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Biblical production in the 13th century is characterised by the development of two 
types of books that completely differ from one another in both their format and 
intended use. These are: the glossed Bible,1 composed of numerous large-size vol-
umes that circulated not only as a long set of volumes making up a complete Bible 
but also as individual books or groups of books; and the portable Bible, consisting 
of a single small volume, copies of which were disseminated throughout Europe in 
their thousands. If portable Bibles have attracted the attention of scholars for their 
decoration and their text, their strictly physical attributes and the techniques used 
to make this type of book have been up to now mostly overlooked.2 However, these 
innovative features are the very elements that can highlight the production mecha-
nisms of the codex. Although there are examples in earlier centuries, it is only in the 
13th century that the single-volume format was adopted as standard. These new 
pandects became the predominant format throughout the western Christian world 
and many of these one-volume Bibles were small enough to be easily carried within 
a saddle bag or even a pocket. 

The results that are discussed here are the outcome of a census of small-size 
biblical manuscripts, almost comprehensive in scope, which has led to the devel-
opment of a database including nearly 1800 items.3 

For purposes of clarity, it should be stated that there is no definition of a porta-
ble Bible that establishes a precise size limit. Therefore, I decided to extend the 
census to include all complete Bibles with overall dimensions of less than 450 mm. 
(This figure is the sum of the page height and width, a measurement which is 
known as the taille in quantitative codicology; this measurement is used here when 

|| 
First published in Light, Laura / Poleg, Eyal (eds), Form and Function in the Late Medieval Bible, 
Leiden, Boston: Brill (Library of the Written Word, 27), 105–125. Republished with kind permis-
sion of Brill.  
|| 
1 Although most of the text of the Glossa Ordinaria was created in the 12th century, the majority 
of surviving manuscripts date from the 13th century. See Zier 2004, 157–158. 
2 For a general introduction to portable Bibles see de Hamel 2005, 114–139; see also Case 
Schnurman 1960, and Miriello 2004, 47–77. 
3 These results are based on the evidence presented in my PhD thesis, Ruzzier 2010a, for the 
methodological basis of this research see 42–50, 55–68. 
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discussing the size of manuscripts.) This choice enabled me to observe the incidence 
of size vis-à-vis the physical attributes of the manuscript, on the one hand, and the 
type of biblical text, on the other. Nevertheless, my analysis focuses on Bibles 
measuring less than 380 mm. Obviously, it is an arbitrary choice, that does, howev-
er, allow me to include in the corpus both extremely small Bibles and those that are 
slightly bigger (used, most probably, for preaching and studying). These latter Bi-
bles, although not very small, would have still been easy to carry in a saddle bag.4 

I have directly examined 357 of these Bibles (20% of the census) and I have car-
ried out a statistical analysis of the data collected. This analysis is based on the 
examination of two groups of data. The larger group, which includes manuscripts 
known to me only through catalogue descriptions, is the basis for a large-scale 
study of a limited number of characteristics. The smaller group of Bibles examined 
directly supports an in-depth study of textual and material aspects. The large num-
ber of surviving portable Bibles makes them ideal for adopting a quantitative and 
comparative approach to the analysis, and, above all, allows me to highlight the 
different modalities of textual compression developed in the three main countries 
where portable Bibles were produced: France, Italy and England.5 

The localisation of the manuscripts in this study requires further explanation: 
for the larger group, I accepted the places of origin given by the catalogues, even if 
the older catalogues are sometimes unreliable concerning origin and date.6 In par-
ticular, the non-Parisian production has often been underestimated in the past. 
Therefore the place of origin was corrected when necessary during the direct analy-
sis of the manuscripts; a comparison between the geographical distribution of the 
two groups indicates that the two distributions differ by only a few percentage 
points. The small number of manuscripts that still cannot be localised, due to the 
high standardisation of the production, were excluded from comparative analysis. 
In a second phase, statistical analysis of data from the smaller group made it possi-

|| 
4 Some references to biblie portatiles present in medieval inventories are in accordance with 
the size limit selected, e.g. the Bible described as ‘Biblia integra cum exposicione nominum 
Hebreorum secundum Remigium, portatilis, littera parisina, in columnis, carta bona, tabulis et 
corio rubeo obvoluta’ in Cantoni Alzati 1982, 70. This manuscript has been identified with 
Venice, Biblioteca Marciana, MS I. 60 which measures 209 × 140 mm. 
5 The production of portable Bibles outside these areas is extremely small and starts later, 
with the exception of Spain. Fifteen portable Bibles of Spanish origin have been identified, 
which copy the Parisian model to various extents. The limited availability of Spanish cata-
logues makes it impossible to evaluate the magnitude of production in Spain, which has there-
fore been excluded for now from my analysis. 
6 However, within a quantitative analysis, a small number of errors among many hundreds of 
entries is statistically insignificant. 



