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D. Kouymjian 

ARMENIAN BOOKBINDING 

FROM MANUSCRIPT TO PRINTED BOOK 

(sixteenth to nineteenth century) 

Even though the printing of books in Armenian began in Venice in 1511/12, 
just six decades after Gutenberg's invention, the hand copying of texts contin¬ 
ued into the nineteenth century. This traditional method of creating books was 
carried out in monasteries where the free labour of the monk as scribe was more 

economical than the purchased of mass-produced printed books. The fear often 
expressed in the West that printing would put scribes and copyists out of work 
was also expressed among Armenians. The French traveller lean-Baptiste Taver-
nier, comments on the failed attempt to print the Armenian Bible in New Julfa, 
the Armenian suburb of Isfahan in 1650: 

"Il fallut tout rompre pour éviter les fâcheuses suites que cette nouvelle invention 
allait causer. Car d'un côté les enfants ne voulaient plus apprendre à écrire, ... de 
l'autre cette imprimerie ôtait le pain à bien des gens qui vivaient de l'écriture". 
(Les six voyages... en Turquie, en Perse, et aux Indes, Paris, 1692, 1, p. 672; quoted 
by J.-P. Mahé in the preface to Kévorkian's Catalogue, p. xx.) 

Nevertheless, Armenian printing spread from Venice to Rome and Amster¬ 
dam and other European centres, rapidly moving east to Constantinople, Iran, 
and India. The print revolution, however, did not engender the parallel develop¬ 
ment of a mechanically driven process for binding the "new" books. The codex, 
whether a manuscript on parchment or paper or a printed volume, needed a 
protective cover. This was true no matter what the language of the text or geog¬ 
raphy of its fabrication. Armenian printed books were usually bound in the 
same traditional manner used for manuscripts in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, occasionally in the eighteenth and in isolated cases, the nineteenth — 
for instance, manuscripts of ritual books copied and bound in New Julfa in 1814 
and 1817: Tos Angeles, UCLA nos. 28-29 (A. K. Sanjian, Medieval Armenian 
manuscripts at the University of California, Los Angeles..., 1999, pp. 156-157). 
This was true for the print tradition of other languages as well. 

Due to the Safavid-Ottoman wars, from inception around 1502 to until 1639, 
the sixteenth century, especially in its first decades, shows a net regression in 
Armenian manuscript production. It is precisely in the midst of this "manu-
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script crisis" that the first Armenian books were printed. The progression in 
manuscript production, however, was regular after 1550 — with a slight dip from 
1600-1610 as a result of the Jelali movement in the Ottoman Empire— followed 
by a dramatic rise until the end of the seventeenth century after which there 
was a rapid decline. (For statistics on Armenian manuscript production see D. 
Kouymjian, "Dated Armenian manuscripts as a statistical tool for Armenian 
history", in T. Samuelian and M. Stone, eds., Medieval Armenian culture, Chico, 
CA, 1983, pp. 425-439.) 

Armenian manuscript copying finally gave way to the printed book in the 
mid-eighteenth century, more than 200 years after Armenian books were first 
issued. After an abortive attempt to print the Bible in the short-lived press esta¬ 
blished by the bishop Khatchatur Kesarec'i in New Julfa (1636-1650; details in 
Kévorkian, Catalogue. . . , pp. 1 14-119) the first printing of the Armenian Bible in 
Amsterdam in 1666 had little impact on manuscript copying because, with some 
160 engravings, it was simply too expensive an item to be bought by anyone but 
rich merchants. Furthermore, it was not the Bible that was the essential liturgi¬ 
cal book, but the Gospels, the most used and sought after text among the clergy. 
When Gospel books were printed in large quantities and successive editions, 
first in Venice starting in the 1680s and then in Constantinople in 1710 and 
after, the copying of Gospels, hymnals, and Bibles declined dramatically until 
by 1760 production had virtually stopped. (See the graph in Kouymjian, "Dated 
Armenian Manuscripts...", fig. II, p. 434.) 

If manuscripts were still produced in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
century, it was not so much out of necessity, but rather either as a pious act, an 
attribute associated with the work of the monk-scribe, or, in the case of Gospels 
and ritual books, for the aesthetic quality and luxury of multicoloured illumina¬ 
tions absent in the printed volumes. Nevertheless, the hand-written book tradi¬ 
tion continued everywhere until the First World War; thousands of Armenian 
manuscripts from the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries are 
preserved. These are not the standard texts copied by the professional scribes 
of the past, but generally one-of-a-kind items: dictionaries, grammars, travel 
accounts, contemporary histories, commercial registers, journals, practical gui¬ 
des, biographies, and copies of older texts as yet unpublished made by hand for 
or by scholars for their own research. As an example, among the 91 manuscripts 
in the UCLA collection, 35 date after 1700; none of these are Gospels, Bibles, 
New Testaments, or Psalters even though more than half of them are religious 
in nature (Sanjian, Medieval Armenian Manuscripts, pp. xix-xxi). Of the 348 
Armenian manuscripts in the Bibliothèque nationale de France, 124 date after 
1700 and of these none are of biblical texts, though there are three lectionaries 
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(R. H. Kévorkian et A. Ter-Stépanian, Manuscrits arméniens de la Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, Paris, 1998, table pp. 993-995). The scribal profession was 
dead, that of the binder dying. 

