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western illuminated manuscripts in the British Library.  For more information, visit 

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/welcome.htm  

ABBREVIATION  

Abbreviations were often used to save space and effort when writing. They generally fall into three categories: 

suspensions, in which the end of a word is abbreviated, signalled by the use of a horizontal bar or another graphic 

symbol; contractions, in which another part of a word is abbreviated with the use of a graphic symbol; abbreviation 

symbols, used for whole words and often derived from the tachygraphic (shorthand) systems of ANTIQUITY  (that 

of Tiro, Cicero's secretary, being most influential). All three types of abbreviation could be used in the same 

manuscript, as variable and invariable forms and as phonetic equivalents.  

During Antiquity a few common elements were often abbreviated (notably the Latin word endings -bus and -que and 

the final m and n). These short forms are known as notae communes, while abbreviations for specialized jargon in 

legal texts are known as notae iuris. Abbreviations for nomina sacra ('sacred names'), such as the Greek xps form of 

Christus (see CHI-RHO), occur in EARLY CHRISTIAN works. INSULAR scribes were especially fond of 

abbreviations, including tironian notae, and Irish scribes used them extensively in order to produce pocket-size 

GOSPEL BOOKS for study purposes (pocket Gospels). With the growth of universities, from around 1200, the use 

of abbreviations proliferated. Medieval readers would have been familiar with such devices, although there were 

probably always some that were particularly obscure, and there is evidence that SCRIBES themselves sometimes 

puzzled over certain abbreviations.  

ACANTHUS 

A foliate motif much used in medieval art and derived from the depiction of the acanthus plant in a decorative 

context during ANTIQUITY . Medieval renditions of the acanthus are generally not as true to the actual plant as 

those of Antiquity, reducing it to a cipher consisting of STYLIZED fleshy fronds. Acanthus ornament was 

particularly favoured by the CAROLINGIANS, for whom it represented a conscious revival of a Mediterranean 

form.  

ALLEGORY  

A symbolic depiction of an idea. For example, the vagaries of fortune are often symbolized visually by a female 

figure, Fortuna, turning a wheel upon which figures from varied walks of life rise and fall.  

ALUM TAWED  

Alum tawing is a process for preparing white leather by soaking animal skin in alum (potassium aluminium 

sulphate).  

ANTHROPOMORPHIC INITIAL  

An INITIAL  composed wholly or partly of human figures. Anthropomorphic motifs occur in other decorative 

contexts as well.  

ANTIPHONAL  

An antiphonal, also called antiphoner or antiphonary, contains the sung portions of the DIVINE OFFICE. Such 

books are often large in format, so that they could be used by a choir, and include DECORATED and 

HISTORIATED INITIALS, depicting saints and key events of the liturgical year. Hymns are usually contained in a 

separate volume.  

Originally, the antiphonal may have included chants sung in the MASS, but its use became restricted to the DIVINE 

OFFICE during the CAROLINGIAN period, and the GRADUAL became the principal CHOIR BOOK for the mass. 

The contents of the antiphonal are generally arranged in accordance with the TEMPORALE, SANCTORALE, and 

Common of Saints in liturgical order. 

APPLIED COVERS 

Decorative plaques, generally of metalwork or ivory, which are set into or onto the BOARDS of a BINDING. They 

are encountered from the EARLY CHRISTIAN period on.  

ARABESQUE 

An ornament or style of ornamentation consisting of fine, linear foliate designs in curvilinear patterns, derived from 

Islamic art.  
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ATTRIBUTE  

An object that identifies a person, most often used for saints. Saint Catherine, for example, is usually depicted with 

the wheel, the instrument of her torture.  

AUTHOR PORTRAIT  

A MINIATURE or HISTORIATED INITIAL  depicting the author of a text. Author portraits were known in 

ANTIQUITY  and appear in manuscripts throughout the Middle Ages in a variety of texts. 

BACKDRAWING  

Drawing to guide layout or to establish a design, drawn on the back of the leaf to be painted and traced by the 

painter with the aid of BACKLIGHTING.  

BACKLIGHTING  

A technique used in tracing a drawing from one side of a leaf to the other by placing a strong light source on the 

other side of the leaf being illuminated and a weaker light source behind the artist (used in the Lindisfarne 

GOSPELS in the early eighth century and described as a technique by a fifteenth-century artist Cennino Cennini in 

his handbook 'Il libro del'Arte'). See also BACKDRAWING.  

BANDS See CORDS  

BAS-DE-PAGE 

Bas-de-page (literally, 'bottom of the page') scenes are usually unframed images that may or may not refer to the text 

or image above. They are found in GOTHIC illumination from the thirteenth century on.  

BENEDICTIONAL  

A SERVICE BOOK consisting of a collection of episcopal blessings, delivered during the MASS after the Pater 

noster and arranged according to the liturgical year. Some lavishly illuminated examples were produced in ANGLO-

SAXON England for individual bishops such as Saint Ethelwold of Winchester.  

BESTIARY  

The Bestiarius, De Bestiis, or Book of Beasts consists of descriptions and tales of animals, birds, fantastic creatures, 

and stones, real and imaginary, which are imbued with Christian symbolism or moral lessons. The rising of the 

phoenix from the pyre, for example, is related to Christ's Resurrection.  

The bestiary, in all its varied manifestations, enjoyed great popularity during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 

especially in England. Among the most beloved of picture books, a favourite of the literate laity, it functioned as a 

LIBRARY and SCHOOL BOOK and as homiletic source material. The text was frequently illustrated, in styles 

catering to a variety of purses, and motifs drawn from it are widely encountered in other decorative contexts, 

including BAS-DE-PAGE scenes, HERALDRY, and encyclopaedic world maps (see MAPPA MUNDI ).  

