
I wish to thank Rodney 
Thomson for reading 
and commenting upon 
an earlier version of this 
essay.

1. See in this respect,
Munk Olsen, ‘The
Production of the Clas-
sics’, 16, (‘these books
[rarely] attain the high 
level of decorative at-
tention given to Bibles
and patristic texts’). 

2. This impression re-
flects my own experience 
as well as the results of 
two studies I supervised: 
an internship devoted to 
manuscripts from 1075-
1225 in the Leiden, 
Biblioteca Publica Latina
(BPL), which included
twenty-eight classical 
books (Marjolein de 
Vos, 2012-13); and 
an MA thesis devoted
to twenty-five classical 
manuscripts from 1050-
1250, which included an 
assessment of the parch-

107	 Erik Kwakkel

Classics on Scraps:
Classical Manuscripts Made 
from Parchment Waste
Erik Kwakkel

A striking feature of classical manuscripts from the medieval 
period is the broad range of their physical traits. As with oth-
er manuscript traditions, classical books are made from dif-
ferent writing support materials, their contents are presented 
in a range of layouts, and their dimensions vary from small 
books the size of a deck of cards, to some of the largest manu-
scripts produced in medieval times. However, surveying a se-
lection of classical manuscripts from the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries reveals a phenomenon by which these books may 
well stand out from many other manuscript traditions: the 
notably high number of lower-grade copies. That is to say, a 
relatively large number of classical texts from these centuries 
have been copied in a lower-grade script and on medium to 
poor quality parchment. Moreover, such low-quality books 
are more likely to lack any decoration, apart perhaps from 
some plain penwork flourishing executed by the scribe him-
self.1 High-quality classical manuscripts were made over the 
course of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, of course, but 
the distinct impression one gets is that the low-quality ones 
are far more common, perhaps even the norm.2

This essay is concerned with a classical manuscript of 
particularly low quality: VLO 92. It is a composite volume 
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of modest proportions (145x135 mm) consisting of three 
booklets made in the tenth and eleventh centuries, likely in 
France.3 All three contain classical works from either pagan 
or Christian authors. The first booklet contains a commen-
tary on Priscian’s Carmina christiana copied in the tenth cen-
tury (fols. 1-32). The second booklet (fols. 33-121), copied 
c. 900-25, comprises four medical tracts, the largest of which 
is Pliny’s Medicinae (fols. 33r-78v). The third booklet (fols. 
122-55), which will be the focus of this essay, was copied in 
the early eleventh century. The main classical work found 
here is a commentary on the oeuvre of the late-antique Latin 
Christian poet Prudentius (the ‘Christian Horace’), includ-
ing on his Cathemerinon, Peristephanon, and Psychomachia 
(fols. 126r-149v line 15).4 In addition, the booklet contains 
excerpts from at least two other authors commonly regarded 
as classical: Rufinus of Aquileia, d. 411 (Historia ecclesiastica, 
fols. 123v line 11-124r) and Marius Victorinus, d. after 362 
(Candidi Arriani ad Marium Victorinum rhetorem de genera-
tione divina, fols. 124r line 5-124v line 5).5

While the three booklets are presently contained in an 
eighteenth-century bookbinding, it is not known when they 
were originally bound together, or even if they were together 
during the medieval period. Given that the three parts were 
produced at different times, however, we may assume that 
each booklet was used as a separate entity before ending up 
in the present composite volume. For the third part this is 
visible from the wear-and-tear on its first and last pages (fols. 
122r and 155v), which also shows the booklet was used for 
some time without a binding or cover. The dark and stained 
surface of the parchment is, after all, typically produced by 
frequent movement across a desk, and thus points to an in-
dependent use prior to its current binding. The three parts 
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were probably united because of the similarity of their page 
dimensions.

As stated, the main focus of this essay is the third book-
let, which represents the far end of the spectrum, an extreme, 
as far as quality and care of production are concerned: its 
leaves were not just constructed from parchment sheets of 
lower quality, but from the waste material that was left over 
during the cutting of the sheets. The present study will first 
demonstrate that waste parchment was used, after which 
the discussion will be broadened, showing that the Leiden 
booklet is not an isolated case but a distinguishable type of 
classical manuscript. Before we turn to the unusual writing 
support, however, the script of the main scribe will be exam-
ined, in part because this palaeographical analysis helps to 
explain why leftover parchment was used.

Script
According to De Meyïer’s manuscript description, the third 
booklet of VLO 92 was perhaps produced in France. While 
the script is very difficult to localise, French origins are con-
ceivable, if only because distinct German, English, and Ital-
ian traits are largely missing. There may be possible evidence 
of English origins, given that the main scribe is an early 
adopter of Gothic feet at minims, as discussed shortly. How-
ever, all considering, the evidence is not enough to place the 
manuscript’s origins in England.6 The miscellany was copied 
by two hands. The first, Scribe A, wrote from the very be-
ginning of the booklet, at fol. 122r, up to fol. 152r, near the 
end of line 1. His duct is highly variable, to the extent that at 
times one is inclined to attribute parts of his stint to other in-
dividuals (such as, for example, the section starting at line 19 
on fol. 133v, and the segment on fol. 149r-v, line 15). In his 
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description of the manuscript De Meyïer concludes that the 
codex was written by a main scribe whose work is interrupt-
ed by eight stints from multiple other hands.7 However, it is 
my opinion that the booklet was largely copied by a single 
individual who used a highly variable duct. This is indicated 
most clearly by a distinctive long s that appears throughout 
Scribe A’s stint (although this type is not used exclusively): 
the top of this s leans backward, it is thinner than the body, 
features a sharp hook, and sometimes appears composite, as 
if the top were added with a separate stroke. A second per-
son, Scribe B, takes over at fol. 152r near the end of line 1, 
first completing that line and subsequently copying until the 
end of fol. 154r. The remainder of the booklet was copied by 
Scribe A (fols. 154v-155r).

