THE PRO-ACTIVE SCRIBE: PREPARING THE
MARGINS OF ANNOTATED MANUSCRIPTS
Erik Kwakkel

INTRODUCTION
The majority of surviving medieval manuscripts contain
annotations of some kind, ranging from incidental, haphazard
interjections scribbled between the lines, to pronounced and
carefully designed annotation columns placed on either side of the
main text. Given the ubiquitous nature of this practice, the question
of how and why medieval readers annotated their books has been
addressed in a range of studies. Such work may investigate what
interlinear and marginal glosses reveal about readers’ professional
backgrounds or personal interests, query the difficulties users
experienced when reading a given text, or examine the intentions
with which a manuscript was consulted. Glosses have also sparked
fundamental contextual debates around issues such as whether
heavily-annotated manuscripts were used as schoolbooks. Studies of
medieval annotation practices are generally based on glossed pages
as they present themselves to scholars in libraries today; that is, with
annotations having already been applied to the page.1
While this approach makes perfect sense given that glossing
practices are ideally studied through manuscripts that exemplify the
I am grateful to research assistants who helped gather data for this
project over the past few years: Linda Scherpenhuijzen (Leiden
University), Rachel Wertheim (UBC), and Alvionne Karpinski
(UBC).
1 See Patrizia Lendinara, Loredan Lazzari, and Claudia de Sciacca
eds., Rethinking and Recontextualizing Glosses: New Perspectives in the
Study of Late Anglo-Saxon Glossography (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011), and
Irene van Renswoude and Mariken Teeuwen, The Annotated Book in
the Early Middle Ages: Practices of Reading and Writing (Turnhout:
Brepols, 2018). For the schoolbook debate, see Gernot R. Wieland,
“The glossed manuscript: classbook or library book?,” Anglo-Saxon
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phenomenon, it sidesteps a key consideration: how a user’s
annotation experience was influenced by decisions made during the
design and production of the manuscript, well before the text was
annotated. The ease with which a text could be annotated depended
on features such as the presence of sufficient marginal and
interlinear space. In what may seem like a contradictory
undertaking, this contribution examines the state of the annotated
book before it reached the desk of the reader, when its margins were
still devoid of the notes we encounter there today. It gauges what
design decisions were made when the scribe anticipated that a high
volume of annotations would be added post-production in an
organised manner. Readers had certain tools at their disposal to
bring order to their notes, yet scribes created the conditions for the
orderly placement and retrieval of annotations, it will be argued, and
their impact on the annotation process is therefore significant. What
did scribes proactively do to ensure that a manuscript was ultimately
fit for this purpose? And how did these design considerations
precisely impact the reader’s annotation experience down the line?
To answer these questions, this study turns to a genre of
manuscripts which scribes knew, in the design stage, would
ultimately hold a high volume of annotation: the Corpus vetustius or
“older corpus,” Aristotle miscellanies with twelfth-century
translations that functioned as the main textbook in the thirteenthcentury Faculty of Arts. For the purpose of this study, thirty-five of
the hundred surviving Corpus manuscripts have been analysed from
a codicological point of view. The manuscripts selected for this study
are those available online in digitized form, either partly or in full,
at the time of writing (see the Appendix, which includes links to
these digitizations). Before turning to their design, however, some
general considerations about the manuscripts need to be discussed.
THE MANUSCRIPTS
The older corpus centered on works of natural philosophy,
most of them by Aristotle. The core of these works are De caelo
(translated by Gerard of Cremona), De generatione et corruptione (tr.
Burgundio of Pisa), Meteora (tr. Gerard of Cremona, Aristippus, and
Alfred of Shareshill), De anima (tr. James of Venice), De memoria, De
England 14 (1985): 153–73; and Janine Larmon Peterson, “Defining
a Textbook: Gloss versus Gloss in a Medieval Schoolbook,” Essays
in Medieval Studies 20 (2003): 18–30.
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somno, De sensu et sensate, De differentia spiritus et animae (tr. John of
Spain), De morte et vita, De causis, and De plantis (authored by
Nicholas of Damascus, translated by Alfred of Shareshill).2 Whereas
these particular translations were regarded as the standard edition of
Aristotle, this standard is not reflected in the composition of the
manuscripts, which varies considerably in their contents and text
order. The manuscripts in the Appendix, for example, hold between
nine and twenty-four texts, and no two collections have precisely the
same contents. Despite their compositional differences, codices
containing Corpus vetustius translations served a specific function:
supporting students within the Faculty of Arts in their study of
Dialectics. The disputed question as an intellectual reference had a
central function in Arts education, where authoritative works were
used to facilitate discussions that flowed from these questions. In
ordinary disputations, questions were posed by the master, who then
pointed out a student to argue in favour, and another to argue
against. Once their arguments were presented, the master proposed
a solution, in a way resolving the question. Aristotle became the
preferred authorial reference for this scholastic method of learning.3
Because of scholasticism’s interactive manner of engaging with
texts, students in the Faculty of Arts produced copious notes (Figure

Bernard G. Dodd, “Aristoteles latinus,” in The Cambridge History of
Later Medieval Philosophy: From the Rediscovery of Aristotle to the
Disintegration of Scholasticism, 1100-1600, ed. Norman Kretzmann et
al., 45–79 (Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press, 1982), 50–
51; Peter Murray Jones, “University Books and the Sciences, c.
1250-1400,” in The Cambridge History of the Book in Britain: Volume 2,
1100-1400, ed. Nigel J. Morgan and Rodney M. Thompson, 446–62
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 453–54.
3 For Aristotle in the university classroom, see Murray Jones,
“University Books and the Sciences,” 453; Steven J. Williams,
“Aristotle in the Medieval Classroom: Students, Teaching, and
Educational Change in the Schools of Paris in the Twelfth and
Thirteenth Centuries,” in The Classics in the Medieval and Renaissance
Classroom: The Role of Ancient Texts in the Arts Curriculum as Revealed
by Surviving Manuscripts and Early Printed Books, ed. Juanita Feros
Ruys, John O. Ward, and Melanie Heyworth, 223–44 (Turnhout:
Brepols, 2013), 232–38; and Jacques Verger, “The Universities and
Scholasticism,” in The New Cambridge Medieval History Volume V:
2
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1). While some Corpus manuscripts may have been brought into the
classroom, generally these miscellanies were too large and heavy to
reasonably transport. Pseudo-Boethius’s De disciplina scholarum, a
popular student guidebook from the 1230s that survives in no less
than 136 manuscripts, instructs students to write their notes on wax
tablets or small strips of parchment (cedula), which they did in a
highly abbreviated form of writing so as to keep up with the master’s
lectio. Upon their return home, students occasionally tipped these
strips into their textbooks; most, however, were copied out into the
margins around the main reference text.4 A well-known example is
that of Henry of Renham, an Oxford student who wrote copious
lecture notes in the margins of what is now London, British Library,
Royal 12 G II (Appendix, no. 15). A note at the end of the Table of
Contents states that the student had copied the book himself—with
398 leaves, this was a massive undertaking—and glossed the pages
“as he heard it” while “in the schools at Oxford.” The most probable
scenario for his accomplishing this task is that he used wax tablets
or parchment strips to write down his notes and transport them
home, then copied the contents from these scraps onto the
parchment pages in his textbook.5 This process clearly worked well
for Renham, because the margins of his Corpus manuscript were
specially designed to accommodate copious lecture notes—and also

