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The Curzon Gospel is a Middle Bulgarian manuscript kept in the British Library in 

London (Add. Ms. 39, 628). It contains 198 ff. The beginning of the Gospel by 

Matthew and the end of the Gospel by John are missing. It is reliably datable to c. 

1354 since it contains an Easter table (calendar) beginning with the year 1354. Until 

the publications by Cynthia Vakareliyska, this manuscript has not been known to the 

scholarly community of palaeoslavic studies and has not been used in the scholarly 

research both on the history of the Gospel and on the history of the Bulgarian 

mediaeval literary norm and language. Now, due to the excellent edition by 

Vakareliyska, it becomes possible to use the manuscript and the ones closely related to 

it as a comparative point in several fields, such as the textual tradition of the Gospel 

and calendar in the Byzantine world, the history of South Slavic languages, and 

mediaeval procedures of copying and compiling of liturgical books.  

The book consists of two volumes: the first one contains the edition and the second 

offers a competent and thorough analysis of the textual and linguistic features of the 

Curzon Gospel and large-scale juxtapositions with other manuscripts, predominantly 

Gospel sources, both Slavonic and Greek. 

The core of the first volume is an annotated transcription of the Curzon Gospel. 

Vakareliyska renders the manuscript’s text with minimum scholarly intervention, i.e. 

division of the scriptio continua, division of the text into verses (according to the 

present-day critical editions of the Gospels), and numeration of the lines. She 

preserves the original orthography of the source as well as the spelling of the later 
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notes. In particular, the transcription of the first 35 folios is not an easy task because 

they are badly damaged. Vakareliyska uses various technical devices in order to 

decipher convincingly as much as possible. She transcribes the text precisely and 

leaves no room for speculation about the illegible letters and signs – her 

reconstructions are clearly noted. For the verses which are completely illegible in the 

Curzon Gospel, she provides the text of the 10
th

-11
th

-century Glagolitic Codex 

Zographensis printed in a smaller size, so that the reader can follow the text and, at the 

same time, be aware that these lines are supplementary. 

What is more important and what distinguishes this edition of a Middle Bulgarian 

manuscript from other similar publications is that the transcription of the text is 

accompanied by numerous variant readings excerpted from thirteen carefully selected 

sources. In particular, sources from the (so-called) canonical corpus of Old Bulgarian 

(Old Church Slavonic) Gospels plus the East Slavonic Ostromir Gospel of 1056/7 

(which closely renders an Old Bulgarian Vorlage) and seven later Gospel manuscripts 

of the 12
th

-14
th

- century: five Middle Bulgarian and two Serbian ones. As a matter of 

fact, in her discussion of the textual peculiarities of the manuscript chosen for the 

edition, Vakareliyska juxtaposes many more sources: 133 Slavonic manuscripts, 

mostly Gospels, but also Greek and Latin calendars. The complete list of the sources is 

given in a well organized appendix where their date, origin, language, orthography, 

place in which they are kept, as well as editions (if any) are listed. Many of her sources 

are manuscripts consulted de visu. This rich apparatus of variants allows for well-

grounded conclusions about the Gospel textual history and linguistic variation in 

mediaeval Slavonic culture.  

Only on the basis of this rich collection of comparative material it became possible 

for the author to identify the textual family to which the Curzon Gospel belongs and to 

elucidate its specifics. At the same time, the large picture of variants contributes to the 

discussion of the general methodological question: how to distinguish intentional 

revisions by editors from spontaneous changes by scribes, particularly in the texts 

which were largely used by the Church, such as the New Testament and Psalter. This 

laborious type of edition contributes also to the study of the interrelations of the three 

types of Gospel manuscripts in the Byzantine and Slavonic traditions: Four Gospels 

(Tetraeuangelia), often accompanied with liturgical instructions, Short Lectionary 

Gospels, and Full (Long) Lectionary Gospels. Furthermore, the study sheds light on 

the variation of those Byzantine variant readings, which are not well represented in the 

current critical editions of the Greek New Testament. The latter aspire to reconstruct 

the earliest stage of the text transmission of the Gospel which in many cases differs 

from what 9
th

-11
th

-century Byzantine and medieval Slavonic sources witness. 

In Vakareliyska’s book, the transcription of the text is preceded by an analysis of 

the manuscript’s codicological, palaeographic and some orthographic features. In this 

section she also comments on the provenience of the Curzon Gospel and on the 
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principles of the edition. An important observation made here is that an archaic style 

of writing, typical of the thirteenth century, was in use in the mid-fourteenth century. 

