
Insular Manuscripts
Script in the British Isles in the Early Middle Ages 

ca. 7th-9th centuries



Who got what Roman scripts?

• In regions where the Roman Empire persisted through the 5th c. = 
Romance-speaking regions (Italy, Gaul, Spain), LATER ROMAN 
CURSIVE, the administrative script of the Roman Empire, continued 
and became the basis for the development of new scripts in the 7th c. 
(We’ll come back to that in 2 weeks.)


• On the Continent, high-grade books (bibles) continued to be written in 
Uncial, especially in Italy, and standard Christian works in Half-Uncial.


• In Ireland, Christian texts seem mostly to have come over in Half-
Uncial. There was no tradition of Later Roman Cursive. The Irish 
transformed Half-Uncial into new scripts.


• England was (re)converted from two directions: Ireland, which brought 
its new versions of Half-Uncial, and Rome, which brought bibles in 
Uncial.



Later Roman Cursive: Administrative Script of the Late Empire



Half-Uncial: Minuscule Script for Books, 3rd-6th c.

received in Ireland and transformed by ca. 700 into…



…two scripts:

Insular Half-Uncial, aka Insular Majuscule                      Insular Minuscule 


Left: Ireland, last quarter of 8th c. 
Above: Iona, ca. 700



Irish bring their majuscule and minuscule scripts 
based on Half-Uncial.


Roman missionaries bring Uncial manuscripts.


Both are taken up in Northumbria and practiced at a 
high level.


☞ Next up: Look at Roman and English Uncial manuscripts ☞ 

Missionaries bring script to England



Italy, 6th c.       UNCIAL SCRIPT       Northumbria, ca. 700




UNCIAL          Northumbria, ca. 700      INSULAR HALF-UNCIAL




UNCIAL Northumbria, ca. 700: Codex Amiatinus




UNCIAL Northumbria, ca. 700: Codex Amiatinus detail




UNCIAL          Northumbria, ca. 700      INSULAR HALF-UNCIAL




Codex Amiatinus: a pandect, the whole bible in one volume




More typical: a Gospel book, e.g. the Lindisfarne Gospels


,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,



Eusebian Canon Tables: a cross-referencing system 

for the Gospels (Eusebius d. 339) (Carolingian MSS)




Eusebian Canon Tables in the Garima 2 Gospels, Ethiopia ca. 500




Eusebian Canon Tables: late medieval Ethiopian, Armenian




Evangelist Portraits—Lindisfarne Gospels




Evangelist Portraits—Garima 2 Gospels, ca 500




Evangelist Portrait (Luke)—St. Augustine Gospels, Italy, 6th c.




Evangelist Portraits (Matthew, John), Irish Gospel Book of St. Gall, ca. 750




Evangelist portrait (Matthew) and symbols—Book of Kells, ca. 800