Bookbinding in Armenia began 1600 years ago with the invention of the 
alphabet — officially in 405 — and the translation of the Bible, which immedia¬ 
tely followed. However, we have no Armenian bindings from before the eleventh 
century, perhaps even the thirteenth century. Arakelyan lists three manuscripts 
from the Matenadaran in Erevan which he claims have eleventh-century bin¬ 
dings: M4804, Gospels of 1018, but the binding is much later; M3793, Gospels 
of 1053, but with a later binders colophon of 1587; M275, Gospels of 1071-1079, 
but with a colophon of restoration of 1220, yet even a thirteenth century date is 
hard to accept for this binding. The famous sixth-century ivory bindings on the 
Etchmiadzin Gospels, Erevan, M2374, are of Greek manufacture. It is evident 
that like the Greek tradition the Armenian technique was strongly influenced 
by the Coptic manner of binding leather codices, perhaps through the interme¬ 
diary of Syria and Byzantium in this case. Leather covered boards (fig. 1) were 
the standard for Armenian and Greek books, rather than leather over a papy¬ 
rus filling as in early Coptic bindings, or over carton as in the Islam world, or 
the vellum covers of some Western books. Like Byzantine manuscripts, the text 
block and the size of the boards are the same; there is no overlapping or "squa¬ 
res" as in European bindings. Both traditions used a raised, embroidered head¬ 
band at the two ends, which required that manuscripts be stored lying flat. 

Yet, among Near-Eastern binding traditions, Armenian craftsmen employed 
some different techniques. They used supported stitching to sew together the 
quires of a manuscript, whereas in the Greek or other Middle East traditions, 
quires were sewn to each other without supports (Sylvie Merian suggestions this 
happened through Crusader influence during the Armenian kingdom of Cili-
cia). Boards of Armenian bindings were usually much thinner (2-5 millimetres) 
than Byzantine or Syrian ones; they were also placed with the wood-grain run¬ 
ning horizontally, while other east Mediterranean binders placed them with the 
grain running vertically. Armenians always covered the inside front and back 
boards with a cloth doublure of some distinction; Byzantine binders left the 
wood naked showing the holes and strings used to fasten the binding to the text 
block; while Islamic bindings used a thin piece of leather as doublure. I know of 
a single Armenian manuscript with a leather doublure: M5617, a miscellany of 
religious texts copied in 1 176 but with a much later sixteenth or seventeenth-
century binding. A number of Armenian binding show naked boards, but it 
is not clear if this is intentional or by neglect, or if the cloth doublures simply 
became detached. 
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Furthermore, Armenian leather bindings usually had a flap, precisely the 
size of the fore-edge, attached to the lower cover forming a box-like container. 
As far as I have observed, these are lacking in traditionally bound Armenian 
printed books. 

As in all medieval European and East Christian leather binding traditions, 
Armenians decorated the leather with blind tooling, using a variety of stamping 
irons, though never ones with bird, animal, or heraldic designs as the Byzantines 
did. Stamps were usually not applied, however, to the spine, which was decora¬ 
ted only with thin vertical fillets. Gold stamping was never practiced. I have only 
noted two or three traditional bindings with gold stamping, for instance Erevan, 
M2843, a Gospels copied at Aght'amar in 1354 and restored in 1730, late enough 
to show that this non-Armenian technique was borrowed from elsewhere, and 
the binding commissioned by Alexander Vartapet discussed below. On some 
volumes binders reinforced the designs of the tooled decoration with rounded 
metallic studs (fig. 2); these also served to protect the covers of the book. The 
technical questions are nicely summarized by Sylvie Merian in T. F. Mathews 
and R. S. Wieck, eds., Treasures from Heaven, Armenian Illuminated Manus¬ 
cripts, New York, 1994 ("Bindings", pp. 130-134). 