The Curzon Gospel is datable to 1354, but the palaeographic analysis rather relates it 

to the handwriting styles of the earlier century. Furthermore, it should be noted that 

Vakareliyska competently scrutinizes the notes of the later editors who annotated, 

commented, and edited the text copied by their predecessors. Thus, she elucidates the 

reception of this manuscript in the subsequent tradition. 

The execution of the Index verborum placed in the first volume was a laborious task 

which required competence in different aspects of mediaeval Slavonic written culture. 

It contains basic dictionary forms in reconstructed Old Church Slavonic (Old 

Bulgarian) orthography and morphology and Greek equivalents (given in dictionary 

forms and excerpted from the edition of the Greek New Testament by Nestle-Alland
1
) 

for each lexeme. The main (reconstructed) forms of the lexemes are followed by all 

the forms in which they are attested in the Curzon Gospel, and these forms are 

accompanied by information on their grammatical characteristics and location (Gospel 

chapter/verse). In some cases (mostly loanwords), two or more variants of the 

dictionary (basic) forms appear, although only one of these variants is attested in the 

Curzon Gospel, e.g. the dictionary form xananeiskъ/-nêiskъ is listed, but the 

manuscript uses only xananeiska Mt 15:22, whereas the dictionary form of the 

adjective “belonging to Pharisee’ only appears as fariseiskъ and not farisêiskъ — 

which is expected since all the forms attested in the manuscript end in -eiskъ. 

Apparently, Vakareliyska gives all forms known from existing dictionaries, such as 

erixonъ/ erixa/ ierixa, although the manuscript studied uses only erixonъ (nom.=acc. 

sg.) and erixona (gen. sg.) which are forms of erixonъ and not of erixa. The manner in 

which the variants of the loanwords is given in the Index verborum is useful for the 

further examination of the norm and the variation of morphological and phonetic 

adaptation of the borrowings in the early Slavonic translations and, in many cases, this 

variation could be used for the differentiation of textual versions of the Gospels. Still, I 

would prefer to see the dictionary forms that are not derived from the forms attested in 

the Curzon Gospel (but exist in other mediaeval manuscripts) written in brackets 

because they are presented just for comparative purposes and do not reflect either the 

choice of the textual version or the scribal practice witnessed by this particular codex. 

An indisputable advantage of this index is that there are many references to 

textological doublets and synonyms, for instance, “xula see vlasfimija.” Thus, the 

index allows an analysis both of the textual version preserved in the Curzon Gospel 

and of translation techniques. 

On the basis of her exhaustive comparison with other Gospel sources, Vakareliyska 

detects that, from textological standpoint, the Curzon Gospel is very closely related to 

two other Middle Bulgarian manuscripts: the Banica Gospel and Dobrejšo Gospel. 

                                                           
1
 E. Nestle, K. Aland et al. (eds), Novum Testamentum Graece (revised 26

th
 edn.) (Stuttgart, 1985). 
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Thus, she identifies the only known so far and clearly defined textual family of 

Slavonic liturgical Tetraeuagenlia. In the second volume of her book, “A Linguistic 

and Textual Introduction”, Vakareliyska precisely characterizes the textual and 

linguistic features of the common protograph of the Curzon Gospel, Banica Gospel, 

and Dobrejšo Gospel, referred to as “DBC antigraph for Mark, Luke, and John”. 

Further on, she outlines those features which distinguish the Dobrejšo Gospel from the 

two other Gospel manuscripts examined. Next, she summarizes the features (textual 

version, calendar structure, language, and orthography) typical for the Banica Gospel 

and Curzon Gospel antigraph (“BC antigraph”). An important implication of this 

identification ends with the scholar’s conclusion that, according to the textual 

characteristics, the Banica Gospel is “younger” than the more conservative Curzon 

Gospel. Moreover, in contrast to the opinion of the editors of the Banica Gospel, she 

suggests that this codex is not likely to have been written in the thirteenth century;
2
 

rather, it was produced in the fourteenth century when the Curzon Gospel was written. 

She correctly points out that these two manuscripts are later than the Dobrejšo Gospel.  

