
THE CODEX ALEXANDRINUS AND THE

ALEXANDRIAN GREEK TYPES

J. H. BOWMAN

T H E Codex Alexandrinus is one of the three great Greek manuscripts of the Bible, and
was probably written during the first half of the fifth century. Apart from some minor
imperfections where damage or loss has occurred, it contains the complete text of the
Greek Bible, including the Apocrypha, and the New Testament concludes with the two
extra-canonical works, the First and Second Epistles of Clement to the Corinthians.^ In
1621 it was given to Sir Thomas Roe, the English ambassador at Constantinople, by the
Greek Patriarch, Cyril Lucar, in return for Roe's support against the claims of the Latin
church, and it was intended for King James I. Its name derives from the fact that Lucar
had previously been Patriarch of Alexandria; he had taken the manuscript with him on
being translated to Constantinople.^ King James died in 1625, while the manuscript was
still at Constantinople, and it was not until 1627 that it finally reached England, by which
time Charles I was on the throne. It was then deposited in the Royal Library. The whole
collection was transferred to the British Museum by George II on 6 August 1757, and
the Codex is consequently now one of the treasures of the British Library.^

PUBLICATION OF THE MANUSCRIPT

In view of the importance of any manuscript of the Bible, it was natural that there should
be some attempt to make it more widely accessible. The first publication based on it was
an edition of the First and Second Epistles of Clement, which became known for the first
time through this manuscript and which are not accepted as part of the New Testament
canon. The edition, by Patrick Young, the Librarian of the Royal Library, appeared in
1633,̂  and shows the Greek text with a Latin translation in parallel columns on the page.
In 1637 Young published his edition of the Catena in Job^ transcribed from the same
codex,̂  and printed in London in the Greek types of the Royal Printing Office, bought
by the King's Printer in 1634.̂  Lane has discussed the origin of these types and
concludes that, far from being imported, as was previously thought, they were cut by
Arthur Nicholls of London.^

It has been said that Young had the idea of reproducing the whole manuscript in a
special facsimile type that would imitate the uncial Greek letters, and that a specimen of
this, containing the first chapter of Genesis, actually appeared in 1643.̂  Reed refers to
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several sources as confirmation of the existence of this specimen and of the fact that it
was in facsimile types; and although he emphasizes that later writers have assumed that
It was a facsimile edition he does not then discuss the nature of the evidence further.^
None of this evidence seems to me to stand up to examination: there is no clear statement
anywhere that the specimen which appeared used uncial types. It seems likely that a
specimen of some kind appeared, because Thomas Smith speaks of having it before his
eyes, but neither he nor any other writer ever says that it was a facsimile. Carter and
Ricks doubt that the facsimile was ever made at all, and that (if it was) it was in a
facsimile type.^^ There is no known location of any such specimen now.

No further progress in reproducing the manuscript was made before Young's death
in 1652. At the Restoration, however, Thomas Rosse was appointed Keeper of the Royal
Library, and he revived the idea of a facsimile reproduction of the whole manuscript, but
rather than use type he proposed copperplate engraving.^^ In 1678 the manuscript was
given to Dr Thomas Smith to collate and prepare for publication, but again nothing
came of the venture. The only illustration to appear during this period was a three-and-
a-half-line woodcut which was included in Brian Walton's polyglot Bible of 1657.̂ ^

