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D. Durkin-Meisterernst 

ASPECTS OF THE ORGANIZATION 

OF MANTCHAEAN BOOKS IN CENTRAL ASIA 

The Berlin Turfan Collection of manuscripts from Central Asia contains, 
amongst a great variety of other things, about 4,000 fragments of leaves from 
Manichaean books. Other fragments from the same books are in the collec¬ 
tions in St. Petersburg and Kyoto, as well as a few fragments in London and 
Paris. All these collections were made in the early twentieth century in what 
was then known as Chinese Turkestan and what is now part of Xinjiang, the 
Uigur Autonomous Region of China. The modern city of Turfan is at the cen¬ 
tre of an oasis where most of the fragments were found in ruined buildings 
used by Manichaeans until roughly the beginning of the eleventh century. 
Manichaeism was a religion founded by a self-proclaimed prophet Mani in 
Mesopotamia in the third century and it spread from there in many direc¬ 
tions including to Eastern Central Asia, where it attained the support of the 
Uigur kingdom in 761, allowing it to develop there for about 250 years until it 
was eclipsed by Buddhism. The Manichaean Turfan manuscripts may be pre¬ 
sumed to date from between the late eighth and the late tenth century; more 
precise dates are not possible. 

Codices and quires 

The Manichaean material consists mostly of leaves from codices, some scrolls 
(not touched upon here), loose sheets of paper (practice pages, lists, tables) and 
letters. However, none of the collections contains whole books; with one excep¬ 
tion, all of the material consists of leaves or parts of leaves that clearly have been 
deliberately torn from the quires and the books they once belonged to. The 
leaves were then scattered in such a way that many of the leaves of a specific 
book have been lost, i.e. they were scattered outside of the room or building in 
which they had been housed, allowing the wind to carry away many of them, or 
after being torn from the books a part of the material was taken away and placed 
or destroyed somewhere else. The time and reason(s) for this are not clear. This 
remarkable destruction defines all editorial work on these fragments and makes 
even basic statements about the extent and the sequence of the texts contained 
on the surviving leaves very difficult to make. The fragments contain texts in 
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the Iranian languages Middle Persian, Parthian, Sogdian and the language of the 
Uigurs, Old Turkish. A few fragments are in Early Modern Persian and there is 
one fragment in Bactrian, a further Middle Iranian language. 

The fragments are written in the main in Manichaean script, but many of the 
Sogdian and Uigur fragments are in Sogdian/Uigur script, which the Uigurs 
adopted from the Sogdians. Many of the books contained texts in more than one 
of these languages. This is because the languages Middle Persian and Parthian 
were Manichaean church languages, used in the liturgy and in hymns, whereas 
the members of the community spoke and read Sogdian and Uigur. Many Mid¬ 
dle Persian and Parthian hymns have Sogdian captions; many Parthian hymns 
are also transcribed in Sogdian script, some bifolia contain Iranian text on one 
leaf, and Turkish text on the other. 

The exception to the loose leaves noted above is a small booklet M 801a (each 
page just slightly bigger than 9x3 cm.) which was found without a cover but 
sewn together as an unusually large quire of more than 14 folia. Henning [1936, 
pp. 1-7] recognized that the bifolia were put together in the wrong sequence and 
reconstructed two quires on the basis of the surviving 12 bi-folia and recogniz¬ 
able gaps in the text preserved on these. Gulácsi [2005, pp. 62-3] illustrated this 
reconstruction, referring to the booklet under the signature MIK III 53 of the 
Museum for Indian Art, Berlin — now the Museum of Asian Art, Berlin — where 
the booklet is kept. Black-and-white facsimiles of the booklet are available in 
Weber [2000, plates 98-1 10], For Henning [1936, p. 1], the fact that the surviv¬ 

ing pages were bound in the wrong order is a sign that this was done at a time when the art of the Manichaean book had been lost. On the basis of the few 

other quires that have been reconstructed (see below for one) it seems certain 
that the size of the quire in M 801a must be atypical. 

Despite the extensive destruction of the Manichaean books, similarities in 
size, colour, script, etc. and the columnar presentation of text on pages has 
allowed scholars to successfully recognize leaves from the same manuscript and, 
using observations on the disposition of the pages (the outer margin is gener¬ 
ally broader etc.) and the progression in the content of the text, to determine the 
order of the sides of the leaf and, in some case, to determine the sequence of the 
surviving leaves within a quire or book. The greatest hindrance to the work is 
the lack of page numbering of any kind; some assistance is provided by the pres¬ 
ence of headings which often characterize the whole text, but also often indicate 
the current or upcoming sections of a text. One of the most successful recon¬ 
structions of this kind has been that of part of the Säbuhragän, a Middle Persian 
text reported by the Arabic cataloguer An-Nadim (10th c.) to have been written 
by Mani and given by him to the Sasanian king of kings Säbuhr in the third cen¬ 
tury. The Middle Persian name indicates this: 'the Säbuhr-ian (book)'. 
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In 1903, when he was sorting the first batch of texts sent to Berlin by the First 
German Turfan Expedition, F. W. K. Müller was able to recognize fragments of 
this text from the recurrent red Middle Persian headings Säbuhragän and dö 
bun 'two principles' and the consistent size and type of paper etc. In MacKenzie's 
1979/1980 edition of the text the reconstruction of the book proceeded to the 
extent of showing that parts of two quires have survived: quire 1, which is well 
preserved, and quire 2, which is badly damaged. We will concentrate on quire 1 . 
Continuing the text from a preceding lost quire, quire 1 must have contained 
864 lines of continuous text for nine folia =18 leaves, each with 24 lines on the 
recto and verso each. MacKenzie [1980, p. 1, fn. 2] points out that the size of the 
quire is closer to the quires of six bifolia in the Manichaean Coptic Kephalaia 
Codex (the same applies to the Coptic Psalm Book) from the fourth or early fifth 
century than the unusually large number of sheets in the exceptional booklet 
M801a. The text of the Säbuhragän is written continually on the two surviving 
quires. It is interrupted by punctuation marks and devices such as blank lines 
and captions to mark sections of the text. Headlines provide the title of the work 
and details on the content, sometimes echoing the captions. 

