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The Roman poet, Martialis c. 85 CE





Estimate of handcopied books 500-1500 (W. Europe)



The (fortunate?) shipwreck of Nordic 
hand-copied books c. 1050-1500
• At the Reformation (1530s) most books became "obsolete"

• Survival rates much better in Catholic Europe, but even in protestant 
England and Germany too

• In the Nordic countries they mainly disappeared through neglect

• Some were then actively destroyed for practical reasons, especially 
between c. 1560 and 1660 when solid wrappers were needed for paper 
accounts

• We now have c. 50.000 fragments kept at the four national archives
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Nordic book history timeline

The first books are
imported from 
Germany, England

Import 
Home 
production

Paper Printing 
press

Universities,
France, 
Germany etc

University of 
Uppsala, 
Copenhagen

Mendicants 

Books in Old Norse, 
Danish, Swedish
supplement Latin books

More books produced 
for lay groups but also 
more books in Latin



(some of) the objectives of CODICUM
• not about discovery of unknown texts – we already know that they fall 

into these main groups: liturgy, theology, medicine, law, ‘literature‘ 
(history, hagiography)

• (1) Import vs homemade?
• (2) Networks of knowledge (and ritual cohesion, “sammenhængskraft”) 
• (3) Putting the less known and fragmented Nordic medieval book culture 

on the European map
• (4) “textual heritage” vs literary history, European vs national

o "foreign and catholic" -> European -> "ours"

• (5) cutting edge biocodicology – new methods, new groupings of 
fragments?



Josephus Latinus in the North, 
c. 1100-1250

• Translated into Latin c. 400. Some 
Carolingian copies, and became 
widespread from the 11th c. onwards

Bellum Judaicum 
(7 books) – 

completed c. 79. 

• translated into Latin c. 550. also very 
important in Latin Europe in the 
long 12th c.

• Antiquitates 
Judaicae (20 

books) – 
completed 93-94.





Tangible

Intangible

Documentary

UNESCO‘s categories:
-> Beowulf is included, but not Homer or Plato….



Why is 
the book 
archive 
before 
printing a 
special 
case?

The specific textual fluidity 
before printing 

Our distance to the relevant 
main languages 

The disproportionate weight of 
the textual record in 
understanding the distant past.
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