The core of the text originated in the writings of authors such as Herodotus, Aristotle, and Pliny the Elder, and in a 

Greek text known as the Physiologus (The Natural Philosopher), which is thought to have been compiled in 

Alexandria around the second century by a Christian ascetic. In the Physiologus, discussions of the characteristics of 

almost fifty creatures, plants, and stones, along with the etymologies of their names, were distilled from classical 

mythology and the Christian tradition. 

The Physiologus was influential for a thousand years, being translated into Arabic, Armenian, Ethiopic, Syriac, and 

other VERNACULAR languages; the later medieval bestiaries descended primarily from a variable Latin translation 

that was available from at least the fifth century. Several more beasts and additional material were conflated with the 

Latin Physiologus from the Etymologies of the seventh-century Spanish bishop Isidore of Seville and other selected 

sources. From this expanded text, Philippe de Thaon produced a rhyming version in Anglo-Norman (c. 1125), 

dedicated to Aelis (or Adela) de Louvain, second wife of Henry I of England; this version gave rise to the popular 

medieval Bestiaire. Other medieval versions include that of Gervaise, written in French (perhaps in Normandy) in 

the thirteenth century; that of Guillaume le Clerc (the most popular version), written in the early thirteenth century in 

French by a Norman priest working in England; and two versions ascribed to Pierre de Beauvais, 'le Picard', 

composed in the dialect of Picardy, also in the early thirteenth century. The Latin bestiary still flourished alongside 

its French counterparts and was often produced in luxurious illustrated copies in England during the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries. These are grouped into two important families on the basis of variations in their texts and 

programs of ILLUMINATION . 

BIANCHI GIRARI See WHITE VINE-STEM  
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BIBLE  

A number of Latin versions of books of the Bible, translated from Greek and Hebrew, were used in the EARLY 

CHRISTIAN Church; these are known as Old Latin versions. To establish a measure of uniformity among these 

various translations, Saint Jerome, encouraged by Pope Damasus I, undertook a new translation of the whole Bible, 

working from the Greek and the Hebrew for the Old Testament. The translation he produced, begun about 382 and 

completed in 404 is known as the Vulgate. The work went through several stages, including three versions of the 

Psalms (Roman, Gallican, and Hebrew). Throughout the Middle Ages it was common for books of the Bible to be 

contained in separate volumes (such as the PENTATEUCH, HEXATEUCH, OCTATEUCH, or the Gospels). For 

liturgical purposes, scriptural texts (or readings from them) were often incorporated into SERVICE BOOKS (such 

as EVANGELARIES, EPISTOLARIES, and PSALTERS).  

Beginning in the fourth century, when Christianity gradually became the official religion of the Roman Empire, 

luxurious CODICES were produced, among them the Codex Sinaiticus and the Cotton Genesis. During the early 

Middle Ages, corruptions of the Vulgate and intrusions from Old Latin versions led several scholars to attempt to 

standardize the biblical texts; Cassiodorus in the sixth century and, in the CAROLINGIAN period, Alcuin of York, 

Theodulf of Orléans, and Hartmut of St. Gall are the best known of these. As a result of their endeavours, a group of 

large, luxuriously written and illuminated editions of the complete Bible were produced. Cassiodorus' nine-volume 

edition influenced Bible manuscripts in ANGLO-SAXON England, such as the Codex Amiatinus, and in the ninth 

century Alcuin's SCRIPTORIUM at Tours went on to produce a whole series of Bibles for circulation. During the 

ROMANESQUE period, many of the Bibles produced were large in format. In the late twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries, a practice arose, stimulated by the universities, of producing small-format Bibles (or parts thereof) with 

condensed SCRIPT and HISTORIATED INITIALS, often accompanied by GLOSSES. Many of these were made 

quite cheaply.  

Scriptural texts were translated into the VERNACULAR as early as the eighth century (in Anglo-Saxon England), 

generally as glosses, but many of the major developments in vernacular translation took place from the fourteenth to 

the sixteenth century, beginning with John Wycliffe, who made the first complete translation of the Bible into 

English; the German translation made by Martin Luther in the 1520s is still in use today.  

BIBLE HISTORIALE  

The biblical narrative in prose form, written by Guyart des Moulins and based on his translation into French (1291-

94) of the Historia scholastica of Peter Comestor, interspersed with a French translation of the BIBLE produced in 

Paris around 1250. The illustrations accompanying the Bible historiale (usually in the form of COLUMN 

PICTURES) depict many scenes not normally found in the standard repertory of biblical images and also include 

representations of the compilation and translation of the text.  

BIBLE MORALISÉE  

The most important type of medieval picture BIBLE, also known as the Bible historiée, Bible allégorisée, or 

Emblèmes bibliques. Composed during the thirteenth century, it consists of short biblical passages and related 

COMMENTARIES with moral or allegorical lessons. These latter usually emphasized the connections between Old 

and New Testament events (see TYPOLOGY). The texts were accompanied by extensive illustrations. The most 

sumptuous extant Bible moralisée contains about five thousand images, in medallion form and is arranged in 

columns. Other sorts of picture Bibles also existed (see BIBLIA PAUPERUM).  

