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John Farley (d. 1464) and the Finessing of MS 281 
 
In spite of having suffered the loss of three illuminated leaves, MS 281 in the College Library 
remains a refined object. 

http://ptolemaeus.badw.de/ms/192
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adornment is general and was presumably the work of Artist B, drawing feather sprays north and 
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The circumstances by which the pages came to be finished deserve some consideration, not least 
because an unusual and welcome feature of the manuscript is that it contains a note of the cost of 
the decoration, in red ink at the foot of one of the back flyleaves (f. 244v).7 The cost is specified 
as for major initials, minor initials, and paraphs:  
 

littere maiores  viij   prec’ iiij s.  
littere minores  C lxxxviij  prec’ vij s. x d.  
Paraffi   iiij C lv  prec’ iiij d. ob. 

 
This costing note seems to relate to the work of the second artist since it occurs in his section of 
the manuscript: six of his major initials survive, the other two must have been the ones on the 
robbed folios 80 and 102, something given strength by the identical style of the minor initials 
across those breaches. 

The man who paid this bill was most probably John Farley, the manuscript’s last private 
owner and its donor to the College.8 Farley is a figure of some interest. A native of Winchester, he 
was a Wykehamist of both foundations, admitted a scholar of Winchester College in 1444 and of 
New College in 1449, going on to a fellowship after the usual two years’ residence. Having taken 
his degree of Master of Arts he was admitted to the Faculty of Theology. At the same time, he 
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New College Library, Oxford, MS 281, f. 8v—showing John Farley’s annotations 
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at the back, the entire book is his scribal work. It is datable after 30 August 1462, which is the date 
of Pope Pius II’s Mantuan speech, copied here by Farley, and December 1464, the time of Farley’s 
death. The book is a de-luxe Wiccamical production whose purpose was to praise and 
commemorate the Founder, Bishop William of Wykeham (c. 1324–1404). It is celebrated for four 
full-page tinted drawings containing the first known representations of the buildings of New 
College and Winchester College, as well as Wells cathedral, and the depiction of an assembly of 
great alumni who stand around the figure of the Founder, seated in regal style on a dais.23 The 
main texts in the book, Collocutiones VII de laudibus nobilis antistitis domini Willelmi de Wykeham and 
Allocutiones duae de laudabili uita eiusdem Willelmi, written by Chaundler, are intended to demonstrate 
that Wykeham possessed all the Aristotelian virtues as well as all the Christian ones. Throughout,
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New College Library, Oxford, MS 288, f. 56r— 
showing John Farley’s formal hand, written sometime between the end of 1462 and December 1464. 

The decoration is by artist A of MS 281. 
 

 
priorities had been followed by Bishop Beckington when he promoted another Wykehamist, 
Richard Andrew, to succeed himself as king’s secretary in 1443. Richard Andrew is one more 
member of the group portrait in the Chaundler manuscript. A subsequent Keeper of the Privy 
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