
OLLI Medieval Book 

Week 6


The Later 
Middle Ages


14th-15th 
centuries



Topics for today


1. Paper

2. Historical-cultural-linguistic developments

3. Fully-formed Gothic book script (“Textualis”)

4. Proliferation of scripts: Gothic cursives

5. Books of Hours

6. Vernacular literature: Chaucer, Dante



Papermaking, east and west



Paper in Asia

Vegetable product


Made in rural settings


Pulped with hand tools


Can be produced in small 
quantities at need


Thin, suited to printing by rubbing 
rather than pressing

Paper in Europe

Post-consumer product, requires 
population density to yield enough 
rags to supply the trade


Produced in proximity to cities with 
sufficient population for materials and 
market


Pulped by water mill-driven machines


Thick, works well with printing by press



Korean papermaking by traditional methods: 

Pulp from the inner bark of the paper mulberry tree 

is rinsed; bamboo mat is placed over a frame before 
dipping in the pulp.



Right: Water mill-driven machine for pulping 
linen rags, 17th c., from Basel Paper Mill 
museum. 

Below: Stephen Fry helps make paper. Slurry 
of linen pulp is lifted out of the vat on a mould.



PAPER CHRONOLOGY


Bark pulp papers known in China from 2nd century BCE, made in 
Asia ever since.


Rag (linen pulp) paper replaces papyrus in the Middle East 9th c.


Rag paper introduced to Europe via Muslim Spain; first paper mills 
in Spain 12th c., Italy 13th c., France, Germany, and Holland 14th c.


Italy rapidly overtook Spain as the chief European producer and 
introduced innovations including water-powered pounding of rags 
and use of watermarks.



Paper moulds, laid lines, chain lines, and watermarks

Narrow 
horizontal 
lines 
are 
called 
“laid lines” 
and run 
parallel to the 
long side of 
the mould.

Heavier 
vertical lines 
(parallel to 
short side of 
mould) are 
called “chain 
lines.”

A watermark is a 
pattern made in 
wire attached to 
the surface of the 
mould’s wire mesh. 
The Fool’s Cap 
watermark is 
associated with 
foolscap-sized 
paper, similar in 
size to modern 
legal paper.



The Later Medieval Book: Historical situation


Continuation of trends of 12th-13th c:

• Urbanization (furthered by Black Death)

• Rise of urban professional class —> increasing literacy

• Proliferation of forms of religious life; rise of lay devotion

• Flourishing of vernacular literature: lay audience w/money to 

spend —> huge increase in vernacular MSS

• Rise of French as language of prestige culture

• Rise of status of English (vs. French) in England: Anglophone 

royalty and nobility as patrons of literature



The status of English: rapid rise in latter half of 14th c.


Kings who could speak English:

• Edward III (b. 1312, reigned 1327-1377): could understand some English but did not 

speak it.

• Richard II (b. 1367, reigned 1377-1399) could speak English but had French as 

mother tongue. Patron of Chaucer.

• Henry IV (b. 1367, reigned 1399-1413) was a native English speaker.


Official English:

• The “Pleading in English Act” (1362): oral proceedings in English (replacing Law 

French), records in Latin

• “Chancery English” in the reign of Henry V: standardized spelling




Gothic Scripts

1. Textualis (popularly “blackletter”)

2. Documentary cursives

3. Cursives as book scripts


Next slide: detail of a 15th-century Dominican psalter-
hymnal from southern Germany or Bohemia, Fribourg/
Freiburg, Bibliothèque cantonale et universitaire/ 
Kantons- und Universitätsbibliothek, Ms. L 90, fol. 55v





Documentary Cursives:

Specialized scripts used by royal 


and papal chanceries







Cursive bookhands:

New scripts for books (not documents)

developed from documentary cursives







The most formal, 
like this 15th-
century French 
variety, are not 
“cursive” in any 
meaningful 
sense, but draw 
on aesthetics of 
the cursives.



Scribal specimen 
sheet from 1447. 


Professional 
scribes could 
write any of the 
above scripts, 
whatever their 
clients wanted.



Books of Hours: Prayer books containing a shortened version of the 
monastic office or hours (daily cycle of prayer, mainly consisting of 
psalms), adapted for lay use.


Always portable, may be tiny!



Books of Hours typically contain:

• Calendar

• Hours of the Virgin (images from her life accompany psalms and 

other prayers)

• Selected Gospel readings

• Penitential Psalms

• Hours of the Dead

• Other offices and prayers according to patron’s wishes


Normally in Latin, but may be vernacular, or a mix.

Normally in Textualis script, but may be in a high-grade cursive

Persist through 16th c., well into era of printing.




Getty Museum, 
MS Ludwig IX 7, 
Flanders, 1450s.

January 
calendar page 
including feasts 
of St. Gudula 
(second line 
from bottom), a 
local saint from 
7th-c. Brabant, 
and St. Judoc 
(bottom line), a 
7th-c. Breton 
saint whose cult 
spread to the 
Low Countries.



Getty Museum, MS Ludwig IX 7, Flanders, 1450s. The Annunciation (detail).



Getty Museum, MS 
Ludwig IX 6, Paris, 
1440s.


January calendar 
page, in French, 
showing St. Genevieve 
(patron saint of Paris) 
and St. Frambour 
(patron saint of Ivry-
sur-Seine, now a 
suburb of Paris).




Getty Museum, MS Ludwig IX 6, Paris, 1440s. Annunciation, left, and Last Judgment detail, right, with French text



Getty Museum, MS Ludwig IX 6, Paris, 1440s. St. Denis, patron saint of France.



Look at some more 

books of hours 

online

& then some Dante 

& Chaucer 
manuscripts