 The Miniaturisation of Bible Manuscripts in the 13th Century | 67 

  

ble to formulate criteria for localisation based on material attributes, in addition to 
textual and decorative aspects. The particular features that characterise the produc-
tion of this type of medieval book can be viewed from several perspectives. First, in 
terms of numbers: there are over 1,500 portable Bibles,7 defined here as Bibles with 
an overall size of less than 380 mm, as currently preserved, and these manuscripts 
account for at least half of the entire 13th-century production of complete Bibles.8 
Secondly, from a textual point of view: portable Bibles have been seen as a means 
for disseminating the new biblical text, the Paris Bible.9 Finally, from a material 
perspective: the desire to miniaturise the Bible, to make it handier and easier to 
carry, required the integration of new handicraft techniques and new types of lay-
out. Such innovations made it possible to reduce the whole biblical text into a single 
volume, smaller in size than a modern paperback. Indeed, the overall dimensions of 
these new Bibles could be reduced to as little as 250 mm. 

The miniaturisation of the Bible required an overall restructuring of the phys-
ical attributes of the book, including the parchment, the quire structure, the lay-
out, and the script. The size of script could be reduced to as little as one millime-
tre. Material and graphic innovations were introduced to reduce the size without 
jeopardising the functionality of the book and the legibility of the written page. It 
is important to underline that these new techniques were not used to produce a 
few deluxe copies; on the contrary, they were applied widely to produce a re-
markable number of Bibles. This rapid production was possible thanks to the 
sophisticated system of commercial manufacture that developed in Paris and in 
other university towns. The production of University books in particular—most 
probably including the Bible—depended on the pecia system, which was the only 
solution that made it possible to reproduce a great number of manuscripts in a 
very short time starting from a limited number of exemplars.10 

|| 
7 By assuming a survival rate of 4.2% (in the absence of an estimation of the survival rate of medie-
val manuscripts, I am applying here the hypothetical survival rate of incunabula developed by Uwe 
Neddermeyer) I suggest that the output of portable Bibles could have exceeded 30,000 copies. See 
Neddermeyer 1998, 72–81. 
8 According to a partial census of extant complete Bibles of the 13th century that I have conducted 
consulting all catalogues of French libraries, portable Bibles represent about 53.5% of all surviving 
complete 13th-century Bibles. 
9  In relation to the ‘Paris Bible’ I cite only Laura Light’s papers, which also provide some discussion 
of portable Bibles: Light 1984, 75–93; Light 1987, 275–288; Light 1994, 155–176. 
10 I have found no evidence to support the dissemination of the biblical text through the pecia 
system in the portable Bibles that I have consulted. Nevertheless, since copying such a lengthy text 
might have taken as long as two years, it is highly improbable that there could have been sufficient 
exemplars including the entire Bible to satisfy the tremendous demand of scribes, especially in Paris 
in 1220s–1250s, when Bible production reached its peak. See in particular Rouse / Rouse 1988, 57–58. 
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In this paper, I will focus on an analysis of the material aspects of the portable 
Bible, a topic that has largely been neglected in studies of this type of book up to 
now. Therefore, I will leave aside questions concerning the text, as well as the deco-
ration and the dissemination of portable Bibles, themes that would be worthy of a 
separate in-depth analysis. Nevertheless, I would like to call attention to the fact 
that, although in the majority of cases portable Bibles report the Paris Bible text or a 
text with a strong Parisian influence, the correspondence of textual innovations 
with the reduction in size is by no means absolute,11 nor does it necessarily mean 
that the Bibles were written in Paris. In fact, some portable Bibles include a non-
Parisian text.12 These have been found mainly in Italy and in England, but also in 
France, mostly dating from the first half of the century. This confirms that portable 
Bibles were needed across Europe, independent of different textual traditions, and 
can be analysed, as they are here, without considering their biblical text. 