BIBLIA PAUPERUM  

Literally, the 'BIBLE of the Poor', it consisted of a series of captioned MINIATURES illustrating the parallels 

between the Old and New Testaments (see TYPOLOGY). Scenes from the life of Christ are accompanied by Old 

Testament scenes and figures of the prophets. Although few have survived, such books are known to have been very 

popular during the later Middle Ages, especially as a tool for religious instruction among poorer clergy and those 

members of LAY  society who, although often quite wealthy, were not especially learned. The BIBLE MORALISÉE 

is another type of picture book based on the Bible.  

BIFOLIUM  

A sheet of writing support material (generally PARCHMENT during the Middle Ages) folded in half to produce two 

leaves (i.e., four pages). A number of bifolia folded together form a QUIRE.  
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BINDER 

A person wholly or partly responsible for sewing a CODEX together and supplying it with covers. Although there is 

evidence that SCRIBES occasionally undertook the preliminary 'tacket' sewing of their own sections of manuscripts, 

the binder was often another member of the SCRIPTORIUM. Following the rise of universities in the late twelfth 

century, BINDING became the preserve of the STATIONER. The term binder can also be used of a BINDING 

MEDIUM.  

BINDING  

The sewing and covering of a book. When the leaves of a CODEX had been written and illuminated, they were 

assembled into gatherings (QUIRES) and sewn together. Generally they were sewn onto supports (CORDS), 

although there also existed an unsupported form of sewing in which only the thread served to bind the quires 

together (COPTIC SEWING). The loose ends of the cords were then attached to BOARDS, normally of wood (see 

CHANNELING and PEGGING), which were then covered, usually with damp leather. The covering could be 

decorated in a number of ways (see APPLIED COVERS, BLOCKED, CHEMISE BINDING, CUT LEATHER, 

PANELS, TANNED, and TOOLED). CLASPS or STRAP AND PIN mechanisms would then be attached to hold 

the book in shape, and BOSSES might be added to protect the binding. Binding was generally undertaken in the 

SCRIPTORIUM or by STATIONERS. See also BINDER, CHAINED BOOK, ENDBANDS, GAUFFERED, 

KETTLE STITCH, LIMP BINDING, PASTEDOWN, SEWING ON SUPPORTS, SEWING STATIONS, STAPLE, 

and TITLE PIECE.  

BINDING  MEDIUM  

An ingredient in paint or INK that binds the PIGMENT and makes it adhere to the surface to be embellished. 

Clarified egg white (glair, clarea) was the principal binding medium used in manuscript ILLUMINATION . Gum 

(such as gum arabic from the acacia), glue (such as ichthyocollon, a fish glue, and casein, a dairy-product glue) or 

other forms of size (PARCHMENT size or gelatine) were also used for this purpose as well as for GILDING.  

BLIND TOOLED See TOOLED.  

BLOCKED  

A technique of decorating BINDINGS in which a design or picture is stamped into the leather cover by a block, into 

which the image has been carved or incised. Large woodblocks were sometimes employed for this purpose in the 

Netherlands during the sixteenth century. Metal blocks were first used in Flanders, allegedly by a canon of Antwerp, 

Wouter van Duffle, in the early thirteenth century. See also PANELS and TOOLED.  

BOARDS 

The stiff covers at the front and back of a book. Wood was the material generally used until the early sixteenth 

century, preferably oak or another hardwood to minimize worming. These covers could be very thick and often had 

bevelled edges. Pasteboard became popular in the sixteenth century; from the late seventeenth century on, it was 

supplemented by rope-fibre millboards. Strawboard first came into use in the eighteenth century. The boards were 

attached to the QUIRES by the CORDS, which were threaded through the boards and secured (often by means of 

PEGGING). The boards and SPINE were then usually covered with damp leather (although PARCHMENT, fabric, 

or PAPER might also be used), which was folded over the edges of the boards (forming what are known as TURN-

INS) and glued down. PASTEDOWNS could then be applied to conceal this mechanism.  

BOOKMARKER  

A variety of devices for marking key openings in a book have survived, most of them dating from the twelfth 

century on. Tabs or knotted strips of PARCHMENT, sometimes coloured, were attached to the FORE EDGE of the 

book at appropriate points; ribbons of linen, silk, or parchment could be attached to the headband (see ENDBANDS) 

and descend vertically into the book. Some bookmarkers even carry a device used in conjunction with the text to be 

marked, such as a VOLVELLE to assist in relevant chronological or astronomical calculations. Flowers and other 

pressed organic materials were also used as bookmarkers.  

BOOK OF HOURS 

A book, also called a primer or horae, for use in private devotions. Its central text, the Little Office of the Blessed 

Virgin (or Hours of the Virgin), is modelled on the DIVINE OFFICE and represents a shorter version of the 

devotions performed at the eight canonical hours. The text, known from the tenth century, was originally read only 

by ecclesiastics; it entered into more popular use by the end of the twelfth century, often being attached to the 
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PSALTER, the book more commonly used for private devotions before the emergence of the book of hours. The 

private recitation of the Little Office of the Virgin is an expression of the LAY  person's desire to imitate the prayer-

life of the religious.  

The Little Office of the Virgin gradually acquired other elements: a liturgical CALENDAR, a LITANY OF THE 

SAINTS, SUFFRAGES, the Office of the Dead (which had emerged by the ninth century), the Penitential Psalms 

(Psalms 6, 31, 37, 50, 101, 129, and 142, which were first included in books of hours in the thirteenth century), the 

Gradual Psalms (Psalms 119-133), and prayers. Additional offices, such as the Short Office of the Cross, Hours of 

the Holy Spirit, Hours of the Trinity, and Hours of the Passion, could also form part of a book of hours. The book of 

hours took its standard form in the thirteenth century and continued in general use until the sixteenth century, 

enjoying particular popularity in France and Flanders. The texts of books of hours vary slightly in accordance with 

USE. 