The basic design of Armenian bindings differed dramatically and consist¬ 
ently from those of Byzantium or Europe. Perhaps this is in part due to the rar¬ 
ity of secular manuscripts and the prevalence of the Gospel book and other bib¬ 
lical texts, which account for the majority of surviving Armenian manuscripts 
up to 1500. The principal decorations on Gospel bindings are a braided cross 
on a stepped pedestal (fig. 1-2), sometimes called a Calvary cross, enclosed in 
a frame on the upper cover; on the lower cover a vertical rectangle made of 
dense braided or rope work was placed within the same guilloche frame. There 
are some variants of these motifs, which are made entirely with stamping tools 
rather than the rope braid, for example, M4214, works of Gregory of Skevra of 
1298 with a rebinding of 1604; M979, lectionary of Het'um II, 1286 with rebind-
ing of 1694, using rosette stamps; M355, Gospels of 1280, rebound in the late 
seventeenth century by Bishop P'ilipos; M5708, a Gospels of 1325, but with a 
later rebinding. 

These designs underline the central theme of the Gospel narrative: Cruci¬ 
fixion on the upper cover and Resurrection on the lower. I have proposed else¬ 
where ("The Decoration. . .") that the rectangle on the lower cover is a symbol of 
the Resurrection, representing the empty tomb of the risen Christ. The braided 
cross-braided rectangle motifs have a long life on Armenian Gospels bindings. 
The paired motifs seem to be the oldest decoration found on surviving Arme¬ 
nian manuscript covers, going back perhaps to as early as the eleventh and 
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Fie. 1 . — Venice, San Lazzaro, Mekhitarist Library: Traditional Armenian bindings with a braided 
cross on a stepped pedestal on the upper covers and a braided rectangle on the lower covers. 
— A. V446/199, New Testament of 1562. — B. VI 476, Gospels copied and bound at Tat'ev 
Monastery in 1 651 . 
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Fig. 2. — Erevan, Matenadaran, M4823, Gospels of 1224, rebound in 1517 by Alek'sandros 
the monk. Upper cover with stepped cross; lower cover with rectangle, both embellished with 
metal studs. 

Fig 3. — Venice, San Lazzaro, Mekhitarist Library, VI 351 , Crigor of Tat'ev Religious Questions 
copied and bound by Ter Mkrtich in Isfahan in 1 695. Upper cover with Crucifixion within a sun¬ 
burst inscribed 1 695. — By the side, the eleven stamping tools used on the binding. 
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twelfth centuries, but almost certainly from the thirteenth century to at least 
1694. All but a handful of the 60 or so bindings with this combination I have 
photographed are Gospels. 

Sometimes on bindings (fig. 4) other than the Gospels — hymnals, rituals, and 
secular texts — one or both of these motifs is replaced by an elaborate geometric 
rosette composed of intersecting triangles or squares. Similar designs, ultimately 
of Coptic origin, but reinforced by Islamic decoration, are found in Mudejar 
and other traditions. For example, a seven lobbed or petalled geometric figure 
on a fifteenth -century Spanish binding, Paris, Bibliothèque Mazarine, Inc. 1228 
(printed book, 1480; Les reliures médiévales de la Bibliothèque mazarine, exposi¬ 
tion, Paris, 2003, no. 17). Armenian examples are always with an even number 
of petals or lobs, 8, 6, or 4. 

Though the physical technique of traditional Armenian bookbinding — the 
sewing of quires and headbands, the method of attaching the boards, the appli¬ 
cation of leather covers, and the use of doublures — continued unchanged until 
very late, the decoration of leather bindings in specific regions underwent a 
radical change in the seventeenth century. For instance (fig. 3), binders stopped 
using the braided cross and rectangle motifs on the very characteristic covers 
from New Julfa-Isfahan substituting in their place a Crucifixion in a sunburst 
and the Virgin in what I call a starburst on the upper and lower covers respec¬ 
tively. Historiated stamping tools, often of European inspiration, were used for 
these motifs. 

In the eigtheenth century, the scenes of Crucifixion and Resurrection get 
translated onto silver binding plaques (fig. 6) used on both manuscripts and 
printed books, but the rectangle representing Resurrection, is by then probably 
misunderstood by many binders. It disappears on silver works and is replaced by 
a European-influenced iconography of the Resurrection, usually Christ bearing 
a staff and ascending from above the tomb. In these silver bindings, the braided 
cross also gives way to a Crucifixion proper: Christ on the cross. 