Although half of the Bibles in the sample whose place of production has been 
determined13 are of French, and mainly Parisian,14 origin (Chart 1), the manuscript 
census and analysis have shed light on the importance of English (20%) and Ital-
ian Bibles (16%). It should also be pointed out that my research indicates that 
both the percentages of English production and, to an even greater extent, of 
Italian production are underestimated, because cataloguers rarely note down the 
place of production when it is not Paris itself. In fact, among the Bibles that I have 
directly consulted the percentage of Italian manuscripts rises considerably, reach-

|| 
For biblical manuscripts (none a small portable Bible) that include evidence of pecia, see Murano 
2005, 318–319. 
11 Only 30% of the portable Bibles examined manuscripts contain the Paris Bible text; 4% use an 
archaic text; 12% include only the modern chapter divisions; more than half (53%) were written 
using a mixed text which, in addition to the modern chapter divisions, integrates the textual criteria 
of the Paris Bible in various ways (new order of biblical books and the characteristic set of pro-
logues). The use of the Parisian text seems, in any case, correlated with the book size. In the corpus 
the use of the Parisian text decreases progressively from 60% in manuscripts of smaller size (size 
below 230 mm) to 24% in those of a bigger size (size between 380 and 450 mm). 
12  In my corpus, there are fourteen portable Bibles that do not include any characteristics of the 
Paris Bible, not even the modern chapter divisions; among these, e.g., of Parisian origin, BnF, MS lat. 
16267 (162 × 115 mm), and of Italian origin BAV, MS Vat. Lat. 6026 (187 × 130 mm). 
13 Unfortunately, only 2% of the manuscripts of my census have a colophon and any mention of the 
place of origin is very rare. 
14 It seems that there were no other centres of production of portable Bibles in France that are as 
important as Paris. Nevertheless, the exact localisation of many manuscripts remains uncertain in 
the absence of objective indicators, especially if such manuscripts do not have historiated initials 
and report a text that mixes ancient and modern characteristics. Still I believe it probable that the 
majority of manuscripts that have been classified as French are of Parisian origin. 
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ing 26%. The important localities for the copying of Bibles in Italy were much 
more dispersed than in France, and were concentrated primarily in the North of 
the country, in particular in the Veneto (twenty-five manuscripts), and to a lesser 
extent in Naples (seven manuscripts). In Bologna, in contrast, very few small-
format Bibles were produced, despite the fact that it was an important centre for 
the copying of Bibles. These groups of manuscripts differ from the Parisian pro-
duction both in their biblical text15 and in their physical attributes, as I will dis-
cuss later on. 

 

Chart 1: Place of origin of portable Bibles 

The production of portable Bibles began during the third decade of the 13th century 
(Chart 2),16 increased significantly up to the middle of the century, reached its peak 

|| 
15 In reference to the characteristics of the biblical text of Italian manuscripts, see in particular 
Magrini 2007, 209–257 and Lobrichon 1998, 23–33; repr. in Lobrichon 2003, 173–180. 
16 The oldest dated Bible of relatively small size seems to be New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, 
MS M.163 (216 × 162 mm), dated 1229, followed by the Dole, BM, MS 15 (162 × 108 mm), dated 1234, 
which is also the first dated copy that includes the text of the Paris Bible. The first portable Bible of 
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during the second half and then rapidly collapsed at the beginning of the 14th 
century. Compared to the French and English production, which were nearly 
contemporaneous, the Italian production started slightly later and developed 
mainly during the second half of the 13th century. 

 

Chart 2: Production period according to place of origin (% of production per each country) 

The complete abandonment of the production of portable Bibles at the end of the 
century can possibly be explained by the very long usable lifetime of these objects: 
Bibles, and indeed most medieval manuscripts, were designed to last a long time, 
and were passed on from generation to generation. When the number of potential 
owners stabilised or decreased, the number of Bibles already circulating became 
sufficient to meet the demand. The long lists of possession notes from the 14th and 
15th century confirm the fact that many Bibles were used for centuries. Moreover, it is 
also true that Bible production almost parallels the trend observed in global manu-

|| 
Italian origin dates back to 1250: BAV, Otto. lat. 532 (154 × 109 mm). Unfortunately, dating the Bibles 
included in this study is difficult, especially since their production was so standardised and so con-
centrated over a short timespan; only 1.3% of the recorded manuscripts include a date. This dating 
ratio corresponds to the average one observed in the 13th century; see Bozzolo / Ornato 1979, 51–75, 
repr. in [Ornato et al.] 1997, 182–185. 
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script production, which reaches its peak in the 13th century, and decreases during 
the second half of 14th century due to the economic recession and the plague.17 The 
production of portable Bibles, however, presents peculiar features: an explosion in 
output, followed by a sudden collapse some decades before that of manuscript 
production in general.18 Moreover, this collapse was not followed by the recovery in 
output in the 15th century that is observable in manuscript making as a whole. 