Books of hours were medieval best-sellers and have survived in relatively high quantity. They are nearly always 

illuminated, in a manner commensurate with the PATRON'S budget, and often contain a MINIATURE or set of 

miniatures for each major textual division. These subjects include scenes from the life of the Virgin, Christ, and 

King David, depictions of the saints and themes relating to death and judgment. The patron was also sometimes 

portrayed. Decorated letters as well as images can be found in books of hours.  

BOOKPLATE See EX LIBRIS INSCRIPTION.  

BORDER 

Decorative surrounds, or borders, were popular in GOTHIC and RENAISSANCE illumination and evolved during 

the thirteenth century from the extenders that sprang from decorated letters. A border surrounds text and/or image 

and may occupy margins and intercolumnar space. Some borders are in panelled form, others are composed of 

foliate decoration or bars, the latter often sprouting plant forms and known as foliate bar borders. A full border 

surrounds an image or text on all sides, while a partial border frames only part of the area in question. Like an 

INITIAL , a border can be INHABITED or HISTORIATED. During the fifteenth century, a form of border became 

popular (initially within the works of the Ghent-Bruges School and subsequently in French and Italian illumination) 

in which naturalistically rendered flora and fauna were placed, as if strewn, on a ground (often gilded). These are 

termed SCATTER, STREW, or TROMPE L'OEIL borders. Another popular form of border during the fourteenth 

and fifteenth centuries was the spray border, consisting of fine foliate tendrils with small gilded leaves. 

HUMANISTIC manuscripts often feature WHITE VINE-STEM borders.  

BOSS 

A protruding ornament, usually of metal. When applied to a binding it serves a protective function. Metalwork 

plaques are known to have adorned bindings from the EARLY CHRISTIAN period on, but prominent raised bosses 

appear to have become popular during the fifteenth century.  

BOUNDING LINES  

The marginal lines supplied during RULING to guide the justification of the text and its ancillaries (such as 

INITIALS ).  

BREVIARY  

A SERVICE BOOK containing the texts necessary for the celebration of the DIVINE OFFICE. A breviary is often 

adorned with DECORATED or HISTORIATED INITIALS, and more luxurious copies may contain MINIATURES 

depicting biblical scenes or the performance of the office.  

From the eleventh century on, the various volumes used during the Divine Office (PSALTER, ANTIPHONAL, 

LECTIONARY, COLLECTAR, MARTYROLOGY, and others) were combined to form the breviary, which was 

initially only used by monks, but was popularized (in slightly abridged form) by the Dominicans and Franciscans in 

the thirteenth century. The breviary's contents were divided into TEMPORALE, SANCTORALE, and Common of 

Saints. All members of monastic orders and the clergy in major orders are committed to the daily recitation of the 

breviary. The contents vary in detail in accordance with the rite of the religious order or the USE of the geographic 

area.  

BRUSH 

Brushes of animal hair set within wooden handles were used in medieval ILLUMINATION , replacing the frayed 

reed brushes of ANTIQUITY . The quill PEN could be used to apply certain paints as well as INKS.  

GlossP.asp#PSALTER
GlossL.asp#LAY
GlossC.asp#CALENDAR
GlossL.asp#LITANYOFTHESAINTS
GlossL.asp#LITANYOFTHESAINTS
GlossL.asp#LITANYOFTHESAINTS
GlossS.asp#SUFFRAGE
GlossU.asp#USE
GlossP.asp#PATRON
GlossM.asp#MINIATURE
GlossE.asp#EXLIBRISINSCRIPTION
GlossG.asp#GOTHIC
GlossR.asp#RENAISSANCE
GlossI.asp#INITIAL
GlossI.asp#INHABITEDINITIAL
GlossH.asp#HISTORIATEDINITIAL
GlossS.asp#SCATTERBORDER
GlossS.asp#STREWBORDER
GlossT.asp#TROMPEL'OEIL
GlossH.asp#HUMANISTIC
GlossW.asp#WHITEVINE-STEM
GlossE.asp#EARLYCHRISTIAN
GlossR.asp#RULING
GlossI.asp#INITIAL
GlossS.asp#SERVICEBOOK
GlossD.asp#DECORATEDINITIAL
GlossH.asp#HISTORIATEDINITIAL
GlossM.asp#MINIATURE
GlossP.asp#PSALTER
GlossA.asp#ANTIPHONAL
GlossL.asp#LECTIONARY
GlossC.asp#COLLECTAR
GlossM.asp#MARTYROLOGY
GlossT.asp#TEMPORALE
GlossS.asp#SANCTORALE
GlossU.asp#USE
GlossI.asp#ILLUMINATION
GlossA.asp#ANTIQUITY
GlossP.asp#PEN
GlossI.asp#INK


BURGUNDIAN  

Used of a courtly style of art that flourished under the patronage of the Dukes of Burgundy, primarily in Flanders, 

from the late fourteenth to the mid-sixteenth century.  

Burgundy had been established as a GERMANIC kingdom during the fifth century, its art being Germanic in 

character until the kingdom was absorbed into the CAROLINGIAN Empire. However, it is to a later phase in the 

history of the region that the term is generally applied in a cultural context. 

In 1384 the Duchy of Burgundy and the county of Franche-Comté were united as a consequence of the marriage 

(1369) of Philip the Bold, Duke of Burgundy, and Margaret of Flanders (heiress to Franche-Comté). The union 

initiated a century of Burgundian greatness. Strategically placed as it was between France and Germany, Burgundy 

became the major Northern European political and economic power. The arts flowered under the patron age of 

Dukes Philip the Good (r. 1419-67) and Charles the Bold (r. 1467-77), who sought to create a dynastic culture. This 

period of creativity in the arts continued after the duchy's absorption into the Holy Roman Empire in 1477; indeed, it 

lasted well into the sixteenth century in the work of artists such as Simon Bening. 