Headlines of Säbuhragän quire 1 up to the centre page H-J 

The initial letters given here are those used in MacKenzie's edition to indicate the individual 
leaves. Since the quire begins with a recto side of a leaf the first headline of the quire will have 
continued from the previous verso side of the last leaf of the preceding quire. 

A '[The two principles of] the Säbuhragän 
A-B 'On the coming of the Son of Men 
B-C 'On judgement and the separation 
C-D 'The two great principles of the Säbuhragän 
D-E "The two principles of the Säbuhragän' 
E-F 'On the collapse of the cosmos' 
F-G 'On the fierceness of the great fire' 
G-H 'On the souls of the evil-doers' 

H-I "The two principles of the Säbuhragän' 

The latter half of the quire (leaves J-Q) is less well preserved. 

The text on most of these pages contains indicators of the ends of paragraphs. 
Only on C-D is a more specific device used: There line 154 of the text contains a 
closing caption which reads "Finished: the coming of the Life-giver"; four blank 
lines follow and then, on line 159 the opening caption "There comes: the ascen¬ 
sion of Xradesahr". 
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Illustration 1 : Säbuhragän, leaf D recto (M 482+, 14.5 x 9.7 cm.) showingthe headline and, in 
the centre ofthe page, the closing and opening captions. The intervening blank lines are slightly 
obscured by offsets from another page. © Reprography Department ofthe State Library, Berlin. 
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The type of headline attested here is typical: Since the script runs from the 
right to the left, the headlines extend from the right-hand page to the left-hand 
page of the open book, i.e. from the verso of the right-hand leaf to the recto of 
the left-hand leaf. Usually the headline does not form a sentence, rather it con¬ 
tains nouns and adjectives or a prepositional phrase with just enough informa¬ 
tion to identify the text or a part of the text. Within the text, paragraph markers 
and, in 1. 154 and 1. 159 a closing and an opening caption occur. The paragraph 
markers consist of a series of punctuation marks and blank space or even a blank 
line to divide the text into units. Both of the attested captions contain a verb 
which is placed in a formulaic manner at the beginning of the line to signal the 
function of the caption. Though the caption in 1. 154 "Finished: the coming of 
the Life-giver" correlates with the headline on A-B "On the coming of the Son 
of Men", there is no direct formal correlation for the following opening cap¬ 
tion in 1. 159 "There comes: the ascension of Xradesahr" though in content it 
does match the headline on B-C "On judgement and the separation" because 
the deity Xradesahr is the judge of the dead and will separate the good from 
the bad. Clearly, the headlines give a more detailed indication of the content of 
the text than the less frequent captions and correlate to a certain extent with 
the captions that actually occur. When there is nothing more specific to say, the 
headline reverts to the title of the whole text: "The two (or 'two great') princi¬ 
ples of the Säbuhragän", referring to the book by its name Säbuhragän but also 
to its content as an exposition of the fundamental dualism which Manichaeism 
taught, i.e. the opposition of the good and bad principles. 

Besides the usual verbless headlines, a rare sentence headline is attested 
across the top of the consecutive pages M 98 I R-V and M 99 I R-V where the 
scribe asks for indulgence: "[Take pity] on me, Yïsô-frazend, a new and inexpe¬ 
rienced scribe, who has written this with love, and on (?) all the troubled ones 
[...]." The beginning and the end of the sentence were on the preceding and 
following lost pages. 

Multiple copies of the same text 

The second method of text reconstruction relies on duplication within the 
surviving fragments and clearly points to the reoccurrence of texts within dif¬ 
ferent books. This laborious work, carried out very successfully by M. Boyce 
[1954] for two Parthian hymn-cycles and W. Sundermann [1992 and 1997] for 
two Parthian prose sermons, concentrated on works of central importance for 
the Manichaean community and therefore attested on leaves of as many as thirty 
different sizes, i.e. on leaves from a great number of manuscript books. Surviv¬ 
ing headlines and captions identified parts of the text, such passages that reoc-
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curred on other leaves allowed further leaves to be added, which again some¬ 
times helped to establish the sequence of identified fragments etc. One result of 
this work has been the recognition that some books apparently contained just 
one text whereas others contained a number of related or unrelated texts, some 
in different languages. An obvious example for this is provided by the distinct, 
square leaves that make up some of the Parthian text of the two Parthian hymn-
cycles, but also contain the Turkish confessional text wxâstwânïft. These are listed 
by Boyce [1960, p. 120] under the entry M 6220 and those with Iranian text are 
listed by Sundermann [1990, p. 37] under MS 18. Facsimiles are given by Sunder-
mann 1990, on plates 26 and following. Images of these fragments are also avail¬ 
able in the Digitales Turfanarchiv I (www.bbaw.de/forschung/turfanforschung/dta/rn/ 
dta_m_0071.html) starting with image www.bbaw.de/forschung/turfanforschung/dta/ 
m/images/m6220_recto.jpg. 

Quire marks 

Despite these advances much is lacking. Perhaps the most surprising thing 
is that up to the present no quire numbers have been identified. In book cul¬ 
tures that use them, quire marks, such as letters of the alphabet used with their 
numerical values, were used by the scribes to indicate the correct sequence of 
the written quires to the binder. Like many other features, their presence or 
absence should not be confused with the lack of an opportunity to observe them 
because the relevant parts of the leaves are damaged. The two quires MacKen-
zie established for the manuscript of the Säbuhragän are damaged precisely in 
the bottom margins of the relevant leaves (one of which is page Q in the table 
above) where the information may have been present. Quire numbering is well 
attested in Syriac manuscripts and occurs in Christian Sogdian books used by 
a Christian community in Turfan. See the description of the quire numbering 
in Christian Sogdian manuscripts by Sims-Williams (1985, 15 ff) and Sunder-
mann (1975, 85-90). These follow the same system as that used in the Syriac 
manuscripts also found together with them in Turfan. There may be evidence 
for them in Manichaean manuscripts, in the lower margin of M 76 (ill 2). 
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Illustration 2: M 76 verso, lower part of the page (14.6 x 8.4 cm., the part shown here is 
5.5 cm. high). The black traces below the encircled dots may be one letter (the upper part of 
g, d or t?) repeated and used numerically on what may have been the last leaf in a quire. The 
intervening marks are also not clear, perhaps they are dots. © Reprography Department of the 
State Library, Berlin. 