c.1198 - c.1300, ed. David Abulafia, 256–76 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), 272–73.
4 Charles Burnett, “Give him the White Cow: Notes and NoteTaking in the Universities in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries,”
in History of Universities, ed. Charles Schmitt, 1-30 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1995-1996), 3–7 (abbreviated form of writing), 13–
16 (wax tablets) and 16–20 (parchment strips); the guidebook for
students is discussed at 15. For note-taking in the classroom, see also
Ann Blair, “Student Manuscripts and the Textbook,” in Scholarly
Knowledge: Textbooks in Early Modern Europe, ed. Emidio Campi et al.,
39–74 (Geneva: Genève Librairie, 2008), 41–47 (with schedulae at
40, 42). For the schedula, see Erik Kwakkel, “Discarded Parchment
as Writing Support in English Manuscript Culture,” English
Manuscripts Studies 1100-1700 17 (2012): 239–61 (244).
5 Burnett, “Give him the White Cow,” 11 (quotation) and 15–18
(moving lectures notes into the book from strips and wax tablets,
including by Renham).
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optimized to enable quick and easy access to these notes, as will
become clear shortly.
The Corpus manuscript produced by Henry of Renham is a
fine example of one of three codicological types that were in use
among European students. Familiarity with these types helps us
understand and explain the design variety that is sometimes
observed within single manuscripts. Renham copied out his
textbook as a single entity: the codex is written in a single hand and
has the same mise-en-page throughout. It suggests that he envisioned
the collection in its present form as a single project and designed it
in a consistent manner throughout, as we will return to later. The
majority of the manuscripts in the Appendix are composed in this
way: cases where a full manuscript results from one design process
and therefore represents what I call a single “design unit.” However,
there were other ways in which a Corpus manuscript could come to
exist in the form that we now encounter it. Some are composite and
consist of parts with different dates and origins. Wolfenbüttel,
Herzog August Bibliothek, Cod. Guelf. 577 Helmst., for example,
consists of two parts: the first produced in 1250-1300 with fourteen
texts, the second from 1300-1350 with four texts, some of which are
also found in the first (Appendix, nos. 41–42). The parts were not
produced to intentionally form the current volume. Rather, each
forms its own design unit, which were combined at a later date.
Similarly, Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, lat. 6319 unites
three design units (Appendix, nos. 23–25). The first of these (fols. 1–
188) is copied by at least three different scribes who all adhere to the
same design principles (measurements of written space, size and
treatment of the margins), while the other two units (fols. 189–208
and fols. 209–301) were both copied by individual scribes that made
their own design choices.
Composite volumes like Wolfenbüttel and Paris now exist in
their current form because either the bookseller or the student
united existing independently-produced units. In the Appendix such
composite manuscripts are split up into original design units. A third
manuscript type was similar to the second—composite—except that
all parts were copied by the same scribe. Such units may or may not
represent different design stages. If the individual parts were
intended to be bound together, as indicated by a similarity in miseen-page, the Corpus vetustius as a whole represents a single design
unit and is entered as such in the Appendix. For example, the Corpus
vetustius collection in Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, lat.
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6569 comprises fols. 29–151 (additional texts were added later to the
beginning and end), and contains seventeen works, all copied by the
same hand. A caesura is present between fols. 103 and 104, yet the
two units that emerge (fols. 29–103 and fols. 104–51) feature the
same design, which is why the manuscript is entered as single item
in the Appendix (no. 30). This collection was later bound together
with two booklets that included other texts: Calcidius’ commentary
on Plato’s Timaeus (booklet 1, fols. 1–28, copied around 1200) and
Alan of Lille’s De articulis catholicae fidei (booklet 4, fols. 152–59,
copied in 1250–1300).6 Divided up in this manner, the thirty-five
manuscripts in the Appendix form forty-two design units, which
were predominantly produced between c. 1250 and c. 1300 (thirtyeight units), while some date from the first half of the fourteenth
century (four units). Twenty-three design units were produced by a
scribe trained in France, the others are from individuals trained in
England (nine), Italy (eight), and Spain (two).
Before turning to the design of Corpus manuscripts, a last word
is needed about their makers. Renham’s manuscript shows that
some Corpus manuscripts were made by the students themselves.
Aristotle was available in the pecia system, both as single-text copies
and miscellanies such as the later Corpus recentius with new
translations from Greek by Willem Moerbeke, which
complemented Corpus vetustius manuscripts in university teaching
from the 1270s.7 Students rented these texts and copied them out at
home; however, it appears that the Corpus vetustius was not part of
the pecia trade. Other Corpus manuscripts were produced by paid
scribes affiliated with the university book trade. 8 In university cities
there were plenty of commercial scribes available who could be
hired for this job. Due to a lack of research thus far, it is unclear what
the balance is between commercial and privately produced copies,
but a determination as to which group copied a manuscript can be
made by comparing the hands that copied the main text and the
glosses. If they match, the manuscript was presumably produced by
See for a detailed table of contents of this manuscript
https://rrp.stanford.edu/OttmanParis6569.shtml.
7 Pieter Beullens and Pieter De Leemans, “Aristote à Paris: Le
Système de la pecia et les traductions de Guillaume de Moerbeke,”
Recherches de théologie et philosophie médiévales 75 (2008): 87–135.
8 Examples in Murray Jones, “University Books and the Sciences,”
455–56.
6
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a student; if they do not match, the codex may have been made
professionally, or it was purchased second-hand by a later student
and then annotated. The present study sidesteps the question of the
scribe’s background and uses the word “scribe” generically without
implying whether a copy was produced for financial gain or selfadvancement. No matter the precise motivation, in both scenarios
the page’s design reflects readers’ wishes, for they had the ultimate
say in the matter. The shared design profile of Corpus manuscripts
shows that their users had specific design preferences.
PAGE DESIGN
The design of the manuscripts in the Appendix reflects both
the setting in which they were used (university education) and the
teaching method in which they played such a crucial role (the
scholastic method). New and existing aids to the reader were
incorporated into the manuscripts, from running titles that expressed
which work by Aristotle was laying open in front of the reader to the
use of colored paragraph marks (often alternating red and blue, see
Figure 1) to indicate the beginning and conclusion of given lectio
passages.9 Notably, these reading aids were either aimed at reducing
the time it took to find specific information, through such tools as
detailed tables of contents, running titles, thematic labels placed in
the margins; or to help understand the text better, through
enumerations in the margins and the use of unique tie marks to relate
marginal annotations to specific locations in the text. The most
striking design feature, however, is the way in which scribes
prepared the marginal space. In this study, marginal space includes
the inner and outer, as well as the upper and lower margins, but
excludes the interlinear space and the space between the columns.
The most notable property of the margins in Corpus
manuscripts is that there is so much of it—much more than what is
usually observed. A selection of 353 codices copied between 1075
and 1224 indicates that in absolute terms the marginal space in these

