
���������	
�	��
������
����������������
�	��������	����������

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


����������������
�	���������������
��������	�������	�����	�������
������� ����	����

�������� �����!����"##��
����������
������		��

$�	���%%&�%''(�
�
�

�
)*��+������	���,������������������������������������� ������������������������������������������������-�� ��������. )������)  



Sunneva p. 2/14 

 
 
PURPOSE 
 

The image of St. Michael the Archangel slaying the dragon is an important one for our 
SCA family. My lord Wistric Oftun is a swordsman, and like many an SCA household we have 
sharp metal things masquerading as décor. Authenticity is important to Wistric, as he draws his 
inspiration for swordplay from MS I.33, a 13th or 14th century German fechtbuch. To celebrate 
Wistric’s rise in Atantia’s rapier community, I decided to create a piece centered around a 
martial image. Arundel 91 f. 26v1 is perfect. The lines are spare and swift, the colors reminiscent 
of an Anglo-Saxon heritage, and the script is gorgeous – an even mix of round and spiky, straight 
and curved: 

Fig. 1 Arundel 91 f. 26v 

 
 

Ultimately, this script drew me in more than any other element in this manuscript. The 
purpose of this Arts and Sciences entry is to analyze this script, in this particular part of this 
                                                 
1 “Detailed record for Arundel 91,” The British Library Catalog of Illuminated Manuscripts, n.d., 
<http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/record.asp?MSID=7537&CollID=20&NStart=91> (22 Jan. 
2008). 
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manuscript (f. 26v-28v), in order to reproduce it as closely as possible in the “Canterbury style.” 
The “Canterbury style” is here defined as any manuscript coming out of a Canterbury 
scriptorium in the first quarter of the 12th century. 
 
HISTORY 
 
 Canterbury manuscripts from the 12th century range from large illuminated Romanesque 
bibles to beautiful passionales filled with colored line drawings.2 However, it is with the early 
12th century English script that we concern ourselves with today.  
 The “Canterbury style” manuscripts were produced at Christ Church Priory, St. 
Augustine’s Abbey at Canterbury, as well as scriptoriums at Rochester and Dover. This script is 
described numerous ways, but two features are ubiquitous: prickly and upright. “Prickly 
Canterbury” was used at Christ Church from the second half of 11th century and was later 
adopted at St. Augustine’s where it remained until mid 12th century.3 The script used at Christ 
church was called the “Christ Church type”4 and was considered an Anglicized version of the 
“prickly” type.5 Perhaps M.L. James said it best in his book The Ancient Libraries of Canterbury 
and Dover: The Catalogues of the Libraries of Christ Church Priory and St. Augustine's Abbey 
at Canterbury and of St. Martin's Priory at Dover: the “Canterbury script” is “prolific of apices” 
which give the ‘prickly’ appearance.6 
 The Arundel 91 manuscript is housed in the British Library. It is made up of two parts, 
the “Passionale,” or lives of the saints (ff. 2-227), and the Lectiones de Santo Nicholao (ff. 227v-
229v). Arundel 91 was originally part of a seven volume set, of which it is the penultimate 
volume.7 The other surviving volume of this set is Bodleian Fell 2. These manuscripts are nearly 
identical to a manuscript written at Christ Church,8 which leads scholars to believe that either the 
Arundel and Fell manuscripts were copied from the Christ Church manuscript, or all three were 
copied from a now nonexistent exemplar.  
 
ANALYSIS 
 
The script consists of 24 letters, including two forms of the letter s, and not including j, w, or a 
lower-case k. 
There are three observed ligatures: st, or, and ct. (See Appendix A.) 
 
The average nib angle is 45 degrees and the downward stroke in letters such as a, b, d, f, h, etc. is 
vertical. Though the average angle is 45 degrees, some letters have a combination of angles.  

                                                 
2 Janet Backhouse, The Illuminated Page: Ten Centuries of Manuscript Painting in the British Library (London: The 
British Library, 1997), 36-37.  
3 Rosalind C. Love, ed., Three Eleventh-century Anglo-Latin Saints' Lives: Vita S. Birini, Vita et miracula S. 
Kenelmi, and Vita S. Rumwoldi, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), clxxiii; M.R. James, The Ancient Libraries of 
Canterbury and Dover: The Catalogues of the Libraries of Christ Church Priory and St. Augustine's Abbey at 
Canterbury and of St. Martin's Priory at Dover, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1903), xxx. 
4 N.R. Ker, English Manuscripts in the Century after the Norman Conquest, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1960), 30. 
5 Love, Three Eleventh-century Anglo-Latin Saints' Lives, clxxiv. 
6 James, Ancient Libraries, xxx. 
7 Love, Three Eleventh-century Anglo-Latin Saints' Lives, lxxxi.  
8 Ibid., xxiv. 
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 The letters c, h, s, and t have a steeper upper angle than lower, generally 50 degrees 
upper/40 degrees lower. 
 The letters i and l have a shallower upper angle than lower, generally 35 degrees upper/45 
degrees lower. 

The letter u has a very steep lower angle, generally 50 degrees. 
 