Though upper margins are often decorated with dots to accompany the head¬ 
lines, it is unusual for a lower margin to have decoration, something that may 
also point to the need to keep this area clear for quire marks. 

Columns and page format 

A striking feature of the Manichaean books is the relatively high proportion of 
pages written in two or more columns. Generally, long lines are avoided, i.e. large 
pages are written in large script and are taller than they are broad. Only the few 
surviving letters display very long lines that are in fact not easy for the eye to stay 
on. See the two letters re-edited by Sundermann [2007] with a image of M 119+ 
on p. 413. Images of M 112+ and M 119+ are available in Weber [2000, plates 
24 and 27-28] and on the internet (www.bbaw.de/forschung/turfanforschung/dta/rn/ 
images/moil 2plus_recto_detail1.jpg etc.) Interestingly, the broader than tall format 
and the long lines are features these letters share with the small group of Sogdian 
letters from the beginning of the fourth century found near Dunhuang. In con¬ 
trast to these, in books, columns are used to distribute the information neatly on 
the page. Book pages in single columns are common, but pages with two are quite 
frequent. Exceptionally, pages with three and even four columns occur. 

For an example of a page with two columns see the part of the glossary frag¬ ment M 109 in illustration 6 below. 
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An example for a rare page with 3 columns is M 1 (ill. 3). 
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Illustration 3: M 1 . The large format bifolio (21 .1 x 23.3 cm., i.e. each leaf is 1 1 .6 cm. wide) 
shows part of a list or index of Parthian hymns on the right-hand page and a continuous text 
(written in red and black alternating blocks) on the left-hand page. Photo taken from Sundermann 
[1997, plate 1]. 
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An illustration for a rare page with 4 columns is M 1001+ (ill. 4). 
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Illustration 4: M 1001+. This large format page (24 x 39 cm.) in four columns (each 7.7 cm. 
wide) contains part of a Manichaean church history. © Reprography Department of the State 
Library, Berlin. 

Text layout 

Often the page format is chosen to allow each column a reasonable length of 
line, but narrow columns even occur on small sized pages. Since the same size 
pages occur with and without columns there seems to be no specific reason for 
the choice of the columnar format. Columns occur on large, middle and small 
pages. Of course, using a small script to write columns on a large page allows 
a lot of information to be given on the page and the columnar presentation 
ensures that the information remains readable. When the columns are very nar¬ 
row, the consistent desire of the scribes to write the words flush to the left mar¬ 
gin can mean that only two or three words fit into the column. There are even 
examples of words being cut off to fit into the column. M 1, a large format page 
written in three vertical columns (see illustration 3 above), contains a long list 
of the initial words of hymns. In line 247 is has 'w tw wynd'm rwsn 'xs, "You we 
praise, merciful light", with the last word 'xsd'g 'merciful' cut off because dg did 
not fit in the column. Similarly line 439 has 'w tw st'w'm gryw fr, "you we praise, 
blessed soul" with fr for frydg 'blessed'. 
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On pages containing continuous texts the columns are read vertically as 
newspaper columns and therefore no differently from pages containing only 
one column of text. Exceptionally, some pages with columns are meant to be 
read across. On one of these, M 73 a type of table of contents, also displays a 
mechanical cutting-off in the line verso 6: [nyjs'gyn trnys s g'[hy]gb'sh, "Bright 
throne of the ruler", with s for shrd'r 'ruler' and a small gap to the words indicat¬ 
ing that this is the beginning of a hymn (b'sh) about the throne (g'hyg) or Berna 
in Manichaeism. 

Illustration 5: M 73 verso 5-6 (detail measuring 1.5 x 6.5 cm.). The words on the left are 
identical in both lines but better preserved in line 5. © Reprography Department of the State 
Library, Berlin. 

In particular the group of glossary fragments is written consistently in col¬ 
umns to be read across and displays a number of features relevant to the organ¬ 
ization of information in Manichaean books. The glossaries are lists of Middle 
Persian and Parthian words together with their Sogdian equivalents. Most of 
these were published by Henning [1940]. At the small exhibition accompany¬ 
ing the conference Turfan Revisited in Berlin 2002 a number of these fragments 
and some further unpublished ones were displayed. Henning showed that they 
employ a very simple alphabetical ordering, e.g. M 109 shows words begin¬ 
ning in '(alef) but only sporadically ordered according to the second letter, 
cf. the sequence: ' ndwcyhyynd ; h'mwrz'yd; 'bzyn; nmyy ; 'bzynynd; 'bwg where 
words with initial 'b are mixed with ones with initial h; but also M614 with a 
series of words in s and a certain amount of order in the third letter: 'sknhyyn; 
srizg; snwhryh ; 'snwhrcn; 'skfsynd. It is not clear whether these glossary frag¬ 
ments formed books on their own or whether they belonged to quires that were 
included as appendices to books to explain the vocabulary occurring therein. 
No close relationship has as yet emerged between any specific glossary frag¬ 
ment and a specific text or groups of texts. Often the words contained in the 
glossary fragments occur there only. The great extent of the destruction of the 
Manichaean books (both texts and glossaries) is probably the reason for this lack 
of a clear association of the glossary fragments with the text fragments, but the 
medium sized format of the glossaries accords with the similar format of many 
other Manichaean books. Thus the possibility remains that specific glossaries 
were bound together with the texts they referred to. 
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A closer look at the glossaries shows a certain inconsistency in the way the 
information is presented. Bearing in mind that the lines are read from right to 
left, the word to be glossed is placed on the right and, after the carefully placed 
gap to the second column, the Sogdian equivalent is written on the left. This 
is the usual case. But if the word to be glossed is considerably shorter than the 
column, the scribe places a dot and writes the Sogdian gloss in the same col¬ 
umn. When he then moves on to the next column he now writes a new word to 

be glossed. If this is short enough, the scribe writes a dot and the Sogdian gloss. 
In some cases, however, the scribe cannot fit the Sogdian gloss into the column 
and has to place it in the next line. 