Another important result of the author’s exhaustive comparison is that both 

Lectionary Gospels and Tetraeuangelia were used for compilation of the DBC 

antigraph. Moreover, in John 11:54, Vakareliyska notices a shift from a more archaic 

version (closely related to the early Cyrillo-Methodian translation of the Gospel) to a 

version which has more Preslav lexical variants. This is another example for a switch 

between two textual versions in one manuscript. Her observation on the use of the so-

called Preslavisms in the Gospel by John shows, once again, that not all of the lexemes 

generally accepted to reflect the Preslav lexical redaction, are necessary to appear in a 

given source and that they often coexist with earlier lexical choices (introduced by the 

first translators of the Gospel). What I would personally avoid is the use of the terms 

“Ohrid-associated lexicon” and “Preslav-associated lexicon”. I would rather prefer 

“early”, or “archaic”, or “Cyrillo-Methodian” lexical stratum versus Preslav lexical 

innovations, because the lexical preferences of the Preslav literati, at a relatively early 

stage of the Slavonic Gospel text transmission, became widespread both in eastern and 

western medieval Bulgarian lands, including the Ohrid region (as well as in mediaeval 

Serbian and East Slavonic lands). Albeit these innovations originated in Preslav, they 

soon became disseminated in the 10
th

-century southwestern Bulgarian territories and 

many of them appear also in copies of texts which are believed to have been composed 

in Ohrid, such as St. Kliment of Ohrid’s original homilies. Even if some of the 

Preslavisms were not incorporated by St. Kliment himself, they were so deep-rooted in 

the literary language that a later editor of his homilies could easily be able to replace 

the more archaic lexemes with the preferred Preslav ones in the texts composed by St. 

Kliment. 

                                                           
2
 Dogramdžieva, E. & Rajkov, B. 1981: Дограмаджиева, E., Райков, B. Банишко евангелие. Среднобългар-

ски паметник от XIII век. София. 
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A special chapter in the book is dedicated to the orthography and language of the 

Curzon Gospel and the peculiarities which distinguish it from the other two Gospel 

manuscripts studied in detail by Vakareliyska. In her competent examination of the 

orthographic and linguistic features of the Curzon Gospel, the author correctly discerns 

the features of the norm(s) followed by the scribe (she assumes that the copyist tried to 

imitate closely his Vorlage/antigraph), from the innovations coming from his dialect. 

What is noteworthy is that she places her observations on a particular manuscript in 

the context of much more general issues in mediaeval studies and in linguistics, such 

as the factors for the decline of the cases in Bulgarian, or the character of linguistic 

norm and authority in the Middle Ages. 

Chapter 5 deals with the specifics of the Gospel by Matthew in the Curzon Gospel. 

Its investigation provides insights into mediaeval practices of compiling texts from 

more than one source. Vakareliyska observes that the scribe used two different sources 

belonging to two different textual traditions of the pre-Athonite Slavonic Gospel. She 

carefully follows the work of the compiler searching for reasonable explanations why 

at a certain point he abandoned his initial source and replaced it with another (with 

DBC antigraph). Thus, she is right to suspect that the DBC version, in all likelihood, 

was the “house” Gospel version (pp. 292) for the scriptorium or monastery where the 

scribe worked, but the beginning of this “house” codex (with the Gospel by Matthew) 

was missing. Therefore, the scribe was forced to look for another source (Vorlage). 

Yet, the version of Matthew’s Gospel that was available to him seems to not have been 

satisfactory. Therefore, when possible, he immediately switched to the DBC version. 

In this respect, the analogy that Vakareliyska makes with the technology of production 

of the Serbian 12
th

-century Vukan Gospel contributes to the description of this process 

of switch from one Vorlage to another, from one textual version to another in the 

Middle Ages. Another important conclusion in this direction is the finding of 

Vakareliyska that for a certain portion of the text, the scribe “either was consulting a 

Greek source and supplying his own translation, or was quoting from memory” (pp. 

292).  

The chapter “A Tale of Two Menologies”, focusing on the calendar of the Curzon 

Gospel, is a study which has much broader implications than just being a 

distinguishing feature of a particular Gospel manuscript. It could serve as an excellent 

basis for a future book on mediaeval Slavonic calendars and as a reliable methodology 

of further studies of Byzantine-Slavonic symbiosis in the realm of calendars and 

veneration of saints. The analysis is executed in three steps. First, Vakareliyska notices 

that the common antigraph of the menologies of the Banica Gospel and Curzon Gospel 

did not originally accompany the DBC textual Gospel version. Second, she discovers, 

once again, the use of different antigraphs when the menology was compiled and 

makes judgment as to which of the antigraphs used was preferable and more 

authoritative. And third, she provides a detailed juxtaposition of the calendar of the 
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Curzon and Banica Gospels with Greek calendars. By that she clearly outlines 

different strata, more archaic and more innovative, in the antigraph of the Curzon and 