A copy of the first Armenian printed book of 1511-12 in the Mekhitarist 
Library in Venice (V2225; photo of the lower cover in S. Merian, "From Ven¬ 
ice...", fig. 5, p. 284; I have not been able to examine the item personally) has 
a traditional binding of an uncertain date, but probably of the sixteenth cen¬ 
tury. Interestingly the volume is arranged among the manuscripts rather than 
the printed books. Beside the traditional way the board was attached to the text 
block and headbands, the binder inserted guard leaves from a recycled parch¬ 
ment manuscript written with small uncials ( erkatagir ) probably of the elev¬ 
enth-twelfth century. This practice was an integral part of traditional Armenian 
bindings, symbolically integrating the newly copied work (in our case even a 
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printed book) into the centuries old Armenian tradition of manuscript pro¬ 
duction. Though the book was printed in Venice and is now in the Armenian 
monastery there, it is hazardous to guess when and where it was bound since 
the Mekhitarist Brotherhood was not established on the island of San Lazzaro 

until the early eighteenth century. 
A second example from Venice is a Lives of the Fathers published in New Julfa 

in 1641 and bound there in 1700 (V1527; see D. Kouymjian, "Dated Armenian 
Manuscript Bindings...", no. 4, p. 407; idem, "Les reliures de manuscrits armé¬ 
niens à inscriptions", no. 6, p. 269). The binding, commissioned by a certain 
Movses Vardapet, is traditional with a fine printed striped doublure (fig. 7). As 
was often the custom in New Julfa, the binding was inscribed and dated: "This 
is a souvenir for Movses Vardapet, 1700". 

Another example, a hymnal printed in Amsterdam in 1664 (fig. 5), because 
of its poor condition, reveals the supported sewing technique employed by 
Armenian binders where the support cords are recessed. The result is a bin¬ 
ding without ribs on its spine, which has no decoration except vertical fillets 
now cracked along the lines of impression. These cords are recessed because 
Armenian binders used a technique known as "grecquage" for sewing the gathe¬ 
rings, a method common to Byzantine manuscripts by which V-shaped not¬ 
ches are cut into each quire to allow the sewing needle to pass easily and at the 
same time bury the support cord into the spine. As is evident this technique 
was used to bind the hymnal of 1664. Both covers are decorated by the same 
simple design consisting of a frame stamped with a floral frieze and within the 
field double diagonal fillets form a diaper pattern. The book, in a private col¬ 
lection, lacks both the title and last pages. The cloth of the doublures points to 
Iran, specifically New Julfa, and though the customary stamping irons are lac¬ 
king the border design was used there in the seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries. Because we have an Amsterdam imprint of the third quarter of the 
seventeenth century, when the printing establishment in Holland was in the 
hands of Armenians from New Julfa as were the merchant patrons, it is safe to 
suggest a New Julfa binding of the late seventeenth century. Such striped and 
printed cloth in red, black, and brown are common for the late seventeenth and 
eighteenth century in Iran and also in the districts of Armenia under Persian 
control, such as Etchmiadzin and Erevan. (For some comparative examples see 
Lydia Dournovo, Armjanskaja naboïka [= Armenian printed linen], Moscow, 
1953 nos. 63, 65, 68.) 

One of the most interesting examples of the permanence of the Armenian bin¬ 
ding tradition for books produced by the new invention of printing is a volume 
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from the personal library of Alexander Vardapet, later archbishop and prelate of 
New Julfa (1697-1706), and later still Catholicos and Supreme Patriarch of All 
Armenians at Holy Etchmiadzin (1706-1714). An erudite author of a number 
of works, he was a champion of Armenian orthodoxy against the proselytizing 
of Catholic missionaries in Safavid Iran and even wrote a strong letter about 
their activities in Isfahan-New Julfa to Pope Clement XI. At least six bound 
manuscripts from his personal library have survived with inscribed and dated 
bindings. All but the oldest were clearly bound in New Julfa; that one (Erevan, 
Matenadaran, M2673, missal copied in 1679; scribe, place of copy, place of bin¬ 
ding, uncertain) is a rather handsome volume far removed from traditional 
Armenian binding by its red leather and gold stamping. It is inscribed: "Remem¬ 
ber Aghek'sandr Vardapet and his parents, 1680". 

The most pertinent to our discussion of these personalized bindings is a Mis¬ 
cellany with among other texts, a number of church calendars copied in 1697-8, 
probably in New Julfa at the behest of Alexander: Antelias, Lebanon, Armenian 
Catholicosate of Cilicia, the Cilician Museum, Antl51 (details in A. Danielian, 
Master catalogue of Armenian manuscript in the Catholicosate of the Great House 
of Cilicia [in Armenian], Antelias, 1984, pp. 438-440). The manuscript is bound 
together with a printed Church Calendar ( Tonacoyc ) of 1669 from Amsterdam. 
The binding is inscribed "Aghek'sandr Vardapet, 1698". Though rare, this is not a 
unique phenomenon: a manuscript, the old technology of making books, bound 
together with a product of the new technology of printing. Another hybrid is in 
the same collection in Lebanon, Antl68, a small ritual bound together with a 
missal printed in Constantinople in 1706 (Danielian, Master catalogue, p. 476). 