Illustration 6: Part of M 109 recto, lines 5-12 (detail of a complete page measuring 14.6 x 
8.5 cm.). Lines 5, 6, 9, 10 and 12 contain in the right-hand column one Middle Persian or 
Parthian word and in the left-hand column the Sogdian equivalent. Lines 7, 8 and 11 contain in 
each column a Middle Persian or Parthian word and, after a small dot roughly in the middle of 
the column, the Sogdian gloss. © Reprography Department of the State Library, Berlin. 

Therefore the appealing visual presentation and distribution of the words to 
be glossed on the right side and their Sogdian glosses on the left side is con¬ 
stantly interrupted by the shorter words placed with their glosses within the 
same column. Without proper orientation and attention to the details of each 
column, in particular the presence of a dot, the reader cannot, at first sight, be 
sure which language he is reading, Middle Persian/Parthian (the languages of 
the words being glossed) or Sogdian (the language of the glosses). Some of the 
conventions in the use of the Manichaean script will tell the reader that a par¬ 
ticular word is in Sogdian, but this does not apply to every word. A further lim¬ 
itation to the amount of information provided by these glossaries is due to the 
fact that no attempt is made to distinguish between the two languages being 
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glossed, Middle Persian and Parthian. These languages are very closely related 
but distinct, so a consistent differentiation would be useful. This was not done. 
There may have been no interest in this, because the users of these texts in Man-
ichaean rituals where Middle Persian and Parthian were both church languages 
may have felt that there was no need to distinguish them. 

We have looked briefly above at the list of hymns in M 1. This list raises the 
question of the existence of a cross-reference system within the books. We have 
seen a kind of referral system in the way the headlines provide information on the 
title and parts of the text. There are also captions indicating the melody to which 
a hymn is to be sung, e.g. in M 759 I verso, the caption preceding the first line 
of the hymn 'fryd 'fryd mrymny bgs'st'ryzd nywgr, "Blessed, blessed (be/is) Lord 
Mani, god commander, beneficent god", reads mwjd pd mn msyh'h nw'kyy, "in 
the melody (of) 'Mercy on me Messiah' ", containing one Sogdian word (nw'kyy) 
and the first four words of a Parthian hymn. This contains a cross-reference to a 
melody or another hymn using this same melody. But this does not tell the user 
of the book where to find the hymn being referred to. The caption seems to imply 
that the user has this information in his head. The large hymn book M 1 seems to 

refer to is unlikely to have been entirely in the memory of its users. Unfortunately no such book has survived so that we cannot determine if the book the 'index' 

was attached to or any other book actually contained all these hymns (perhaps 
the list in M 1 is, despite appearances, not an index but simply an extensive list 
of Manichaean hymns?). If it contained hymns at least in the same simple more 
or less alphabetic sequence of the index, that would have allowed the user to find 
a specific group of hymns easily enough and then to leaf through to the specific 
hymn in the group. One thing is clear, though: The user had no page numbers 
or any other cross-reference system to guide him. 

Similarly, even if the glossaries were bound with the books containing the 
texts they glossed there is no system of cross-references, either to guide the 
user from the text to the glossary or from the glossary back to the text because 

that would have necessitated page numbers or some other indicator of textual units in the books. 

The lack of sophistication in M 1 is in contrast to the Coptic Psalm Book. This 
is a fairly well preserved codex that was part of the library of a Coptic-speak¬ 
ing Manichaean community in Egypt. It contained a great number of Mani¬ 
chaean hymns and has an index with numbers referring to numbered hymns, 
again with these numbers written at the top of each page on which the hymns 
are written. This Coptic book is datable to the fourth (the oldest part) and fifth 
century ad (the most recent part). Yet despite the differences, there are clear 
similarities between M 1 and the Coptic Psalm book: Both have large size pages, 
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both are luxurious products written with great care and elegance. Nevertheless, 
it must be said that the hymns in the Coptic Psalm book are consistently written 
in a strophic form and the refrain is indicated by a special and consistent posi¬ 
tion on the page. While many of the hymns in the Turfan fragments are written 
continuously, as prose, many others are written in a strophic fashion, but the 
refrain has no graphic expression correlating to that of the Coptic Psalm Book. 
However, some Turfan fragments use the letter p in the margin apparently to 
indicate the word padwäg 'response. 

Is Ml a true reflection of a precursor to the more developed Coptic book, and 
is its form therefore datable to ca. the third century despite being preserved in 
a copy from the ninth century, or are both different developments in book cul¬ 
ture and actually unrelated to each other? It may be that they just demonstrate 
different approaches to solving the problem of how to organize a great number 
of fairly short texts in a large-format book. 

The origins of Manichaean book tradition 

A question that is very difficult to answer is whether the Manichaean books 
represent an Iranian or a Syriac tradition. They are written for the most part 
on paper and therefore have been adapted to the environment of Eastern Cen¬ 
tral Asia in which good quality Chinese paper and also locally produced paper 
was the preferred medium. But the change of medium will not have necessarily 
meant a change in book style and presentation. The problem is the lack of com¬ 
parable material on the Iranian side. The only Iranian book that has survived 
from the Sasanian period is probably the Pahlavi Psalter fragment, 13 surviv¬ 
ing leaves of a Middle Persian translation of the Christian Psalms. These leaves 
were found in Turfan, but were certainly not made there, because the text is 
Middle Persian, Christian and written in Pahlavi, the script of the Sasanians. 
Insofar as the Psalter is a Christian text, it can be expected to reflect Christian 
and therefore Syriac book-making in the Christian communities of the Sasa¬ 
nian empire but also to indicate that there may have been a lot of common ele¬ 
ments between Iranian and Syriac book-making. The ongoing translation of 
Greek works into Middle Persian in the late Sasanian period (6th c.), whether 
directly from Greek or through the intermediary of Syriac, surely also resulted 
in the adoption of some elements of Greek and Syriac book-making in Iran. But 
of all this, nothing is directly attested, because the surviving copies of Zoroas-
trian Avestan and Middle Persian manuscripts are all later than the thirteenth 
century and, though they may be expected to be conservative, there is no direct 
way of dating the details. In fact, it is much more likely that early Arabic books, 
particularly those containing translations from Middle Persian historical and 
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scientific works, will be closer in time and form to the Pahlavi manuscripts 
they condemned to oblivion by translating their contents, thus ensuring that 
the Pahlavi manuscripts were not copied. 

