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The Curse of Ernulphus 
ITERATURE, fron1 the days of Han1murabi to the present., is littered 

, 1/hh curses. Lengthy imprecations are foun<l in the Biule1 

nnd in the ,vorks of Homer, Shakespeare, Goethe, Byron, and 
,......._.., of co11ntless others. The ]ate Professor ,Vj}bur O,ven 
Sypherd, of the University of Dcla,varct co1npilcd an anthology of 
n1aledictionst the list of contents of ,vhich I have been privileged to sec 
through the kindness of the Librarin1 of that University. It is -an in1~ 
prcssivc list and I should have thought some publisher \vould find it 
,vorth his ,vhile to issue this anthology - 1nany far less interesting are 
constantly appearing. 

In the l\liddlc Ages curses abound in the \vorks of Bco\vnlf ,,, olf-
r~un von EschcnbachJ Guillau1ne de iVlach ant, and many· others~ \vhile 
excomn1unications and 1n~lcdictions forn1 a considcr~ble part of ec-
c lesi astica l re Ke st a of that era. Among the better kn o, vn of th esc is 
'The Curse of F..rnulphus,) so-caHed because it js found in the Textns 
Roffeusis., a manuscript traditionally said to ha\,..e been '\vrjtten by 
Ernulf 1 Bishop of Rochester ( 11 J 4-24), but no,v general1y believed 
to have been n1erel)7 compi]ed at his request or at least during his thne. 
Th at 1 earn c d and b el o vcd prcl ate \ v as not kn o, vn to his con ten1 po raries 
ns a. n1an of ,vTath, and ho,v it happ~ns chat he ::;ho11ld be reme,nbered 
toda}7 n1uinly as the author of an anathcn1a that he probably did not 
,vritc is the subject of this note. 

At the height of the Popish Plot, ,vhcn dozens of pamphlets and 
broadsides ,vcre pub]ishcd every ,vcck, Langly Curtis, a bookseller of 
l~udg2te IIill ,vho specialized in infl::11nmatory publications (for some 
of ,vhich he ,vas pilloried and fined)., issued a broadsheet entitled 'The 
Popeis Drcadfull Curse. Being The Form of Excomn1unication of the 
Church of Ron1e. Takc!l out of the Leger-Book of the Church of 
Rochester no,v in the Custody of the Dean and Chapter there. \;\,7rit 
by Er11ulfur the Bishop.] The itnprint is 'London 1 Prjntcd and arc to 
be sold by L. C. on Ludgate-I-I ill~ 168 1 ./ and at the end .is printed 'The 
Publication of this is to she\V-,vhat is to be Expected from the Pope, if 
he co,ne to he Suprcan1 I-lead of the Church in this Nation/-

Only one copy of that broadsheet can no"' be traced. It is in the 
British l\1useurn, and is probably the copy from ,vhich the text \Vas 
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fp~ttu agni ~o1i digni inventi funt _c·anficum 
. cantare novun1J · & ·£1.nltoru1n 1'fartyrun1, & 
fanctornin Confeiforum, & fanltarum· , 1irgi• 
rtum, ~tquc on1ninn1 fin1~1l fan?"torum elelro-
ru1n Dei, Exco1n 1nun ica1nu s & ana thc1natiza-

vcl os s vel os . s . 
n1us l1unc furen,, vel 11unc n1atefactore1n; N ... 

• • .. • - • I • • • I • • 

· num~ · · atqu¢ om niun1 ~fi 11_1ul fantlorun( ct : · _ 
• • } 1, I • , I • 0 , I O , 

· elecforl1m· Dell ~- Extotnrnuriican1us, .. er : ·. • 
· • · - • · - - = · • · • ·1 · : ._. l• t · · · . : 
.. I 1. . . . -. · : · · . · r.Jt OS . . .- 6- , : . ·, f C-Si . . 

ana.theriiatizamus .· nu i1c ·Jurem1 · .vcl. hunc _·· .. · 
• . : : , , . \ , : " ~- . . I. , : . I. · . :: .I; . : .. 0 • =:,' . 0 0 0 

1n~lelactorcm~ N~ N .-cit a li~1i~ibu~ faha~. . 
Dc-i '' ~~cL;"Ji~:. fequ-~'4ratn.9s ~- ·-,:~re:rnis" :···! 

PLAT[ 11 



Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XIV, Number 3
(Autumn 1960), 

' • i · . I l 

Tbe Curse of Ernulpbus . 3 9 3 
printed jn The Harleian 111iscellany, \ 1I (London~ 1745), 493-494. 
Recently·, an1ong the books bequeathed to I--Iarvard by J...,ee j\L Fried~ 
man., there ,vas found n copy of another cditiont ,vith the jn1print 'Re-
printed for Joseph 1-lo,ves Bookseller iu Castlc~strcet., Dublin. r681 
(see Plate I). The Gentle-n1a.11's Aiagazine (Scptcrnber 1 1745, p. 490) 
reprinted the text from 1 ... be Harleian Miscellany ,vithuut•ackno,vlcdg-
1ncnt, and it js possible that other 1nagazines or nc,v.spapers like,vise 
copied jr. In the \Vintcr of 1760-61, ,vhen Laurence Sterne ,vas ,vrjt-
ing the third vohunc of Tristrmn Sband y and ca1ne to the episode \vhere 
Dr Slop cuts his thun1b \vhen ·untying his bag of instruments and curses 
his servant Obadi2h for having tied it ju such a ,vay, he evidently rc-
men1btred havjng read 'The Curse of ErnulphusJ and detern1incd to 
jntroducc it into his book. 