WOIDE*S EDITION

In due course another attempt was made. The 1780s proved to be a period in which type
facsimiles of several important manuscripts were published. The first of these was of
Domesday Book^ which appeared in 1783, printed by John Nichols in types specially cut
by Joseph Jackson.̂ "* Jackson was born in 1733 in London and was apprenticed to
Wilham Caslon II at the famous Caslon letter-foundry. Here he was taught aU aspects
of the trade with the exception of punch-cutting, a process which the Caslons always
performed on their own in a private room. By boring a hole through the wainscot Jackson
observed how this work was done and in due course was able to cut a punch himself. He
was punished for his pains, but fortunately was allo>ved to finish his apprenticeship.^^
When this was completed, he left the Caslons and set up in business for a short time in
partnership with Thomas Cottrell. He then spent four years at sea as an armourer, after
which he rejoined Cottrell as a typefounder in Nevil's Court, Fetter Lane, before finally
setting up on his own. During this time he acquired a good reputation, especially in the
field of non-roman types. Unfortunately none of the type specimens issued by his
foundry have survived, but we know that in 1773 he was able to supply Hebrew, Persic,
Bengal and Greek, as well as roman, italic, black letter and scriptorial.^^ It is hkely that
examples of his Greek types remain to be discovered in late eighteenth-century Greek
texts, though in the absence of type specimens identification will always be a matter of
supposition. As a result of his success with the Domesday type Jackson was chosen to
cut type for the facsimile reproduction of the Codex Alexandrinus. The editor of this
facsimile was Dr Charles Godfrey Woide, who had since 1782 been an Assistant
Librarian at the British Museum, and the printer, as in the case of the Domesday Book
facsimile, was John Nichols.
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/ . (Top) Section of Codex Alexandrinus showing the Lord's Prayer (Lk. 11.2-4) and
(bottom) the same passage in Woide's facsimile, BL, 5.i.io (actual size)
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This time, at last, the project succeeded, and the facsimile, Novum Testamentum
'<rcum e Codice MS. Alexandrino, appeared in 1786.̂ ^ The text is printed in double

columns, and uses two sizes of letters for the main text, together with a third, larger, for
the initial letters of the verses (see fig. i). Woide says in the preface that the cutting of
the type took nine months, and that it was based on the form of the letters in the middle
of the Codex on the grounds that these were more elegant and larger than the rest.̂ ^
According to Baber, writing much later, the type was made *at the sole expense' of
Woide himself.̂ ^ There were about 450 ordinary copies, at two guineas each, twenty-five
on fine paper at five guineas, and ten on vellum.'̂ ** A review appeared in the Gentleman's
Magazine"'^ but the reviewer has little to say about the type, being more concerned with
the history of the manuscript and with the text itself. Woide presented a copy of the
facsimile to the King on 5 May and 'had the honour to kiss his Majesty's hand on the
occasion'.^^

BABER'S EDITIONS

For some years after the completion of the New Testament the types lay idle, so much
so that they were lost sight of entirely. Eventually they were discovered by H. H. Baber,
who joined the British Museum in 1807 and in 1812 became Keeper of Printed Books.̂ ^
Writing much later to Panizzi in response to an enquiry about their ownership, he
described how he had rediscovered them:

Frequent enquiries by various persons for various purposes had been made after these types, but
all in vain till I accidentally discovered them amongst a large mass of articles consisting of
duplicate books & other things, as useless & too insignificant to have any place in the collections
[ol] the B. Museum, all of which from time to time had been deposited in a room in the basement
story of the old building of the British Museum.^*

(The 'old building' was Montagu House, where the British Museum had first been
housed.) He goes on to say that it was this discovery that gave him the idea of editing
a further portion of the Codex Alexandrinus, and that on learning that Dr Woide's
widow was still alive he went to see her to ask who actually owned the type. She said that
it had all belonged to her husband but that when he had left the Museum it could not
be found. She was delighted that it had reappeared, and gladly gave Baber permission
to use it for his edition, on condition that if she ever asked for it back he would return
it to her.

By the time Baber was recounting this story he was eighty-five. Perhaps his memory
was at fault, but it is certainly strange that he remembered visiting Mrs Woide,
presumably in the years just before 1812, when according to the entry for Woide in the
Dictionary of National Btography she had died in 1784, before Woide himself. ^̂  It seems
more likely that in old age his memory had grown confused and that it was one of
Woide's daughters that he had visited. Baber adds that he had more of the type cast, as
well as having small wood-engravings made, 'whereby a clear imitation was effected not
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Fig. 2. Alphabets of the three sizes of type, from the Psalter of 1812 (actual size). BL, 459.^21

only of single letters but of whole sentences in many instances'.^^ There is no mention
of the existence of the matrices, but they must still have been with the type at this time,
otherwise it would not have been possible for Baber to have more type cast. There seems
to be no record of which founder cast the additional type. (Jackson had died in 1792 and
his stock had passed into the hands of William Caslon III.)^^

