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Thesis Summary

Although Peter Idley’s Instructions to his Son has recently begun to receive literary analysis, it still
overly relies on the text edited by Charlotte D’Evelyn and misses highlighting what the variety of extant
manuscripts tell us about the reception of this conduct poem by its fifteenth-century readers. Informed
by literary approaches to manuscripts from the late Middle Ages that have shed light on the roles of
non-authorial agents such as scribes and book commissioners, this dissertation seeks to show how
Peter Idley’s Instructions to his Son reveals much about the roles that the compiler-author, scribes, and
readers have played in compiling and editing a conduct poem and giving cultural meaning to it.

Chapter One compares each of the two books of Idley’s Instructions with its main source to highlight
the author’s redaction as an adaptation to his readers’ need for learning. Contrasting each book with
its source casts Idley’s Instructions as predicated on the notion of quick learning, with much more
emphasis placed on practising than on the process of reading and thinking. Idley also articulates the
maintenance of fame as the profit of practising good conduct, making such profit its explicit aim. He
also equates avoiding sins with keeping one’s fame, thereby making worldly prosperity and being
virtuous the same end. As these are commonly seen in late-medieval conduct books read by the gentry
and bourgeois readers, Idley adapted his sources to match the needs of these classes.

Chapter Two examines the role of the editor, most probably the scribe R. Englyssh, in London,
British Library, Arundel MS 20 (MS A), a fifteenth-century manuscript containing Book Il of Instructions
and John Capgrave’s Life of St Katherine. This manuscript shows significant alterations to Idley’s
poem, including excision, reordering of passages, and word changes. These modifications suggest the
scribe-editor’s efforts to preserve clerical authority, avoid controversial religious and political issues,
and refrain from targeting specific social groups. The chapter supports this argument by comparing MS
A with another manuscript, highlighting the scribe-editor’s intention to maintain the text's didactic
reliability during a period of religious and political instability. Evidence points to R. Englyssh as the
scribe responsible for these alterations.

Chapter Three explores the influence of a fifteenth-century manuscript owner on the reception of
Idley’s Instructions, focusing on Cambridge, Magdalene College, Pepys MS 2030 (MS P), and its pair,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Library MS Ee.2.15 (MS C). These manuscripts provide insights into
the original owner, probably a Norwich merchant, who had his merchant’s marks incorporated into the

illustrated initials. This chapter argues that these marks indicate the owner’s social aspirations and the

significance of the manuscripts for his self-identity. The inclusion of Idley’s Instructions, a text
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addressing the gentry, reflects the owner’s desire to emulate higher social classes. The atypical

monolingual presentation of Instructions in MS P suggests a unique reading culture that is distinct from
the gentry’s bilingual tradition.

By examining the roles that the compiler-author, a scribe, and a book owner have played in shaping
and developing the meaning of Idley’s Instructions, this dissertation highlights the poem as a case that
shows the ways in which writers and readers of the fifteenth-century gentry and bourgeois classes
actively intervened in the teachings in conduct books, the way and purpose of learning good conduct,
the reliability of the teachings, and the meaning of the whole text, in the pursuit of their own ethics of

conduct and precepts for life as an essential part of their social identities.
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