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Many revolutions derive from a small idea: small, simple but in-
spired. The most significant revolution in the history of mathematics 
and all the sciences that need and use numbers is represented by the 
introduction in Western Europe of the zero. The Greeks did not use 
arithmetical notation, but indicated numbers with letters, and so did 
the Romans and Hebrews. Zero (zephirum in Latin, sifr in Arabic) was 
in use by the second half of the first millennium in India and in Pre-
Columbian America. In Europe, it appears in 1202 in the Liber abbaci 
of Leonardo of Pisa (Fibonacci). In this book, Fibonacci gives exam-
ples in order to demonstrate the superiority of the Hindu-Arabic 
numeral system over the Roman system. The Liber Abbaci begins with 
a simple but profound statement: 

Novem figure indorum he sunt 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1. Cum his itaque novem fi-
guris, et cum hoc signo 0, quod arabice zephirum appellatur, scribitur 
quilibet numerus, ut inferius demonstratur.  

These are the nine figures of the Indians 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1. Thus, with these 
nine figures and with this sign 0, which is called zephirum in Arabic, any 
number may be written, as will be shown below.1 

                                                
* A version of this paper was given at the Colloquium BOOK IN CONTEXT. 

The production and distribution of the European book in the Middle Ages and the Early 
Modern Age (500-1800), organised by the Finnish Book Historical Society and the 
Section for Romance and Classical Languages, University of Jyväskylä, celebrat-
ing the first ten years of the Finnish Book Historical Society held in Helsinki (1 
November 2007). I would like to thank Gloria Allaire and Robert Gibbs for the 
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Modifications like these are never accepted easily. The present pa-
per examines another revolution, not as important or well-known as 
that of zero, but equally groundbreaking. It is important to emphas-
ize that Leonardo’s description of the Indo-Arabic numerals and the 
parallel revolution discussed here date from the same period. Our 
revolution would change the way in which books were produced, of-
fering scholars a system that allowed the transmission of the know-
ledge in a relatively short period of time: the pecia system.  

When we think about manuscripts and their traditional means of 
production, what comes to mind are monastic scriptoria. Umberto 
Eco’s novel Il nome della rosa portrayed monks bent over their desks 
working in inaccessible scriptoria placed in the clausura and copying 
from a model, a well-bound book. In his narrative, Eco focused on 
one specific issue: how to prevent the dissemination of knowledge, 
by hiding and destroying a model text (here, the lost book of Aris-
totle’s Poetics). 

Eco chose the monastery of Melk as location for his story. Histori-
cally, this choice was the correct one. The story of the novel could 
never have happened in, say, Bologna, although that city was a very 
important centre for the book trade in the thirteenth-fourteenth cen-
turies. Since the end of the twelfth century, ecclesiastical institutions, 
churches and monasteries had used secular scriptoria in order to ob-
tain the books they needed. Similarly, in the thirteenth century, the 
Dominicans and Franciscans used secular scriptoria not only to pro-
duce books of Canon law such as Decretum and Decretales, but also 
books of philosophy, theology, and the Bible. 

During the third quarter of the thirteenth century, there were no 
fewer than 2,000 students in Bologna; the higher number of 10,000 
claimed by the lawyer Odofredo and often repeated by historians 
seems inflated and is not reliable. In this period, Bologna had be-

                                                                                                               
care with which they read different versions of this text and for the helpful sug-
gestions. Elizabeth Peterson kindly revised my English. 

 1 From MSS Firenze, BNC, Conv. Soppr. C.I.2616, f. 1v (Badia Fiorentina 73) 
and Firenze, BNC, Magl. XI. 122, f. 1v; the first was used for the printed edition 
of the work, cf. Il liber abbaci di Leonardo Pisano, pubblicato secondo la lezione del Co-
dice Magliabechiano C. 1., 2616, Badia Fiorentina, ed. Baldassarre Boncompagni 
(Roma, 1857). 
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tween 50,000 and 70,000 inhabitants, many of whom worked at and 
for the Studium and in book production. In 1265, students from 13 dif-
ferent nationes were living in Bologna: French (from both Paris and 
the Ile de France), Provençals, Picards, Burgundians; those from Poi-
tou and Gascony and from Touraine and Maine, Normans, English-
men, Catalans, Spanish, Polish, Hungarians and Germans. The Citra-
montani (Italians) were divided into three nationes: Lombardi (not only 
from Lombardy, but from Piemonte, Liguria, and Emilia as well); 
Toscani (from Tuscany, Sardinia, Corsica, Umbria, Romagna, Veneto, 
Istria and Dalmatia); and Romani (Latium, Marche, Southern Italy and 
Sicily).2 Foreigners tended to seek the company of their compatriots, 
which explains why there are three Englishmen named in a single 
contract drawn up in August 1269: 