Books played a key role in Burgundian culture, with many illuminated CHRONICLES, ROMANCES, and 

devotional works being commissioned in Flanders, the centre of Burgundian power. Burgundian patronage brought 

Flemish ILLUMINATION  and SCRIPT (lettre bourguignonne or bâtarde) to international prominence with a 

luxurious, highly polished style. This style was influenced by the observation of court life and by contemporary 

Flemish panel painting, particularly the latter's rendering of space and use of opulent colours. David Aubert was an 

important SCRIBE within this milieu, and the many prominent illuminators included the MASTER of Mary of 

Burgundy, Simon Marmion, and Gerard Horenbout.  

BURNISHING  

Enhancing the smoothness and shininess of a surface such as metallic PIGMENT by polishing with a burnisher - a 

smooth, hard stone (such as agate), metal, or bone set into a handle. See also GILDING.  

CADEL  

A cadel is a calligraphic decorative extension to the ascending or descending strokes of letters, usually on the first or 

last lines of a page. They sometimes feature human or animal heads.  

CALENDAR  

The calendar sections of illuminated manuscripts most often precede liturgical and devotional texts. In this context, 

they identify feast days pertinent to the PATRON and the region, using different colours to highlight important 

feasts, such as Christmas or the Annunciation (so-called red-letter days). Calendars vary in accordance with local 

USE, and the deaths and saints' feasts commemorated often supply valuable evidence of ORIGIN and 

PROVENANCE. Private, university, and official administrative texts also included calendars, which enabled the 

literate community to calculate dates. Calendars were often illuminated, the two most popular schemes being the 

labours of the months (see OCCUPATIONAL CALENDAR) and the zodiacal signs, both ultimately of classical 

origin but increasingly popular from the ninth century on. Calendars are often accompanied in religious books by 

devices for calculating movable feasts, such as Easter Tables. Medical and astronomical calendars appear in 

manuscripts relevant to those disciplines.  

The Middle Ages inherited the Julian (Old Style) calendar introduced by Julius Caesar in 45 B.C. This contained a 

365-day year, with an extra day every fourth year to reconcile the calendar with the solar year, calculated as 365 

days and 6 hours. The year was divided into twelve months. Each month had named days: Kalends, Nones, and Ides, 

the unnamed days in between being reckoned backwards from the next Kalends, Nones, or Ides. Some months had 

dies Aegyptiacae ('Egyptian', or unlucky, days). Although commonly used, from EARLY CHRISTIAN times these 

Roman days competed with the ecclesiastical division of the year into weeks, each with seven named days, and with 

dating by reference to church feasts or occasions such as fairs and rent days. 

The Roman civil year, beginning on January 1, continued to be used until the seventh century, when it was 

increasingly replaced by the Christian year, calculated from the year of Christ's birth, a system initially arising from 

the Dionysian Easter Table of c. 525 and popularized by the English scholar-theologian Bede during the eighth 

century. In this system Christmas, the Annunciation (March 25) or, less commonly, Easter marked the start of the 

year. Whatever the start of the year, the era began with the birth of Christ, the 'year of grace'. 

Other calendrical styles were used in the Middle Ages as alternatives to or in association with the ecclesiastical 'year 

of grace'. Among these was the indiction, originally a civil reckoning that computed from 312 A.D. in fifteen-year 

cycles and was used for privileges and legal documents until relegated to notarial use in the late thirteenth century. 

Pontifical and regnal years also served calendrical purposes, relating a date to the person under whose jurisdiction 
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the calendar was issued (for example, the second year of the reign of Henry III). Certain administrative offices had 

their own systems (the English Exchequer's financial year ran from Michaelmas, September 29, to Michaelmas). 

Spain, Portugal, and southwestern France used the Spanish Era calendar, beginning on January 1, 38 B.C., which 

survived in some areas until the fifteenth century. 

The inclusion of devices such as the Golden Number, Epacts, Dominical letters, and Concurrents for the calculation 

of movable feasts (often added as tables) rendered a calendar perpetual or continually functional. The calculations 

were mostly concerned with establishing the relationship between the solar year and the phases of the moon so that 

the date of Easter could be determined. See also ASTRONOMICAL / ASTROLOGICAL TEXTS, COMPUTUS 

TEXTS, DIRECTORY, and MEDICAL TEXTS.  

CALLIGRAPHY  

From the Greek for 'beautiful writing', calligraphy is a SCRIPT that exhibits exceptional and often self-conscious 

artistry and aesthetic quality in design and execution. The art of fine writing was appreciated during the Middle 

Ages and the RENAISSANCE, with certain SCRIBES becoming noted for their beautiful and decorative script. A 

number of treatises on calligraphy and specimen books of script (such as copy books and alphabet books) were 

produced. Following the introduction of printing, fine writing was still taught by writing masters, calligraphers, and 

ILLUMINATORS, who continued to produce handwritten pieces as works of art and for formal, commemorative, or 

display purposes.  