This anomalous object invokes reflection on the nature of the "Gutenberg 
Revolution" as it is called. In the eyes of a learned clergyman like Alexander, was 
printing really a dramatic revolution? Two and a half centuries after the Ger¬ 
man innovation, an important author and collector of books seemed to have no 
problem binding together texts produced by two seemingly different methods. 
Yet, the items were related in their subject matter, and both were fabricated 
with ink applied to paper. The lines were arranged quite similarly on the page 
and the script of the hand-copied part was as regular and legible as the prin¬ 
ted one. The printed text was certainly more expensive for the Prelate instruc¬ 
ting a scribe to copy the manuscript. By then Archbishop Alexander was head 
of a major monastery and could count on very cheap labour from the monks, 
making manuscript production in Armenia and Persia competitive with Arme¬ 
nian printing in Europe. Titles printed at the Holy Etchmiadzin and Saint Sar-
gis Zoravar Press in Amsterdam were regularly produced in editions of 1500 to 
3000 or more. But the price of a mass produced Armenian book included not 
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just the cost of paper, ink, type font, presses, rent, and labour, but also shipping, 
customs duties, the middlemen charges from Smyrna, where most Armenian 
printed books were first sent for dissemination, and the transport to a final des¬ 
tination in the Ottoman Empire or Safavid Iran. Kévorkian ( Catalogue . pp. 1-
17) discusses all these matters, bringing together information from colophons 
and earlier publications. 

In daily practice among those who used books or just read them, the so-called 
revolution must have seemed to some as merely another, somewhat more relia¬ 
ble, way of duplicating books. It does not seem to have had the same revolution¬ 
ary impact as for instance the third-fourth-century transition from the papyrus 
or parchment roll to the parchment codex with numbered pages, or the dramatic 
transformations offered by the computer and digital texts in the past 25 years. 

Alexander's hybrid volume poses many other questions, as do any printed 
texts bound with traditional bindings. One of these is about the bindings them¬ 
selves. Did the books issued during the first wave of Armenian printing in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, almost exclusively accomplished in Europe, 
reach potential clients in the Middle East, for the most part clergy for liturgi¬ 
cal texts and merchants for practical ones, bound or unbound? R. Kévorkian 
implies that they were bound at the source: "La dépendance technologique de 
l'imprimerie arménienne des xvie et xvne siècles est quasi totale. Les caractères, 
décors et illustrations employés par les imprimeurs arméniens sont en effet l'œu¬ 
vre d'artisans ou d'artistes d'Europe, auxquels on faisait également appel dans les 
domaines spécialisés, pour fondre les caractères, construire des presses à bras, 
relier les livres, etc." ( Catalogue . . . , p. 7); and in calculating the relative price of a 
book, including production and transport: "les 8 300 tropologia [i.e., hymnals] 
représentent un poids de 6 178 kilos (c'est-à-dire marges rognées, et reliés, cha¬ 
que volume pesant 750 grammes)" (ibid., p. 10). 

But the few examples we have examined seem to suggest the contrary. A bind¬ 
ing would of course add to the size and weight of the book and raise the cost of 
shipping it. Why would the church calendar printed in 1669 need to be rebound 
29 years later, unless it was not bound when Bishop Alexander acquired it? How 
to explain the traditional Armenian binding, with features of leather stamping 
and the cloth doublure used in New Julfa bindings on the hymnal of 1664 (fig. 8), 
if in fact it was bound before shipping? The Lives of the Fathers published in New 
Julfa in 1641 (fig. 7), but bound 60 years later in the same city, demonstrates 
that printed books remained unbounded until sold. From personal experience, 
I know for instance that the Mekhitarist Fathers of Venice kept their imprints 
in the sheets as they came off the press for as long as 200 years having received 
myself a volume printed in the 1770s in 1964, freshly bound in Venice. 
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Fie. 4. — Venice, San Lazzaro, Mekhitarist 
Library, VI 007/1 2, Bible of 1332, third rebind-
ing of 1 577 by Grigor of Khlat. — Lower cover: 
geometric rosette with six petals within a braid¬ 
ed frame. 

Fig. 5. — Paris, private collection, Hymnal, 
printed in Amsterdam 1 664. — Spine with torn 
vertical fillets, upper headband in red, brown, 
and tan herringbone stitch. 

; 

Fig. 6. — Antelias, Armenian Catholicosate,Cilician Museum, silver binding (post 1 769) on a Gospels printed in Constantinople in 1 769. — Upper cover: Crucifixion with the twelve Apostles in the border and Evangelists symbols in the corners; — Lower cover: Resurrection. Both covers display Western iconography. 
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Fig. 7. — Venice, San Lazzaro, Mekhitarist Library, VI 527, Lives of the Fathers, printed in New 
Julfa in 1641. — Title page; striped doublure of lower cover. 

