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William Smith’s Biblical Notebook (1729): A Manuscript Recovered 
 
Among New College’s early printed books there is a curious double volume, 
undistinguished in aspect and all but 
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being half-printed, and not really an archival item, was evidently sent to the library. There 
its printed portion was catalogued, and it was shelved, and subsequently slipped out of 
mind. But the first item is a manuscript of value to modern scholars of the history of 
teaching and learning in the universities. This manuscript therefore deserves recognition 
in the college’s manuscript sequence, and it is now New College MS 394. 
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the college library, and other volumes may once have been present.8 These citations start 
in the section on Acts, usually naming ‘part 2’ of the work. ‘Dr Clagett’ is the Anglican 
clergyman and controversialist William Clagett (1646-1688), and Smith excerpts from his 
Paraphrase of the Gospel of John. A portion was published in 1686, and a further instalment 
in 1693. 9  New College holds two copies of the former publication (BT3.166.2(17); 
BT3.165.8(4)), and the third edition (1704) of the latter (NB.54.23, missing its title-page), 
as well as many other works by Clagett. Citations from Clagett dominate the section on 
John’s Gospel.10 There are also individual citations among Smith’s notes from ‘Wilk’ (fol. 
71v), possibly John Wilkins, Bishop of Chester (1614-72), ‘Whichcot’ (72v), i.e. Benjamin 
Whichcote (1609-1683), the Cambridge Platonist, and from ‘Limborch’ (78r), i.e. Philipp 
van Limborch (1633-1712), the Dutch Remonstrant theologian. The college still holds 
several works by these writers. 
 Smith’s notes are therefore all derivative, but this is hardly surprising. Nor should 
we seek too hopefully for evidence of this manuscript influencing Smith’s later published 
work.11 These are the adept notes of a diligent undergraduate, working through his New 
Testament, systematically culling notes from standard authorities, and entering them in an 
organised fashion into a designated notebook. Smith works from an English text but he is 
happy enough in the three sacred languages, although there is of course only a smattering 
of Hebrew, copied from his sources. His two major reference texts, Hammond and 
Menochius, both furnished the biblical text and a gloss, followed by notes; Smith often 
copies out entire notes on given verses. These are chiefly philological or historical in thrust: 
Hammond and Menochius, and through them Smith, were concerned to work out the 
literal and historical meaning of the text, and were seldom distracted by doctrine. This is 
what enables Smith to move ecumenically between Anglican and Jesuit commentators. 
Hammond, for instance, often provides short historical or geographical clarifications of 
the text: the ‘Caesarea’ mentioned in Acts 18:22, for example, is, as Hammond explains 
(fol. 63r), ‘Cæsarea Stratonis, not Cæsarea Philippi, tho’ they are not far apart.’ Very 
occasionally Smith notes textual queries, including the theory that the last chapter of the 
Gospel of Mark might not be authentic, a view he ascribes to the Church Father Jerome 
and the Roman Catholic theologian Tommaso de Vio, Cardinal Cajetan, following a note 
in Menochius (fol. 32r). Clagett’s work is likewise a paraphrase: Clagett reproduced the 
biblical text on the left-hand side of his page, and placed on the right an extensive 
paraphrase in quotation marks, often followed by explanatory notes. Again, Smith lifts 
these wholesale into his own commentary. Apart from the one-off references, the odd man 
out among Smith’s reference texts is Scot’s Christian Life. For in genre this is a devotional 
work, not a commentary, and Smith could not have used it as a continuous commentary 
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