In 1811 Baber issued a proposal for the publication of the whole of the Old Testament
from the Codex Alexandrinus,"^^ in which he referred to the great risk of destruction to
which all such manuscripts were liable, and the fact that Lucar had given it to Charles I
to preserve it 'against the barbarous fury and jealous spirit of Mahometan superstition,
Some of the type, chiefly of the smaller and medium sizes, still exists at the British
Library, all mixed up in a wooden box, together with some of the wood-blocks (see figs.
3, 4). It has presumably been in this state for well over a century, having been forgotten
'Minimae' (fig. 2). Its publication was noted in November in the Gentleman's Magazine
where it was also stated that Baber intended to publish the Pentateuch.^** A review
appeared in the British Critic in 1813, concluding: 'These types being all prepared, it
would be a pity that no further use should be made of them.'^^ In due course a proposal
to print the whole manuscript appeared in the Monthly Repository of Theology and
General Literature,^^ accompanied by numerous testimonials. The edition itself appeared
between 1816 and 1821.^^ It was, if anything, more splendid than the Nem Testament,
making impressive use of red for some portions, and like the Psalms it contained many
wood-engravings for certain words, particularly for the titles of the individual books (see
%• 3)-

LATER USES OF THE TYPE

It is clear that the British Museum was willing to allow the type to be used in quotations
in other books. The review of the Psalter mentioned above uses it for some quotations.
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. J. (Left) Wood-block for the end of the Book of Esther and (right) the engraving as printed
in the facsimile, BL, 6.i.2 (actual size)

It also appears for the representation of manuscript readings on certain pages of Kidd's
Tracts and Miscellaneous Criticisms of P or son .,^^ and doubtless in other works. In 1851
another substantial work was printed in the type: Fragments of the Iliad of Homer: from
a Syriac palimpsest.'^'^ Here the editor makes it clear that although the same type has been
used to print this 'facsimile', the writing of the manuscript is somewhat different from
that of the Alexandrinus, so that this is a less accurate reproduction.

In 1859 Dr S. Prideaux Tregelles wrote to the Trustees asking permission to use the
Alexandrian type to print fragments of a palimpsest manuscript of a large portion of
St Luke's Gospel. This was granted on condition that due care was taken of it and that it
was returned when the edition was completed.•*** Codex Zacynthius 5" appeared in 1861^'
and the editor refers to the loan of the Alexandrian types, 'in order that the Codex
Zacynthius might appear in an ancient form',^^ though without commenting on how
satisfactory the likeness is. The text uses the middle size, with some of the larger for
initials and some small letters for verse numbers, insertions, and so on. The book was
printed by Samuel Bagster and Sons of 14 King's Road, Gray's Inn. The British

174



Museum archives still contain Bagsters' receipt for the consignment of three boxes of the
type on 20 May 1859 ^rid their delivery note for its return on 15 July 1861.

Meanwhile the Trustees received a letter of 8 October 1859 from Mrs C. A. Godfrey,
a grand-daughter of Woide, asking for a copy of Woide's facsimile for her husband, the
Rev. N. S. Godfrey.*'' They referred to a minute of 19 July 1817, from which it appeared
that the type belonged to Dr Woide's two daughters, and they agreed to send her a copy
of the book. This also prompted them to ask the Principal Librarian, Anthony Panizzi,
to make enquiries about the type. He wrote to Baber, expressing his surprise at the
statement that it belonged to Woide, and asking whether Baber knew anything about it.*^
Baber's reply has already been mentioned in connexion with his discovery of the type;
he stated that because all Woide's original type was now mixed up with the extra which
he had himself had cast the whole should now be regarded as belonging to the British
Museum. He also suggested that if the Trustees wished 'to be freed from the
incumbrance of the custody of this mass of metal type' they might give it to Her
Majesty's Printing House, and that they might pass the woodblocks to him. This letter
was read to the Trustees on 24 March and they resolved to retain possession of the
Alexandrian type for the present.*^

Although he made no mention of the fact in a very long letter it appears that the
matrices themselves were in Baber's possession all this time. This came to light in 1867,
causing J. Winter Jones, who had become Director and Principal Librarian on Panizzi's
retirement in 1866, to write asking him to return them because the British Museum
wanted to use the type in an 'important series of Greek inscriptions'.*^ As a result Baber
finally returned them and they were 'laid before the Board' at their meeting of 25
January 1868.** Unfortunately, extensive enquiries on my behalf in the British Library
and the British Museum have so far failed to reveal whether they still exist.

