cap of one of the executioners. A complete 
description of this second Tavistock book is appended from

A Typographical Gazetteer by Henry Cotton, late sub- 
Librarian of the Bodleian, 2nd edition, 1831, pp. 280-281.

“ Rare as is this work (Boethius), its rarity is infinitely 
surpassed by that of the second book which remains from 
the Tavistock press, and of which the following more 
detailed description is given from a personal inspection of the 
only copy believed to be now existing, which is preserved 
with the utmost care in the library of Exeter College, Oxford.

“ Beneath a woodcut, of the King’s Arms supported by 
angels, is the following title, ‘ Here foloyth the confirma
tion of the Charter perteynynge to all the tynners wythyn 
the coutey of devonshyre. wyth there statutes also made 
at crockeryntorre by the hole asset and cosent of al the 
sayd tynners. yn the yere of the reygne of our soverayne 
Lord Kynge Henry ye viii the secud yere. ’ Beneath is a 
vignette cut in wood. On the reverse begins the Con
firmation. On signature a, iiii.

“ ‘ Pro quatuor marcis solut. in hanaperis. Devon Magna 
Curia domini Regis Ducatus sui Cornubie tenta apud 
Crokerentorre in Comit. Devon coram Thoma Deneys
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Armigero, Locum tenente Henrici Merney Militis Custod. 
Stannarie domini Regis in Comitat. Devonie. Vicesimo 
Quarto die Mensis Septembris. Anno regni Regis Henrici 
Octavi Secundo. —Nomina Juratorum. xxiiii. Jur. Cure 
stannare De Chaggeford. —De Aysberton—De Plymton. — 
De Tavystoke, &c. Qui electi, jurati et triati ex assensu et 
cosensu omniu stannator. Com. pdicti, enactant ordinant 
et statuunt q; omnia statuta stannarie ante hec tepora 
ibidem facta sint vacua cassa et et nullius affectus prefer 
ea que in ista curia affirmatur et de novo fiet ut postea 
patet. ’ On the reverse of signature b, v. the royal arms 
are repeated; under which, ‘ Magna curia, &c. tenta apud 
Crokeretorre, &c. anno Regis Henrici Octavi xxiiii. ’ 
Below is the vignette as in the title-page. ‘ Nomina 
juratorum, ’ &c., as before. On the reverse signature c, iv. 
the same royal arms and vignette, ‘ Magna curia, &c. &c., 
anno Regni Regis Herici viii. vicesimo quito. Nomina 
juratorum, &c. ’ On the reverse of signature d, iii., ‘ Here 
endyth the statutes of the stannary, Imprented yn Tavy
stoke ye xx. day of August the yere of the reygne off our 
soveryne Lord Kynge Henry ye viii. the xxvi. yere. ’ 
The two vignettes as before, between which is, ‘ God 
ssave the Kyng. ’ Then follows a leaf, having on the recto 
a woodcut of the crucifixion of St. Andrew, and on the 
reverse one representing the Almighty seated within 
a diamond contained in a square, the angles being 
filled by the symbols of the four evangelists. This second 
print is the same with that which appears on the title 
of the Boethius printed at Tavistock. The volume is a small 
quarto consisting of twenty-six leaves; viz. signature a, 
six; b and c, eight; and d, four. A full page contains 
generally thirty lines, sometimes thirty-one. The type 
appears to be that of the Boethius, but is not so sharp nor 
clear: the flowered initials of the Boethius are not used in 
this book. It only remains to say, that the Exeter copy is 
quite perfect, and that all the leaves still retain their rough 
and unequal edges. ”

It is the only copy known at present. It was given to 
Exeter College, with other rare books, by the Rev. Joseph 
Sanford. Born at Topsham, 1692, died 1774, Senior Fellow 
of Balliol College, Oxford. Resident in his College for sixty 
years. An intimate friend of T. Hearne (Dict. Nat. Biog. ).