CANON TABLES  

A Gospel concordance system devised in the fourth century by Eusebius of Caesarea, in which Gospel passages are 

numbered in the text (generally in the margins) and correspond to tables, arranged in columnar form, indicating the 

concordance of passages among the Gospels. Canon tables were generally placed at the beginning of the book and 

were popular in GOSPEL BOOKS, BIBLES, and New Testaments (the Gospels plus Acts, Epistles, and 

Revelation), especially during the early Middle Ages. Canon tables were often set within arched surrounds of an 

architectural character. Sometimes EVANGELIST SYMBOLS were included to identify the Gospels referred to in 

the columns of numbers; these are known as beast canon tables.  

CAROLINGIAN  

The Carolingians were dynastic rulers of Frankia from 751, when Pepin the Short was named King of the Franks. 

The Carolingian Empire (which embraced much of Northern Europe and Italy) was established under Charlemagne 

(742-814), who became emperor in 800. In 843, the empire was divided into three parts by the Treaty of Verdun. 

The fragmentation of Charlemagne's realm continued, destroying any semblance of unity. Although Carolingians 

ruled some areas until the late tenth century, the OTTONIAN dynasty assumed imperial power in 962.  

Charlemagne and his immediate successors sought to establish cultural cohesion and political stability throughout 

the disparate territories of the empire. This led to the flowering of culture known as the Carolingian renaissance and 

to ecclesiastical reform. The latter included the standardization of texts, for which reason Charlemagne's adviser, 

Alcuin of York (c. 730-804), undertook a revision of the BIBLE and the SACRAMENTARY. During the ninth 

century, Alcuin's SCRIPTORIUM at Tours went on to produce large, illuminated Bibles for circulation. The 

SCRIPT known as Caroline minuscule was also part of the reform movement. Standardized and easily legible, it 

was promoted throughout the Empire.  

Charlemagne's claims to the imperial status of Roman emperors and his extension of Carolingian power into Italy 

fostered a revival of CLASSICAL TEXTS and of the style and imagery of ancient art. Initially focused on the Court 

and Palace Schools at Aachen, the Carolingian renaissance was rapidly disseminated with the assistance of the 

Frankish bishops and their scriptoria (such as those at Corbie, Tours, Rheims, and Metz). In addition to preserving 

many works from ANTIQUITY  (see ASTRONOMICAL / ASTROLOGICAL TEXTS and MEDICAL TEXTS), the 

Carolingian period witnessed the composition of many new texts by scholars such as Alcuin, Einhard, Paul the 

Deacon, Hrabanus Maurus, Walafrid Strabo, and John Scotus Eriugena. 

The earliest monument of Carolingian ILLUMINATION , the Godescalc EVANGELARY, dates to c. 781-83; at this 

time, the scriptorium at Corbie was experimenting with early Caroline minuscule. The production of manuscripts 

flourished until the late ninth century, with a number of distinctive local styles emerging. The Court School of 

Charlemagne, for example, favoured heavily painted works with a NATURALISTIC rendering of figures and 

opulent use of gold, silver, and purple (redolent of imperial Roman and BYZANTINE influence). The artists of the 

School of Rheims worked in an agitated, IMPRESSIONISTIC style of classical inspiration, while illuminators of the 

Metz School employed a decorative style with much feathery ACANTHUS ornament. During the ninth century, the 
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Franco-Saxon style also emerged, showing INSULAR influence in its zoomorphic and INTERLACE decoration. 

Carolingian book production was also influenced by PRE-CAROLINGIAN European developments.  

CARPET PAGE 

An ornamental page particularly favoured in INSULAR art, sometimes incorporating a cross into its design, that 

derives its name from its visual similarity to an Eastern carpet. Unlike decorated INCIPIT PAGES, carpet pages do 

not carry text. They generally separated the four Gospels in a manuscript, and their use in Christian art may be of 

COPTIC origin. See the illustration accompanying INSULAR.  

CARTOLAIO (pl. CARTOLAI) See STATIONER.  

CARTOUCHE  

An ornament in the form of a scroll or shield.  

CELTIC  

The Celts were originally an Iron Age people, occupying Central and Western Europe, whose culture spread 

throughout much of the West. Following Roman expansionism of the first century B.C. to the first century A.D., the 

Celts were pushed back to areas of the Atlantic seaboard (Ireland, Scotland, Man, Wales, Cornwall, and Brittany). 

Celtic art is characterized by a sophisticated abstract approach, featuring devices such as the pelta (a triangle with 

one convex and two concave sides), the trumpet spiral (a spiral with an expanded triangular mouth), and the 

triquetra (a triple loop formed of intersecting arcs) and often incorporates anthropomorphic and zoomorphic 

features, sometimes of an ambiguous character. 'Ultimate La Tène' art, named after a Celtic Iron Age style many 

examples of which were excavated at La Tène in Switzerland, flourishes even to the present.  

Beginning in the fifth century, Ireland, along with some other areas of Celtic Britain, developed a thriving literate 

Christian tradition and played a key role in preserving the learning of ANTIQUITY  and the early Church. This was 

transmitted to ANGLO-SAXON England from the sixth century on, giving rise to INSULAR culture. Following the 

Viking incursions of the ninth century, Celtic culture became increasingly independent of Anglo-Saxon culture.  

CHAINED BOOK  

A book whose BINDING carries a STAPLE and chain for attachment to a desk or lectern, on which the book was 

read. The presence of a staple and chain generally denotes institutional ownership by a college or ecclesiastical 

establishment (for example, the chained library at Hereford Cathedral).  

CHALK  

Chiefly composed of calcium carbonate, chalk was used for a variety of purposes in manuscript production: as a 

POUNCE when preparing the PARCHMENT surface; as a component of GESSO or another GROUND; as a white 

PIGMENT; as an alkaline component in pigments (serving to modify the colour of certain organic pigments, such as 

folium, and to lighten and increase the opacity of others); or as a drawing medium.  