Malcolm B. Parkes, “The Influence of the Concepts of Ordinatio
and Compilatio on the Development of the Book,” in Malcolm B.
Parkes, Scribes, Scripts and Readers: Studies in the Communication,
Presentation and Dissemination of Medieval Texts (London: Hambledon
Press, 1991), 35–70.
9
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manuscripts varied considerably.10 The reason is obvious: larger
specimens have more blank space than smaller ones. In relative
terms, however, marginal space variation is limited: it comprises a
steady 47%–50% of the page.11 This limited variation results from
the fact that medieval page design featured fixed relative
proportions. Quantitative studies show that after the tenth century,
the width of the page measured around 70% of its height. The exact
same relative proportions were in place for the dimensions of the
writing frame, the area of written space that held the main text (in
this case Aristotle).12 The relative size of these two rectangular
shapes—the page and the superimposed written area—is the same no
matter the size of the manuscript, which is why in medieval
manuscripts the height of the writing frame roughly equals the width
of the page. This data demonstrates that contemporary scribes
adhered to conventions.
Medieval design principles are important for our thinking
about marginal space in Corpus manuscripts, because these were
For these manuscripts, see Erik Kwakkel, “Biting, Kissing, and the
Treatment of Feet: The Transitional Script of the Long Twelfth
Century,” in Turning over a New Leaf: Change and Development in the
Medieval Manuscript, by Erik Kwakkel, Rosamond McKitterick, and
Rodney Thompson, 79–126 (Leiden: Leiden University Press,
2012).
11 Erik Kwakkel, “The Margin as Editorial Space: Upgrading
Dioscorides alphabeticus in Eleventh-Century Monte Cassino,” in The
Annotated Book in the Early Middle Ages: Practices of Reading and Writing,
ed. Irene van Renswoude and Mariken Teeuwen, 357–74
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2018), 323.
12 For page dimensions, see Carla Bozzolo and Ezio Ornato, Pour
une histoire du livre manuscrit au Moyen-Âge: Trois essais de codicologie
quantitative (Paris: Éditions du Centre National de la Recherche
Scientifique, 1983), 287–310, esp. 287; and J.P. Gumbert, “The Sizes
of Manuscripts: Some Statistics and Notes,” in Hellinga
Festschrift/Feestbundel/ Mélanges: Forty-three Studies in Bibliography
Presented to Prof. Dr. Wytze Hellinga on the occasion of his retirement from
the Chair of Neophilology in the University of Amsterdam at the End of the
Year 1978, ed. A.R.A. Croiset van Uchelen, 277–88 (Amsterdam:
Nico Israel, 1980), 279, Table 1 at 278. The relative dimensions for
the writing frame are calculated on basis of the sample of 353
manuscripts referenced in n. 10 above.
10
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designed differently. Corpus scribes did not change the relative
proportions of the page, which follow European design standards
whereby the average width of the page is approximately 70% of its
height (Appendix, Column F). What they did change, if only slightly,
was the relative width of the writing frame, which averages 63% of
the height, instead of the regular 70%. It shows that scribes did not
design the writing frame proportionally to the dimensions of the
page, but deviated from this common design principle as they
shaved off some of the writing frame’s width. The space gain along
the horizontal orientation of the page was purposeful—and useful—as
will become clear in a moment.
Significantly more profound was another shift in design: a
change in the size of the margins. In regular manuscripts an average
of c. 25% of the page’s height is taken up by the upper and lower
margins combined, while c. 30% of the page’s width consists of the
side margins. In the Corpus manuscripts in the Appendix, however,
an average of 51% of the page’s width is reserved for the side
margins (Column J), while the upper and lower margins take up 43%
of the height of the page (Column K). This design dramatically
increased the marginal space (Figure 2). All but one of the
manuscripts in the Appendix have margins that are larger than what
is common for the period, and the single exception (no. 42) was
severely trimmed by the binder, significantly reducing the size of the
upper, lower, and outer margins. As a result, the average marginal
space of Corpus manuscripts adds up to a whopping 71% instead of
the period’s average of 47%–50% (Column L). In six manuscripts
80% or higher of the page is blank (Appendix, nos. 14, 15, 18, 19,
31, and 36). The most extensive manuscript in this respect is
London, British Library, Royal 12 G II (Appendix, no. 15), the
manuscript copied by Henry of Renham, which has a marginal
space of 83%. By extending the margins, the scribes of Corpus
manuscripts increased the available amount of blank space by as
much as almost 50%. The reduced width of the writing frame aided
them in this effort, though it was the substantial shrinking of the
entire writing frame that created most of this extra space.
A clue as to why Corpus scribes used irregular design
conventions lies in a third deviation: the inner margin is much
broader than what is usually encountered in manuscripts of this
period. As a “rule of thumb”, in a medieval manuscript one can
place the width of the thumb between the heart of the book (the fold
of the bifolium) and the left side of the writing frame (on recto)
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without covering any text. As Figure 1 shows, the inner margin in
Corpus manuscripts is substantially larger. Thumbing through their
digitized versions quickly shows why scribes extended the inner
margin: this design shift provided room for annotations in that
location, something that was not easy to do in medieval manuscripts
whose design was not modified for this purpose. In such codices
annotations in the inner margins are rare, even if there are many
placed in other margins. If they are present, they are short and
written slightly awkwardly due to a lack of space. The extended
inner margin enabled students to do something that was impossible
in manuscripts with regular page conventions: add a substantial
number of annotations on both sides of the main text, placing
comments nearer to their corresponding main text passage. This
turned out to be a game changer in thirteenth-century efforts to
provide an optimal annotation experience: it became part of a
strategy to help readers organize the vast empty space on the page.
GETTING ORGANIZED
The extensive margins in Corpus manuscripts provided
readers with ample space to write down their thoughts and opinions,
as well as those of their university masters. In this respect, the design
choices of their makers proved very successful. However, the sheer
amount of blank space also posed challenges for readers, particularly
of organisation: Where precisely to put a given annotation on a page
that was three-quarters blank? And how to make sure that it could
be found again? Students came up with strategies to tackle these realestate issues. For example, comments were accompanied by tiemarks that helped link specific notes to specific locations in the main
text. In university manuscripts we encounter a sophisticated tiemark system of symbols made up from combinations of dots and
lines (Figure 3). The aim was to create a large set of unique tie-marks
for each page, much like those found in the margins of textbooks
today. This system emerged in the thirteenth century, probably
under the influence of university education and its mode of learning
that leaned so heavily on note-taking; tie-marks replaced more
limiting practices of earlier times, which made use of sequential
letters or dots.13 The tie-mark system of the thirteenth century
enabled students to efficiently link their thoughts to Aristotle’s, while
Erik Kwakkel, Books Before Print (Leeds: ARC Humanities Press,
2018), 53–59.
13
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minimizing the time it took to retrieve them. Similarly, students
marked certain information on the page so it could be easily found.
Law students, for example, were advised to “always have a pen
ready, because when something unique or noteworthy appears in
text or in the glosses or in the teaching of learned men, he may make
there some sign of a head, or a hand, or a flower, so that because of
that sign it may come to mind more quickly and may be found more
easily.”14 Such mnemonic drawings are also found in Corpus
manuscripts, including the pointing hand (manicula) and various
kinds of head (human, fish, and pigs).15
Another way in which students boosted the organizing of the
information on the page post-production concerned the location
where notes were written down. One tactic observed in Corpus
manuscripts is the practice of placing very short annotations, such as
cross references and nota signs, at the very edge of the page. The
evidence is abundant in nearly every manuscript in the Appendix.
This strategy kept the page’s prime real estate vacant for more
substantial annotations, while also ensuring that the short entries did
not get lost as the page began to fill up with annotations. The most
impactful positioning principle, however, was to start a marginal
annotation at the same height as the line of text it commented. Such
a preference is evident from manuscripts that make use of unique
tie-marks, like London, British Library, Harley 3487 (Figure 3). This
simple yet effective organizational principle meant that finding an
annotation was easy, because the eye only needed to travel
horizontally until the annotation with the corresponding tie mark
was encountered. As with the tie-marks, this practice ensured quick