The printer’s name is not given in the second book, but 
it is most probable that he was John Williams, a monk in
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the Abbey at the time of the surrender, 3 March, 1538-9, 
though from the amount of pension granted him, not one 
of the elder brethren. He was very likely a relative of 
Philip Williams, to whom the Abbot and Convent granted, 
“ in consideration of his good and trew service to us in 
times past doon, ” an annuity of 26/8 “ and our howse 
where he now dwells next to the Yeld Halle ” (Guildhall, 
Tavistock) “ for twenty years if he should so long live. ”

The reason for suggesting John Williams as the printer 
of the second Tavistock book is that a John Wylliams, 
presumably the same, was appointed rector of St. 
Edmund’s, Exeter, in 1554, who, dying before 1567, when 
his will was proved in the Consistory Court at Exeter, left 
to his “ Cosen John Wylliams my printinge with the matrice 
and the rest of my tooels concerninge my presse. ”

The Will is appended, it being a specially interesting 
document with its reference to his “little clocke which I 
hadde of Sir William Herren late p’son of St Petrocks ” 
(William Herne, clk. parson of St. Petrocks, Exeter, Will 
1566, P. C. C. Crymes 20), from whom he no doubt received 
“ the cushion or pillow with a heron on it, ” bequeathed to 
his own church of St. Edmond’s. The little clock is given 
to Mr. Gregory Dodes or Dodds, Dean of Exeter. Elected 
10 February, 1559-60, died before 9 May, 1571 (Oliver’s 
Bishops of Exeter, p. 276).

Will Consistory Court of Exeter 1567, 206.
Wylliams, John, Clerk, Chaplain to the Maior of Exeter 

1st daye of May 1567, 9° Elizabeth.
I Sr. John Wylliams Clerk, Chaplyn unto mr. maior of 

Exeter sick of bodye but perfecte in remembraunce, laude 
be unto god make my last will and testament as followeth 
my soule to almightye God my body to Christian buriall 
and all such goodes as God hath lent mee I give and 
bequeat as followeth

Itm I bequeath unto the poor people 40/- in pence I 
geve unto the Churche of St. Edmondes 5/- wth a cushen 
or pillow that hath a heron uppon him Also I give unto 
Mr. Gregory Dodes my little clocke wch. I hadde of Sr. 
William Hearen clerck deceased late psn of St. Petrocks my 
printinge wth the matrice and the rest of my tooels con- 
cerninge my presse I nowe geve unto my Cosen John Willms 
And I give to Nicholas Erell the plummer all my tooels 
that I have appertayninge to the plumers occupation: 
Itm I give unto John Cotye a worsted Dublett a paire of
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hoose and a shert Itm I give unto Richard Snell my short 
gound faced wth Saye and 5/- monie. Itm To Mary 
Williams a coverlett straked a paire of sheete and a paire 
of blanketts. Itm I give to Maryen Erell a paire of 
blanketts and my will is that 24 poore people shall be 
appointed by name to bringe mee to my grave and every 
of them to have for their paines a grote a pice And the rest 
of the poore people that shall be at my buryall to have of 
the almes that I have before geven. Itm I geve to the 
Citie of Exeter for the performance of my promysse before 
geven to the haven 40/- of lawfull money of England, And 
the rest of all my goodes money and plate that shall be 
lefte I geve to my Cosin John Williams excepte the plate 
that was Sr. Willm Hearons Clerck late deceased the wch 
I would shoulde be solde and the monie distributed unto 
poore people within the Citie of Exeter and suburbes of 
the same and some parte to the poore prisoners. And I 
make my Cosen John Williams my whole Executor of this 
my Testament and last will And I make the overseer of this 
my testament and last will to see the same performed 
according to my minde and intente Robert Chaffe of the 
City of Exeter

There being witness Sr. Richarde Michell Clerke pson of 
St. Martin’s in Exeter and John Cotye with others.

Thomas Richard, the original Tavistock printer, after the 
surrender of Totnes Priory on 22 April, 1536, became 
rector of St. George’s, Exeter, formerly in South Street but 
now demolished. A copy of his will, written with his own 
hand, follows: —

Thomas Rychard, Will proved 1564. 14 April Consistory 
Court, Exeter.

