HEL Fall 2022
Introduction to medieval manuscripts
Prof. Fleming

For your response today, you will practice a little paleography and try to
transcribe a bit of thousand-year-old writing. Please do the tasks described below
on a loose piece of paper that will be collected at the very beginning of our Oct 27

class meeting.

Watch this video: Making Manuscripts. The details covered in that video—about

the literal construction of manuscript—are generally known as “codicology” or

the “study of a codex,” that is the manuscript book as a physical object.

Today we are going to practice reading what is in medieval manuscripts. Even if
you happen to know medieval languages like Latin, reading a manuscript can be
difficult, because medieval scribes wrote differently than we do today. The study
of the very many different styles of medieval handwriting is known as
paleography. On the next page, you can see a wide variety of different

handwriting styles from the 6t-15'" century.

The next page is a manuscript page that we will examine. Start by looking at this
image of a manuscript page, and describe what you see. Don’t try too hard to
read it at first. Just describe the page, the handwriting, whether anything familiar

jumps out, what is unusual about it.

A high-resolution image of the same page can be found here. You can also flip

through the entire manuscript, but we will focus on this one page today.


https://youtu.be/nuNfdHNTv9o
https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/5836cb03-a87b-40b8-bb55-7bd438cdcd48/surfaces/c4c5db22-e71b-4a84-ad77-b7b8a85b3578/

Paleography: Different "hands"

1. Rustic capizal, Rome, early 6c. I1. Prowgothic minusile, England, mid 12.c.
ABDEGMNPRS  abdegmnprf

2 IAM, Italy, 5¢., 12.Gothic toturn quadratns, Fronce, early 14,
ABdecmuprs abdegmnpris

3. New Roman wrsive, Ytaly, 4¢. 13, Goshic texturn yonunda, France, early (4.
a'bdl()fsmur Y abdegmnpris

4 Half-uncial, Waly, carly Gc 14- Gothic ansiva anglicana, England, late 13¢.

| abd CESMNPIrI aggcgmnrrdis

5. Precaroline (Lyxoull) minuscule, Lake Tc.  15.Gothic aursive, France, carly 15.
&Ld&gmn])vf‘ Agg'egmnprfe
6. Tnsular minusaude, England,, mid 8¢,  16. Litern bonomiensis, Bologna, 14,
~ abdegmmppy abdegmnprs
1 Insular half-undal, England, 8¢, |1.Semigothic awrsive, Haly, Lase 14-.
aboegmpnds  abde gmupr(s
8. Caroline minusole, France, early 9¢.  18.Littrn hybrida, Low Countries, mid 15¢.
Al)clesmnpr{' abbegmnptra
9 Carvline minususle, taly, mid 12¢. 19, Litérn antiqua, |taly, mid 15c.

abdegmnprf abdegmnprf

10, English Carolime mimuscule, vid, 11¢,  20. Humanistic oursive, haly, late 15¢,

abdegm nprf{ Aba[cgmnprfs

From Julian Brown, _A Palaeographer's View (London, 199:

Table showing the development of medieval handwriting
from Roman capitals to Humanistic cursive (Fies. 1-20)







The first step in reading a medieval manuscript is recognizing how the scribe
writes each of the letters of the alphabet. Some will be easily recognizable, and
some might not be. Begin by filling out this chart, drawing an example of each

letter of the alphabet as it appears in this manuscript.

a- J- S -
b - k - t-
C- | - u-
d- m - V-
e- n- W -
f- 0 - X-
g- p- y-
h - q- 7-

aw_n aw. n
S r

Look at the chart of handwriting above and note that and might not always
look like what you’d expect (look especially at handwriting styles #5-#8).

Note these additional letters, and see if you can find examples of them:
b is called thorn and represents the “th” sound -
d is called “eth” and also represents the “th” sound -
p is called “wynn” and represents the “w” sound -

7 is called the “Tironian et” and is an abbreviation for “et” or “and” -



Now that you have a pretty good idea what the letters should look like, transcribe
the passage. “Transcribe” means to rewrite the words in your own letters. Don’t
try to draw the letters like you did above, but instead write them in the way you’d
normally write; you may handwrite or type. You don’t need to translate or even
understand what you are writing. Here’s an example of a transcription of the first

two lines on the first page:

odde on lande. Concha. scyll NOMINA FE

Fera. wildeor. lupus. wulf. leo RARUM

Now transcribe the passage up, from “leo” in line 3 to “menn” in line 11. If you

get the hang of it, try to finish the page.