1 Analysis of manuscripts 

The groups of French, Italian and English origin present some disparities in term of 
size (Chart 3).19 The clearest contrast is between France and Italy, while England occu-
pies an intermediate position. France shows a clear preference for the ‘pocketbook’ 
format, measuring less than 280 mm, while relatively bigger formats, which we could 
call ‘saddle-bag’ Bibles, are much less common. If we restrict our analysis to Bibles of 
known Parisian origin among size-classes, there is an evident preference for smaller-
size formats: 70% of manuscripts of the corpus are below 330 mm, with a significant 
preference for the size-class of 230–280 mm. The data curve referring to Italy is practi-
cally the opposite: none of the manuscripts is really small and the majority belongs to 
the size-class of 281–330 mm. Finally, in England a few very small book were pro-
duced, but the country seems not to show any particular preference for a specific size. 

Although the variation in size may have been partly due to local prefer- ence 
(indeed, it is not at all improbable that tiny Bibles became a fashion in Paris), the 
differences in dimensions can also be explained by the handicraft practices unique 
to each country. In fact, given that the biblical text was always, or nearly, the same 
length,20 and that the miniaturisation of the text faced clear physical limits, the 
question of why different geographical regions preferred certain sizes is an im-
portant one. 

|| 
17 The phenomenon is discussed in Bozzolo / Ornato 1980, 84–109, and Bozzolo / Ornato 1979, 
188–195. In addition, according to Bozzolo and Ornato nearly 50% of the biblical manuscripts still 
extant date back to the 13th century (see Bozzolo / Ornato 1980, 53). 
18 These different patterns are probably to be linked with the stabilisation, in the late 13th century, of 
the number of mendicant Friars, probably the main users of these manuscripts. See Ruzzier 2010b 
(first online edition, 2011), 73–111. See also Bozzolo / Ornato 1980, 93–96. 
19 This analysis is based only on the 357 Bibles that I have seen in person. 
20 Minor variations in length, due to the presence or absence of the Oratio Manasse and of the third book 
of Esdras, do not have a statistical influence in the study of the physical construction of the manuscript. 
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Chart 3: Distribution of manuscripts according to size and place of origin 

In order better to understand the mechanisms that lay behind the variations in 
size, we need to consider the fact that the main element which determines the 
dimensions of a manuscript is the number of leaves, and that these two parame-
ters—i.e. number of leaves and the overall size—are interdependent. In the ab-
sence of other types of restrictions, the aim of the artisan was to make a manu-
script that was neither too thick nor too thin for its size.21 The two common 
manuscript formats are small manuscripts with few leaves and large manu-
scripts with many leaves. This latter type was normally adopted for longer texts; 
Carolingian Bibles, and the giant Bibles of the 11th and 12th centuries are excel-
lent examples. 

In the case of portable Bibles, in contrast, the manuscripts are very small, but 
they include a very large number of leaves.22 The average number of leaves in the 
corpus is in fact 492, but some examples include as many as 600–700. These are 
very high figures compared to those found in ‘ordinary’ types of texts, which might 
include an average of between 100 and 200 leaves. Moreover, in the case of small 
Bibles, the relationship between the size of the manuscript and the number of leaves 
is reversed: the smaller the size of the book, the larger the number of leaves (Tab. 1). 

|| 
21 See primarily Muzerelle / Ornato 2004, 43–74. 
22 The only other exception among the manuscript production is that of Breviaries. 
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Tab. 1: Relation between size and number of leaves 

 

Tab. 2: Average number of leaves according to size and place of origin 

As a result, portable Bibles of Italian origin, which are generally larger in size, 
have fewer leaves (420 on average), contrasting with those of French origin, 
which are smaller and have a greater number of leaves (538 on average) (Tab. 2). 
We need to keep in mind that, in general, an increase in the number of leaves 
leads automatically to a significant increase in the thickness of the book, unless 
the text is divided into two volumes. This latter option was not preferred by 
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readers, and was therefore only rarely adopted.23 The solution to this problem 
was to use very thin parchment: in this way it was possible to increase the num-
ber of the leaves in a book without making the book excessively thick. This pro-
cedure compensated for the decrease in size by increasing the overall space 
available. Another possible solution was to accept a slightly bigger size, and 
thus to limit the number of leaves. 