In the absence of old Iranian manuscripts from the Sasanian period, the well-
documented history of Syriac manuscripts, e.g. in Hatch's album, provides the 
closest comparable material. In particular, Hatch's remarks on the use of col¬ 
umns in Syriac manuscripts seem greatly relevant to their use in Manichaean 
manuscripts not only because of the Iranian connection, but more specifically, 
because of the Christian and the common Jewish background to some aspects 
of Christian and Manichaean writing: the use of large -column scrolls, mirroring 
the Torah scroll, in the Christian Acts of the Apostles and in the Manichaean 
equivalent, the Manichaean Church history (see illustration 4 above), seems 
very likely indeed. 

Desmond DURKIN-MEISTERERNST 

Turfanforschung, 
Berlin Brandenburg Academy of Sciences and Humanities 

durkin-meisterernst@bbaw.de 
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M. Clarke 

BOOK SATCHELS 

IN EARLY MEDIAEVAL BRITISH ISLES 

This article considers humble book containers: satchels or 'budgets', designed 
for carrying books while travelling, for enabling texts to be worn as amulets, and 
for convenient book storage. 

In 2001 at a Seminar in the History of the Book in Cambridge I was invited by 
Dr. Tessa Webber to present what I considered evidence for the use of Insular book 
satchels; evidence drawn from archaeology, poetry, hagiography, and book-deco¬ 
ration, and from analogies with surviving Ethiopian practices. At that moment my 
archaeological evidence was based on three surviving satchels. (One also thinks of 
certain wood-and-leather containers that have been interpreted as book reliquar¬ 
ies, based on the example of the Cathach or Psalter of St. Columba, Dublin, Royal 
Irish Academy MS 12 R 33.) On that occasion I speculated, wistfully, that perhaps 
one day such a satchel might be unearthed with a book still in situ. 

In my opinion this miracle occurred on 20 July 2006 when a decorated psal¬ 
ter from c. 800 ad was unearthed at Faddan More in County Tipperary, Ireland 
[see GLM no. 49, Automne 2006, p. 68]. It seems to me that the evidence for 
Insular use of book satchels suggests that this book's leather cover, originally 
described as a wrapper rather than a binding, taken together with the nearby 
find of straps or thongs (as they appear to me to be), may well be such a satchel. 
A contemporary — bookless — satchel had certainly been found nearby in 1999. 
Further investigation has speculated that the leather covering was a "possible 
bag or sheath", that is, a wrapper or container rather than, for example, a loosely-
attached limp binding. If this is correct, and the leather components and leather 
straps were indeed integral, then we do indeed have here a more-or-less loose 
gathering or gatherings within a container. It will be interesting to see, as the 
conservation of this extremely fragile relic proceeds, whether the leatherwork 
proves to be binding, wrapper or satchel. It may be that what appear to be strap 
fragments in the published photos will prove to be fastenings for closure, or 
merely damaged sheet leather. (Perhaps it might prove to be an intermediate 
binding form with Nag Hammadi type flaps, but no sewing or tacketting.) 

Laving Faddan More aside, what evidence do we have there for early book-
satchels in the early mediaeval British Isles? 

Gazette du livre médiéval , n° 52-53, 2008. 
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Material Evidence 

Certainly some Insular manuscripts would have been kept in a portable box 
('cumdach' or cumtach') such as were on occasion carried in procession or into 
battle (cf. the Cathach ), similar to the metal and wood 'book shrine found in 
Lough Kinale, County Longford, Ireland, (probably s.viii), or the leather-covered 
wooden container found in a late s.vii grave. But these are exceptional, not eve¬ 
ryday items. 

There are almost no surviving examples of mediaeval European book satchels. 
Three examples were described and illustrated by Waterer in 1968. Two eighth-
tenth-century Irish budgets are the Breac Moedóic budget in the National 
Museum of Ireland and Corpus Christi College Oxford MS 282. The Book of 
Armagh budget (Trinity College Dublin MS 52) is possibly contemporary with 
the MS, early ninth century, but may be later (twelfth-eleventh century). The 
damaged Breac Moedóic example is made from hide, apparently tanned, prob¬ 
ably dyed brown or black, and blind-tooled, with a sling or strap; the internal 
dimensions would originally have been approximately 30 x 25 x 4 cm. The 
Oxford satchel, also mutilated, has a decoratively scalloped flap, but no tool¬ 
ing or other decoration; it has its strap attached, and would have been approxi¬ 
mately 19 x 13x6 cm. The Book of Armagh budget is the only complete surviv¬ 
ing example, also of black stained hide, elaborately tooled, and complete with 
hanging strap; it would hold a book 30 x 25 x 4 cm. 

As an alternative carrying technique, 'pouch books' or libri caudati were 
adapted to be suspended from a belt by having extended loose binding leather 
hanging down which could be gathered up to provide a form of hanging strap. 
However firstly these are apparently a late -mediaeval innovation, and secondly 
this system would be unsuitable for larger books. 

Textual Evidence 

The Miracles of the St. Cuthbert Gospel 

The Stonyhurst Gospel, also known as the St. Cuthbert Gospel of St. John, 
(CLA II, 260; London, British Library Loan MS 74), was written and bound 
in the Wearmouth and Jarrow monasteries in late seventh century. This small 
manuscript (138 x 92 mm) is the earliest intact decorated European binding 
to survive in situ. It has a red-stained binding (goat?), with relief moulded pat¬ 
terns and impressed lines highlighted with pigment. Both the decoration of the 
cover and the unsupported sewing structure are 'Coptic' in style. Originally it 



18 — Gazette du livre médiéval, n° 52-53, 2008. 

had a red leather satchel with a silk sling, still present in 1 104 when St. Cuthbert 
(t 687), in whose tomb it had been deposited, was translated to Durham Cathe¬ 
dral Church. The evidence for this comes from three related miracle stories. 
When the outer lid of the inner coffin was raised, the monks saw a book of the 
Gospels lying within. This implies that the book was present at the time of his 
re-burial at Lindisfarne in 698. The manuscript may well have belonged to Cuth¬ 
bert himself. Miracle 20 relates that on the day of reburial Bishop Rahulf Flam-
bard showed the people a Gospel of St. John — presumably this one — in mirac¬ 
ulously perfect condition. It further states that it had a satchel-like container of 
red leather with a badly frayed sling made of silken threads. This satchel was 
therefore presumably original. Reginald of Durham, writing in the last quarter 
of the twelfth century, reported that when William Fitzherbert, Archbishop of 
York, visited St Cuthbert's tomb ( c . 1153-4) he hung this manuscript round his 
own neck by its sling. Reginald describes the book as being inside three satchels 
of red leather (de tribus peris ex pelle rubricata confectis). 

