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The Launceston Priory Book of Hours
In 2014, during research for a book on the history of Launceston Priory, I came across a reference in the 1938 edition of the Journal of Theological Studies, about the Calendar of the Augustinian Priory of Launceston in Cornwall. This was an article by Francis Wormald, a mediaeval scholar, about his examination of a small manuscript book of possible 13th or 14th century origin and then held in a private collection in Worcester. This had proved to be a Book of Hours and which originated in the Priory at Launceston. The article describes in some detail the contents of the Book and reported that “as the only liturgical memorial of Cornwall which has so far come to light, it is of considerable importance for Cornish hagiology”.
Subsequent enquiries with the family who had owned the Book in the 1930’s, revealed that in the 1980’s it had been passed on permanent loan to Birmingham University. The University confirmed that it was indeed held in the Special Collections Department in the Library and that, subject to the owners agreement, it could be examined by special arrangement. After the appropriate authorisation procedures, a trip to the Library and a comment by the librarian “I don’t think anyone has opened this for more than 25 years”, at last the Book was in my hands.
The small, about the size of a modern paperback, wooden and leather covered volume contained 107 folios of thick vellum. The pages are written with brown pigment ink (probably of oak gall manufacture) and here and there, initial letters in blue or red. In some places the margins were decorated with small flourishes of swirls and drawings. Wormald’s article notes that the contents are those which are usually found in the Books of Hours of the period but goes on to say that “only when the pages are examined the importance of the book can be realised”.
In fact, this is a record of the  services followed at the Priory together with the days on which various saints were remembered there. This provides one of the most complete records of Cornish Saints from that period when the Priory was one of the foremost religious institutions in the County. Amongst those recorded are Winwalloe, Agnes, Petroc, Juliet, Gennys, Nectan, Sidwell, Rumon, Nonn, Neot, and Piran. 
A small book but one which was in use in daily use in Launceston Priory for several hundred years. Thanks to its survival, we have one of the most important artefacts of Cornish history. The University wishes to hold on to the manuscript, but I did gain permission to reproduce a few pages for my research purposes-there is one above.
Copies of the book – A History of St. Stephen’s Prior, Launceston ISBN 978-0-9929170-0-5- is available from the Tourist Information Centre or on Amazon Books
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