The relationship between the average number of leaves and the place of 
origin corresponds, in fact, to the different thickness of parchment made in the 
three countries studied here: very thin in Paris, average thickness in England, 
and relatively thick in Italy.24 This is explained by the fact that to the north of 
the Alps, parchment was probably made from calf skins, which were highly 
processed on both sides to produce very thin leaves, rendered soft to the touch, 
white in colour and with no contrast between the hair side and the flesh side. In 
Italy, by contrast, we find a thicker and more rigid parchment, often yellowish 
in colour and with a marked contrast between the two sides, obtained probably 
from goat skin. Therefore, it is the relatively thicker parchment in Italy which 
prevented an increase in the number of leaves, and therefore made it impossible 
to produce extremely small Bibles. 

The thickness of the parchment and the number of leaves also influenced 
the quire structure. In fact, in order to ensure a solid long-lasting binding with 
numerous very thin leaves, it was important to adopt a structure that could 
ensure greater stability than the traditional quaternions (four bifolia). This was 
achieved by increasing the number of bifolia per quire, since if the parchment is 
too thin and there are too few bifolia, the action of sewing can cause the loss of 
leaves. During the 13th century, quaternions were progressively dropped in fa-
vour of senions (six bifolia) or of even thicker structures, which are more stable 
and possibly also saved the bookbinder time.25 Therefore, the type of quire used 

|| 
23 Only 1.4% of the portable Bibles in the corpus are divided into two or three volumes. 
24 The thickness has been measured using a micrometre on a sample of thirty-nine manu-
scripts. The average measure obtained was of 0.088 mm, with a minimum of 0.064 mm record-
ed from smaller manuscripts of Parisian origin. The figures used for the rest of the corpus are 
only an estimate. The terms ‘thin’ and ‘thick’ have to be interpreted within the context of our 
type of book production: even the thickest parchment of a portable Bible will appear extremely 
thin compared with that of a larger manuscript. The studies to date conducted on the thickness 
of parchment in fact list measurements which are always more than 0.14 mm. See in particular 
Bianchi et al. 1993, 95–184; repr. in [Ornato et al.] 1997, 275–345. 
25 For an overall analysis of quires of the late Middle Ages, see Busonero 1999, 33–139 [in this 
volume, 205–307]. Concerning the factors behind the choice of a quire structure and for a few 
hypotheses concerning portable Bibles, see Ornato 2000, 51–77. 
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depended essentially on the thickness of the parchment and, consequently, it is 
also linked to the manuscript size and the number of leaves. In particular, the 
use of quires of twelve bifolia is seen almost invariably in Bibles that include 
more than 600 leaves, but it is already a common feature in manuscripts with 
more than 500 leaves. Hence, it is only in France that we often find quires of 
twelve bifolia (Tab. 3).  

 

Tab. 3: Quire structure according to place of origin 

In Italy, by contrast, we find mainly senions and, less frequently, quinions (five 
bifolia), which in the 13th century can be considered a fairly reliable indicator of 
Italian origin. Lastly, in England the structures preferred for smaller manu-
scripts were the quires of eight or ten bifolia. The quire of eight bifolia seems to 
be an intermediate solution, characteristic of England, which was well suited to 
the intermediate parchment thickness and manuscript size used in this country. 
Quires of eight bifolia can also be found in France, but only in larger manu-
scripts; therefore, when used in portable Bibles, they are a clear indication of 



76 | Chiara Ruzzier 

  

English origin. Thus, as a result of my analysis, it emerges that the type of 
quires is an important factor in establishing the origin of a portable Bible.26 