The ' Hisperica Famina 

What other evidence of satchels do we have? The most promising early local 
contemporary textual evidence is the Hisperica Famina. This elegant but some¬ 
what puzzling text was written in 'Hisperic' Latin, probably 650-664 ad, very 
probably in Ireland. Part of this text appears to discuss the activities of a typical 
day for a group of itinerant students of rhetoric. The first speaker' is probably 
Irish, and those he describes (and taunts) are certainly not Irish; they speak no 
Irish and are apparently from overseas. These wandering scholars may well be 
Anglo-Saxon students. Irish monks dominated English education in the sev¬ 
enth century — indeed, Aldhelm of Malmesbury in a well-known letter (Letter 
V, to Heahfrith, 675-690) complained about the "fleet-loads" of English students 
who flocked to Ireland to study under Irish scholars, even though many English 
scholars were excellent, and "citizens of Greece and Rome". 

In line 71a rustic student is taunted for his pretensions to learning; among 
these pretensions is his satchel: ac cicniam gemellis bai<u>las curuanam scapu-
lis, "you carry a white book sack on your two shoulders". Line 508 is part of 
a section satirising those who affect conspicuous personal adornments "and 
carry bright book sacks on their necks" (nitentes ceruicibus gestan t curuanas). 
The satchels are also described when relating the start of the academic day, line 
213: Storn<in>os concauis soluite fastos archimis, "Remove the speckled volumes 
from the curved satchels". In lines 262-4 the scholars arrive at a rustic inn to try 
for a free lunch. Obviously they need to impress the locals and show off: osten¬ 
tatious literacy with a display of books: 
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Alboreas figite in pañete curuanas, 
liniaremque comptis statuite tramitem archimis, 
ut amplum censuerint agrestibus spectaculum. 

Hang your white book sacks on the wall, 
set your lovely satchels in a straight line, 
so that they will be deemed a grand sight by the rustics. 

The final part of the Hisperica Famina is devoted to short compositions (per¬ 
haps student compositions) on various sights, buildings, and personal effects 
which would be commonplace to the students. A book satchel is included 
among such commonplace items, seeming to imply that they were themselves 
commonplace. These book satchels are described in detail in the section De Tab¬ 
erna , lines 513-530 (pp. 104-7). Taberna may mean an enclosure, here it would 
seem to mean a satchel. It is a feature of Hisperic Latin never to use a common 
word where a recherché one would do, and to often coin new and surprising 
terms. In the Hisperica Famina it was apparently the aim never to use the same 
word twice, and so not too much attention should be paid to the vocabulary as 
such, but rather to the description: 

Haec alborea exomicat taberna, 
quae spissas breuiusculo tegmine artat setas; 
quadrigono degestum sutum estfigmento archimium , 
unicam superna amplectitur ianuam ora, 
quae strido asilibus poligonis rotis cluditur operculo, 
ac bis senis alligatur adeo restibus, 
flexaque a<r>catorum ceruicibus uehitur sarcina. 
Huius inclitum depromam curuanae ductum: 
saginatas pecodis dudum tegebat pernas, 
hirtumque acuto frantine decoriauit carnifex corium, 
densaque tensum est parieti inter uimina, 
ac igneo aruitfumo. 
Obansque edictum lacerauit opifex archimium, 
astrictis corialem pastricauit corregiis tegulam, 
bis binos plasmauit ángulos, 
lectoque pellicium gestamine perfecit armarium. 

This white satchel [taberna] gleams, 
it has thick bristles that provide a rather small cover; 
the aforesaid container is sewn in the shape of a square; 
the upper rim surrounds a single opening, 
which is closed by a tight covering with many-angled turning knobs, 
then is bound by twelve cords, 
and the curved load is borne on the necks of the scholars. 
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I shall describe the excellent construction of this book satchel [ curuana\ : 
not long ago it protected the fattened flesh of sheep; 
a butcher flayed the hairy hide with a sharp knife; 
it was stretched on the wall between thick stakes 
and dried with fiery smoke. 
A proud craftsman cut out the aforesaid container, 
drew taut the skin covering with tight laces, 
fashioned the four angles, 
and finished the leather container [ armarium ] with a choice strap. 

Certain of these terms could also be used to describe a cupboard. Section 
LXXXIX ofthe De Aenigmatibus byAldhelm (c . 640 -c. 710 ad) — another expo¬ 
nent of the 'Hisperic' style — treats some form of book enclosure, either a book-
cupboard, or a satchel: Arca Libraría : 

Nunc mea divinis complentur viscera verbis 
Totaque sacratos gestant praecordia biblos; 
At tamen ex isdem nequeo cognoscere quicquam: 
Infelix fato fraudabor muñere tali, 
Dum tollunt dirae librorum lumina Parcae. 

Now my innards are filled with holy words, 
and all my entrails support sacred books. 
And yet I am unable to learn anything from them (...). 

It is tempting but perhaps unsafe to take the supporting entrails' to refer to 
straps of hide suspending a book in its satchel. 

Pictorial Evidence: Amulets 

Waterer makes the following assertion, for which he unfortunately cites no 
evidence: 

That satchels or budgets were widely used for carrying books (if not, as in Ireland, 
for storing them) is known from illustrations and sculptures, but in so far as it is 
possible to glean from these any details, they appear to be of very simple construc¬ 
tion, entirely lacking the skilful design and superb workmanship which distinguish 
these Irish examples, and, so far as we know, devoid of surface ornamentation. 