The type was still not finished with. On 28 May 1881 the Trustees considered a letter
from the Clarendon Press, Oxford, asking for permission to cast a small amount for their
own use. Permission was granted without charge, as it was stated that one of the books
for which it was needed. Texts of Historical Inscriptions by the Rev. E. L. Hicks,*'^ would
be of great service to archaeology.*^ This work, however, contains none of the
Alexandrian type, and because the name of the other book for which it was required is
not stated I have been unable to verify whether it was in fact used.

Some of the type, chiefly of the smaller and medium sizes, still exists at the British
Library, all mixed up in a wooden box, together with some of the wood-blocks (see fic^s.
3, 4). It has presumably been in this state for well over a century, having been forgotten
in a room in the south basement of the British Museum. This room had been partitioned
at some time, and the rear part, in which the type lay, had fallen into disuse. About 1990
the entire room was allocated to the Department of Oriental Antiquities, and the
partition was demolished prior to refurbishing the room. This led to the discovery of the
type, which was transferred to the British Library.*'
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Fig. 4. Some of the surviving type, not shown to scale: large (top); medium, greatly magnified
(middle); small (bottom)
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Fig. s- The Lord's Prayer set in Fry's Alexandrian Greek type, from his Specimen of 1794 (actual
size). BL, ii899.i.i8

ANOTHER ALEXANDRIAN GREEK TYPE

In view of the time taken to produce a facsimile of the Codex it is surprising to discover
that another fount of Alexandrian Greek type existed all along, and that it was even
known to Nichols when he arranged for Jackson to cut his own facsimile type. The
typefounder Edmund Fry possessed an Alexandrian Greek, which is shown in his
specimens from 1786 to 1828 (see fig. 5), and of which he said 'The Codex Alexandrinus
was purchased at James' Sale in 1782'.*^

There is no reason to doubt Fry's statement that he acquired it in 1782, but before
this its history is uncertain. It appears to have been included in the stock of the Grover
foundry, which was acquired by John James in 1758, but it was not recognized for what
it was until 1778, when Edward Rowe Mores acquired and catalogued the collection. It
was then discovered that the type marked 'Coptic (the new hand)' was in fact the
Alexandrian Greek.*^ Reed writing in 1887 believed that it was actually the same type
as that produced for the supposed specimen of Patrick Young in 1643,'̂ ^ and Johnson
made no alteration to any of this section when he revised Reed's work in 1952, but in
the absence of any surviving copy of that specimen (if it ever existed) we cannot compare
them. The earliest, and probably only, surviving printed example of this Greek outside
Fry's own specimens is on a single sheet showing a passage from Revelation in the
Bagford collection;^^ this is reproduced in Reed,^^ and commented on by Lane, who
discusses the possible date of the paper on which it is printed.^'* Reed's reproduction does
not convey the flimsiness of the paper or the fact that the page is only slightly larger than
the type area. Carter and Ricks do not think the surviving Alexandrian Greek could have
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been made m Britain as early as 1643, though they give no particular reason for this
opinion.-* Instead they propose a different explanation, namely that it may have been cut
in about 1700 by Captain John Thornton, with a view to the production of a facsimile
of the same manuscript by the Cambridge University Press.

This suggestion seems to rest on somewhat tenuous evidence. In the Bagford
manuscript collection is a short section on the Cambridge University Press, in which it
IS stated that the Press had recently sent to Holland 'for the buying of a new fount of
letters'

and posabell ther resilutions was opon the puting forth in prent the Alexandrian Bible for they
had miployed Captan Thornton for the Cuting of puches & senken of y" Matreses ... but all these
is lade aside I mene y*" prin[tin]g of the alexsandrian bible... ^̂

Although these two statements are juxtaposed in the manuscript they seem to have no
connexion with each other. If the type from Holland was for an edition of the Codex
Alexandrinus there would have been no need for Captain Thornton to cut it. It is clear
from other evidence that the Press frequently obtained Greek and other founts from
Holland, so that there is no special significance to this statement ;̂ ^ in any case Bagford
does not even say that this type was Greek. Nor is there any evidence that the Press
intended to publish the Alexandrian Bible. No such edition ever appeared and there is
nothing about it in the Press archives. It is known that Richard Bentley did some work
on an edition, but this was slightly later; his proposal was announced to the Archbishop
of Canterbury in 1716 and to the public in 1720." But even this edition was never
published, and in any case there is again no reason to suppose that it was to be a facsimile.

