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Digital Detective Work: Unlocking the Secrets of a Medieval Manuscript
By Alyssa Mertka, University of Kentucky

At first glance, MS Latin Kentuckiensis III (MS. Lat. KY 
III) seems to be far removed from the sleek, fast-paced 
digital world of 2018. The pages of this fifteenth-century 
Italian book of hours, located in the collections of the 
University of Kentucky Special Collections Research 
Center (SCRC), are wrinkled with age and delicate as a 
butterfly’s wing. The book’s reddish-brown cover crumbles 
at the slightest touch and therefore requires the utmost care 
when handling it. Its beautiful illuminations, prayers for 
the Divine Office, and invocations against plague belong 
to a bygone era. I first came across this remarkable book 
during my time as an intern in the SCRC’s Learning Lab. 
My research in this lab would ultimately teach me that 
the key to unlocking the secrets of this rare book could 
be found in the digital tools I use every day. 

The SCRC Learning Lab was designed to give under-
graduate students like myself an opportunity to learn 
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about the archival profession and receive hands-on 
experience working with archival materials. During the 
2017–2018 academic year, Carol Street, undergraduate 
research archivist at the University of Kentucky, supervised 
a team of six undergraduates from a variety of academic 
disciplines ranging from art history to English to chemical 
engineering. Street led us in weekly discussions of relevant 
archival topics such as arrangement and description, 
privacy, ethics, and security. Each student also selected 
an archival collection to process and designed an original 
research project around the item(s) in that collection. 
We kept track of our progress via weekly entries on the 
online journaling platform JRNL (https://jrnl.com/app/#/
journals), which were later published as physical volumes. 
These journals allowed us to share our discoveries with 
each other and create an accessible record of our resources 
and achievements. 
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(Continued on page 20)

The verso side of the flyleaf next to Folio 1 of MS. Lat. KY III displays the fragment (left) next to the first page of the book of 
hours (right).
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The item I selected for my research, MS. Lat. KY III, had 
been in the SCRC’s collection for decades after being do-
nated to the university by Danish American book collector 
Jens Christian Bay (1871–1962). It had been featured in a 
descriptive catalog of all the medieval manuscripts in the 
SCRC and in an exhibition on manuscript illuminations at 
the University of Kentucky Art Museum. However, when 
I examined the manuscript for the first time, I noticed a 
discrepancy not mentioned in any of the previous scholar-
ship. The book’s front flyleaf and pastedown differed in 
handwriting, vellum quality, and orientation from the 
rest of the book. They obviously belonged to a different 
text, but no one had focused on, or even described, these 
unique pages. Determined to identify this fragmented 
text, I turned to the Internet, setting off a months-long 
mystery that would culminate in a positive identification. 

When materials were scarce, medieval bookbinders often 
used pieces of old manuscripts to bind new books. As a 
result, bits of older works were integrated and preserved 
with later bindings. The study of fragments such as these, 
known as “fragmentology,” can reveal the history of a 
book, shed light on its construction, or, in extreme cases, 
even uncover a lost text. This area of manuscript research 
has become increasingly popular in recent years, especially 

with the advance of crowdsourced fragment identification. 
Scholars can view images of manuscript fragments (along 
with descriptions and other data) in online databases such 
as Fragmentarium (https://fragmentarium.ms). These data-
bases provide scholars with platforms on which to contribute 
their expertise to the fragment identification process. 

Before I could consult any databases myself, I needed to 
create a preliminary transcript of the text of the fragment 
inside MS. Lat. KY III. To aid in this process, I consulted 
on online edition of Adriano Capelli’s Lexicon Abbrevia-
turarum (https://archive.org/details/LexiconAbbreviatu-
rarum), a dictionary of common scribal abbreviations. 
The digital edition was preferable to the physical copy 
due to its “searchability.” If I had an idea of what a word 
might be, I could simply enter it into the search bar and 
jump directly to the relevant page, rather than flipping 
through hundreds of pages by hand. This feature helped 
to shorten an already-lengthy transcription process, which 
was sometimes hindered by damage to the fragment as well 
as the right-hand edge being cut in the middle of the line. 