It has been argued that two of four figures depicted on a cross slab in Papil, 
Shetland are wearing book-satchels. A sixth to tenth-century slab from the Old 
Parish Church of Kirriemuir and a cross-slab at Elgin Cathedral have also been 
cited. 
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Excluding these doubtful readings of weather-eroded stone slabs, there do 
not seem to be any unambiguous contemporary depictions of satchels, which 
is strange if they were indeed in common use. On the other hand, the purpose 
of early mediaeval depictions of books was frequently to show the presence and 
power of the books contents, the Logos, so books are shown open. The excep¬ 
tions are the closed books in Ezra's cupboard, or on Jeromes shelves, which are 
of course there for other reasons. 

There is one possible example of a depiction, however, in a tenth-century 
pocket Gospel from the British Isles (probably Irish but Scottish has been argued 
for), the Book of Deer, Cambridge University Library MS Ii.6.32. Dominic 
Marner points out that several of the figures illustrated are carrying books hung 
from their necks, arguably in some form of container. Examples are ff.lv, I6v, 
29v, and 41v. Images are available at http://www.lib.cam.ac.uk/book_of_deer. 

One reason for having a satchel would be to enable a book to be worn as an amu¬ 
let or talisman. T. }. Brown, discussing Stonyhurst, noted "That passages from the 
Gospels, and in particular John . . . have been recited or worn ever since antiquity as 
charms against sickness or other assaults by demons ... is a well-established fact." 
He continued by reviewing the textual evidence for this, for the use of these texts 
in written form as amulets, and for the magical uses of John. St. Cuthbert himself 
"deplored the use of amulets in England" — thus demonstrating that it was current 
practice! Brown cited other miniature codices that may have been produced to act 
as amulets. He also speculated that the absence of clasps on small manuscripts sug¬ 
gests that they were intended to be carried in satchels, and that this in turn may 
imply that they were intended to be worn as amulets. In spite of Cuthbert s aversion, 
it is highly plausible that Stonyhurst was used on occasion as an amulet, and was 
perhaps even placed in his tomb to function as one. Skemer discussing wearable 
amulet rolls (Scriptorium 55) makes a similar observation regarding John. 

Books as amulets were valued as physical objects, made powerful by the texts 
they contained, rather than as vehicles to convey a text to be read. Hence the book 
did not need to be depicted open, but rather could be shown as a closed physi¬ 
cal object being worn. Marner argued convincingly that, in Deer at least, this is 
what is being depicted, and that the text selections and images in the Book of Deer 
show that this pocket gospel was intended for use as such an amulet, for healing 
or protection. 

Ethnographic Evidence: Satchels in Ethiopia today 

The Oxford budget seems to be a plausible size for amulet use, but the other two 
seem rather large for daily wear. The likely purpose of larger satchels is suggested 
by the practice in modern Ethiopia, where manuscript production techniques 
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have survived essentially unchanged since their origins in fifth century Alexan¬ 
dria, and where 'early mediaeval' manuscripts are still being made today. Obser¬ 
vation and conversation with Ethiopian scribes and an examination of their prod¬ 
ucts identifies many similarities between early mediaeval European and modern 
Ethiopian practices. Insular manuscripts and post-mediaeval Ethiopian manu¬ 
scripts are similar in many aspects of format, materials, binding structure, produc¬ 
tion sequence, mise-en-page, and (to a lesser extent) decoration. It seems valid to 
draw an ethno-archaeological parallel between the two sets of practices (although 
Insular practices would have been modified by other influences). 

A typical Ethiopian manuscript is bound in wooden boards covered in 
stamped leather (frequently dyed red), and covered with a dyed silk or cloth 
'dust-jacket'. Most books in churches, monasteries, private hands, or for sale in 
markets, regardless of size or quality, are enclosed within an individual made-
to-measure purpose-built satchel made from rough undecorated leather. These 
consist of two rawhide boxes with flaps, which fit inside each other, and which 
are joined permanently by a continuous strap, which also serves for carrying or 
hanging. Silk satchels are also used, which are simply cloth bags that fit around 
outside the leather satchel — less mortifying against one's skin, presumably. There 
are therefore three satchels inside each other, reminiscent of the three satchels 
of Stonyhurst as described by William Fitzherbert. (There is a fine nineteenth-
century example of such an assemblage in Cambridge University Library, MS 
Or. 1029, which is 19 x 15 cm.) 

The satchel is used to transport the book, and often the satchel strap is used to 
hang the book on the wall for storage. As well as being out of the way, hanging 
ensures good air circulation — as important in damp Britain and Ireland as it is 
in humid Africa. One may often observe small manuscripts being carried round 
the neck of travelling priests and monks. In monasteries and churches books are 
stored either flat in cupboards with other treasures or, more commonly, they are 
hung on the walls in their satchels. Consequently even the largest manuscripts 
have satchels; this is consistent with the size of the Corpus Christi and Book of 
Armagh satchels. 

Small manuscript codices, less than 10 cm. high, containing prayers, apo-
tropaic spells, and extracts from St. John's Gospel, are sold in the market spe¬ 
cifically for use as amulets. (It is interesting to note that certain of the Ethi¬ 
opian amulet texts also share a common fourth century Alexandrian origin 
with Anglo-Saxon charms.) These codices are inexpensive and popular. They 
come supplied with simple blind-tooled red-dyed fitted leather pouches on long 
straps. The pouches are designed so that the orientation of the book when worn is 
'landscape' (long side horizontal) rather than 'portrait'. This is the same, if Marner 
is correct, as the book satchels illustrated in the Book of Deer. Their tooling is 
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usually a simple ruled border with a diagonal cross, with sometimes some more-
or-less random dots; again very similar in appearance to the books — if books 
they be — hanging round the necks of the figures in Deer. 

Taken together, there does seem to be evidence that satchels specifically made 
to hold books were in use in the early mediaeval British Isles. Even if the satchel 
of Armagh does prove to be later than the manuscript itself, it was probably a 
replacement of an earlier one. The scarcity of surviving evidence — material, 
textual and pictorial — may suggest that such satchels were rare. However, if 
T. J. Browns conclusions that the absence of clasps on the binding of Stonyhurst 
implied that it was originally, in s.vii, designed to go into a satchel, then clearly 
many more manuscripts would have had them. 

