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Treasure Trove to Drawer in Disarray:  Newberry Library MS 33.5
If an imaginary room is the place of memory according to Cicero, and a stock of words placed in that memory is a hoard according to Germanic poets, and a poem constructed with those words and memorized for performance is a magnificently built house according to Geoffrey of Vinsauf, it is no surprise that western cultures imagine poems and the manuscripts that contain them as treasure houses.  In both the medieval and modern periods, the metaphor of the treasure house has had economic implications, with a book trade increasing in briskness with the rise in late medieval literacy and the high price placed today on renowned manuscripts.  In the middle ages as now, those with sufficient wealth procure manuscripts as signs of status, whether or not they often enter the house to view the riches within.  But what happens when the house is burned, flooded, or burglarized?  In these cases, if the damage is extensive, the manuscript like any building loses value, and here is where the metaphor breaks down. Newberry MS 33.5, a fifteenth-century first recension manuscript of John Gower's Confessio Amantis, has endured all of these disasters.  Missing its first seventeen leaves, the manuscript's initial folios are irregular in size and show signs of burning along the edges.  It is replete with water spots and corrosion from mold.  In an important section of the poem, Book VII on the liberal arts, the leaves have been rearranged past reading comprehension, as if they have been rifled through and left behind as worthless.  As a result of such damage, MS 33.5 is a down market construction of Gower's work--and it is one of the least studied manuscripts of the Confessio Amantis. Such negligence, arising from the hope for a richer and more attractive treasure house for the poem, may be expected in procurers, but is a fatal mistake for scholars, for it is precisely the damage to Newberry MS 33.5 that yields a place for scholarship.  As co-directors of The Gower Project, we are working to harvest this yield.This paper, employing Newberry MS 33.5 as an example, will argue that the treasure house metaphor can dazzle and blind us.  It will trace the history of composition, ownership, and study of this manuscript in order to show what we have missed through the centuries.  Replacing the treasure house image with that of a drawer in disarray, it will demonstrate that the rearrangement of the manuscript during the last binding yields important information about how the Confessio's Book VII on the liberal arts may have been used for teaching. 
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