While the booklet is commonly dated to the tenth cen-
tury, placing its origins in the eleventh century would per-
haps seem more appropriate. We need to look more closely at 
the script. The oldest ‘offcut manuscript’ so far identified can 
be dated to the middle of the twelfth century, as will be dis-
cussed shortly. Since the third booklet in VLO 92 is, in fact, 
older, and will take over that distinction, it is worthwhile to 
determine the booklet’s exact moment of production. The 
discussion will be limited to the main hand, Scribe A, and 
will focus on two distinctive palaeographical features.

The first of these is ‘angularity’, or the flattening of 
round strokes, a practice first used in the limb of h and flag 
of r, later followed by the round top part of other letters, 
including b, c, e, and o.8 The third booklet in VLO 92 fre-
quently shows such angularity in b, p, and r (though never 
consistent on all its pages) and occasionally in c and o (again, 
never consistently). Palaeographical handbooks define this 
feature as Gothic, relating its emergence to the development 
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of an early form of Gothic script called Littera praegothica, 
the roots of which tend to be placed in the late eleventh 
century.9 However, a close look at manuscripts present in 
the Catalogues des manuscrits datés (CMD) suggests that an-
gularity, a key feature of Gothic, was very frequently used 
during the first half of the eleventh century as well. Among 
the forty manuscripts from 1000-1049 in the CMD, no less 
than thirty include angularity: twenty-seven of these pres-
ent the feature in a mixed form (where a single manuscript 
presents both angular and non-angular presentations for 
the same letter) and an additional three do so consistently 
(the scribe always opts for an angular presentation).10 More 
importantly for our dating of the third booklet, the feature 
rarely appears in the tenth century. It is, at any rate, en-
countered in only one of the nine manuscripts from that 
century included in the CMD. The manuscript in question 
was produced, moreover, in the very late tenth century and 
presents a mixed use of the feature (Bern, Burgerbibliothek, 
183, datable to 933-1004).11

The same goes for the second early Gothic feature pres-
ent in the script of Scribe A: the direction of the feet at min-
ims. Observation, for example, of the letters m and n, which 
are the clearest indicators in this respect, reveals that their 
feet are sometimes executed in the Caroline style (mean-
ing that the first minim, and in case of m also the second, 
turns to the left), while at other times the scribe shapes these 
minims in the Gothic fashion (meaning all feet turn to the 
right). The latter is also regarded as a feature of Littera prae-
gothica and its emergence is therefore commonly tied to the 
late eleventh century.12 While this feature is much more rare 
in the first half of the eleventh century than angularity, the 
CMD shows that it does occur this early: three manuscripts 
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among the forty from 1000-1049 exhibit consistent Gothic 
feet in m and n, and one other presents a mix of Caroline 
and Gothic.13 While Gothic feet are not seen among the 
tenth-century manuscripts in the CMD, they do occur in 
tenth-century manuscripts and charters made in one par-
ticular European region: England. A surprising number of 
items copied in English Vernacular Minuscule during the 
period 990-1035, for example, show consistent ‘Gothic’ feet 
in m and n, as well as in other letter forms with minims, 
such as h. This feature occurs in both Anglo-Saxon and Lat-
in writing samples.14

All in all, a date in the tenth century appears unlike-
ly for Scribe A, given his use of two early Gothic features. 
Furthermore, the script’s aspect, in particular the size of the 
letters and their round appearance, is in tune with what we 
see in the eleventh century. While it is difficult to say for 
sure when the booklet was precisely copied, the height of the 
ascenders still have a tenth-century feel. The most probable 
date is therefore the first half of the eleventh century, perhaps 
even the first quarter.15

The execution of the script provides us with other valu-
able information, in particular some notable irregularities. 
First of all, the size of the script varies considerably, with larger 
and smaller versions of letters found on the same page, some-
times even in the same line. There are other palaeographical 
inconsistencies as well, such as the varying amount of white 
space found between the lines. An explanation is found when 
we look at these locations more carefully: Scribe A sometimes 
places the letters on the ruled line, while in other cases the 
dry point ruling appears halfway up the letter height, which 
produces an uneven distribution of lines on the page. The 
thickness of the strokes varies as well, which suggests that the 
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nib of the pen was not always cut in the same manner. The 
actual execution of individual letter shapes, moreover, varies 
considerably. The ascenders and descenders, for example, are 
of unequal length, while many letters are shaped slightly dif-
ferently, even when placed close together. This is particularly 
notable in a, g, and long s. All this adds up to an important 
conclusion, that Scribe A probably proceeded without opti-
mal care, and possibly at high speed. We will return to the 
issue of care later.