An increase in the number of bifolia per quire also led to the elaboration of 
new techniques including the use of leaf signatures, which were especially 
important in the workshops of commercial illuminators and bookbinders, where 
many similar manuscripts were present at the same time, to avoid confusion 
among copies.27 In particular, a primitive leaf and quire signature is typical of 
Parisian production (indeed, it is unique to Paris). These signatures consisted of 
letters, in alphabetical sequence, for each leaf in the first half of the quire, and 
marks, each different, labelling each quire. The system kept track of the order of 
the leaves within a quire but did not keep track of the order of the quires. These 
primitive leaf and quire signatures are found in 50% of manuscripts with longer 
quires (eight bifolia or more), and we can suppose that their absence in the 
remaining 50% of manuscripts may be due to trimming. I have found no primi-
tive leaf and quire signature in quires structured in senions or quinions. This 
suggests that they were not in use in Italy—where the percentage of catchwords 
is much higher. 

The data indicate that portable Bibles did not usually have a modular struc-
ture. This is a structure—observed by Marilena Maniaci in the so-called Atlantic 
or Atlas Bibles28—in which the end of quires corresponds with the end of textual 
units. The aim was to isolate, through caesurae, blocks of biblical books which 
have a homogeneous content. This practice is rarely applied to biblical produc-
tion in the 13th century, and is completely absent in the portable Bibles of Parisi-
an origin where the text flows continuously from St. Jerome’s general prologue 
to the end of the Apocalypse, and often to the end of the Interpretations of He-
brew Names. However, it is possible to find some caesurae in French Bibles of 
non-Parisian origin at the beginning and/or at the end of the book of Psalms, 
between the Old and the New Testament and before the Interpretations of the 
Hebrew Names. I have noticed that the distribution of such caesurae represents 
an important indicator of the origin of a manuscript: the most common caesura 
in all countries is that which isolates the extra-Biblical text of the glossary (pre-
sent in 56% of cases); this is followed by a caesura between the Psalms and the 

|| 
26 The origin of Bibles used in the analysis was never determined only from the quire struc-
ture. Instead, it is the quantitative analysis that has highlighted the importance of this factor. 
Changes in the quire structure depending on the origin of manuscripts also appear, regardless 
of the type text, in the study of Busonero 1999, 50–61. 
27 See Stirnemann 1982, 959–960. 
28 See Maniaci 2000, 47–60. 
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Proverbs (35% of cases), which, in theory, could lead to a division of the biblical 
text into two volumes. A caesura of this type is present in 56% of the manu-
scripts of Italian origin, but in only 27% of manuscripts of French and English 
origin. Finally, it is the presence of a caesura between the Old and New Testa-
ments which turns out to be significant: it appears in 61% of Bibles of Italian 
origin, but only in 12% and 23% of French and English Bibles, respectively, and 
is thus an important indication of origin. 

 

Tab. 4: Italian and English deviation in (difference of) average number of leaves with respect to 
the French production 

Returning to the problem of the miniaturisation of the biblical text, we can see in 
Tab.  4 that when Bibles of the same sizes are compared, the average number of leaves 
is systematically smaller in Italy (about 22% fewer) than in France, and that the differ-
ence in number of leaves between these two countries is more significant in manu-
scripts that are smaller than 330 mm. In larger manuscripts, by contrast, there is no 
correlation between geographical differences and the average number of leaves. What 
are the reasons for these variations? It seems clear that increasing the number of 
leaves was not by itself sufficient to produce the biblical text as a portable book. The 
second device used concerns the layout of the page. Differences in layout could theo-
retically be applied at three levels: 1) increasing the dimensions of the written space in 
relation to the dimension of the page;29 2) compressing the writing within the written 

|| 
29 One should note that nearly all portable Bibles have a text written in two columns, a solution 
widely used in the 13th century, which allowed for an increase in the density of graphic signs on one 



78 | Chiara Ruzzier 

  

space by increasing the number of lines—depending therefore, on the unit of ruling 
(i.e. the average height of a line area, measured in millimetres) and on the size of the 
writing; and 3) acting on the length of the text itself, by using abbreviations. 

It is important to highlight that the mechanism of these dynamics is identical in 
all the countries studied here; what varies according to the place of production is 
the material condition. For example, if the number of leaves can be increased, ac-
cording to preference, thanks to thin enough parchment, one can have fewer re-
strictions in filling the page. In France, for the same size manuscripts, producers 
were free to choose between ‘rarefied’, that is non-densely written manuscripts with 
many leaves, and manuscripts with fewer leaves (which were consequently less ex-
pensive, since less parchment was needed) but with a more densely packed written 
space (Tab. 5).  