Susan L’Engle, “The Pro-active Reader: Learning to Learn the
Law”, in Medieval Manuscripts, Their Makers and Users: A Special Issue
of Viator in Honor of Richard and Mary Rouse, 51-76, (Turnhout:
Brepols, 2011), 55, quoting a fifteenth-century canon lawyer. This
publication inspired the title of the present study.
15 See for example Appendix, no. 6: human face (fols. 2r, 5r, 6v, 7v),
pig’s face (fol. 2v); no. 12: human heads (fols. 6v-8r, 10r-10v, 12v,
13r); no. 14: fish head (fol. 10r), hooded head (fols. 11r, 21v, 188v),
bearded face (fol. 181v), face with cap (fol. 186r), head with tonsure
(fol. 193v); and no. 23: head with curly hair (fols. 5v, 6r, 6v, and 7v),
face with whistle (fol. 8r).
14
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and easy access to relevant notes, because the reader could generally
predict where a specific annotation would be located.
As effective as these readers’ tools were, scribes improved the
ability to remain organised in much more substantial ways. Some of
their accommodations were part of the standard production method
of a manuscript and, in that sense, they enhanced the student’s
experience inadvertently; others extended well beyond common
practice. To start with the first, generally, the copied text in a
manuscript is confined by four lines, one on each side; combined,
they produced the cadre de justification (Figure 4, bold rectangular
space).16 Medieval scribes tended to extend these four lines: the
vertical lines (lignes de marges) ran all the way to the top and bottom
of the page (Figure 4, nos. 1, 2), with pieces sticking out at the top
and bottom (lignes de tête and lignes de pied, respectively). The
horizontal extended lines, called lignes rectrices majeures, ran from the
heart of the book to the very edge of the page (Figure 4, nos. 3, 4).17
The codicologist Peter Gumbert coined the term Durchläufer
(literally, lines that “keep going”) for these extended lines and I will
use this term for referencing them.18
Durchläufer are the main means by which the scribe was able to
help the annotating reader get organized, whether inadvertently or
purposefully. Corpus manuscripts featured large margins and as a
result the grey pencil lines of the extenders cut through large sections
of white space in a rather conspicuous manner. This visual byproduct of the ruling stage became an asset to the annotating reader.
The lines helped organize the page because they erected a visual
boundary between main text and the extensive annotation spaces
surrounding it. It was unusual for thirteenth-century scribes to apply
a Durchläufer that consisted of a single line (Figure 2); most scribes
added a pair of these, placed five or so millimeters apart (lignes
Denis Muzerelle, Vocabulaire codicologique: Répertoire méthodique des
termes français relatifs aux manuscrits (Paris: Editions CEMI, 1985),
106, no. 323.02.
17 Denis Muzerelle, Vocabulaire codicologique, 106, nos. 323.06,
323.04, and 323.05; 107, no. 324.03.
18 J.P. Gumbert, Die Utrechter Kartäuser und ihre Bücher im frühen
fünfzehnten Jahrhundert (Leiden: Brill, 1974), 153–58 (term introduced
at 153); Karin Schneider, Paläographie und Handschriftenkunde für
Germanisten: Eine Einführung (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 1999), 128
(horizontal) and 130 (vertical).
16
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double). The inadvertent result was a clear visual separation of the
text and commentary spaces, which became separated by white
space (see the scheme in Figure 4 and the practice in Figure 5). 19
Thus, the vertical pair on the right side of the writing frame (on
recto) marked the beginning of the annotation space in the outer
margin, whereas the vertical line at the left side of the main text
marked the end of the annotation space in the extended inner
margin. Scribes frequently completed these annotation frames by
drawing their outer boundaries with a vertical pair of Durchläufer,
either near the fold of the codex or near the edge of the page (Figure
4, nos. 5-6). This had the additional benefit of leaving a minor rim
of empty space between the outside of the frame and the edge of the
page, which students used for short annotations such as references
and nota-signs, as discussed. Such additional framing lines are for
example found in the Appendix, nos. 2 (outer margin), 5 (outer
margin), 6 (outer margin), and 7 (both outer and inner margins).
These outer lines were prone to disappearing during rebinding, and
additional codices in the Appendix where they are not presently
visible will have featured them originally.
The two vertical extenders that were part of the standard ruling
pattern created two clearly outlined annotation spaces on the page,
one on either side of the main text. Although some students
preferred to subdivide these spaces into columns for improved
organization (discussed shortly), many preferred a spacious
annotation canvas on either side of the Aristotle main text. In
nineteen of the forty-two design units in the Appendix the inner and
outer margins were extended but remain undivided (Appendix,
Column L, Nos. 1–4, 7, 11, 13, 17, 21, 22, 24, 26, 30, 33, 34, 37, 39,
41, and 42). Far more impactful and sophisticated, however, was the
use of Durchläufer beyond what the regular design pattern called for.
Corpus manuscripts feature such additional extended lines both in
a vertical and horizontal orientation and they were added to
facilitate further organization: the extra vertical lines created
annotation columns in the side margins, while the additional
horizontal lines produced grid lines and rows of boxes in the upper
and lower margins in which notes could be placed. A close