Offcuts
Having dealt with palaeographical issues, we now turn to 
the actual focus of this essay, the unusual kind of parchment 
used for the production of the third booklet of VLO 92 (fols. 
122-155). At the heart of the discussion is a type of writ-
ing support that has attracted little attention in the context
of medieval book production: superfluous strips of parch-
ment that were left over when animal skins were turned into
sheets.16 To claim that the booklet was made from this ma-
terial, as this essay sets out to do, it is necessary to shift our
attention to this waste material for a moment.

There were two ways by which sheets – bifolia – were 
retrieved from animal skins. In the first scenario the scribe 
cut rectangular sheets out of an unfolded skin, which lay flat 
on his desk. Depending on the type and size of the animal, 
a skin would generally produce one to four bifolia. The zone 
from which the sheets were taken can be called the ‘prime 
cut’ in that it represents the (central) part of the skin that 
provided the most optimal writing surface. The outer rim of 
the skin, by contrast, was deemed unsuitable, given the pres-
ence of certain defects, to be described shortly. This outer rim 
was thus removed, usually in several cuts. As a result, when 
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the person cutting the sheets had finished, he not only had 
a pile of rectangular sheets on his table but also a number of 
irregularly-shaped strips of waste parchment.

The second scenario shows the reverse: the animal skin 
was first folded and then trimmed. If the skin was of modest 
proportions, or if the planned manuscript was large, the skin 
was folded only once, along the long side, which created a 
single bifolium. The skin could also be folded once along 
its short side, but this seems to have been an exceptional 
practice. It produced, after all, a manuscript with extremely 
high and narrow pages that looked ‘off’. The only book pro-
duced in this fashion that I know of is the late twelfth-cen-
tury Bodleian, Junius 1, the ‘Orrmulum’, which measures an 
astonishing c. 500x195 mm.17 If a skin was large enough it 
could be folded not just once, but perhaps up to three times, 
which produced an entire quire of four double sheets. After 
folding, the skin needed to be trimmed, for the same reason 
as in the first scenario: to remove the unsuitable outer rim, 
which was still included in the bifolium or quire. When the 
scribe had completed his work, his desk was littered with 
redundant strips of waste parchment, as in the first scenario.

Thus scraps of parchment, ‘offcuts’, were a by-product 
of making bifolia. They effectively represent the difference 
between the shape of the skin and that of the rectangular 
‘prime cut’ that formed the basis for the actual sheet or sheets. 
While their shape and length varied considerably, all waste 
strips had deficiencies indicative of their peripheral position 
on the skin.18 The most pronounced of these deficiencies are 
concavities. First there are the holes that appeared as the skin 
was drying on a wooden frame. The skin was held in place 
by short ropes that were wrapped around pebbles pushed 
into the wet material. As the skin dried, the area around the 
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pebbles stretched, producing half-moon shapes between any 
two attachment points. Another type of concavity was more 
‘shallow’ and located in the axilla area behind the forelegs and 
in front of the hind legs of the animal. Smaller gaps, lastly, 
appeared when the parchment maker removed the skin from 
the frame. To do so he had to cut away the pebbles, which 
were now embedded in the dried, hardened skin. When scis-
sors were used for this, a small channel would sometimes 
have to be made in the skin, from the edge to the pebble; 
these, too, are found in offcuts.

There are other kinds of deficiencies found on the 
strips. The regions near the neck, rump, forelegs, and hind 
legs contained deposits of fat, which resulted in thick, stiff, 
and translucent patches when the skin was turned into 
parchment. In fact, in these parts of the skin the material 
can be so translucent that sometimes the text from the next 
folium is visible (Plate 11). Moreover, the surface was usu-
ally treated less rigorously than the prime cut (it is difficult 
to sand the skin’s somewhat lumpy edge) and so it shows 
imperfections, often very clearly, which are not common-
ly found on sheets taken from the prime cut: follicle pat-
terns, streaks from the parchment-maker’s knife (the lunel-
lum), and discoloration (brown or yellow ‘stains’). In some 
places the surface is very glossy and slippery, while in other 
instances it can be rough. Often, the ink would not ‘take’ 
properly in these locations when written on, producing a 
faded text that can be difficult to read.

Considering their small size and poor appearance it is 
not surprising that this waste material was commonly boiled 
down for glue, rather than used for the production of books. 
Judging from the following entry in a dictionary from the 
1470s, their size in particular was deemed problematic: ‘Ce-
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dula, zedel, est pars pergameni, de qua propter sui parvi-
tatem non potest fieri liber aptus’ [An off-cut, or zedel, is a 
bit of parchment from which no proper book can be made 
because it is too small].19 In spite of this verdict, however, 
some scribes did use the material to this end. In a first explo-
ration of the phenomenon, published in 2012, I was able to 
identify several ‘offcut manuscripts’ from the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries.20 What binds them is not just the pres-
ence of discoloration, translucent patches, and pronounced 
follicle patterns, but also their modest dimensions: they rare-
ly exceed a page height of 150 mm. For example, two Welsh 
medical manuscripts from the fourteenth century measure 
only 120x90 mm and 135x100 mm (Oxford, Jesus College, 
20 and Bodleian, Rawlinson B. 467, respectively), while a 
Middle Dutch composite manuscript whose twelve parts are 
all made from scraps measures 130x90 mm (Brussels, Bib-
liothèque royale de Belgique, 3067-73, see Plate 12).21 The 
oldest identified manuscript is a medical (‘Articella’) codex 
from the second quarter of the twelfth century (BAV, Vat. lat. 
10281), measuring 152x103 mm. Here too, we encounter 
pages that frequently fall short, show discoloration and folli-
cle patterns, and contain substantial gaps, sometimes accom-
panied by stretch marks.22

