
OLLI Medieval Book Week 5


The Twelfth Century

(and into the thirteenth)


• Transformation of script and page layout


• Urbanization, rise of universities and the book trade



Transformation of Caroline Minuscule 
and the look of the page



The Carolingian 
page: 


• spacious

• usually single-

column

• squarish page 

proportions

• plenty of space 

between lines

• invisible (dry-

point) ruling



The Gothic page:


• dense, dark 
columns


• often 2-column 
layout


• rectangular 
proportions


• little space 
between lines


• visible ruling 
(plummet or 
ink)


• tightly-
bounded 
rectangles


(right: 2 14th-c. 
manuscripts)



Detail of 14th-c. MS from previous slide. Note: large minim-height/small interlinear space; 
writing boxed in by visible ruled lines; writing floats above ruled line; “biting” of letters; 
strokes + j-shaped i to distinguish minims; hyphens



How do we get from the Caroline 
script and layout to Gothic? 

12th-century manuscripts: 
PROTOGOTHIC



12th century: proportions of letters begin to change,

and with them the look of the page.


Walters Art Museum, MS W.12, mid-12th c. Germany.



Walters Art Museum, MS W.18, ca. 1130 CE, 
Rochester, England.



Early example of the Glossa Ordinaria on the Bible: 
Lamentations with Glossa, from Austria, second 
half of 12th c. Walters Art Museum, MS W.30.



Glossed 
pages: 

ca. 1000 left, 
later 12th c. 
right



St. Gall, Stiftsbibliothek, MS 793. 
Sentences of Peter Lombard, late 12th 
or early 13th century.



Fully-developed glossed text layout: Law 
manuscript from 13th c. Bologna



The rise of cities, universities,  
and the book trade



Demography and urbanization, 12th-13th centuries:


Population of Europe was almost flat 500-1000 and doubled between 1000 
and 1300, because of: 


• climate warming

• heavy plough

• crop rotation

• —> much better food production.


Settled, more centralized governments —> movement of elites and 
population to cities


• trades, including book trade, in cities near royal and episcopal courts

• professionalization, growth of middle class —> increased literacy 

among the laity

• new forms of religious life, urban and itinerant



City life and the book trade:


• Book production outside monastic contexts (but continued in monasteries 
as well)


• Rise of universities from the ~1140s—>need for standardized texts in large 
numbers


• From early 13th c., itinerant (mendicant) religious orders (Friars = 
Franciscans and Dominicans) needed books to take with them as they 
traveled and preached


• Royal and noble patrons in cities commissioning books for private (vs. 
institutional) use


• Expansionist Christianity (crusades, Reconquista) exposed Latin-using 
scholars to Greek and Arabic texts and fed new modes of thought and 
areas of inquiry



Medieval Paris



Paris ca. 1300 
Light blue = areas where 
book trade was concentrated: 
Rue Neuve Notre Dame, Petit Pont, 
Rue Saint-Jacque (extending south 
from Petit Pont), Rue des Écrivains.



New types of books for 
students, itinerant clergy, 
in the early 13th c.:


• Small-format, single-vol. 
bibles (example left)


• Breviaries: all texts 
needed for the liturgy in 
one vol.


• Glossed copies of 
university texts (scripture, 
law, medicine)



A “Paris Bible” — 
hands for scale!



So many bibles were made in the 12th-13th c. that 
14th-15th c. ones are extremely rare! 


The ones made in the first decades of the universities 
apparently stayed in use and supplied the need.



Pecia system for copying:

•Stationers hold unbound copies of standard texts, checked by university officials (in theory)

•Students rent them a “piece” (pecia) at a time and copy or have that piece copied, return that piece and rent the next piece.

•Marginal notations show where a pecia (part being copied) ended, as here:



Next Week: Manuscripts of the 14th-15th centuries


• Paper, east and west


• Increasing lay readership:

• Vernacular literature

• Books of Hours


• Late Medieval scripts

• Range of book scripts

• Revival of Caroline Minuscule by Italian Humanists