CHI -RHO 

A monogram composed of the letters XP (the Greek chi and rho), the first two characters of the name of Christ in 

Greek. It was often used as a symbol in EARLY CHRISTIAN art and life. Decorated chi-rho pages are found in 

early medieval GOSPEL BOOKS, at Matthew 1:18.  

CHOIR BOOK  

A SERVICE BOOK containing the parts of the MASS or the DIVINE OFFICE sung by the choir. See also MUSIC 

MANUSCRIPTS.  

CHRONICLE  

A collection of annals or notes of yearly events. Such recordings developed from the practice of annotating Easter 

Tables (see CALENDAR). Early chronicles took the form of world or universal histories, such as those written in 

the fourth century by Eusebius of Caesarea and Sulpicius Severus. Local chronicles began to appear in the ninth 

century: among the most notable are the Annals of Ulster, the Frankish Royal Annals, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 

and a history of the Saxon kings by the German bishop Thietmar of Merseburg in the early eleventh century. World 

chronicles continued to be written, however, perpetuated by historians such as Marianus Scotus in the later eleventh 

century. The Historia ecclesiastica, completed in 731 at Jarrow in northeastern England by the Venerable Bede, 

marked an influential new approach to the writing of history: Bede perceived a relationship of cause and effect 
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between events, collated material in accordance with a central theme (the growth of Christianity in England), and 

promoted a consistent system of dating (from the Incarnation).  

The Normans produced a number of historical works relating to Normandy, England, and the Holy Land in the later 

eleventh and twelfth centuries; these include the Gesta Normannorum ducum of William of Jumièges, the Gesta 

Guillelmi ducis Normannorum et regis Anglorum of William of Poitiers, and the works of Sigebert of Gembloux, 

Robert of Torigni, and Ordericus Vitalis. History writing in Britain continued to proliferate throughout the twelfth 

and thirteenth centuries, with chronicles by Florence of Worcester, William of Malmesbury, Geoffrey of Monmouth, 

Gerald of Wales, and Matthew Paris. Important Continental historians of the thirteenth century include Salimbene 

(Cronica) and Vincent of Beauvais (Speculum historiale), the latter representing a move toward a more 

encyclopaedic world view. Histories based on the BIBLE, such as the thirteenth-century Weltchronik of Rudolf von 

Ems, were also compiled. The thirteenth century also witnessed a proliferation of VERNACULAR histories, among 

them Villehardouin's Conquête de Constantinople, the Histoire de Guillaume le Maréchal, the Grandes Chroniques 

françaises de Saint-Denis, Jean Creton's Histoire de Roy d'Angleterre Richard, and Jean Froissart's Chroniques de 

France, d'Engleterre et des païs voisins, the last representing a fusion of the traditional chronicle with the 

ROMANCE genre. 

During the GOTHIC period, many historical works were illustrated, a practice largely initiated in England by 

Giraldus Cambrensis and Matthew Paris, who incorporated marginal drawings into some of their works. In the 

thirteenth century, some authors attempted to integrate pagan and Christian history by grafting books such as Peter 

of Poitiers' Genealogy of Christ onto universal chronicles. The genealogies of kings were also included, giving rise 

to a tradition of illuminated genealogical manuscripts, often in ROLL form.  

CHRYSOGRAPHY 

From the Greek word chrysographia, meaning 'writing in gold', chrysography is the use of powdered gold, mixed 

with glair or gum (see BINDING MEDIUM ) to create an INK; when dry, the ink is usually burnished (see 

BURNISHING). Gold (and silver) writing on PARCHMENT is known from the EARLY CHRISTIAN period on. 

PURPLE PAGES were introduced in BYZANTINE books at least as early as the sixth century as a more suitable 

and luxurious background for such SCRIPT; the imperial connotation of having been 'born to the purple' was 

implicit in the ostentatious use of the colour. Chrysography was practiced in INSULAR, ANGLO-SAXON, 

CAROLINGIAN, and OTTONIAN luxury book production and also occurs sporadically later in the Middle Ages 

and the RENAISSANCE. Gold ink was also used in Byzantine ILLUMINATION  to provide highlights (especially 

in articulating drapery) and other details, a technique transmitted to the West, where it enjoyed particular popularity 

during the fifteenth century. Chrysography in late GOTHIC art is often somewhat formulaic and mechanical, but it 

achieved great refinement in panel painting and within RENAISSANCE illumination.  

CLAREA See BINDING MEDIUM .  

CLASP  

A metal fitting attached to the BOARDS at the FORE EDGE of a BINDING in order to hold the book shut and to 

preserve the PARCHMENT (unless kept at an appropriate temperature and humidity level, parchment tends to 

cockle and return to the original shape of the animal skin). Clasps became popular during the fourteenth century 

(alongside their earlier counterpart, the STRAP AND PIN), initially as a combination of metal fittings and leather 

straps and then entirely of metal. On English and some French bindings the clasps fasten at the lower board, while 

elsewhere on the Continent the catch is on the upper board.  

CLOTHLET  

A piece of cloth impregnated with PIGMENT (generally a vegetable dye). A portion of such cloth, when soaked in a 

little BINDING MEDIUM , releases its colorant and produces an artist's pigment. Clothlets are called petiae in Latin 

and pezze or pezzette in Italian; bisetus folii refers to clothlets dyed with folium, or turnsole, extract. Clothlets were a 

convenient way of carrying or shipping vegetal pigments, and they were especially popular from the fourteenth 

century on, with the growth of the textile trade. Glazes of vegetal dyes were often used to enhance other colours in 

book ILLUMINATION , since they created a rich, glowing, and transparent effect.  