As for Captain Thornton, there are two problems. First, Bagford gives no forename,
so that the identification of this Thornton with John Thornton the map-maker is purely
hypothetical. Secondly, the suggestion that he ever cut punches for type rests solely on
this statement of Bagford's, which can hardly be described as certain; assuming that the
two men are identical, there is no other evidence that he ventured outside his profession
of map-making. It is not mentioned in the biographical article by Coolie Verner,^^ nor
is there anything in his will to suggest that he left punch-cutting tools. On the contrary
he bequeaths to his son Samuel Thornton 'all my Mapps Charts Copys Books
Instruments Copper engraved Plates and all other things belonging to my calling... '.̂ ^
This of course is not conclusive either way. It has been suggested that Thornton was
responsible not only for this Alexandrian Greek but also for the Union Pearl ornamented
type whose earliest use is attested in 1708.̂ *̂  It seems very likely that whoever the punch-
cutter was, he was responsible for both these types and perhaps for others too. Reed
draws attention to another point which seems significant, namely that the Double Pica
Greek with which the King's Printer printed the edition of the Catena in Job in 1637
subsequently passed into the hands of the Grover foundry.*'^ This is known from the fact
that it appears in the 1782 sale catalogue of the James foundry. One would expect that
if any facsimile type had existed in the seventeenth century it would have been with the
King's Printer because the manuscript itself was royal property, and it would therefore
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seem entirely natural that if one set of types went to the Grover foundry the other could
also have done. This rather inclines me to the view that, despite the lack of clear evidence
mentioned earlier, the surviving matrices do after all relate to a now lost specimen for
a facsimile edition.

In some of his later specimens Edmund Fry adds to the confusion by repeating a very
inaccurate statement taken from the auctioneer's catalogue at the time of the 1782 sale.
In the 1824 specimen it appears as follows:

This character was cut by Wynkyn de Worde, in exact imitation of that ancient and valuable
manuscript in the British Museum, which was, as the late Dr. Woide communicated to Dr. Fry,
presented, in 1628, to K. Charles I. by Cyrillus Lucaris, Patriarch of Alexandria, but afterwards
of Constantinople; and which is supposed to have been written upwards of fourteen hundred
years. - See Paterson's Catalogue and Specimens of James's Foundery, sold 1782, p. [10].

Clearly Wynkyn de Worde could have had nothing to do with it, and according to Reed
the reference to him is due to the fact that the James foundry's types were kept in
drawers which instead of being numbered were named after famous printers, so
misleading the auctioneer into believing that they had either been designed by or
belonged to the relevant man.^^ It is, as he says, surprising that such a scholar as Fry
should have accepted and perpetuated such an error. Hansard points out the mistake and
gives a different solution, based on the similarity of the words Woide and Worde, but
he seems to regard the two Alexandrian types as being one and the same.^^ This error
was copied by Savage, who states that Fry's Alexandrian was cut by Jackson for Dr
Woide's facsimile.^'*

Whatever the precise origins of this type, it seems from the evidence of the one
surviving printed sheet that it must date from the early eighteenth century, at the latest.
If the type existed and was known in the 1780s, why was it not used for the facsimile.^
According to Reed it is almost certain that Nichols did know of its existence, but that
it was not 'sufficiently exact for the purpose'.^^ There are slight differences in the forms
of some of the letters, but they are hardly of such a kind as to preclude the use of the
type, particularly if, as Woide said, the lettering of the manuscript itself varies. It seems
likely, therefore, that the main problem with the James type was that it existed in one
size only, whereas, in order to produce a more exact reproduction, Jackson was called
upon to cut three different sizes.