Muzerelle, Vocabulaire codicologique, 107. See also Schneider,
Paläographie und Handschriftenkunde, 128.
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examination of these two organizing tools shows a deep scribal
involvement in prepping the page for annotating.
ANNOTATION COLUMNS
Some scribes left the large annotation spaces on either side of
the main text untouched, leaving it up to the reader to makes sense
of these vast empty spaces (Figure 2). Others, however, facilitated
additional organization by adding vertical Durchläufer inside these
annotation areas. Such lignes marginale or lignes hors-text 20 are not
included in common design patterns; they broke up the vast inner
and outer margins and sectioned them with prefab “columns” that
could be filled with tidy annotations (Figures 3 and 5). Another
general design feature came in useful here: the use of pairs of
Durchläufer, a practice subscribed to by a majority of late-medieval
scribes (shown in Figure 4). The double verticals visually separated
the main text columns and the annotation zones (Figure 1 shows just
how messy these divisions were when scribes used a single line) and
they also came to separate and space out the annotation columns in
the side margins, enhancing the page’s organisation. The few scribes
who habitually used single lines to produce the cadre de justification,
applied double lines for the subdivision of the side margins, which
may indicate that they were aware of their use as column separators.
This is the case in Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional de España, 9726 (see
for example fols. 47v–48r and 62v–63r) and Munich, Bayerische
Staatsbibliothek, Clm 2604 (see for example fols. 6r and 8v).
The creation of marginal columns significantly enhanced the
annotation experience. The reason for this lies in the guiding
principle that an annotation was ideally started at the same height as
the line it commented, as discussed. In a manuscript with its main
text in a single column and with annotation zones that were not
subdivided into multiple columns, a single line of Aristotle could be
accompanied by no more than two comments that started in the
preferred position: one in either margin. When in the same
manuscript the annotation space on both sides of Aristotle was
subdivided into two columns, which was made possible by the
extended inner margins, there were four opportunities to do so. Still,
it was not just about commenting on a single line several times over
in an efficient or visually pleasing manner. Another consideration
must have been to make sure that a given line could be commented
20