Banica menologies and reaches thought-provoking conclusions about the process of 

compilation of the mediaeval Bulgarian Church calendars seen in their Byzantine 

context. For the latter juxtaposition, she looks for parallels of particular 

commemorations not only in Gospel menologies but also in Typika and Menaia. The 

rich corpus of sources consulted makes her conclusions convincing. Thus, she 

identifies archaic layers in the calendar, such as characteristic for Pre-Basilian 

Constantinople Typicon, and Italo-Greek influence. In this part of the book, 

Vakareliyska’s analysis contributes to the scholarly debate about the Western and 

Italo-Greek components in the early Slavonic literary production. Moreover, her 

discoveries about the Slavonic calendars will be useful also for the study of the history 

of the Byzantine calendar. 

The edition and study of the Curzon Gospel reaches far more results from what is 

expected from an edition of a particular manuscript: Vakareliyska’s outstanding 

analysis contributes to our understanding of the process of text transmission, language 

and calendar changes, compilation methodologies and philosophy, interaction between 

norm in writing and usus loquendi. What is even more important, the scholar’s study 

deepens our knowledge of the modus operandi and cogitandi of mediaeval scribes: 

about their attitudes towards their sources, about the freedom or lack of freedom to 

introduce changes, about their knowledge, qualifications, and preferences. To 

conclude, despite the fact that Gospels and Psalters have the best ‘survival rating’ 

among the other types of mediaeval books, I am convinced that it is reasonable to 

make the effort to edit and analyze this particular Gospel manuscript: the Middle 

Bulgarian Curzon Gospel, because of the following reasons, which also summarize the 

main findings of the book:  

First, the Curzon Gospel has been an unknown Middle Bulgarian source. Not only 

does it preserve portions of the text which are missing in the Banica Gospel and has 

more conservative text than the Banica Gospel, but more importantly, through its 

examination, Vakareliyska identifies a textual family of three Bulgarian liturgical 

Tetraeuangelia. By studying this family, she elucidates the process of introducing 

alterations and of compiling antigraphs. 

Second, on the basis of juxtaposition with many other Gospel witnesses, the author 

draws important conclusions about the interaction between Lectionary Gospels and 

Tetraeuangelia: these points in her research will be of interest not only to scholars 

dealing with mediaeval Slavonic manuscripts but also to Byzantinists.  

Third, as Vakareliyska characterizes it, the Curzon Gospel seems to have been a 

“working” manuscript, a manuscript used in everyday practice without luxury 

decoration and without being particularly kept from damage. Its study gives an idea of 
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the everyday use of Gospel text, of routine practices of scribes and clergy in a church 

or monastery. 

Fourth, the book provides a solid ground for the understanding of the Church 

calendar history as reflected in mediaeval Slavonic sources. In this respect, the edition 

and the examination of the menology of the Curzon gospel will be appealing to and 

useful for both Byzantinists and Church historians. 

Fifth, Cynthia Vakareliyska has the talent to place all her observations of the 

particular features in a much broader perspective: the general context of scholarly 

debates on significant issues of palaeoslavic studies, such as the decline of cases in 

Bulgarian, the Italo-Greek and Western influence on mediaeval Slavonic literary 

production and Church practices, Preslav lexical redaction, history of the Gospel text 

in its liturgical versions, process of text transmission, differentiation between new 

translation, revision, and spontaneous scribal changes, Bulgarian-Greek bilingualism 

and the use of secondary Greek sources in the process of text editing, primary and 

secondary Graecisms, literary norm and interference of the spoken language, scribes’ 

attitudes towards textual versions: authoritative textual versions or preferred textual 

versions, and several others.  

To sum up, we have an exhaustive analysis of a clearly defined textual family which 

makes possible to scrutinize scribes’ practices and the extent of their intervention in 

the texts which they were copying. The expert examination of various textual, 

linguistic, and calendar components of this family and particularly of the Curzon 

Gospel makes a valuable contribution to various fields of mediaeval studies and 

linguistics and suggests solutions of debatable questions and unclear points in 

humanities. The book by Cynthia Vakareliyska becomes one of the most reliable 

resources for further examination of medieval Slavonic Gospels and brings 

textological investigations, language history, and the study of mediaeval mind to a new 

level. 