It is obvious]}r not a matter of any in1portance ,vhcthcr Sterne ob-
tained the text fron1 Tbe Hnrleiau A-fisce/l{Ul)' or the Gentleuzrnls A-1ag-
nziue, but the evidence appears to pojnt to the Jntter, for the 1681 
broadsheet editions and 1~be 1-larleirtn A1itcelln11y spell the bishop's 
nan1e 'Ernulfus," ,vhereas the Ge11tle'Juan's Magazi11e and Sterne spcH 
it 'Ernulphns." l\1oreover, The Harleian A1iscellany describes the 
original Londo11 edition, giving the i1nprint, as 'F~olio, containing t,vo 
Pages/ ,vhereas the Gentle1n111ls J1agnzi11e does uot date or describe it 
at all. If Sterne had used The -Harleian ft1isce/Ja11y he ,vould not have 
needed to say .. thnt 1'1r Shandy ·had 'procured' a copy- prcs11n1abl)~ 
a 111anuscript cop) 7 - 1out of the leger-book of the church of Roches-
ter. t This he had done out of veneration for ~that gentlenlan~ \vho, in 
distrust of his o,vn discretion in this point., sat do\Vll and composed 
(that fa at his leisure) fit forms of s"'earing suitable to all cases,' ,vhich 
'he kept ... ever by· hin1 on the chirnncy piece~ 1vithin his reach, 
J"cad )7 for use.' (Trish·a;11 Shandy, ]II, l .. ondon, 176 I, 3 4-3 5.) 

That Sterne should have remembered this piece for fifteen years is 
not particu]arl)r remarkable, since ,vhen it appeared in both the miscel-
lany and the maga%inc Sterne ,vas cvidcnti)T cn1ploycd h)7 his uncle., 
the Archdeacon~ in hunting out Jacobitcs nnd ,vriting squibs against 
then1. His violent anti-Roman fcclings1 ,vhich caused hin1 to caricature 
Dr Burton as the Catholic Dr Slopt nrc ,vcll kno,vn. 1 The 1681 state-
ment concerning the reason for printing this piece, quoted above, ,vas 
repeated in both the 1745 reprints. 

1 See "\\riluur L. Cros.s1 Tb~ Ljfe and Tiuws of Laurence Sterne~ 3rd ed. (Nc,v 
Havcni Cunn.t 19i9 )'! pp. 79 and 86--88. 
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Sterne printed the English text, \Vith a nu1nbcr of slight alterations 
to heigh ten the effect and even n1ore i ntcr p olati o ns to fit it to the story·, 
and a]so jncluded the original Latin \Vith a footnote that reads (III, 36): 
'"As the genuineness of the consultation of tl1e Sorbonne upon the ques-
tion of baptism [1-vhich appears in Tristra111 Sba11dy, 1, York, 1760, 
1 3 4-139], ,vas doubted b) 7 somct and denied by others1 - ,t\-vas 
thought proper to print the original of this cxcon1n1unication; for the 
copy of ,vhich i\1r. Sbaudy returns thanks to the chapter clerk of the 
dean 2nd chapter of Rocbester.t This Latin text he obtained fron1 
Thornas Hearne's edition of the Tcxtus RolicnsisJ Ox.ford, 17 20, pp. 
5 5-58., and not) as Professor Cross has stated/ fro111 Tbe HarJeian 
A1iscel/any, ,vhich does not include it. He copied it ,vith considerable 
care~ as n1ay be seen by the reproductions given in Plate 11., the first 
being from the facsin1ilc of the Textus Roffensis, Part I, as edited by 
Peter Sa,vycr (Early Englisb Af«11uscripts in Facsi?nile, ''II; Copen-
hagen., 1957 )., fol. 98r; the second from Textus l{offensis, ed., Hearne 
(Oxford, r 720), p .. 5 5; and the third fron1 the first edition of Tristra1n 
Sb«ndJ-, III (Londont 176.J ), 40. 

\~ 7ILL1Ai\I A~ j A CKSON 

2 L rrure11 cc St crne, p. 170. Neither Tb e 1-1 ar folnn Ji,[ lsc .e 11 any nor J-J c:-a rnc \: 1 .. ext us 
Ro{J ens is fa in duded in the sale cata]ogue of Sterne\ Jibra.r}' (see A Facsi1uile Repro-
duction of a ir1iique Crttalogue ~f Laurence Sterne's Library witl1 a I'reface by Charles 
lV bibley, London, J930 ), but the 1-1 carnc ,,·as g_vaifable to himt in a brge~pnper cop;r~ 
at the 1\-linster Library in ·y ork. TJ1 c ~unique' copy of rhe Stern c ca t:1 lo gu e j s n o,v in. 
Lord Rothschild's library; JJnother is in the rcn~ a r kaL 1 c Ste rnc co 11 cctio n of J. C. 
'f, Oat-cs. 
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