The Evidence
Returning to the third booklet of VLO 92, the evidence that 
offcuts were used for its production is overwhelming: literally 
every folium shows the deficiencies that are typical of such 
scraps. Usually several are found on the same page. Start-
ing with discoloration, nearly every page shows a surface co-
lour that appears more yellow than one would expect. Many 
are, moreover, dark yellow or brown. There are examples of 
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brown patches interfering with reading the text, which ap-
pears faded in such cases (see for example fol. 125r, lower 
corner, and fol. 151v, central part of page). Many folia show 
a pronounced follicle pattern as well as horny patches, which 
feel hard and stiff. In some instances translucent patches are 
encountered. Another typical surface defect of offcuts, last-
ly, is seen on fols. 139v, 144v, 145v, 153r and 155r, where 
the ink did not take. The text is faded and the surface feels 
rougher on these pages.

More pronounced defects are the gaps visible on nearly 
every folium. They come in four categories: 1) Round con-
cavities of limited width, measuring 20-40 mm in diameter 
and usually in the shape of an oval or a half circle, as seen on 
fols. 123, 131, 133, 136, and 147 (Plate 13); 2) Broad gaps 
with a roundish shape that may take up the entire width or 
height of the page, as present at fols. 127, 135, 141, and 
152 (Plate 14); 3) Missing corners featuring a straight edge 
(fols. 123, 124, 128, 132, 139, 143, and 144), some of them 
being only 5 mm short (as in fol. 144, lower corner), others 
substantially more (the missing corners at fols. 150 and 151 
‘cut’ into a third of the page’s height) (Plate 15); 4) Gaps in 
the inner margin, in or near the gutter (fols. 124, 131, 138, 
141, and 147) (Plate 16).

The first category probably represents strips that were 
taken from the area near the neck of the beast, or near the 
forelegs or hind legs. The second category of gaps results 
from the stretching of the skin between two attachment 
points (locations where the skin was tied to the drying 
frame). Strips taken from these zones typically show long 
and elongated gaps, as discussed. The third category – miss-
ing corners – are the result of the scribe cutting away the 
narrow holes of the first category. This practice could have 
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23. The only text loss is
found at fol. 155, where
a strip of parchment 
35 mm in width was 
cut vertically along the
long side of the page.
This was done post-
production.
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an aesthetic motivation (it looked more ‘finished’), or per-
haps it had a more pragmatic purpose, given that it may 
have been easier to turn a page when the missing corner had 
a straight edge. The fourth category has two explanations. In 
the first, the strip that was used for the bifolium contained 
a large hole (as in fols. 138/141 – here and below, a slash 
indicates a bifolium). In the second explanation the edge of 
the used offcut sloped significantly, with the result that the 
middle of the strip was not as high as the manuscript, caus-
ing a gap to appear in the fold. Scribes usually lined up the 
strip in such a way that this gap appeared at the lower edge 
of the manuscript (see Plate 16). 

As a result of the inclusion of gaps, a folium may turn 
out to be short in its height or width. In fact, only six folia 
in the entire booklet are regular in that they form a perfect 
rectangular shape representing the required dimensions of 
143x135 mm: fols. 125 and 130 (which form the fourth 
bifolium in quire 1); fols. 134 and 154 (forming the first 
bifolium in quire 2); and fols. 137 and 142 (the fourth bifo-
lium in quire 3). Notably, all remaining folia of the booklet 
fall short on one or both sides. There are no signs of text loss, 
suggesting that these imperfect folia were designed this way 
by the scribe.23 The second category in particular – elongat-
ed gaps running along a substantial part of the page’s short 
or long side – caused significant loss of surface space. These 
elongated holes often run along the entire width of the page, 
giving its lower edge a slightly sloping appearance. It also 
happens that a page is shorter in height or width than the 
others, even though the edge is perfectly straight. For exam-
ple, the fifth bifolium of quire 1 (fols. 126/129) is only 82-
95 mm high, so roughly 40 mm shorter in height than the 
other leaves; the individual folia are 100 mm wide, making 
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24. The collation for-
mula for the manuscript
is 1vi [fols. 124/131 
composite bifolium]
(133), 2vi (145), 3vi

[fols. 147/154 and 
149/152 composite 
bifolium] (155).

25. Kwakkel, ‘Dis-
carded Parchment’, 
252-3.
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their width 35 mm shorter than the others. However, the 
bifolium in question has straight edges, suggesting that its 
incompleteness was not caused by concavities. Other leaves 
of this kind are fols. 139/140 (a bifolium), 148/153 (a bifo-
lium), fol. 149 (a singleton) and fol. 154 (a singleton).