Magister Nicholaus, medicus de Firmo, et magister Iohannes eius filius, in 
sollidum vendiderunt Rogerio Marmion, Anglico, scolari Bononie, unum 
Volumen, silicet Instituta, Autentica et Tres libros Codicis cum apparatu 
domini Accursii, pro precio centum et decem librarum Bon(oniensium). 
Ex instrumento Deotacore de Montasigo, notarii, hodie facto in statione 
Arditionis Guidonis de Millano, presentibus domino Iohanne de Pontise-
ra, domino Roberto de Chircha, scolaribus Bononie […]. 

Magister Niccolò, medical doctor, of Fermo, and Magister Giovanni his 
son, sold to Roger Marmion, Englishman, student at Bologna, one Volu-
men, i.e. Instituta, Authentica and Tres libros Codicis with the apparatus by 
Accursius, for the price of 110 lire di Bolognini. By the document drawn up 
by Deotacore de Montasigo, notary, today in the statio of Ardizzone di 
Guido of Milan, in the presence of John of Pontoise, Robert de Chircha, 
students at Bologna […].3 

 

                                                
2 Antonio Ivan Pini, “Discere turba volens. Studenti e vita studentesca a Bolog-

na dalle origini dello Studio alla metà del Trecento,” in Studenti e Università degli 
studenti a Bologna dal XII al XIX secolo, a cura di Gian Paolo Brizzi-Antonio Ivan 
Pini (Bologna, 1988). Now in Id., Studio, università e città nel medioevo bolognese 
(Bologna, 2005), 132-137. 

3 Chartularium Studii Bononiensis. Documenti per la storia dell’Università di Bo-
logna dalle origini fino al sec. XV, Vol. X, ed. Guido Zaccagnini (Bologna, 1936), 71 
doc. 154 (1269 VIII 30). 
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As this contract shows, Magister Niccolò of Fermo, a medical doc-
tor, and his son Giovanni sold a Volumen (the last part of the Corpus 
Iuris Civilis) to Roger Marmion, an Englishman, in the statio (book 
shop) of Ardizzone.4 Witnesses are two other Englishmen: John of 
Pontoise and Robert de Chircha, the first of whom was to be conse-
crated bishop of Winchester in August 1282. The second one, also 
known as Robert of Holy Island, was a very important figure with 
many servants in his household. He will be consecrated bishop of 
Durham in 1274, five years after witnessing and signing the contract. 

We cannot be sure of the reason of the medical doctor and his son 
for selling this manuscript, but they themselves were probably not 
copyists, as their names are not found among scribes working in Bo-
logna between 1265 and 1270.5 These dates correspond to events of 
some historical importance. In 1265, the office of the Memoriali was 
established in Bologna for the registration of all contracts of a value 
superior to 20 lire di bolognini. This amount is rather high: a renowned 
university professor, for example, might have earned 100-150 lire di 
bolognini per year. The Office was abolished in 1456, and the Memoria-
li which have been preserved are collected in 322 large-size volumes. 
In these volumes, we find not only the history of the Studium, as well 
as names of artists and craftsmen who worked there, but also the 
names of students attending the university. Unfortunately, so far only 
the first five years of the Memoriali have been partially published in 
the Chartularium, and even the last of them is not complete.  

Documents preserved in the Memoriali concern the purchase, sales, 
and shipping of books, as well as contracts for copying books. These 
contracts mention the names of about 280 copyists, many of whom 
were notaries. The Memoriali contain contracts for payments to co-
pyists of more than 20 lire di bolognini, but the majority of books cost 
less. This means that we only have records of particularly valuable 
books, not of libelli, casus, brocardae, short tractatus, texts in vernacular, 
poetry etc. These kinds of texts were produced by copyists whose 
                                                

4 Ardizzone was the bedellus generalis of the Studium, see Antonio Ivan Pini, 
“Per una storia sociale dell’università: i bidelli bolognesi nel XIII secolo”,  Annali 
di storia delle università italiane 1 (1997) 43-75. Now in Studenti e Università degli 
studenti, 288-323. 