Rather than being rare, on the contrary they may have been treated as dis¬ 
posable items. They may not have been depicted as such an image would serve 
no iconographie purpose. Why they were so rarely described in texts is perhaps 
more perplexing, but there is little textual evidence surviving from this period 
for many other prosaic articles that would have been in equally common use. 
What is perhaps stranger is that their use ceased. The Insular cleric lived, as far 
as we can tell, in small spaces, was often itinerant, and was poor. His book would 
be his most important, and almost his only, possession. Later, increasing wealth, 
size and comfort of church architecture allowed for furniture for book storage, 
and perhaps similar increases in wealth enlarged the luggage of the travelling 
cleric. Satchels' prosaic nature, and easy adaptability to non-book use when no 
longer essential, would explain why apparently none survive other than buried 
and excavated examples. Their rarity may also be explained if they were a pecu¬ 
liarly Insular phenomenon. 

Mark CLARKE 

University of Amsterdam 
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J. P. Gumbert 

OLD AND NEW STYLE 

TERMINOLOGY, AND RULING SYSTEMS AND METHODS 

Some years ago I had the chutzpah of starting a codicological terminology in 
English, under the title of Words for Codices. This is, of course, based on the 
French, Italian and Spanish volumes, but it has been newly thought out; in its 
design it is based on my experience in producing Kneep en binding. In January 
2005 a preliminary state of one chapter (on quires and ruling) was distributed in a 
limited number of copies; in the meantime a draft of a second chapter (on scribes 
and their tools) was produced. I intend to put this, and any further chapters I may 
manage to make, on the Apices site (www.palaeographia.org); but this has to wait 
until I have found help in transforming the text into web shape. 

Since I am so deeply concerned with terminology, I was fascinated by Mar¬ 
ilena Maniaci's article "Verso una nuova riflessione sul lessico codicologico" 
(GLM 5 1 , pp. 1 - 1 5); and I was happy to observe that I had, in writing my attempt 
at a terminology, avoided a number of the faults she so rightly pointed out. 

A point I wish to discuss here is the pair of terms ' old style', ' new style'. Mani¬ 
aci brings this up on p. 10, where she speaks of the difference between a 'factual 
definition, which describes 'what the observer sees', and the 'deductive defini¬ 
tion, which describes 'what the craftsman did or is supposed to have done'. Now 
it is clear, I think, that for ruling (as for pricking, and, presumably, other aspects 
of codicology) one should distinguish four aspects (following the inspiration 
provided by the work of Greek codicologists). I have called and defined these 
[*marks terms which have, or shall have, their own definition] : 

— technique: "the technical means (*dry-point, * plummet, *ruling board . . .) 
used to effect the ruling"; 

— pattern and type: pattern, "the spatial arrangement of the ruling on a 
*page"; type, "a class of "ruling patterns that are identical in the relative posi¬ 
tion and the * extension of the *ruled lines (but without taking into account their 
absolute position and the number of *text lines)" 

It is not easy to accept the word Hype for designs of which only one instance 
has been found (of which there are hundreds in Leroy s Répertoire (as edited 
by Sautel); it is, however, necessary to be able to distiguish between, on the one 
hand, the abstract design, which may be found in various sizes and various tech-
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niques in hundreds of manuscripts, and on the other hand the concrete design, 
as it is realized, with specific dimensions and number of lines, on one page of 
one manuscript; 

— system: "the way *furrows and *ridges, primary and secondary ruling are 
arranged in a blind-ruled *quire [in coloured ruling the term would appear 
to be all but meaningless]; a diagram is a graphical representation of the * rul¬ 
ing system"; 

— method: "the succession of operations used to effect the "ruling". 
The first three of these can be observed; the method can only be deduced. 

In the French Vocabulaire (FR), 322.02, the ruling technique is called ' procédé 
— ' or ' technique de réglure', defined as "use of a certain instrument for executing 
the ruling"; the Spanish Vocabulario (ES), 322.03, and the Italian Terminologia 
(IT), p. 150, call it ' técnica de pautado', ' tecnica di rigatura '. 

The ruling type is in FR 322.12 ' schéma — ' or ' type de réglure ': "design formed 
by the lines that constitute the ruling"; the same in ES 322.18 ' tipo de pautado', 
IT p. 152 ' tipo di rigatura '. (But note that the ' sistema analogo ' and ' sistema affine 
on IT p. 152 are types, not systems!) — Note that the distinction between ' type 
and ' pattern is not made in these three works. 

The ruling system is missing in FR and ES; IT p. 150 calls it ' sistema di riga¬ 
tura ': "in dry-point ruling, the succession, within a quire, of the primary and 
secondary furrows and ridges produced in the recto of each leaf". 

The ruling diagram is in FR 322.05 ' diagramme de réglure', in ES 322.11 
' esquema de pautado' (with two wrong signs), in IT p. 150 ' schema di rigatura'. 

The ruling method, finally, is in FR 322.04 ' système — ' or ' méthode de réglure', 
with a long definition: "procedure followed to obtain the drawing of the ruling 
pattern on all the leaves of the quire, it being possible to effect the ruling on each 
leaf or each bifolium, or by impression, one or more times per quire, starting 
from certain leaves; it can also be effected on the flesh or the hair sides". (The 
second part of this is not a definition but a description of some possible meth¬ 
ods; and it tacitly implies that the ruling is blind, as if coloured ruling could have 
no method.) ES 322.10 has ' sistema — ' or ' estilo de pautado', and gives a modi¬ 
fied form of the French definition: "procedure followed to obtain the drawing 
of the same pattern on all the leaves of a quire. Ruling can be executed on each 
page, leaf or bifolium, dependent on the technique used. With dry-point, ruling 
can be done in one or more operations per quire, starting from certain leaves; it 
can also be done on flesh-or hair-sides". IT p. 150 has ' metodo — ' or ' procedi¬ 
mento di rigatura', with a quite lean definition: "Concrete way of executing a 
given ruling system, by a particular disposition of the bifolia or leaves under 
the instrument used for ruling". 