In Italy, the material constrictions were more severe: given the use of thick-
er parchment, it was not possible to increase the number of leaves, since this 
would result in a manuscript that was too bulky. An available option, however, 
was to expand the dimensions of the written area (noir) in relation to the di-
mensions of the whole leaf. Nevertheless, this solution was not adopted in Ita-
ly,30 probably because the outcome would have been aesthetically poor and far 
less advantageous in terms of gaining space, than reducing the size of the writ-
ing.31 Choosing to reduce the size of the writing, in fact, leads to increasing the 
number of lines per page. An intensive use of abbreviations also allowed a fur-
ther decrease in the length of the text.32 

 

|| 
page without compromising the legibility of the text. For an analysis of the functional needs which 
lay at the basis of such a choice, see Bozzolo / Ornato 1980, 318–330. Nevertheless, I have reviewed 
more than ten portable Bibles copied in a single column. 
30 On the contrary, in the Italian manuscripts, the ratio of written space compared to the rest of the page 
turns out to be slightly lower than the average of my corpus, which is 42%. This figure is in any case lower 
than the average reported in the manuscripts of French origin from the 13th century (between 45% and 
50%). Concerning this issue, see mainly Bozzolo / Coq / Muzerelle / Ornato 1984, repr. in [Ornato et al.] 
1997, 473–508. 
31 Due to a greater reduction in the size of the text, the average number of characters per line is sys-
tematically higher in the Italian Bibles (on average 12% more) than in the French ones of the same size. 
32 According to a survey conducted on a fixed sequence of text, it emerges that Italian Bibles use 
9% more abbreviated words than the French ones. 
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Tab. 5: Average number of lines and average unit of ruling according to place and origin 

In the case of French and Italian Bibles, two opposite solutions were adopted. 
The outcomes of these different solutions are especially evident in Bibles that 
are smaller than 280 mm. As examples of the different solutions adopted in the 
two countries, one can compare BnF, MS lat. 211 (167 × 111 mm) and BnF, MS lat. 
232 (169 × 112 mm) (Figs. 1–2). The two Bibles, the former of Parisian origin and 
the latter of Italian origin (coming most probably from Padua or Venice), were 
both produced to high standards and are nearly the same size. Nevertheless, the 
written area of the Italian Bible contains fifty-three lines, while that of the Paris-
ian one contains ‘only’ forty-four. In any case, as the book size increases, the 
differences between the countries vanish and the solutions adopted everywhere 
are more varied. The reason for this trend is that there is a tendency to go back 
to a more traditional type of manuscript, where the material constrictions do not 
exercise the same pressure as is the case in extremely small manuscripts. Out-
side the context of portable manuscripts, it was possible to choose whether to 
give preference to a rarefied page and accept a heavy manuscript or the oppo-
site. 

It is worth asking whether France or Italy found the optimal solution. On the 
one hand, it seems that the French solution is more satisfactory from the point of 
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view of aesthetics and legibility. To preserve a rarefied page and a text of an ac-
ceptable size, artisans found the means to reduce the thickness of the parchment, 
and consequently were able to increase the number of leaves without compromis-
ing the functionality and solidity of the book. On the other hand, we need to recog-
nise that despite the need to exploit as much of the available surface-area as possi-
ble, the Italian page offers an acceptable compromise between the density of the 
page and its legibility. In addition, we should not forget that a smaller quantity of 
thicker parchment would have definitely been less costly. 

English production nearly always positions itself between the French and the 
Italian solutions. Nevertheless, the outcomes in England are often closer to the 
former than to the latter, especially where the nature of parchment is concerned. 
In other aspects, which are less closely linked to the material restrictions, includ-
ing the type of ruling patterns and the mise en texte, English Bibles do exhibit 
some unique characteristics. Although it goes beyond the limits of this survey to 
discuss these in depth, they include ruling with a thick brown plummet, frequent 
use of vertical and horizontal marginal lines, and frequent use of the colour blue 
for running titles and chapter numbers. 