In the Name of God I Sr. Thomas Richard clerke by the 
grace of God parson of St. George’s in Exeter beinge in a 
hole minde and perfect remembrance make my testament 
and laste will in this manner ffirste I bequeath my sawle 
unto Almighty God my bodye to the hollye grave Itm I 
bequeth unto St. George’s Church Xs and to every parish 
church where God is served and to St. Sydwell’s church 
xijd apeece and to every parson vjd Itm I bequeath to the 
poor people at my buryall before or affter forty shillings 
Itm unto will brycknell’s wyffe and children XXd Itm I 
bequeth unto the power XX nobles to be bestowed in 
lynyn clothe amonge the power. Itm I will that all my
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money be dispersed, and gyven to the power wekely forty 
pence untyll yt be consumed and spent Itm I gyve unto 
Chaffs wyffe fyve children ffortye penc a pyce Item the 
Residew of my good no ferther bequethe I bequethe unto 
John Pyke and he to be my hole exeter and to se my wyll 
performed and he to have ffortye shillings for his Travell 
In Wytnes here of Sr. Thomas Richard pson of St. George 
wryten wt. my owen hand (William Chaffe of Exeter re
ceived 4 August, 1565, the sum of 16/8d. for the five 
children above mentioned from John Pyke, Executr. ).

Probate 14 April 1564.

One of these children may have been the Robert Chaffe, 
Mayor in 1576, who in his youth was “ put to the Songe 
school and was a Chorister in the Cathedrall Church and 
from thense he was taken and put to the grammar school 
and profyted very well ”... becoming a Proctor and 
finally Registrar of the Peculiar Courtes under the Dean 
and Chapter (Common Place Book of John Hooker, by 
Professor Harte, p. 23).

The Tavistock press was not only the first in the West of 
England, but it printed unpublished matter in Walton’s 
Boethius.

And the type used at Tavistock was different apparently 
from any other type used in England. Professor A. W. 
Pollard considers that the type as well as the woodcuts 
came from France; he points out that in the smaller of the 
two types two V’s are used instead of W. And this caused 
such a run on the V’s that a single V is sometimes also used 
for W, as in Vhen, Vhether, Vherfore. No English (or 
German or Dutch) type-founder would have made a fount 
without a W, and we can thus be sure it came from France. 
At present no similar type is known in England. Tavistock 
press, therefore, has very special claims to distinction, and 
the names of Thomas Richard and Robert Langdon should 
be honoured by all Devon folk.

Those who would learn more of Printing in Devon should 
turn to the most interesting account given by Mr. R. N. 
Worth in our volume of Transactions for 1879. After 
Tavistock no resident printer’s name occurs in Devon for 
more than 150 years.

Note. —Since delivering this Address it has been brought 
to my notice that in the fine library of Sir Leicester
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Harmsworth, specially rich in early printed books, is a 
copy of the Vocabula printed for Martin Coffin, an Exeter 
bookseller, in 1505.

The reappearance of this book, which in the words of 
Mr. Gordon Duff, the greatest authority on early English 
provincial printers, had been lost for over two hundred and 
fifty years, cannot fail to be of deep interest to Devon folk. 
The title of the book, believed to be unique, is:

“ Vocabula Magistri Stanbrigi primum iam edita sua 
saltern editione, ” 5 11. A large woodcut beneath title 
representing a master with his pupils.

The colophon reads:

“ Emprynted for Martin coeffin dwelyng at exeter.
“ Impressum Rothomagi ” (Rouen) “ in officina Laurentii 

hostingue et Jameti loys. ”

There must have been a demand for Latin Grammars 
in Exeter early in 1500, or the book would not have been 
printed. It was perhaps ordered for the Grammar School 
which had been in existence for many years. In 1329 
Richard of Radford, Schoolmaster, of the City of Exeter, 
is mentioned in Bishop Grandisson’s Register (Vol. I, 
p. 240). In 1457 Laurence Bodynton, late Master of the 
Exeter Grammar School and one of the Secondaries of the 
Cathedral, left money for his Obit and for the repair of the 
Cathedral (Chapter Records, No. 3675). In 1515 Thomas 
David, M. A., was appointed Master of the School by 
Bishop Oldham (Chapter Records, No. 2477).

These facts are taken from The Founding of Exeter 
School, by H. Lloyd Parry, 1913.

It is a source of sincere gratification that, through the 
Devonshire Association, this book, believed to have been 
the first published in Devon, should have been brought to 
light.


