
The Medieval Book Week 4


The Carolingian Renaissance: 
Reform of script & survival 


of texts & manuscripts



Script in Continental Europe

before the Carolingian refoms


(6th-7th-early 8th c.)



Later Roman Cursive (ca. 3rd-6th century).  
This is from Ravenna ca. 600 CE.

Everyday scripts in Roman antiquity




A closer look at Later Roman Cursive



Inside the former empire, traditions of administrative writing 
and, to some degree, education survived, while Latin developed 
into proto-Romance varieties.


The everyday writing of imperial Rome persisted, declined, but 
ultimately spawned new experiments in script and page layout.




Bern, Burgerbibliothek, MS 611. Merovingian Patristic miscellany, eastern France, early 8th c. 



BNF lat. 8913. Fragments of a 6th-c. papyrus codex of 
Avitus. Merovingian cursive minuscule. Note kollesis! 

kollesis (join between parchment sheets)



Bern, Burgerbibliothek, MS 611. Asper, Ars grammatica, eastern France, early 8th c. 



Paris, BNF lat 
13246, the 
Bobbio Missal. 
SE Francia (?), 
early 8th c. 



Script of Luxeuil (Burgundy), 
early 8th c.  

Wolfenbüttel, Herzog August 
Bibliothek, MS Guelf 99 Weiss



British Library MS Add. 31031. Gregory the Great, Moralia in Job. Laon, NE France, mid-8th c.



British Library MS Add. 31031, detail. The script is “Laon a-z” script.



Autun, Bibliothèque Bussy-Rabutin, 
MS S 21 (20). Dialogues of Gregory 
the Great. NE France, 8th c.

above: 
sorores suae animam 
in columbae speciae

left: 
gloria 
et laudibus 
fratribus



End of 8th century: 

Charlemagne’s 
consolidation of 
power allowed him 
to focus on reform 
of church and 
intellectual life 
within his empire. 

He gathered 
scholars from 
England, Ireland, 
and Italy to lead the 
effort. 

Books came with 
them. 



Reform of script = reform of life

• Charlemagne gathers advisors from England, Ireland, Spain, France, Italy 

• A new script, Caroline Minuscule, rationalized out of the script experiments 
of the 7th-8th-c. monastic styles. 

• Good word spacing and other aids to reading. 

• Simplified inventory of forms and few ligatures. 

• “Hierarchy of Scripts” : use of ancient and late-antique high-grade scripts 
(ancient capitals plus Uncials) for headings, subheadings, initial letters, etc. 

• A plain-page aesthetic.



Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS. Laud Lat. 
104. Letters of Sidionius Apollonaris. 
Court School of Louis the Pious, ca. 
814-840. 



Los Angeles, Getty Museum, MS Ludwig II I. Gospels (opening of Luke). 
Written at Lorsch, Germany, ca. 826-838.



Los Angeles, Getty Museum, MS Ludwig II I, details. 

Above: Square Capitals (in gold); Uncials (in red). 

Right: Square capitals (gold and red); 
Rustic Capitals (line 2); Caroline Minuscule (main text).



The women’s monastery of Chelles had been among the pre-
Carolingian experimenters in script… 

Bodleian Library MS. Douce f. 1. Fragment of the Gelasian Sacramentary. Chelles, mid-8th c.



…and was an early adopter of the new script and page style. 



The First Bible of 
Charles the Bald, BNF 
lat. 1. Tours, 840s. 

Detail of fol. 3v: 
Scenes from the life 
of Jerome.



The First Bible of 
Charles the Bald, 
BNF lat. 1. Tours, 
840s. 

Fol. 423r: 
Presentation of 
the manuscript 
to the emperor



The Second 
Bible of 
Charles the 
Bald, BNF 
lat. 2. Tours, 
870s. 

Fol. 10v 
Genesis 
incipit left, 
fol. 234r 
Psalter 
incipit right 



Cologny, Fondation 
Martin Bodmer, Cod. 
Bodmer 88, ca. 1000:  

Works of Horace 
with glosses. Here, 
Odes I.1. Detail next 
slide.



Cologny, Fondation Martin Bodmer, Cod. Bodmer 88, ca. 1000: Works of Horace with glosses, detail



The Carolingian Watershed
Almost all Classical Latin texts reach us via 
Carolingian manuscripts. 

If a text made it to ca. 800, it has a very good chance 
of having survived to today.



Surviving Latin 
manuscripts 
up to 800 CE:  

1577 

Surviving Latin 
manuscripts from 
just the 9th century:  

7656 

So what happened?



Carolingians Destroying Manuscripts
Carolingians also had an unfortunate habit of destroying ancient 
manuscripts once they had made clean copies of them. 

Notations on 7th-century manuscripts in the 9th-century catalogue 
of the library of St. Gall: “Useless. Illegible.” 



St. Gall, Stiftsbibliothek, 
MS 194. Spain or 
Southern France, ca. 
700. 

One of the “useless” 
“illegible” manuscripts. 



Which is why when 
Renaissance 
humanists went 
looking for the 
oldest Latin texts, 
they almost 
invariably found 
Carolingian copies.



Spoiler: Humanists in the 15th century will 
look at Carolingian MSS like the one at left… 

and produce MSS like the one at right. 

<<  
11th century 

15th century 
>> 



Appendix:


Where do very early manuscripts end up?



Locations of 
all surviving 
pre-800 Latin 
manuscripts. 

Bigger 
bubble = 
more MSS. 

Total: 1577 
items 



Locations of  
all surviving 
pre-600 Latin 
manuscripts. 

Total: 473 items


