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John Russell (c. 1430–1494) 

and a Fragmentary Witness to Peter Schoeffer’s 1470 edition of Jerome’s Letters  
 
The Wykehamist John Russell was very nearly the first Englishman known to have bought a 
printed book. In Bruges on 17 April 1467 he purchased two copies of Ciceroõs De officiis in the 
edition which Johann Fust and Peter Schoeffer had printed at Mainz only a year before.1 As an 
early adopter, Russell cedes the crown only to James Goldwell, the future bishop of Norwich, who 
bought a different Fust and Schoeffer edition in Hamburg in 1465.2
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John Russellõs inscription on the second of two fragmentary flyleaves 
New College Library, Oxford, LPF3/2, f. 47 [detail] 

This and following images É Courtesy of the Warden and Scholars of New College, Oxford 
 

The thing that Russell bought in Antwerp on 27 May 1472 must be the book which this 
leaf once accompanied. It will be noticed immediately how closely the inscription resembles the 
wording from 1467 in the Mainz Ciceros, quoted above. And Russell was indeed in Flanders in 
1472: he had received a twin commission in that year to treat with Charles of Burgundy for a 
perpetual peace and league, and with the Hanse over the many commercial grievances the League 
had with England. He reached Bruges on 2 April with the ambassadors William Hatclyf, who was 
the kingõs physician and secretary, and John Pickering, consul of the English merchants in the 
Netherlands.13 Hatclyf 
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side only and was inverted when pressed into service as a flyleaf or pastedown, for it is on the 
dorse of this leaf that Russell wrote his purchase note. That it should have been inverted does 
rather suggest that from the outset it was intended for a pastedown. In this edition it comes from 
Dist. M, ep. 178. Both leaves represent the first pull only, both clearly printerõs waste. 
 

 
 

The over-inked fragment on vellum from Peter Schoefferõs 1470 edition of Jerome 
New College Library, Oxford, LPF3/2, f. 47 

 
The 1470 Jerome is one of the most impressive editions to emerge from the early Mainz 

press. In a series of valuable essays, Lotte Hellinga has revealed the minute dealings of Peter 
Schoeffer as he assembled this monumental edition.16 If Gutenberg is the father of printing then 

 
ep. 19, down to c. 3, ôNec sane a nobis magnopere desiderandum est, ut contemplationi omniumõ (PL 30. 175Bð190B). 
In other words, what is now affixed in the guardbook as a recto and verso should properly be reversed. The leaf is 
degraded and damaged on the left-hand edge. The second leaf is printed on only one side, the text from ep. 3 Ad 
Marcellam, cc. 2ð7: ôPropter quod, inquit, ter Dominum rogavi, ut recederet a me: et dixit mihiñpraeter quod aliud 
fundamentum nemo potest ponere in consummandum auroõ (PL 30. 51Dð54A).  
16 Lotte Hellinga, ôEditing Texts in the First Fifteen Years of Poe om  



John Russell (c. 1430ð1494) and a Fragmentary Witness 

New College Notes 21 (2024), no. 2 
ISSN 2517-6935 

5 

Schoeffer, as Hellinga has argued, may be considered the father of publishing.17 His oversight of 
the work of his press was total, from typesetting to illumination, binding, distribution and 
marketing. In the case of the Jerome edition, it was offered at several levels of cost and completion: 
on paper or on vellum, undecorated or with decoration ranging from simple penwork to full 
illumination. (Vellum copies are considerably rarer than paper copies: of the eighty-nine copies 
known, only sixteen are on vellum.) Textually too, the edition was significant, the largest collection 
of letters yet assembled. There had been four earlier editions of the letters, printed between 1468 
and 1470: three from Rome, representing a textual tradition of their own, and one of 1469 by 
Johann Mentelin in Strassburg. Schoefferõs was entirely independent of these, and offered the 
largest number of letters yet: where the Rome editions had 180 letters and the Strassburg recension 
130, Schoeffer printed 200, arranged thematically.18 These were brought together, as a printed 
advertisement for the edition states, after a diligent investigation in the libraries of many 
monasteries, churches and cathedrals.
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The first page of the New College copy of the 1470 Jerome, showing an excised initial 
New College Library, Oxford, BT1.16.1 [detail] 

 
This copy (Rhodes 914) is kept at BT1.16.1. It is on paper and of the first issue. It lacks 

the first leaves and therefore does not have the tell-tale prologue addressed to ôOmnibus 
ecclesiastici ordinis deuotis zelatoribus veritatisõ; but the colophon has the crucial variant ôInitiareõ 
where the second issue has ôprincipareõ. The major initial D has been excised; very probably it was 
historiated with a painted (not woodcut) image of Jerome and the lion, as is found in other copies. 
Each of the new distinctions lettered AðO into which Brielis divided his edition thematically begins 
with a large, hand-drawn lombard, done in blue and red ink with very elaborate penwork 
flourishing in violet ink. Other lombards are plain, blue or red, and range from three to five lines. 
Lotte Hellinga kindly identifies this decoration for us as ôa splendid example of one of the main 
flourishers in Mainzõ.23 So this copy does not belong to that half of the output which Schoeffer 
left undecorated for export. We should be justified in thinking that the volume was also bound by 
one of Schoefferõs collaborating artisans. The present binding of reversed calf over pasteboard is 
instead typical Oxford work of the early 17th century, probably by Robert Barnes (d. 1631), who 
worked on many other volumes in the library. The copy is bound as one volume, not two.24 It 
makes a book on an enormous scale, with internal measurements of 453 × 320 × 135 mm. This 
Imperial format is, of course, the same for the fragments, and these were never folded. It is a 
further sign that the fragments and the book belong together. 

 
23 See further her ôPeter Schoeffer and his Organizationõ, figs. 9, 14B, 19. 
24 Hellinga, ôPeter Schoeffer and his Organizationõ, p. 101 n. 4, points out that when in a contemporary binding, the 
edition is bound in one volume in all but two copies. When rebound in the 18th or 19th centuries, it was invariably 
divided over two volumes. 
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Bringing these two damaged fragments back to the Collegeõs copy of the 1470 Jerome 
offers conclusions of unexpected value to bibliographical research. First, it advances understanding 
of this celebrated incunabular edition, not only in that theseяr^ 