When Edmund Fry retired in 1828, his stock was bought by William Thorowgood,
and in due course came into the hands of Sir Charles Reed & Sons, who included the
Alexandrian Greek in their specimen of 1884. Reed writing in 1887 was therefore able
to inspect the matrices personally, and he described them as being 'struck inverted in the
copper; a peculiarity which may be due either to their foreign execution, or to the
ignorance of the English striker'. In 1905 the stock was bought by the Sheffield
typefounders Stephenson Blake,**** in whose hands the matrices remained until November
1996, when they were acquired for the newly established Type Museum in Stockwell,
London.
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If the type does indeed date back to the early eighteenth century it appears not to have
been widely known. J. E. Grabe's edition of the Septuagint in 1707 includes an
engraving often lines of the Codex in order to show what it was like.^' Moreover, if the
type existed at the time, it is surprising that it had not been heard of by Thomas Hearn,
who m 1715 pubhshed an edition of the Acts of the Apostles from the Codex Laudianus.^^
This included an engraving to show the appearance of the original manuscript, because
it was not possible to reproduce the text in facsimile types. On p. IV the editor says:

At quum in Typographeo nostro Sheldoniano (utcunque instructissimo) uti etiam in omnibus
aliis Typographeis per totum orbem terrarum (id quod fidenter dico) desiderarentur typi qui
characterum Codicis MS. formam ad amussim referrent, ea de caussa characteribus vulgaribus
semper usus sum, nisi in compendiis verborum aliquibus, quae a forma in Codice MS. servata
non abludunt.^®

The implication of this is that there was no known facsimile type anywhere in the world;
there is no reference to any other facsimile editions. We cannot really draw any
conclusions from the statement, however. It may be that the type did exist but that
Hearn was unaware of it; it may equally be that the handwriting of this manuscript was
so different from any other that he only meant that there was no type suitable for
reproducing this particular one.

THE BEZA FACSIMILE

In conclusion it is worth mentioning another facsimile edition, the production of which
was no doubt inspired by the appearance of Woide's facsimile in 1786. In that year the
Cambridge University Press decided to issue a similar facsimile of their Beza manuscript.
The Codex Bezae, or Codex Cantabrigiensis, was presented to the University of
Cambridge in 1581 by Theodore Beza of Geneva, and is now in the University Library.̂ **
It dates from the fifth, or possibly sixth, century and contains most of the four Gospels
and the Acts. It differs from the Alexandrinus in having a parallel Latin translation on
the page facing the Greek, and in having only one column to the page, the length of the
line varying according to natural pauses in the sense.

The Syndics of the Press decided at a meeting on 24 May 1786 'that the printing of
Beza's Manuscript copy of the New Testament would be an acceptable work to the
learned world, & do great Credit to the University'.'^ They also accepted the offer of Dr
Thomas Kipling to edit the work, but it is unclear whether the suggestion for pubhcation
came from him. The facsimile appeared in 1793 in two handsome folio volumes, the text
making 854 pages in all, and with a twenty-eight-page introduction.'^ The text uses two
sizes of the type, and there is a smaller one for the running titles and for various notes
that had been inserted in the original. The letters are rather less regular that those of the
Alexandrinus, and the type must therefore have been less straightforward to cut, but the
result is a very good approximation of the manuscript. The parallel Latin translation
naturally required a special roman type also. The edition was well received on the whole,
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though Kipling's unfortunate grammatical blunders in the Latin preface provoked some
amusement. The Monthly Review described the types as 'admirably cut' and said that
in most respects the book surpassed Woide's facsimile, but felt that in the matter of
imitation of the manuscript letters the Alexandrian was probably closer.''^ It is hardly
surprising that reviewers did not comment on the type in any more detail. It would have
required considerable dedication to compare it with the original manuscript, and in any
case the type was not intended for general use.

LATER FACSIMILES

With the advent of photographic techniques it became unnecessary to continue to
reproduce manuscripts by using type. While Edward Bond was Keeper of Manuscripts
from 1866 to 1878 he encouraged the application of photography to manuscript studies,
both for comparative purposes and for publication. He continued to do so after his
promotion to Director and Principal Librarian in 1878, and so it was that when the
British Museum next published a facsimile of the Alexandrian manuscript it was done
using the autotype process.^^ This publication seems to have been inspired by a request
in 1878 from William Griggs, the inventor of photo-chromolithography, to be allowed
to photograph the manuscript. His request was turned down because it was felt that such
a reproduction should be a Museum publication.^^ Later, between 1909 and 1957, a
collotype facsimile, in reduced size, was issued. ̂ ^ Recent developments in printing
techniques have made 'facsimile' editions of all kinds so much easier to produce. It is
difficult for us, who are so familiar with these, to imagine the impression that the
splendid eighteenth-century type facsimiles must have made on their beholders.
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