Muzerelle, Vocabulaire codicoloqiue, 107, no. 323.12.
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upon at all, even once. If the first annotation column to the left of a
work by Aristotle held a comment to line 1 of the page, chances
were that this annotation took up the space next to the following
lines, especially if it concerned a long comment. These lines could
only be annotated if a second annotation column was present. Even
so, the annotations in this second column would again block the
opportunity to annotate the following lines. If there was vacant space
in the first column, the reader could jump back there, but with longer
comments this was unlikely to be possible. Hence, a third column
was needed. Evidently, the demand for columns increased as more
annotations were added (or anticipated), especially long ones.
Readers who knew this would be the case down the line needed to
ensure that the marginal space was prepared for such heavy
demand.
Corpus manuscripts that provided the best user experience, in
this respect, are those with the highest ratio of annotation columns
to a single text column. As shown by Appendix, Column L, the
manuscript that best represents this scenario is Paris, Bibliothèque
nationale de France, lat. 12953 (Figure 5), which has a GGTGGG
layout (measured on recto), meaning that the main text is copied in
a single column (T), which is flanked by five annotation or glossing
columns, two in the inner margin (GG) and three in the outer margin
(GGG)—the margins of Metaphysica at fols. 336–83 have not been
divided into annotation columns. Unsurprisingly, this is one of the
largest manuscripts in the corpus (335x223 mm) and has extensive
marginal space (80%). In other words, the manuscript is geared for
maximum annotation by minimizing the amount of Aristotle on the
page. There are other manuscripts with a GG (inner margin) and
GGG (outer margin) annotation column layout, but in these there
are two center columns (TT) with Aristotle’s works (Appendix, nos.
9, 14, and 16). However, because readers placed annotations to a
given column in the marginal space right next to it, not in the space
on the other side of the second column, the five glossing columns in
two-column manuscripts are half as effective. After all, one column
of main text was accompanied by two annotation columns, the other
by three. Reducing the main text to a single column, as in the case
of the Paris manuscript, while keeping five annotation columns in
place, provided room for extensive glossing and may even have
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made it possible for most annotations to start in the preferred
position.
Despite that the Paris scribe used only a single column for
Aristotle, the manuscript still contains fifteen texts. As a result, it
grew into a massive codex of 383 folia. In comparison, the three
other manuscripts with the GG/GGG layout only contain 223 folia
(thirteen texts), 223 folia (eleven texts), and 235 folia (eleven texts)
(Appendix, no. 9, 14, and 16). It shows how the scribe of the Paris
manuscript anticipated that a very high volume of annotations
would need to be placed on the page. The scribe accommodated for
this even though it significantly increased the number of leaves and
the book’s production cost. The extra money was not spent in vain.
While some manuscripts with annotation columns remained
relatively or even completely empty (discussed below), the reader of
the Paris manuscript made good use of the five columns and added
a high number of annotations to them, on every page. The scribe
who produced the massive Paris codex added another annotation
aid to the page that greatly helped making sense of the high volume
of comments, and we will revisit this codex shortly.
Even though single-column manuscripts with a GGTGGG
design are the most effective, from an annotation point of view, there
are no other examples in the Appendix. The next most effective
layout combines a single column of Aristotle with four glossing
columns. These types were not very popular either: there is a single
codex with GTGGG layout (no. 32) and two GGTGG units (nos. 10
and 20). Equally uncommon are manuscripts with four annotation
columns that accompany two columns of main text, three of which
appear in the Appendix: one in a GTTGGG layout (no. 19) and one
in a GGTTGG design (no. 8). These, of course, provided far fewer
annotation columns for each column of Aristotle (the same number
of annotation columns covered twice as many columns of main text),
so Appendix nos. 8 and 19 represent much less opportunity to have
annotations start next to the line they commented.
Most popular is the GTGG layout, which is represented by
twelve manuscripts in the Appendix (Nos. 5, 6, 12, 15, 18, 23, 27,
28, 35, 36, 38, and 40). These are codices with a single column of
Aristotle, which could subsequently be annotated in three columns.
This observation is in line with the observation that fifteen units in
the Appendix (Nos. 1–4, 7, 13, 17, 21, 22, 26, 30, 33, 37, 41, and 42)
present Aristotle in a single column and which have extended
margins that remained undivided (these are coded UTU in
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Appendix, Column L, reflecting that they represent a page layout
with an Undivided inner margin, the Text in one column, and an
Undivided outer margin). This design allowed the student to place
two annotations in their ideal position, i.e., at the same height as the
line of Aristotle it comments. These manuscripts are effectively fitted
with two very broad annotation “columns”. Combined, the
Appendix contains twenty-seven units that allowed the student to
comment in an ideal location either twice (UTU) or three times
(GTGG), against only nine units that provide four or five chances to
do so. While the sample in the Appendix is small, data suggests that
a more limited number of annotation columns (two or three) worked
well in most cases. In exceptional cases, when more intense
annotation activities were anticipated, a higher number of columns
was called for (four or five).
Before turning to yet another design feature that scribes
included to make the large annotation spaces on either side of the
Aristotle text more manageable, one exceptional marginal column
design is worth mentioning. Several manuscripts in the Appendix
make use of a design feature usually encountered in textbooks with
legal contents. In such law volumes as Gratian’s Decretum, the
Digestum Vetus, or the Decretals of Gregory IX the main text was
copied in two central columns in large script, while a commentary
was placed around it in smaller script in the shape of two “square
brackets,” a design called textus inclusus because it fully enclosed the
main text. Examples of these are St Gall, Stiftsbibliothek, Cod. Sang.
742 (Decretals, 1250–1300), Sion, Archives du Chapitre, MS 89
(Decretum Gratiani, 1200–1250), Cologny, Fondation Martin
Bodmer, Cod. Bodmer 100 (Digestum vetus, 14th century).21 This
visual design demonstrated that the “legal glosses were authorized,
fixed, and complete entities.”22 The codex was purchased like this,
usually from a paid scribe. Even so, students added their own
comments as well, though not to the extent witnessed in Corpus
manuscripts. The lower margin provided sufficient room to do so;
For a digitized version of these manuscripts, see
https://www.e-codices.unifr.ch/en/list/one/csg/0742,
https://www.e-codices.unifr.ch/en/list/one/acs/0089, and
https://www.e-codices.unifr.ch/en/list/one/fmb/cb-0100.
22 Gisela Drossbach, “Prefaces in Canon Law Books,” Inscribing
Knowledge in the Medieval Book: The Power of Paratexts, ed. Anne D.
Hedeman et al. (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2020), 52.
21
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there was additional blank space between the two central columns,
and between these columns and the square brackets around them.
While common in law textbooks, this particular standard of
page design is not systematically used in manuscripts from the
Faculty of Arts. Still, in some Corpus manuscripts square-bracket
glosses are encountered when students needed to add an extensive
comment to the page, even if the pages were not especially prepared
for such use. Manuscripts with a small number of pages annotated
in a textus inclusus style are not hard to find.23 Much rarer are those
where a substantial number of pages treated this way. One of these
is Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, lat. 6319, fols. 1–188 (no.
23). At various points in the codex the student ignored the GTGG
design and added pages of extensive comments in the squarebracket style (Figure 6). As in law manuscripts, some of these
extensive comments were taken from commentary texts. For
example, Paris lat. 6319 contains a full commentary to De plantis by
Alfred of Sareshel.24 Lat. 6319, fols. 1–188 shares more features of
law manuscripts: the student also added annotations in the space
between the main text and the commentary gloss, so that Aristotle
became surrounded by two layers of comments. Equally substantial
square-bracket glossing is encountered in Paris, Bibliothèque
nationale de France, lat. 6322 (Appendix, no. 26), in which the
margins of the first 44 folia are filled in this manner. The difference
between these Corpus manuscripts and their counterparts in law is
that the bracket glossing in the latter were “pre-installed” by the
scribe, whereas in the Aristotle miscellanies the student added them
to the margins.
Cologny, Fondation Martin Bodmer, Cod. Bodmer 10 is the
only codex in the Appendix (no. 5) that contains pages which were
designed for square-bracket glossing, though not originally. The
manuscript is prepared throughout as a GTGG design, yet on fols.
1–7r, 89r–135r, 146r–159v, 169v–170r, and 181v–182v clear squarebracket-shaped frames were superimposed on this design in dark ink
Examples: Leipzig, UB, 1392, fols. 48r, 48v, 50r and many other
pages; Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional de España, 1067, at fols. 78v–
79r; Paris, BnF, lat. 6323, fols. 11r–11v, 96v: Paris, BnF, lat. 12853,
fol. 311v.
24 James Long, “Alfred of Sareshel’s Commentary on the PseudoAristotelian De plantis: A Critical Edition,” Mediaeval Studies 47
(1985): 125–67 (145 n. 105).
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(an unusually early use). Because the “framed” pages are found in
parts copied by different scribes (yet not entirely throughout their
parts), these preparations were likely done by the student postproduction. Few of them were filled with comments. There are
Aristotle manuscripts from the period that were designed, in their
production stage, to contain comments in the square-bracket style.
Paris, Bibliothèque Mazarine, 3462, an Aristotle miscellany not in
the Appendix, has been fully prepared and executed in the textus
inclusus style. The codex has a highly unusual annotation design,
with an added comment area between the main text and the square
brackets. It is unclear whether the annotations were added in the
production or using stage, but the completely blank margins of fol.
83r suggests the comments may have been added post-production
by the student.25 The textus inclusus design in Aristotle manuscripts
shows that annotation practices particular for one scholarly
discipline or faculty, could migrate to another, probably because its
pragmatics had universal appeal.
GRID LINES
Scribes had yet one more useful tool to help the annotating
reader remain organized. It started with an increase in the number
of horizontal Durchläufer (or lignes rectrices majeures) beyond what the
regular design pattern called for. The organization potential of this
design adjustment was significant. Returning to the codex with the
highest number of annotation columns, Paris, Bibliothéque
nationale de France, lat. 12953, five lignes rectrices majeures (pairs) are
present, running from the fold to the edge of the page (see Figure 5
and the schematic representation in Figure 7). Two of these are
standard and form the upper and lower edge of the cadre de
justification. While not specifically added to aid with the organization
of annotations (they were general features, after all), they did
inadvertently help bring order to the margins by separating the
annotation spaces in the upper and lower margins from the main
text, much like the two vertical lines of the cadre de justification did
for the inner and outer margins. In addition, an extra Durchläufer
pair was added in the upper margin, as well as two pairs in the lower
margin. These horizontal lines have the same colour and thickness
as the vertical ones and they were certainly added during the
Images
and
description
http://initiale.irht.cnrs.fr/codex/7214.
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production of the manuscript, as is shown by the corresponding
prickings as well. Most of these prickings were cut by the binder but
some survive and are clearly visible, for example at fol. 49r.
These additional horizontal lines result from a conscious design
choice on the part of the scribe and they offered great benefits to the
annotating student. The lines cut right through the vertical extended
lines, both those of the cadre de justification and those that produced
the annotation columns, and combined these “axes” form a grid of
intersecting lines. As a result, the margins became subdivided into
larger and smaller spaces outlined on all four sides by intersecting
grey pencil lines. It is in these “comment boxes” that the annotations
would be placed. Thus, in the Paris manuscript a horizontal pair of
Durchläufer in the upper margin carved out a row of six boxes
situated between the upper extended horizontal of the cadre and the
extra horizontal added to the upper margin. Five of these boxes are
quite small (Figure 7, nos. 1, 2, 4, 5, and 6), while one, placed right
above the main text (Figure 7, no. 3), equals the full width of that
text and is much larger. The margins on both side of Aristotle
contain very tall rectangular boxes that run along the full height of
the writing frame: the inner margin contains two (Figure 7, nos. 7
and 8), the outer margin three (Figure 7, nos. 9–11). There is usually
no further division in these tall side margins, though in some
manuscripts an extra horizontal was added halfway the writing
frame, which subdivided the annotation columns into two segments,
increasing the total number of boxes on the page (throughout in
Appendix, nos. 10 and 20, some in no. 15). In the lower margin of
the Paris manuscript, lastly, two horizontal Durchläufer pairs are
encountered, creating two rows of six boxes each (Figure 7, nos. 12–
17 and 18–23). Each page in this manuscript is fashioned with this
grid design and each contains twenty-three comment boxes in total.
The grid was particularly useful for organizing the lower
margin, the largest single empty “canvas” on the page. The student
of Paris lat. 12953 preferred to add his annotations next to the main
text of Aristotle as much as possible, so that an annotation started at
the same height as the line it commented. There were occasions,
however, where he resorted to using the upper and lower margins,
especially when it concerned lengthier annotations (Figure 5). When
larger comments are placed there, they tend to “snap” to the grid
lines, starting either right below a horizontal (Figure 5, upper
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margin), or end right above it (Figure 5, lower margin).26 Being able
to place larger comments in the lower (and occasionally upper)
margin in an organized manner prevented valuable column space
from clogging up and it increased the chance that all text lines could
be annotated a few times over. With annotations placed in the upper
or lower margins the predictability of a comment’s location was lost
(it was not just a matter of moving the eyes horizontally), but students
connected them to the main text with tie-marks (Figure 5, upper
margin has one that connects to line 1). It was also common,
however, to leave such connections out entirely, possibly because
the lengthy remarks pertained to the page in general rather than a
specific passage.
Grid patterns like these are encountered in thirteen codices in
the Appendix, suggesting that the subdivision of the upper and lower
margins was a relatively broad phenomenon, though not all show
the same level of sophistication as in the Paris manuscript (Table 1).
Manuscripts with grid lines were commonly designed in the same
fashion throughout. The Appendix contains three items in which
this is not the case: London, British Library, Harley 3487; Munich,
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 2604; and Paris, Bibliothèque
nationale de France, lat. 12953. The first of these has a grid in about
a third of the manuscript (fols. 65v–73v, 114r–136v, 164r–200v, and
224r–225r); the rest of the manuscript does not contain horizontal
Durchläufer, and no boxes are found on those pages. Peculiarly, fol.
67r, a single page, has four horizontals in the lower margin, which
form three rows of commentary boxes, a very unusual scenario in
this table. The ruling in this part of the manuscript also stands out
because at fols. 66r–73r a horizontal Durchläufer runs halfway the
text columns, which further increases the number of boxes at fol.
67r, to thirty-eight, the highest in the entire corpus for a single page.
The Munich manuscript shows a different inconsistency. Here, a
grid is found throughout the manuscript, yet while the pattern at fols.
1r–224v is constant, in the remainder of the manuscript its design
slightly varies, in different ways (fols. 225r–285v). The same is
observed in the Paris manuscript. Up to fol. 336r, the lower margin
presents two extra horizontal lines (as represented in Table 1),
whereas from fol. 336r until the end of the codex at fol. 383r the
lower margin contains a single horizontal. In this part of the
Lower margins examples: fols. 201v, 202r, 283r, 288v. Upper
margin examples: fols. 173r, 175r.
26