Fic. 8. — Antelias, Cilician Catholicosate. Antl 5 1 , bound together: a) Calendar of Church Feasts 
printed in Amsterdam, 1669; b) Manuscript, Miscellany of religious texts including various 
Church calendars, commission by Alexander Vardapet in 1697-8. — Upper cover of binding 
inscribed "Aghek'sandr Vardapet, 1 698", doublure of upper cover. 
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By the eighteenth century, however, Armenian books were bound at the 
source in Venice for the Mekhitarist publications and in Constantinople for the 
various Armenian establishments operating there. But the bindings were rarely 
fashioned in the traditional manner: they were executed by European binders or 
imitated European techniques. The traditional Armenian binding, whether on 
book or manuscript, became an archaic relic preserved in monastic and insti¬ 
tutional libraries. 

Dickran KOUYMJIAN 

Haig & Isabel Berberian Professor of Armenian Studies 
California State University, Fresno, and Paris 
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O. Julien 

LES MARGINAUX 

QUELQUES UTILISATIONS INHABITUELLES DES LIVRETS 

Les codicologues ont l'expérience de certaines étrangetés propres aux livres 
manuscrits. Leur structure en cahiers présente des désavantages, comme le ris¬ 
que de les relier dans un mauvais ordre, d'où l'usage des réclames et des signa¬ 
tures. Mais certains manuscrits tirent aussi profit de cette souplesse. Lorsqu'un 
ou plusieurs cahiers sont le support d'un ou plusieurs textes complets, ils consti¬ 
tuent un ensemble qui peut circuler indépendamment, quitte à être extrait d'un 
manuscrit relié, et éventuellement rejoindre d'autres cahiers de même format sous 
une autre reliure. Les possibilités sont nombreuses, tant que la réorganisation des 
cahiers n'affecte pas l'intégrité du ou des textes. Un nombre important de manus¬ 
crits aujourd'hui disponibles rassemblent ainsi des cahiers d'origines différentes. 
Ces manuscrits composites sont parfois le fait de manipulations tardives faites à 
l'époque moderne ; mais dans la majorité des cas, la présence d'une même main 
en plusieurs endroits, d'une table des matières ou de signatures de cahier médié¬ 
vales permettent d'attester que le manuscrit tel que nous le voyons avait la même 
forme au Moyen Âge. C'est donc souvent avec curiosité que le codicologue s'atta¬ 
che à distinguer les différentes parties d'un volume, tant au niveau du support qu'à 
celui des textes, ceux-ci étant fréquemment de natures fort différentes. 

Mais ce qui suscite l'intérêt rend aussi plus difficile l'analyse et la descrip¬ 
tion d'un manuscrit composite. Pamela Robinson a proposé le terme de booklet 
pour désigner un ensemble constitué d'un ou plusieurs cahiers contenant un 
ou plusieurs textes complets, cet ensemble apparaissant comme une partie d'un 
manuscrit. Nous reprendrons cette notion sous la traduction de « livret ». Elle 
est équivalente à 1'«unité de production » d'Erik Kwakkel, à la différence que 
cette dernière notion, plus générique, peut désigner un volume entier. En tant 
que « partie d'un manuscrit », un livret peut être assimilé à une unité codico-
logique, un ensemble de cahiers réalisés dans le même contexte de production. 
Mais l'unité de l'opération peut être difficile à établir, et une unité codicologi-
que peut elle même faire apparaître une coïncidence entre la fin d'un cahier et 
celle d'un texte. Pour distinguer les parties d'une même unité codicologique, on 
peut utiliser la notion de « bloc » (block) proposée par }. P. Gumbert. Un bloc 
regroupe un ou plusieurs cahiers qui se distinguent des autres par quelque carac¬ 
tère que ce soit : le filigranne du papier, la décoration ou encore - possibilité qui 
nous intéresse ici - par le passage d'un texte à un autre. Les livrets peuvent être 
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enrichis de nouveaux textes à différents moments de leur vie, dans la mesure où 
l'espace disponible le permet. Lorsque la copie d'un nouveau texte est souhaitée 
mais que la place manque, il arrive qu'un ou plusieurs cahiers soient rajoutés 
à une unité de production préexistante. On observe ainsi des « unités de pro¬ 
ductions étendues », pour reprendre l'expression d'Erik Kwakkel, faites en deux 
temps. Celui-ci a aussi proposé la notion d' « unité d'utilisation », plus abstraite, 
qui désigne une partie d'un manuscrit composée d'une ou plusieurs unités de 
production, utilisée telle quelle pendant un certain temps. D'autres chercheurs 
ont apporté des précisions à la définition des livrets ou ont proposé des notions 
analogues, notamment dans d'importantes contributions faites lors du colloque 
de Cassino, en mai 2003. 