The probable explanation for these cases is that the off-
cut chosen for the job was not big enough to form a com-
plete bifolium. They show that the scribe did not mind us-
ing waste material that was substantially smaller than the 
dimensions he had decided to give to the manuscript. In 
this respect the presence of the singletons makes perfect 
sense as well. This compromise allowed the scribe to include 
small strips that were unsuitable for the production of actu-
al bifolia (Plate 17). Indeed, the two singletons mentioned 
above (149 and 154) measure only 143x110 and 143x105 
mm, smaller than a deck of cards. There are other singletons 
found in the manuscript. Observing the quire structure of 
the codex reveals that three bifolia are actually composite, 
meaning they consist of two singletons folded together to 
form a single bifolium.24

The practice of combining two offcuts into one bifoli-
um is seen in other offcut manuscripts as well, such as the 
first of the Brussels booklets mentioned above (Brussels, 
Bibliothèque royale de Belgique, 3067-73). Another way to 
combine two smaller strips was to use a second offcut to 
fill up a large concavity in the first, or to glue two offcuts 
together to extend the size of the bifolium and thus the size 
of the book. Both practices are encountered in Aberystwyth, 
National Library of Wales, 733B (Langland, Piers Plowman, 
1400-1425).25 Scribe A of our VLO 92 booklet did not make 
it easy for himself when he included multiple composite bi-
folia. It was only in the binding stage, when the stitches 
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26. Munk Olsen, 
L’étude des auteurs 
classiques latins aux XIe 
et XIIe siècles: Tome IV, 
157.

27. The Munich book-
lets below can be con-
sulted online at http://
www.manuscripta-me-
diaevalia.de, accessed 7 
July, 2014, the URLs of 
the other specimens are 
provided. Nr. 2 is the 
only one I studied in 
situ. My research assis-
tant, Ramona Venema, 
traced the manuscripts 
with a height below 
150 mm.

28. Munk Olsen, 
L’étude des auteurs 
classiques latins: Tome I, 
168. Online facsimile at 
http://www.e-codices.
unifr.ch/en/list/one/
bke/0154, accessed 7 
July, 2014.
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went through their folded gutters, that two singletons be-
came securely attached. Until then the scribe would have to 
look after the pairs at all times, making sure they would stay 
together while other folia were shuffled around on his desk.

Classics on Scraps
The Leiden booklet adds to our understanding of the classi-
cal manuscript tradition, to which a book made from offcuts 
is identified for the first time. While lower-quality books ap-
pear common in the manuscript tradition of the classics, the 
Leiden scrap booklet takes a special position, at the bottom 
end of the scale. Moreover, it is by no means an isolated case. 
Among the smallest surviving classical manuscripts from the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries other specimens are hiding. 
In the fourth volume of his L’étude des auteurs classiques lat-
ins aux XIe et XIIe siècles, Munk Olsen notes that a consider-
able number of classical manuscripts have a page height of 
150 mm or less: five survive from the tenth century, seven 
from the eleventh century and thirty-seven from the twelfth 
century.26 While he does not provide their shelfmarks, these 
small classical books may be identified from the manuscript 
descriptions found in two other volumes of his publication. 
With the help of online facsimiles several offcut manuscripts 
with classical contents may be identified in addition to the 
Leiden booklet:27

1. Engelberg, SB, 154 (Cicero, De inventione, Engelberg, 
1143-1178, 125 fols., 121x95 mm).28 Features: surface de-
ficiencies are rare except for the occasional horny patch (e.g. 
at pp. 19, 27, and 48); gaps of category 1 (e.g. pp. 34/35, 
48/49), category 2 (e.g. pronounced at pp. 73/74, more 
subtle on many other folia) and category 3 (e.g. pp. 22/23, 
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29. Munk Olsen,
L’étude des auteurs
classiques latins: Tome
II, 197 and Gumbert, 
Illustrated Inventory of 
Illuminated Manuscripts,
nr. 1515, at 114.

30. Munk Olsen,
L’étude des auteurs
classiques latins: Tome
I, 468.

31. Munk Olsen,
L’étude des auteurs
classiques latins: Tome
II, 740.

32. Munk Olsen,
L’étude des auteurs
classiques latins: Tome
I, 470.
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35/36, and 40/41), although usually not very significant; 
rectangular sheet that is significantly short (pp. 70/71); high 
volume of singletons that form composite bifolia, as shown 
by the presence of stubs (e.g. before pp. 11, 14, 31, 47, and 
50). The scribe probably opted for a codex with such limited 
dimensions because it allowed him to avoid including signifi-
cant gaps (the ones present do not run very deep) and to pick 
scraps with a relatively good quality surface.

2. BPL 1925, booklet 6, fols. 111-20 (excerpts from Gellius,
France?, 1150-1200, 10 fols., 118x96 mm).29 Features: dis-
coloration and staining on all folia, substantial translucency 
(fols. 111 and 120, see Plate 11); gaps of category 3 (fol. 119) 
and category 4 (fols. 112 and 117); some singletons present.

3. BSB, Clm. 14100, booklet 1, fols. 1-49 (Horace, Opera,
Italy, 1150-1200, 49 fols., 165x105 mm).30 Features: nearly
all folia have a poor surface that includes horny patches, dis-
coloration and pronounced follicle patterns; substantial gaps
of category 1 (fols. 1, 2, 4, 48), category 2 (fols. 12, 13, 14,
and many other folia in this booklet), and category 3 (fol. 3).