31

GLOSSATOR 12
Table 1: Presence of boxes in the various margins (measured on recto)
Design

Marginal
space

GTTGGG

80%

1

5

2

18

5

28

Paris, BnF, lat. 6323

GTGG

78%

1

6

3

18

4

28

Paris, BnF, lat. 12953

GGTGGG

80%

1

6

2

12

5

23

Durham, CL, C.III.17

GTGG

78%

1

4

3

12

3

19

GGTGG

77%

1*

4

2

8

6

18

Florence, BML, Plutei.sin14.01

GGTTGGG

76%

1

4

3

12

3

19

London, BL, Royal 12 G V**

GGTTGGG

78%

1

7

1

7

5

19

GTGGG

78%

1

5

2

10

4

19

Vatican City, BAV, Vat.lat. 2984

GTGG

76%

1

4

2

8

3

15

Paris, BnF, lat. 6323A

GTGG

78%

1

4

2

8

3

15

Florence, BML, Plutei.15sin.01

GGTGG

77%

1

5

1

5

4

14

Paris, BnF, lat. 6319, fols. 1-188

GTGG

72%

1

5

1

5

3

13

Madrid, BNE, 1428

GTGG

80%

0

0

1

4

3

7

Manuscript

Upper

Lower

Inner,
Boxes
outer

Rows Boxes Rows Boxes Boxes

London, BL, Harley 3487

Munich, BSB, Clm 2604

Paris, BnF, lat. 15452

Total

Table 1 reports on fully-formed boxes with four pencil lines. It ignores spaces produced by three
pencil lines that are sometimes found at the outer edges of the page and along the fold of the book.
While these incomplete boxes were also filled with glosses by the student, it is hard to know for
sure if they were planned as boxes by the scribe.
* The horizontals near the upper and lower edge have mostly been cut away by the binder. The
presence of these lines is occasionally observed, for example at fol. 128r.
** The assessment of this manuscript relies on only five images and does not necessarily reflect the
entire codex.