The inter-letter spacing is very small, less than 1 mm. Letters with serifs touch each other. 
The inter-word spacing is a remarkably even 1 mm. 
 
The space between baselines is 7 mm. The space between the top of the minim and baselines is 4 
mm.  
 
The heights of ascenders and descenders are the least consistent of all measurements in this 
script. Ascenders range from 1-2 mm, as do descenders. Ker here reminds us that equality of 
height among minims and height of interlinear spaces “was perhaps seldom reached before 
1170.”9 
 
The serifs at the top of ascenders for the letters b, d, h, and l are split and have a large pen flick to 
the left, contributing to the “prickly” appearance. The serifs are perpendicular to the downward 
stroke and are accompanied by a third downward stroke to create a clubbed look. 
 

Caroline miniscule was the reigning calligraphic script in England during the eighth to 
the mid-twelfth centuries. It is marked by vertical downward strokes, split serifs, and rounded 
bowls. However, “its eminence declined in Europe during the 11th century and in England during 
the 12th century, as the Gothic era dawned.”10  
 Indeed, the Canterbury hand represented by Arundel 91 is a clear example of a 
transitional script, with elements of Caroline miniscule and early Gothic struggling to gain 
supremacy. The “prickly” part clearly points to early Gothic influences. The angularity of the 
letter , for example. The inside is nearly diamond shaped, as is proper for a Gothic script. The 
sharp, angular strokes continue in ‘bowl’ letters like b, p, q, and g. The letter g in the Canterbury 
script is much more similar to the early Gothic scripts than the Caroline hand: 
 
 
 
 
Caroline: curly, open at the bottom (or, completely closed at the top, open at bottom)  
Early Gothic: closed at the top and bottom  
Canterbury script: closed at the top and bottom  
 However, the script retains enough of the relaxed curves of the Caroline hand that it is 
not completely steeped in Gothic influences. The split serifs seem to be distinctly Carolingian, as 
does the inter-letter and inter-word spacing. Gothic texts make use of thick downward strokes to 
cram as many characters as possible into the text block, and this is clearly not the case in 
Arundel 91. The words are legible and ‘have room to breathe’, so to speak. 
 
                                                 
9 N.R. Ker, English Manuscripts in the Century after the Norman Conquest, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1960), 45. 
10 Marc Drogin, Medieval Calligraphy: Its History and Technique, (Canada: General Publishing, 1980), 125. 
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Process 
1. Collect samples of the alphabet from images of the manuscript. Make sure the letter 
samples are clear and from different parts of the page. 

For this purpose I chose f. 26v and f. 28v. f. 26v contains the image I have used to 
showcase this script and f. 28v is a close-by leaf.  
(For further illustration, please see Appendix A.) 
2. Enlarge the letters on a Xerox machine and measure the nib angles in each letter and 
take an average.  

For this step I used a protractor and a ruler. It is not an exact science, as the 
process of scanning the original document, translating it to a .bmp, printing it, then 
enlarging it on a Xerox machine leaves the lines fuzzy and pixilated. However, it was 
still not difficult to get an average nib angle. It is important to get an average because 
every letter is made up of multiple quirks and deviations from the ideal. 
3. Measure the ascenders and descenders. 

In this step I took care to work from an image printed to actual size. The text 
block of Arundel 91 is 265 mm x 160 mm in two columns. I copied the image of f. 26v to 
an image editor, cropped the text block, and sized it to 265mm x 160mm, then printed it.  

The next step is to place a ruler along the lines to delineate the ascenders and 
descenders from the rest of the text. In this particular case we are lucky because remnants 
of the lines still exist in the original piece: 

 
We can see that the points of the serifs fall slightly below the lines, so that is 

where I placed my ruler. From here I measured the ascenders and descenders. 
4. Measure the spaces between baselines. 

In the same manner as number 3, I measured the spaces between the baselines (in 
red, below) as well as the spaces between minims (in blue) and lines.  

 
5. Measure the inter-letter and inter-word spaces. 

In the same manner as number 3, I measured the spaces between letters and 
words. 
6. Take the shape of the x and the o. 

The shape of these letters is very important to a script. Many letters take their 
shape from the letter o, such as c, d, e, g, p, and q.11 We can see in this case that the letter 
o has a very nearly diamond shape on the inside: . The letter x is also important 

                                                 
11 Patricia Lovett, “Analysing the Scripts,” in The Historical Source Book for Scribes, by Michelle P. Brown and 
Patricia Lovett (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), 19. 
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because it represents the maximum height and width of the minim. In this manuscript, the 
letter x is 4 mm x 3 mm. [ ] 

 
Problems -- The “s problem.” 

The first problem encountered during the analysis was the lower-case letter s. The 

manuscript presents two forms of the letter: a short round version [ ] and a long thin version 

[ ]. In many other medieval manuscripts, typically, one encounters the long s at the beginning 
and in the middle of a word. The short s occurs only (with all due caveats attached) at the end of 
a word. Several theories arise: 
1. The scribe may have been foreign or illiterate and made mistakes when copying the exemplar. 
2. The placement of the long and short s’s were aesthetic decisions on the part of the scribe. 
3. The answer lays somewhere in advanced Latin or paleography and my lack of knowledge in 
those areas prevents me from seeing it. 
 