4. BSB, Clm. 14809, booklet 1, fols. 1-17 (Virgil, Bucolica, It-
aly, 1150-1200, 17 fols., 144x75-100 mm).31 Features: many
leaves with discoloration, pronounced follicle pattern and
horny patches; gaps of category 1 (e.g. fols. 5 and 6), catego-
ry 2 (fols. 2, 17b, and many others); rectangular folium that
is short (fol. 13); patching of gap with a second offcut (fol.
15); pebble-removal channel (fol. 17a). The gaps do not run
as deep as in other offcut manuscripts, but this probably re-
sults from trimming during binding (note that the pricking
is mostly cut).
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33. Munk Olsen,
L’étude des auteurs
classiques latins: Tome
II, 149.

34. Munk Olsen,
L’étude des auteurs
classiques latins: Tome
I, 470.
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5. BSB, Clm. 14809, booklet 2, fols. 18-47 (Horace, Carmina
and De arte poetica epistula ad Pisonem, Germany, 1150-1200,
30 fols., 144x100 mm).32 Features: substantial number of
pages with discoloration, translucency, and horny bits; many
pages with significant gaps of category 1 (fols. 27, 29, and
31), category 2 (e.g. fols. 20, 21, 33, 34, and many more) and
3 (fol. 19); rectangular sheets that are short (e.g. fols. 20, 36,
and 37); folia from which the gaps have been cut (e.g. fol. 40).

6. BSB, Clm. 14809, booklet 3, fols. 48-64 (Ovid, De re-
medio amoris cum glossis, Germany, 1150-1200, 17 fols.,
144x100 mm).33 Features: many leaves with discoloration,
horny patches, and with ink that does not take well; gaps of
category 1 (fol. 53), category 2 (fols 49, 56, 57, 61, and many
others); rectangular folium that is short (fol. 56).

7. BSB, Clm. 14809, booklet 6, fols. 91-99 (Horace, Ars
poetriae, Germany, 1150-1200, 9 fols., 140x90 mm).34 Fea-
tures: substantial number of pages with discoloration and
where ink does not take well; gaps of category 2 (fols. 92 and
93) and category 4 (fol. 91); rectangular sheets that are short
(fols. 98 and 99).

While these additional specimens form a modest sample, 
they do suggest that the offcut manuscript is a category of 
its own in the transmission of classical literature during the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries. A preliminary study of their 
physical features, moreover, points out striking parallels with 
the Leiden booklet. These go beyond the dimensions of the 
page and the presence of gaps and surface deficiencies, which 
merely result from the fact that scraps were used. Other par-
allels, for example, are the lack of decoration, the low qual-
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35. See, for example,
the evidence in Kwak-
kel, ‘Commercial Or-
ganisation’, 183.

36. As discussed in
Kwakkel, ‘Discarded 
Parchment’, 245.
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ity of the script, the significant duct variation shown by the 
scribes, and the somewhat sloppy execution of the mise en 
page, as shown by a lack of justification on the right side of 
the text block. In other words, as in the Leiden booklet, a 
certain lack of care unites the seven items listed above. More-
over, with the exception of Engelberg, SB, 154, which is a full 
manuscript with 125 folia, the additional offcut manuscripts 
are all booklets of modest thickness, containing only nine, 
ten, seventeen, thirty, and forty-nine folia. It appears that 
when a full classical manuscript was planned, scribes tended 
to use regular sheets from the prime cut, while with booklets, 
scribes sometimes resorted to scrap material. The probable 
explanation for this phenomenon may be one of availability: 
there may simply not have been enough scraps lying around 
to make a full manuscript. 

The eight offcut manuscripts presented in this essay 
prompt an important question: why copy classics on scraps, 
especially considering how much they affected a book’s 
appearance? The most probable answer is that it provided 
scribes a means to economise. Itemised bills of manuscripts 
produced commercially suggest that up to twenty per cent of 
the total cost was taken up by the writing support (this goes 
for parchment books), so financial savings could be made 
by replacing regular parchment sheets with scraps.35 After 
all, such leftover material must have been very cheap when 
purchased. Such is suggested not only by their material prop-
erties, but also by medieval primary sources, such as the thir-
teenth-century statement that Thomas Aquinas’ use of off-
cuts for the production of his Summa contra gentiles reflected 
his love of poverty.36 Moreover, if a scribe had purchased full 
skins (i.e. uncut sheets) from the stationer or parchment 
maker rather than prefabricated sheets or quires, the scraps 
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37. Burnett, ‘Give 
him the White Cow’, 
15. See my ‘Discarded 
Parchment’, 243-4, for 
a broader assessment of
scraps and note-taking. 

38. When I discovered
this note in 2013, it was 
glued against the inside 
of the board at the 
back. It has since been
removed and is pres-
ently stored separately 
in the manuscript. 

39. Kwakkel, ‘Dis-
carded Parchment’, 
242-3 (letters) and 
245-6 (drafts).

40. Gorman, ‘Claudius
of Turin’, 316.
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were available at no cost, since they were a by-product of the 
regular sheets produced for other projects.