Les remarques que l'on vient de faire ne visent pas à lexhaustivité et sont loin de 
toucher à tous les enjeux que représentent l'existence des livrets et leur étude, le pre¬ 
mier d'entre eux étant leur dualité de fonction, à la fois composants de manuscrits et 
vecteurs potentiellement autonomes de la culture écrite. Un article en préparation 
de Marilena Maniaci, Paul Canart et Patrick Andrist sur les manuscrits pluritex-
tuels devrait reprendre ces questions et y répondre de manière plus synthétique. 

Cet appareil conceptuel, encore en devenir, peut orienter les codicologues dans 
l'étude et la compréhension des manuscrits composites. Mais lors d'un travail 
récent sur un ensemble de recueils manuscrits du xve siècle, on a rencontré quel¬ 
ques cas qui résistent à l'analyse. La présence d'un ex-libris à l'intérieur du ms. 
fr. 14550 de la Bibliothèque nationale de France, un recueil non pas composite 
mais homogène du point de vue du support, semble indiquer qu'une partie de ce 
volume a été détachée et a circulé indépendamment. Les mss. fr. 19994 et 15210 
suscitent aussi l'étonnement pour une autre raison : leur structure matérielle a 
été modifiée pour introduire des pages de titre et des tables des matières. Enfin, 
certaines sections des mss. fr. 19994, 22938 et 15219 ont été utilisées comme des 
calepins par leurs propriétaires qui y ont inscrit des notes diverses sur des périodes 
parfois relativement longues. Ces différentes formes d'utilisation et de modifica¬ 
tions des manuscrits, peu orthodoxes, peuvent êtres décrites comme autant d'uti¬ 
lisations particulières des livrets, mais au prix d'une déformation du sens premier 
de ce concept. Cette démarche est elle justifiée ou peut-on considérer ces livrets 
comme des cas marginaux de peu d'intérêt ? 

I. Les livrets comme unités autonomes 

POTENTIELLES OU INTENTIONNELLES 

Grâce à leur unité matérielle et textuelle, les livrets peuvent circuler : au sens 
figuré, d'un volume à un autre, mais aussi au sens propre, dans le sac ou la poche 
de leur propriétaire. Cette dernière possibilité est naturellement plus facilement 
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exploitée si le livret est composé d'un cahier unique et d'une épaisseur raison¬ 
nable. Le ms. fr. 1356 est ainsi composé de sept cahiers de la seconde moitié du 
xve siècle, copiés par des mains différentes, chacun contenant un ou deux textes 
suivis d'une page ou d'un feuillet blanc. On peut distinguer six livrets dans ce 
volume composite. Darwin Smith a montré que pour trois ou quatre d'entre eux, 
en fait de simples bifeuillets, des plis et des traces d'usure visibles sur les feuillets 
extérieurs indiquent qu'ils étaient emportés par leurs propriétaires. Ces livrets 
n'auraient sans doute pas survécu s'ils n'avaient été rassemblés et reliés au xvie 
siècle et, à vrai dire, il est assez rare de trouver dans des manuscrits composites 
des livrets portant des traces claires d'une circulation indépendante. 

Mais ce qui est encore plus rare, c'est de trouver de tels signes dans un volume 
comme le ms. fr. 14550. Contrairement au précédent, celui-ci est un recueil en 
parchemin, du xve siècle, tout à fait homogène dans sa mise en page : une même 
réglure est partout utilisée et les textes principaux ont été copiés par la même 
main et décorés d'initiales et de pieds-de-mouche à l'encre rouge ou bleue. Une 
autre main a noté sur une page laissée presque blanche entre deux textes la 
naissance de deux enfants en 1483 et en 1494, ce qui indique que le recueil 
a vraisemblablement été copié auparavant. En ce qui concerne le support en 
revanche, on peut distinguer quatre ensembles de cahiers qui pourraient être 
déplacés en respectant l'intégrité des textes. Était-ce ce que recherchait le com¬ 
manditaire du manuscrit ? C'est possible, car la coïncidence entre le début d'un 
texte et d'un cahier ne semble pas être le fruit du hasard : les ff. 23v et 33v ont 
été laissés blancs, ce qui fait commencer les textes suivants au début d'un nou¬ 
veau cahier. C'est précisément sur le f. 33v qu'ont été inscrites les notes fami¬ 
liales évoquées. On observe ainsi quatre blocs, au sens de J. P. Gumbert, qui se 
différencient non par leur forme mais par leur contenu même. Cependant, le 
manuscrit a sans doute été prévu comme un recueil homogène et unitaire tel 
qu'on l'observe aujourd'hui. La raison d'être de ce petit recueil de 143 feuillets 
est le Grand coutumier de Normandie qui occupe les ff. 34 à 143. Ce texte a ainsi 
été copié sur quatorze cahiers de petites dimensions, qui auraient été fort diffi¬ 
ciles à manipuler s'ils n'étaient pas reliés. La reliure ainsi nécessaire devait sans 
doute inclure les deux premiers cahiers contenant un calendrier, des psaumes 
et des prières. Ces textes étaient ainsi mieux protégés, sans sacrifier leur faci¬ 
lité à être emportés, puisque l'ouvrage dans son ensemble reste de dimensions 
et d'un poids modestes. 