manuscript, which holds Aristotle’s Metaphysica, the inner and outer
margins have also not been divided into annotation columns, further
reducing the organization potential of the margins. These cases
prompt an important question, which will not be discussed any
further here: Does such variation within single manuscripts indicate
that they were copied by the student himself? He presumably knew
which texts needed more annotations?
Table 1 shows that box patterns were added to both larger
manuscripts with a higher number of annotation columns (4–5) and
in those of smaller proportions with a more limited number of
columns (3), which are almost even-balanced (seven and six codices,
respectively). Manuscripts with very large margins tend to have
more boxes, which is not surprising for these there was a more
pressing need for organization (Table 1, Column 2). An exception is
Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional de España, 1428, whose pages are 80%
blank, yet only seven boxes are present on the page. This is a low
number for so much marginal space (manuscripts with this much
blank space are all located near the top of Table 1) and it results
from a modest number of extra horizontal extenders: there is only
one visible, in the lower margin. Grid lines and boxes are not found
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in UTU and UTTU manuscripts, in which the marginal spaces on
either side of Aristotle remained undivided (Figure 1 and 2). These
not only lack the extra vertical lines that produce the annotation
columns, but also horizontal lines that may have produced at least a
small number of boxes in the upper or lower margins by intersecting
with the standard vertical Durchläufer (Figure 4, nos. 5 and 6). In
other words, students who had no need for annotation columns also
had no need for comment boxes probably because the large
canvases on both sides of Aristotle worked well for them. Looking
at the manuscript in Figure 1, one cannot help wondering whether
this particular student would not have been better off with some
more organisation in the margins.
FINAL THOUGHTS
Compared to earlier Aristotle manuscripts and those available
outside the thirteenth-century universities, Corpus scribes produced
a shift in the kind of information that Aristotle codices carried: while
Aristotle’s texts were still there, their presence on the page was
substantially reduced. If these carefully prepared manuscripts were
used as planned, they would ultimately contain two rather
unbalanced bodies of information: roughly a quarter of the page was
filled with Aristotle, key to the pragmatics of scholastic education,
while three-quarters was reserved for the commenting voices of
masters and students. The reality, it turns out, is more nuanced. Even
though scribes went to great lengths to provide students with an
optimized way of using Aristotle in a scholastic environment,
designing a page that facilitated numerous comments in an
organized manner, few manuscripts contain a substantial number of
notes throughout. Cases like the page observed in Figure 1, with
every available empty space filled with notes, are rare. Digitally
thumbing through the manuscripts in the Appendix, one tends to
encounter manuscripts with substantial annotations throughout, yet
also still plenty of blank space available for more. These include
manuscripts that contain short stints with substantial annotations,
like the page seen in Figure 5, which are then followed by longer
stints in which the student had fewer things to add. Examples of this
category of manuscript are Appendix, nos. 17, 18, 27, 30, 31, 34, and
37.
Notably, there are also manuscripts whose margins remain
mostly blank. Geneva, Bibliothèque de Genève, lat. 76 (Appendix,
no. 11) is a codex with clear roots in education. It has substantial
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margins (75% of the page blank) and a text that has been prepared
for scholastic use with alternating red and blue paragraphs. A
numbered table of contents in the front (fol. 1v) speeds up the search
for a specific text. Yet there are relatively few pages with some
annotations. After a significant number of leaves without a single
annotation (fols. 2r–88r), there is a stint of twenty or so pages with
about five annotations per page (fols. 88v–99v), followed by a
significant stretch with mostly fully-blank pages and the occasional
page with one or two annotations. At fol. 162r–173r it is back to
about five annotations per page, for about 20 pages or so, after which
they stop again. From fol. 185r some incidental pages contain one
or two annotations. Then, from fol. 240r up to fol. 326v, only blank
margins are encountered (with three pages as exceptions), after
which the most substantially glossed part of the manuscript starts, at
fols. 327r–332v. Then, the glossing stops until the codex is finished
at fol. 335v. Evidently, the student who owned this manuscript (the
annotations are predominantly by a single hand) had much to say
about certain works (De sensu at fols. 327r–335r, for example), but
little to nothing about others (not a single comment was made to
Metaphysica at fols. 2r–88r).
There are other examples of manuscripts that in spite of the
careful preparations in the production stage, still have largely blank
margins. For example, Appendix, nos. 19 and 20 have
predominantly blank margins and some pages with one or a few
annotations; no. 21 has only few pages with annotations and always
sparingly; no. 26 is intensely annotated at fols. 1r–44v, while the
margins fols. 44r–241 are blank or nearly completely blank; no. 28
contains only a very small number of pages with a modest number
of annotations, the others have none; and the margins of no. 33 are
completely empty. The contrast between preparing a manuscript for
a service that was subsequently not required is even more stark when
it concerns a codex with columns and grid lines in the margins. For
example, Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 2604
(Appendix, no. 20) has four annotation columns and eighteen boxes
per page, yet all of this organised space is predominantly left blank.
It is hard to explain the discrepancy between how a codex was
envisioned to be used, and how it was actually used. Does it point at
standardization of these textbooks, providing students with standard
features including those they did not need? Did students
miscalculate how they were going to use their textbooks? Did they
find other means to organize their notes, which did not require them
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to copy them out in the margins of their textbooks? Or are we
overestimating how many notes students genuinely made in the
classroom?
Finally, it is important to emphasize that the extended margins
discussed here, while significantly larger than in codices not
prepared for annotation, are not unique to Corpus vetustius
manuscripts. Perhaps hardly surprising, manuscripts with the Corpus
recentius, William of Moerbeke’s new Greek-Latin Aristotle
translations, were given the same page design as the textbooks that
contain the older translations.27 Broadening the view, thirteenthcentury university textbooks generally feature large margins.
Moreover, the practice of preparing them in the fashion highlighted
in this contribution is witnessed in authoritative texts across several
university disciplines. For example, thirteenth-century manuscripts
with Peter Lombard’s Sententiae, a popular textbook in Theology,
tend to have extended margins that are fitted with Durchläufer that
create marginal annotation columns and even boxes in the upper
and lower margins.28 Similarly, in the field of Medicine, handbooks
with the Articella, a key text in the discipline, were fitted with
annotation columns and comment boxes in the upper and lower
margins.29 Evidently, manuscripts of the Corpus vetustius are part of
a broader tradition of providing students with the tools to keep
organized as they added their own and their master’s thoughts to the
page. The scribes who designed these copies created the conditions

For example Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, NAL 2525,
fol. 2 (GTTGG, 13 text boxes), see
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b10545288n/f9.item.
28 See for example Cambridge, Trinity College, B.16.3 (https://msscat.trin.cam.ac.uk/Manuscript/B.16.13) and B.16.7 (https://msscat.trin.cam.ac.uk/Manuscript/B.16.7).
29 See for example Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, lat.
6868 (https://archivesetmanuscrits.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cc66018q),
lat. 12148
(https://archivesetmanuscrits.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cc741217), and lat.
17157 (https://archivesetmanuscrits.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cc683840);
and Saint-Omer, Bibliothèque municipale, 618
(https://bvmm.irht.cnrs.fr/mirador/index.php?manifest=https://bv
mm.irht.cnrs.fr/iiif/19177/manifest).
27
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for students to engage in a dialogue with an authoritative author,
even if some of them had little to add to the conversation.
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Figure 1: Baltimore, Walters Art Museum, W.66, fol. 160r
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Figure 2: Geneva, Bibliothèque de Genève, lat. 76, fol. 18r
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Figure 3: London, British Library, Harley 3487, fol. 16v (detail)

39

GLOSSATOR 12

Figure 4: Ruling pattern
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Figure 5:
Paris, Biblliothèque nationale de France, lat. 12853, fol. 283r
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Figure 6: Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, lat. 6319, fol. 3r
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Figure 7: Ruling pattern Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de
France, lat. 12853
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APPENDIX: CODICOLOGICAL DATA
The present selection encompasses thirty-five of the circa one
hundred surviving Corpus manuscripts identified in Aristoteles
Latinus: Codices, ed. G. Lacombe, A. Birkenmajer, M. Dulong and E.
Francescini (2 vols., Rome, 1939, 1945), with supplement, ed. L.
Minio-Paluello (Bruges/Paris, 1961). Included are manuscripts that
are available online, either partially or completely, with the
exception of no. 15, which was studied in situ. Data is derived from
a variety of sources: Lacombe’s catalogues, which provide some
basic codicological data; manuscript descriptions that accompany
digitisations; and direct observation based on digital images. Each
entry in this Appendix represents a single “design unit” (see the
explanation on p. 15). Most of these are full manuscripts, which is
the common vehicle for the Corpus vetustius. Composite volumes
with independent design units have been divided in the list below.
Five manuscripts were not fully available in digitized form and in
these cases I was unable to determine if a codex comprised of more
design units than the one reported on (nos. 13, 15, 16, 21, and 22).
If a manuscript contains other texts as well, the scope of the Corpus
vetustius is identified by its folium numbers. The L-column reports
on the design of the inner and outer margins. The codes used here
are: G= Glossing or annotation column in extended marginal space
outlined by vertical pencil lines on either side (see p. 24); INC= Page
designed for Textus inclusus (see pp. 27–29); T= text column
(Aristotle); U= Undivided annotation space (i.e. no division into
columns) in extended margins (see p. 23).
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