The urge to economise may not be the full explanation. 
Inspecting the broader use of offcuts in medieval written 
culture – that is, beyond the production of manuscripts – 
reveals another binding feature: they were mostly meant for 
personal use. While manuscripts in the eleventh and twelfth 
century were commonly made for institutional use, scrap 
material had a limited circulation, usually confined to the 
maker himself. A good example of this is the use of scraps for 
note-taking, which appears to be one of the most popular 
applications of the material. De discipline scholarum, a Paris 
guidebook for students and teachers made in the 1230s, sug-
gests that the strips (cedulae) were brought to the classroom 
for taking notes.37 Scholars also used scraps when studying 
texts, excerpting from them, or summarising their contents, 
as seen on a thirteenth-century slip that recently emerged 
in BPL 191 D (Plate 18).38 Not only did the low cost of the 
material make offcuts supremely suitable for taking notes, 
so did the nature of the writing itself. Notes were, after all, 
meant for personal use, and so there was simply no need to 
use good parchment.

The same sentiment is encountered with two other 
popular genres for which scraps were used: drafts and let-
ters.39 The practice of using scraps for draft texts dates back 
to at least the ninth century. In his commentary on Genesis, 
Claudius of Turin (d. 827) apologizes for the potential mis-
takes that were included. The mistakes result, he explains, 
from the fact that he copied excerpts straight from his sourc-
es into his own text rather than first ‘arrang[ing] them on 
pieces of parchment’ (‘schedulae’).40 The example shows that 
Claudius would normally use offcuts as a vehicle for a draft 
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of Peter Damian 1-30, 
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letter, see Constable, 
Letters and Letter-Collec-
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text, much as Aquinas did in the thirteenth century. Similar-
ly, Peter Damian (d. 1072 or 1073) had a monk write out his 
dictated draft letters on a parchment scrap for his approval, 
after which a final copy was produced and ultimately sent 
out.41 These examples, too, show how the poor and poten-
tially off-putting appearance of scraps mattered little, since 
the objects produced from them were not likely to reach a 
broad audience. That is to say, while letters were explicit-
ly meant for a readership beyond the sender, its circulation 
in the original form, as a scrap, was limited. Letters that 
reached a broader audience usually did so in the form of 
collections of copied out letters, presented in regular parch-
ment manuscripts.42

While the low cost of scraps was probably an import-
ant rationale for using them, another key motivation in the 
copying of classical texts on scraps may potentially be the 
personal nature of the manuscript’s intended use: the object 
is more likely to have been made for personal consultation by 
the individuals who produced them than for wide circulation 
within a community or institution. A strong supporting ar-
gument for this is the lack of care that the scribes of the eight 
manuscripts exhibited during the copying stage, as witnessed 
in the variable duct, and the lack of proper justification of 
the text block. Moreover, considering that in the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries education was the foremost purpose for 
producing classical manuscripts,43 we may well understand 
the tiny objects as manuals, aides mémoire, used by teachers: 
the thin and light booklet, made casually and with little fi-
nancial investment, would have made an ideal hand-held aid 
in the oral delivery of lectures.

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400602106 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400602106 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


126	 Classics on Scraps

Bibliography
Bauer-Eberhardt, U., Die illuminierten Handschriften italienischer 

Herkunft in der Bayerischen Staatsbibliothek. Teil 1: Vom 10. bis 

zur Mitte des 14. Jahrhunderts, Katalog der illuminierten Hand-
schriften der Bayerischen Staatsbibliothek in München 6 (Wies-
baden: Reichert, 2011)

Beccaria, A., I codici di medicina del periodo presalernitano (secoli IX, X, et 

XI) (Rome: Edizioni di storia e letteratura, 1956)
Bischoff, B., Paläographie des römischen Altertums und des abenländischen 

Mittelalters, 2nd edn., Grundlagen der Germanistik 24 (Berlin: Erich 
Schmidt Verlag, 1986)

Blum, O.J., trans., The Letters of Peter Damian 1-30, The Fathers of the 
Church, Mediaeval Continuation (Washington, DC: Catholic Uni-
versity of America Press, 1989)

Brown, M., A Guide to Western Historical Scripts from Antiquity to 1600 
(London: British Library, 2002)

Browning, R., ‘Poetry’, in E.J. Kenney, ed., The Cambridge History of Clas-

sical Literature Volume II, Part 5: The Later Principate (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1982), 10-46

Burnett, C., ‘Give him the White Cow: Notes and Note-Taking in the 
Universities in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries’, History of 

Universities 14 (1998): 1-30 
Constable, G., Letters and Letter-Collections, Typologie des sources du 

moyen âge occidental 17 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1976), 18-20
Conte, G.B., Latin Literature: A History, trans. J.B. Solodow, revised by D. 