Mais la possibilité de les séparer a néanmoins été mise à profit bien plus tard. 
Sur le f. 23, à la suite des textes religieux, se trouve un ex-libris daté de 1523 qui 
indique que ces « presentes heures » appartiennent à un certain Jehan Denise, 
de Vernon en Normandie. L'ex-libris ne s'appliquait donc qu'aux deux cahiers 



18 — Gazette du livre médiéval, n° 49, automne 2006. 

contenant ces textes. Si le propriétaire avait voulu marquer sa trace sur l'ensem¬ 
ble du volume, il avait largement la place d'inscrire un ex-libris sur son dernier 
feuillet. Le bloc contenant les textes religieux, qu'on a d'abord isolé comme une 
simple partie de l'ouvrage à l'autonomie toute théorique, a donc conquis son 
indépendance vers 1523, avant qu'une reliure moderne ne le regroupe à nou¬ 
veau avec le reste. Était-ce parce que la reliure de l'ensemble a finalement lâché, 
ou parce que le nouveau propriétaire n'était pas intéressé par le droit coutu-
mier normand ? On ne sait. L'essentiel ici est surtout de voir qu'un bloc n'est pas 
qu'une notion abstraite et qu'il peut avoir une existence autonome en étant utilisé 
comme un livret. Certains manuscrits homogènes, qui apparaissent comme des 
unités codicologiques uniques, peuvent ainsi être analysés comme des manus¬ 
crits composites. Les livrets ne sont donc pas seulement des éléments étrangers 
les uns aux autres dont le rassemblement produit les monstres codicologiques 
que sont les manuscrits composites. Ils peuvent aussi apparaître par la fragmen¬ 
tation d'un manuscrit normal, temporairement ou définitivement, dès lors que sa 
production a introduit des césures à la fois dans le support et dans les textes. Erik 
Kwakkel a proposé la notion d'unité d'utilisation pour décrire les états succes¬ 
sifs d'un manuscrit, à mesure que des livrets y sont rajoutés. Force est de consta¬ 
ter que ce concept s'avère utile pour la description des manuscrits homogènes, 
et qu'il ne doit pas nécessairement faire supposer une agrégation de différentes 
unités codicologiques mais éventuellement aussi leur possible division. 

L'organisation de la production d'un manuscrit peut même être fondée sur 
les livrets, en tant que blocs, comme cela apparaît dans le ms. fr. 19994. Ce 
recueil est lui aussi homogène en apparence : il contient dix-neuf textes médi¬ 
caux copiés par un même scribe, auxquels s'ajoutent un calendrier, des tables 
astronomiques, deux figures d'anatomie et quelques notes ou recettes. Ces der¬ 
niers éléments mis à part, la mise en page est très régulière : les textes sont copiés 
suivant une même réglure, avec des titres propres, d'élégantes initiales filigra-
nées, des pieds-de-mouche, le tout exécuté en noir, rouge et bleu. Mais en fait, 
ce recueil de vingt-cinq cahiers totalisant 368 feuillets peut lui aussi se décom¬ 
poser en livrets. Neuf textes débutent ainsi sur un nouveau cahier, souvent à la 
suite de quelques pages blanches. L'existence de ces livrets s'explique aisément : 
le copiste pouvait ainsi fournir au commanditaire le fruit de son travail à mesure 
qu'il avançait. Combien de temps, sinon, celui-ci aurait-il dû patienter s'il avait 
dû attendre la copie du 368e feuillet ? 

Un colophon et une table des matières (ff. 9-10v) permettent de détailler les 
différentes phases du processus. La table décrit le contenu et la foliotation du 
des sept livrets formant le noyau du recueil, soit 310 feuillets. D'après le colo¬ 
phon, la copie de cette partie a été terminée en janvier 1455. À la fin du recueil, 