Drawing from the numerous scripture references and 
biblical terminology in the text (such as mentions of 
vino et oleo, “wine and oil”), I hypothesized that this text 
was most likely a biblical commentary. This hypothesis 

(Continued from page 19)

The online edition of the Lexicon Abbreviaturarum
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led me to consult the Patrologia 
Latina online database (http://
pld.chadwyck.co.uk/), a digital, 
searchable version of Jacques-Paul 
Migne’s Patrologia Latina (pub-
lished 1844–1855). The Patrologia 
is a compendium of texts by the 
early church fathers, so it seemed 
likely that it might contain the 
biblical commentary I was looking 
for. I began entering transcribed 
phrases from the fragment into 
the database. For weeks, I had 
no results. Finally, a search of the 
transcribed phrase “crux l[a]etificet 
resurrectio” yielded a match. 

After a meticulous cross-reference 
between the document in the 
database and the fragment text, 
I conclusively identified the frag-
ment found in MS. Lat. KY III 
as an excerpt from S. Eusebii 
Hieronymi Stridonensis Presbyteri 
Commentariorum in Jeremiam 
Prophetam Libri Sex, or The Sixth 
Book of the Commentary on the 
Prophet Jeremiah by the priest Saint 
Eusebius Hieronymus of Strido, 
better known as St. Jerome. Spe-
cifically, the fragment text comes 
from chapter 17 of book 6, which 
focuses on Jeremiah 31:10–14. 
The commentary itself was written 
between 317 and 319 AD, with the 
sixth book being the last, as St. 
Jerome died before completing the 
work. Initially, identification had 
been my ultimate goal. However, 
I found myself longing to know 
more about MS. Lat. KY III.

Now that I knew what the frag-
ment text said, a whole new set of 
questions presented itself. Where 
did this fragment come from? How 
old was it? How did it end up as 
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The first two pages of the fragment (front flyleaf and pastedown) show two transcribed 
phrases: “vino et oleo” (top) and “crux l[a]etificet resurrectio” (bottom). (Continued on page 22)
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part of this book of hours? To answer these questions, I 
needed the help of experts. No one at my university could 
answer the questions I had. However, a string of Internet 
searches and e-mails led me to subject expert Dr. Eric 
Johnson, associate professor and curator of rare books and 
manuscripts at The Ohio State University. Without ever 
meeting with me face-to-face or viewing the manuscript 
in person, he was able to tell me that the fragment was 
most likely produced in a monastic scriptorium (either 
Benedictine or Cistercian, with the former more likely) 
between 1175 and 1200 AD. He conjectured that the 
fragment was northern Italian in origin.

Using this information along with what was already 
known about the creation of MS. Lat. KY III, I used 
Google Maps (https://www.google.com/maps/) to pin-
point which monastery probably produced the fragment.

Pomposa Abbey, located near Ferrara, Italy, is the best can-
didate for the fragment’s origin. Pomposa is a Benedictine 
community founded in the sixth century AD and was ac-
tive during the period proposed by Dr. Johnson. Pomposa 
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Abbey was noted for its scriptorium and library, which 
produced and housed a great number of manuscripts. Ad-
ditionally, it is the only significant Benedictine monastery 
near Ferrara, the region where MS. Lat. KY III was likely 
bound. No Cistercian communities were active in the area. 
Medieval bookbinders often received scrap vellum from 
scriptoria, and copies of Jerome commentaries were com-
mon enough in the fifteenth century to make their vellum 
more valuable than the text printed on it. The bookbinder 
who compiled the book of hours and the monastery that 
produced the document recycled into the binding were 
likely geographically close. Therefore, Pomposa Abbey can 
be said to be the possible creator of the edition of Jerome’s 
commentary that later found its way into MS Lat. KY 
III. I sent a Facebook message to Pomposa’s official page 
in attempt to confirm this hypothesis, but aside from a 
humorous exchange in Italian involving emoticons, the 
abbey was unable to provide me with the evidence I was 
seeking. Still, further research into historical catalogs of 
Pomposa’s library could verify my hypothesis.

The online Patrologia Latina displays the digital text of the Jerome commentary.

(Continued from page 21)
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Pomposa Abbey on Google Maps

What began as an odd piece of vellum stuck inside a manu-
script ended with one solved mystery and a dozen more 
questions waiting for answers. In my quest to uncover the 
secrets of MS. Latin KY III, I employed the resources and 
strategies I had grown up with and used every day in my 
academic and personal life. Online databases, e-books, 
e-mails, Internet searches, and Facebook messages together 
created a strong framework on which I could establish my 

inquiries into the origins of the fragment. My research 
would not have been successful without the ease and 
accessibility provided by these tools. As the relationship 
between traditional materials and digital resources grows 
stronger, the potential for new discoveries in forgotten 
places will increase. What other secrets lie between delicate 
pages, simply awaiting discovery by the next generation 
of digital detectives? 


	Electronic Currents



