The Authorship of New College MS 303

Ffyve hundreth, eight tymes tenne yn all.
If ye can ioyne to gether well,

By addyng thereto poynts vocall,

The Authours name ye then ca[n] tell.

This provocative verse appears in New College MS 303, a book of prose and poetry written by an
Elizabethan Catholic, accompanying an unusual figure: a diamond shape connected to a base by a
long line, the whole somewhat reminiscent of a fire screen. In the middle of the diamond, five
numbers are ranged below each other—400, 40, 60, 50, and 30—which add up in total to the
number written on the figure’s base, 580.

‘The Cyphrynge of the Authour hys name’, from New College Library, Oxford, MS 303, p. 165

A clue to this enigma comes in the author’s comment that a potential codebreaker should
add ‘thereto poynts vocall’. Here, ‘vocall’ means ‘vowel’, suggesting the answer lies in biblical
Hebrew, a language where scribes and readers have to add vowels.! Hebrew is a language where
individual letters are replete with meaning, and the sum directs us towards gematria, the system by
which Hebrew letters are conventionally used to express particular numbers.? According to this
system, 400 equates to N (tav), 40 to N (mem), 60 to O (samekh), 50 to 1 (nun), 30 to  (lamed): or,
transliterated into English, T, M, S, N, L. A knowledge of common English names suggested
adding ‘[h]o’ and ‘a’ to “TMS’, to read ‘Thomas’. ‘NL’ was a little less straightforward, but a guess
of ‘Neal’ was inspired by the Elizabethan Hebraist of that name.

Many thanks to Katie McKeogh and William Poole; to Christopher Skelton-Foord and the staff of New College
Library; and to Shiran Avni and Jacob Wiseman for help with Hebrew.

1 QED, ‘vocal’, adj. A1 9-10andn.B 1. h

2 Neal is using the method known as Mispar Hekhre i (absolute or normative value): see David Derovan, Gershom
Scholem, and Moshe Idel, ‘Gematria’, in Encyclopaedia Judaica, ed. Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, 2nd edn, vol.
7 (Detroit; Macmillan Reference, 2007); online edition consulted.
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