Fowler and G.W. Most (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1999)

De Meyïer, K.A., Codices Vossiani Latini, Pars III: Codices in Octavo 
(Leiden: Universitaire Pers Leiden, 1977)

Derolez, A., The Palaeography of Gothic Manuscript Books from the Twelfth 

to the Early Sixteenth Century, Cambridge Studies in Palaeography 
and Codicology 9 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003)

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400602106 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400602106 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


127	 Erik Kwakkel

Evans, G.R., Old Arts and New Theology: The Beginnings of Theology as an 

Academic Discipline (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980)
Gorman, M., ‘The Commentary on Genesis of Claudius of Turin and 

Biblical Studies under Louis the Pious’, Speculum 72 (1997): 279-
329

Gumbert, P., IIMM. Illustrated Inventory of Medieval Manuscripts 2: Leiden, 

Bibliotheek der Rijksuniversiteit. Lipsiani (Leiden: Vakgroep Pa-
leografie der Faculteit der Letteren, 1985)

Hoffmann, F.L., ‘Beschreibung eines der ältesten und sehr seltenen 
lateinisch-deutchen etymologischen Sachwörterbuches’, Serapeum: 

Zeitschrift für Bibliothekwissenschaft, Handschriftenkunde und ältere 

Litteratur 18 (1862): 273-81
Ker, N.R., Catalogue of Manuscripts containing Anglo-Saxon (Oxford: Clar-

endon Press, 1957)
Kwakkel, E., Dit sijn die Dietsche boeke die ons toebehoeren: De kartuizers 

van Herne en de productie van Middelnederlandse handschriften in 

de regio Brussel (1350-1400), Miscellanea Neerlandica 27 (Leuven: 
Peeters, 2002)

—, ‘Commercial Organisation and Economic Innovation’, in A. Gillespie 
and D. Wakelin, eds., The Production of Books in England, 1350-

1530, Cambridge Studies in Palaeography and Codicology 14 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 173-91

—, ‘Discarded Parchment as Writing Support in English Manuscript Cul-
ture’, in A.S.G. Edwards and O. Da Rold, eds., English Manuscripts 

Before 1400, English Manuscript Studies, 1100-1700 17 (London: 
The British Library, 2012), 238-61

Leclercq, J., The Love of Learning and the Desire for God: A Study of Monas-

tic Culture (New York: Fordham University Press, 2009)
McGill, S., ‘Latin Poetry’, in S.F. Johnson, ed., The Oxford Handbook of 

Late Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 335-60
Munk Olsen, B., L’Étude des auteurs classiques latins aux XIe et XIIe siècles. 

Tome I: Catalogue des manuscrits classiques latins copiés du IXe au XIIe 

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400602106 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400602106 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


128	 Classics on Scraps

siècle: Apicius-Juvénal (Paris: Éditions du centre national de la re-
cherche scientifique, 1982)

—, L’Étude des auteurs classiques latins aux XIe et XIIe siècles. Tome II: Cata-

logue des manuscrits classiques latins copiés du IXe au XIIe siècle: Livi-

us-Vitruvius: florilèges, essais de plume (Paris: Éditions du centre na-
tional de la recherche scientifique, 1985) 

—, L’Étude des auteurs classiques latins aux XIe et XIIe siècles. Tome IV, 2e 

Partie: La reception de la literature classique manuscrits et texts (Paris: 
Éditions du centre national de la recherche scientifique, 2014)

—, ‘The Production of the Classics in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centu-
ries’, in C.A. Chavannes-Mazel and M.M. Smith, eds., Medieval 

Manuscripts of the Latin Classics: Production and Use (Los Altos Hills: 
Anderson-Lovelace, 1996), 1-18

Reynolds, L.D., ‘Preface’, in C.A. Chavannes-Mazel and M.M. Smith, 
eds., Medieval Manuscripts of the Latin Classics: Production and Use 
(Los Altos Hills: Anderson-Lovelace, 1996), xiii-xvi

Reynolds, S., ‘“Let him read the Satires of Horace”: Reading, Literacy 
and Grammar in the Twelfth Century’, in J. Raven et al., eds., The 

Practice and Representation of Reading in England (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1996), 22-40

Scaglione, A., ‘The Classics in Medieval Education’, in A.S. Bernardo and 
S. Levin, eds., The Classics in the Middle Ages (Binghamton, NY:
Center for Medieval & Early Renaissance Studies, 1990), 343-62

Schneider, K., Paläographie und Handschriftenkunde für Germanisten: Eine 

Einführung, Sammlung kurzer Grammatiken germanischer Dialek-
ten 8 (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1999)

Stokes, P., English Vernacular Minuscule from Aethelred to Cnut, c. 990-c. 

1035 (Woodbridge, Suffolk, and Rochester: Boydell and Brewer, 
2014)

Thomson, H.J., trans., Prudentius, Loeb Classical Library 398 (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1953)

Thomson, R., A Descriptive Catalogue of the Medieval Manuscripts in 

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400602106 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400602106 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


129	 Erik Kwakkel

Worcester Cathedral Library, with a contribution on the bindings by 
M. Gullick (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer on behalf of the Dean and
Chapter of Worcester, 2001)

Vattasso, M., and H. Carusi, eds., Codices Vaticani Latini: Codices 9852-

10300 (Rome: Bibliotheca Vaticana, 1914)
Wattenbach, W., Das Schriftwesen im Mittelalter (Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 1871)
Wunderle, E., Katalog der lateinischen Handschriften der Bayerischen Sta-

atsbibliothek München: Die Handschriften aus St. Emmeram in Re-

gensburg: Bd. 1. Clm 14000-14130 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1995)

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400602106 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400602106 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400602106 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.24415/9789400602106 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

	Classics on Scraps: Classical Manuscripts Made from Parchment Waste|Erik Kwakkel