CODEX (pl. CODICES) 

Originating in the first century, the codex (from caudex, the Latin word for tree bark) is a book composed of folded 

sheets sewn along one edge, distinct from other writing vehicles such as the ROLL or TABLET. The codex was 

initially a low-grade form manufactured of PAPYRUS. Its portability and ease of consultation made it popular 
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among Christians. Following the Christianization of the Roman Empire in the fourth century, the codex supplanted 

the roll as the favoured vehicle for literary texts.  

CODICOLOGY  

The study of the physical structure of the book, which promotes a better understanding of its production and 

subsequent history. The term was initially coined in 1943 in relation to the listing of texts in catalogue form but was 

subsequently applied to book structures. From the late nineteenth century on, advances in the study of book 

structures led to the formulation of certain guidelines for reconstructing their historical development, since such 

structures vary with time and place. Variable features include the number of leaves used in a QUIRE, the relative 

disposition of the HAIR and FLESH SIDES of the PARCHMENT, the manner of PRICKING and RULING (and 

whether these processes were conducted before or after the leaves were folded, one or more leaves at a time, or with 

the aid of a template), and how a book was sewn and bound. The examination of a book's structure can shed 

considerable light on its method of construction, place of ORIGIN, and PROVENANCE and can help to reconstruct 

its original appearance. See also COLLATION, ILLUMINATOR , MONASTIC PRODUCTION, PALEOGRAPHY, 

PECIA SYSTEM, SCRIBE, SECULAR PRODUCTION, and STATIONER.  

COLLATION  

A description of a book's current and original structure, that is, the arrangement of its leaves and QUIRES. This 

information may be conveyed in diagrammatic form (showing the quires and their composition) or in a prose 

shorthand. In the latter, for example, '1
8
 (wants 1, blank)' indicates that the first quire was formed of eight leaves, the 

first of which is missing and was probably originally blank. Two collations may be given to indicate differences 

between a book's current and original structures, but a single collation can often convey data relevant to both states. 

(This type of physical collation is not to be confused with textual collation or comparison.)  

COLOPHON 

An inscription recording information relating to the circumstances of the production of a manuscript or printed book 

(the place and/or people involved and, less frequently, the date). Colophons appear only sporadically in medieval 

books, but were often employed by the Italian humanists (see HUMANISTIC), who also included the date. They are 

generally located at the end of a book. The term is also used to designate the emblem or DEVICE of a publishing 

house.  

COLOPHON DECORATION  

Simple decorative devices, such as dots, commas, ivy leaves (hedera), or box surrounds, which serve to highlight 

the COLOPHON. Such decoration is found in ANTIQUITY  and EARLY CHRISTIAN manuscripts.  

COLUMN PICTURE  

A MINIATURE that occupies the width of a column (but not necessarily its height).  

COMMENTARY  

A discussion and/or expansion of a text, generally of a biblical, PATRISTIC, or legal character. Commentaries often 

accompanied the texts they discussed in the form of GLOSSES.  

COPTIC 

A Copt is a native Egyptian descended from the ancient Egyptians. Following the Arab conquest of 640, the term 

(Arabic qibt, derived from the Greek aiguptios) was used to refer to the indigenous population of Egypt, which was 

predominantly Christian. By the sixteenth century, Westerners used it to distinguish Christian inhabitants from the 

Muslim majority. The Coptic Church exerted an influence on the West from the sixth to the eighth century, 

especially in the field of eremitic monasticism, and may have contributed certain features to book production, such 

as COPTIC SEWING and ornamental CARPET PAGES.  

COPTIC SEWING  

A method (with several variants) of sewing a book during BINDING: the QUIRES are sewn together by thread 

carried by two needles working in a figure-eight movement from quire to quire. The BOARDS are then laced onto 

the loose ends of these threads. Coptic, or unsupported, sewing is unlike SEWING ON SUPPORTS, the technique 

usually employed in the medieval West, in that the quires are not linked by sewing onto CORDS.  

Coptic sewing, which provides a more flexible BINDING and facilitates opening the CODEX, is generally found in 

Egyptian and some other Eastern bindings. Among the rare surviving examples from the medieval West is the 

GlossQ.asp#QUIRE
GlossH.asp#HAIRSIDE
GlossF.asp#FLESHSIDE
GlossP.asp#PARCHMENT
GlossP.asp#PRICKING
GlossR.asp#RULING
GlossO.asp#ORIGIN
GlossP.asp#PROVENANCE
GlossC.asp#COLLATION
GlossI.asp#ILLUMINATOR
GlossM.asp#MONASTICPRODUCTION
GlossP.asp#PALEOGRAPHY
GlossP.asp#PECIASYSTEM
GlossS.asp#SCRIBE
GlossS.asp#SECULARPRODUCTION
GlossS.asp#STATIONER
GlossQ.asp#QUIRE
GlossH.asp#HUMANISTIC
GlossD.asp#DEVICE
GlossC.asp#COLOPHON
GlossA.asp#ANTIQUITY
GlossE.asp#EARLYCHRISTIAN
GlossM.asp#MINIATURE
GlossP.asp#PATRISTIC
GlossG.asp#GLOSS
GlossC.asp#COPTICSEWING
GlossC.asp#CARPETPAGE
GlossB.asp#BINDING
GlossQ.asp#QUIRE
GlossB.asp#BOARDS
GlossS.asp#SEWINGONSUPPORTS
GlossC.asp#CORDS
GlossB.asp#BINDING
GlossC.asp#CODEX