Let’s explore some of these options. 
 

1. The case of the foreign or illiterate scribe. 
The scribe(s) for Arundel 91 (or Fell 2) is unknown. However, M.R. James in his book 

The Ancient Libraries of Canterbury and Dover: The Catalogues of the Libraries of Christ 
Church Priory and St. Augustine's Abbey at Canterbury and of St. Martin's Priory at Dover 
writes about a single scribe from Christ Church Priory named Thiodricus.12 Thiodricus wrote in 
the “Canterbury hand” and scribed a volume of St. Augustine’s works, now in the Trinity 
College Library.13 The evidence for this is the lines “in the original hand” in Augustini et 
Aliorum Sermones: 

 

14 
 
James believes that the scriptoriums at Christ Church, Rochester, and St. Augustine 

(where Arundel 91 was written) were under the direct influence of a scribe named Lanfranc.15 
James writes about Thiodricus that “Very probably he, like Lanfranc, was an Italian16.”  

This is an extraordinarily tenuous thread on which to build a theory. Despite the fact that 
the Italian and Roman scripts have a small, round s, Thiodricus or Lanfranc were not mentioned 
anywhere else in the (admittedly limited) research, nor was there any other mention of an Italian 
influence on the 12th century English hand in Canterbury. Not to mention an Italian influence to 
the extent that all the scribes were illiterate or could not place their s’s in a coherent measure.  

Thus we abandon this theory. 
 

                                                 
12 James, Ancient Libraries, xxx. 
13 M.R. James, The Western Manuscripts in the Library of Trinity College, Cambridge: A Descriptive Catalogue, 
vol. 1, (Cambridge: University Press, 1900-04), 132. 
14 Ibid. 
15 James, Ancient Libraries, p. xxxi. 
16 Ibid. 
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2. The case of the aesthetically obsessed scribe. 
 Perhaps the scribe merely wanted a cleaner looking page. N.R. Ker in his book English 
Manuscripts in the Century after the Norman Conquest suggests that closer spacing of English 
hands leads to collisions of descenders and ascenders. These could be avoided by substituting a 
round s for a tall one, a round d for an upright one, or an insular f for a Caroline f.17 Looking at 
the manuscript in question, this is indeed the case in a few places. However, it is not the norm 
and thus cannot be the reason for the “s problem.” 
 
3. The case for my complete lack of knowledge. 
 Always, there is the possibility that we simply do not have the expertise needed in order 
to understand something. The knowledge necessary to understand the “s problem” could be out 
of reach for the beginning scribe with no understanding of Latin or paleography. 
 
 A final theory arises, and that is that positional distinction between long and short s did 
not exist prior to the 12th century. This is perhaps a study for another day. 
 
 For my purposes, I analyzed each occurrence of the long and short s in f. 26v. I created a 

chart of “ ” vs. “ .” (See Appendix B.) Round s occurring at the beginning, end, and in the 
middle of words were counted, and the same for long s. According to the chart, the long s far 
outnumbers the round s in each category. 
 To rule out any other factors, such as that mentioned by Ker above, or the influence of 
words or letters around the s, the words containing s were highlighted in the actual manuscript 
image for f. 26v. (See Appendix C.) Again, no patterns were noticed. 
 It is my conclusion therefore that the long s should be used, unless it suits the scribe to 
use the round s. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
A. Lessons Learned 
 Throughout this project I learned the limits of my knowledge, as well as the limits of my 
desire. For example, I could have contacted the Bodleian library and asked for images of Fell 2, 
or tracked down images of the Christ Church manuscript in order to more thoroughly tackle the 
“s problem.” I could have also spent a lot more time on researching the evolution of the letter s 
through the ages. However, I reached my limit in time and resources very quickly and had to 
make my peace with that. This was an excellent exercise in defining my place and involvement 
in the SCA and I feel on firmer ground because of it. 
 I’ve also learned that I have a much greater web of support than I had previously 
suspected. Friends and experts came out of thin air to help with any question I had. A simple 
query on my blog brought myriad theories, answers, questions, and messages of support.  
 
B. Mistakes 
 When first measuring nib angles, I started by placing the protractor as shown in figure 2 
below. The pink line represents the protractor and the red line represent the angle being 
measured. As you can see, the protractor is placed so that the vertex of the angle formed by the 
                                                 
17  Ker, English Manuscripts, 44-45. 
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first down stroke of the letter is correct (green line), but incorrect for all other angles in the letter 
(red line). Unfortunately the fact didn’t impress me until I had gone through half the alphabet. 
Eventually I figured out that many of my angle measurements didn’t make a lot of sense – they 
were much larger than they looked. After consultation with more learned people, my mistake 
was pointed out and I started over as in figure 3. 
 
Fig. 2 

 
 
 
 

Fig. 3 
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APPENDIX A 
 
Ductus created by pulling letters directly from f. 26v and f. 28v images. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

“ ” vs. “ ” 
 
ligature  at end  at beginning  in middle 
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APPENDIX C 
 
Occurrences of the letter s in a word, highlighted in f. 26v. 
 

 