Finally, as far as the production of Bibles of known Parisian origin is concerned, 
the solutions adopted stand out both for their specific features and for their ho-
mogeneity. It is in Paris, in fact, that one can find the most innovative and refined 
skills, both concerning the processing of parchment and the making of quires, 
and consequently the density of the written space was not brought to an extreme. 
On the contrary, the preference for limiting the density of the page necessarily led 
to wasting a certain amount of parchment—which is fully compatible with the 
wealth associated with most of this production. The homogeneity and the innova-
tions are indicators of a ‘mass-production’, probably found within the circles of 
the Parisian stationers from c.1230–40. This is confirmed by the fact that most of 
the material innovations which we have discussed are directly correlated with the 
text of the Paris Bible.33 

 

|| 
33 Of the Bibles of the corpus reporting the text of the Paris Bible, 94% have quires with more 
than six bifolia; quires of this size are totally absent in manuscripts having an archaic text or 
only the modern chapter divisions. 
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Fig. 1: Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS lat. 211, f. 483r 
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Fig. 2: Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS lat. 232, f. 193r 
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Given this evidence, it is time to ask ourselves whether, at least from the 
strictly material point of view, there were other localities with productions as 
standardised as that in Paris. On the one hand, the answer is no: from a material 
point of view, no other group of manuscripts is as easily identifiable as the Pa-
risian one, nor is there one that presents such innovative features. On the other 
hand, we need to recognise that elsewhere producers seem to have been in-
spired by the Parisian model, without slavishly copying it, and achieved out-
puts of equal aesthetic value, despite adapting them to the constraints of local 
materials. In this regard, if the English work, from a strictly material point of 
view, differs only slightly from the Parisian model, in Italy we find different and 
more clearly distinguishable solutions, especially in terms of the layout. Even in 
the cases where the Parisian model was followed more strictly in terms of text 
and decoration,34 the material structure remains rigidly anchored to the Italian 
tradition. This confirms that specific material features, and in particular, the 
type of the parchment, were a determining factor over the construction of the 
object and the final output. 

Indeed, it is in Italy that we can isolate a group of Bibles according to a set 
of easily recognisable features. Bibles from Veneto, which from a textual point 
of view are related to other Italian Bibles, are characterized by some recurrent 
codicological features, which are worth listing. They are all of high quality and 
range in size between 250 and 330 mm, use a senion structure with three caesu-
rae (after the Psalms, between the Old and the New Testaments, and before the 
Interpretations of Hebrew Names), feature quite a high exploitation of the page 
surface (the number of lines is often higher than fifty-five) and a characteristic 
decorative structure (Fig. 2).35 Even if we are still very far from Parisian stand-
ardisation, these Bibles form a specific and easily recognisable type. In addi-
tion, it should be pointed out that the production of biblical manuscripts in this 
region in the third quarter of the 13th century was almost exclusively confined to 
portable manuscripts, probably linked with the flourishing convents of the 
mendicant friars in Veneto. 

In addition, I would like to draw the attention to how geographically local-
ised is most of the production of portable Bibles: Paris, Southern England and 
Northern Italy. This clearly highlights the fact that it required highly developed 
technical skills to produce these Bibles, and such work was feasible only in 
towns which had already established an efficient system of manuscript produc-
tion, linked with the development of universities. 

|| 
34 For an example of Naples production, see Toubert 1980. 
35 For general information, see Baldissin Molli / Canova Mariani / Toniolo 1999, 16–18. 
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Obviously the craft practices which I have indicated should be considered 
as overall trends which naturally embraced some individual exceptions. Never-
theless, I believe that it is important to highlight the role of the thickness of 
parchment as an indicator that can help explain the differences in approach. In 
addition, the study of the physical attributes of a large number of manuscripts 
enables us, on the one hand, to clarify the modes of production of manuscripts 
in the 13th century in general, and on the other hand, enables us to establish 
some reliable criteria that can help determine the place of origin to be used side 
by side with fundamental analysis of the biblical text and its decoration. Indica-
tors of this codicological kind could, in fact, be particularly useful in the analy-
sis of the majority of manuscripts which lack historiated initials,36 and which, 
up to now, have been mostly overlooked. What is highlighted through this type 
of analysis is not only the importance of the Parisian production and the inno-
vative character of the solutions adopted in that town, but also the develop-
ment, mainly in Italy, of different solutions to achieve the same results: the 
compression of a very long text into a single small-size Bible appropriate for 
private and sometimes even itinerant usage. 
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