
OLLI Medieval Book Week 3


Insular Manuscripts
Manuscripts in the British Isles  

in the Early Middle Ages



Overview of Week 3:  
Books in Post-Roman/extra-Roman Europe

• Orientation: the conversion of Ireland and England 

• What happens when books, language, script, and texts move from 
the Roman world to cultures of Europe that were never part of the 
Roman Empire? 

• What styles of script went to Ireland and England and how were 
they transformed? 

• Latin on the page in non-Latin, non-Romance-speaking realms 

• Introduction to looking at these manuscripts online 

• The written use of the vernacular









Who got what Roman scripts?



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

received in Ireland and transformed by ca. 700 into two scripts…



Insular Half-Uncial,                       Insular Minuscule  
aka Insular Majuscule 

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.

Missionaries bring script to England  
in the 6th-7th c.



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




UNCIAL          Northumbria, ca. 700      INSULAR HALF-UNCIAL




Northumbria, ca. 700: two Uncial MSS made in the same monastery 



Codex Amiatinus: a very, very large book 



St. Cuthbert Gospel: a very, very small book, also Northumbria ca. 700 
The oldest European book in its original binding. 



Northumbria, ca. 700: Codex Amiatinus 



UNCIAL Northumbria, ca. 700: Codex Amiatinus detail




Pause and look at 
manuscripts online



Scripture in 

the vernacular



Psalter in Old English: 9th-c. translation by King Alfred, 11th c. MS 

Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS latin 8824, The Paris Psalter 



The Gospels in Old English: late-10th-c. translation, 11th-c. MS 

Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 140 









Coming up in week 4

• The fates of texts and manuscripts: what 
survives, what ends up where 

• The development of script in Latin/Romance-
speaking areas 

• The emergence of Caroline Minuscule 

• Carolingian book design