5 Giovanna Murano, Copisti a Bologna (1265-1270), (Turnhout, 2006). 
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names are not recorded in the registers. Indeed, in the period object of 
our examination there were more than 300 scribes in Bologna. 

Although the Studium was cosmopolitan, book were produced by 
Italians, not exclusively Bolognese. Copyists came from Modena, 
Forlì, and Reggio Emilia, as well as Umbria, Tuscany and Lombardy. 
For instance, Geminiano Grasulfi and his family were Modenese.6 
They had their own atelier, and all the members of the family were 
involved in the book production. At the beginning of the fourteenth 
century, contracts were signed by Margarita, Geminiano’s wife. Mar-
garita is not the only female copyist we find in the Memoriali and oth-
er women worked in the ateliers like that of the Grasulfi. 

Evidence for the participation of women and the disabled is diffi-
cult to discover because the Statuti, like the Universities, excluded 
both these groups. In additional to legal prohibitions, female copyists 
had to face another obstacle, i.e. their lack of formal training in Latin. 
In the Studium, Latin was the language of communication, and in-
strumental in unifying the multi-ethnic body of students. Students 
used Latin to communicate with each other, professors used Latin 
during the lessons, and books were in Latin. Latin was, however, the 
father, not the mother tongue: women were barely able gain a foo-
thold in the production of manuscripts in vernacular languages, let 
alone in producing Latin-language university manuscripts.  

In spite of the traditional legal and institutional obstacles against 
learning for women, girls probably acquired the basics of Latin at 
grammar school and began their career, like their male counterparts, 
at home with their father or, in some cases, their mother teaching 
them. There is actual evidence for women copying books, under the 
aegis of their fathers.  

In 1268 

Coradinus q. Vitalis dixit se promisisse magistro Iacobo, canonico Bono-
niensi, se facturum et curaturum quod Cristiana, eius filia, scribet eidem 
hinc ad sedecim menses Decretales in littera de testu eque bona, ut incepit 

                                                
6 Frank Soetermeer, “A propos d'une famille de copistes. Quelques 

remarques sur la librairie à Bologne aux XIIIe et XIVe siècles,” Studi Medievali, ser. 
III, 30 (1989) 425-478. Now in Id., Livres et juristes au Moyen âge, (Goldbach, 1999); 
Murano, Copisti, 33-35. 



Books, students and scribes                                                                                           6 
 

in tertio libro Decretalium, et ponet minora, pro pretio in su(m)ma vigin-
tiquatuor lib(rarum) Bon(oniensium).  

Corradino, son of the late Vitale, said that he had promised to Magister Ja-
cob, canon at Bologna, to have his daughter Cristina write the Decretales in 
sixteen months in a textualis script of the same quality in which she wrote 
the beginning of the third book of the Decretales, and she will add minora, 
at the price of altogether 24 lire di bolognini.  

In the same year, Flandina Tebaldini from Reggio agreed to write 
the apparatus of the Decretales old and new in one year and half for 31 
lire di bolognini for Arnaldo Cerigerii. Her fidejussor was the scriptor 
Platisio di Viola. In 1270, 

Marchexana f. Benvenuti Tuschi de burgo Policini promisit d. Guilielmo 
de Verneto… scribere totum Digestum novum de aparatu d. Acursii et 
hoc pro pretio XVIII sol(idorum) Bon(oniensium) pro quolibet quaterno. 

Marchesana, daughter of Benvenuto Tusco of Borgo Pollicino promised to 
Guglielmo of Verneto […] to write the whole Digestum novum of the appa-
ratus of Accursius, and this at the price of 18 soldi di bolognini per single 
gathering. 

Marchesana’s fidejussor was her father. In 1272, 

Dinigia f. q. d. Muçi nunc moratur Bon(onie) in capella Sancti Andree de 
Ansaldis promisit facere et curare quod domina Alda eius filia scribet et 
adimplebit (!) d. Bernardo de Rusello totum testum Decreti pro precio vi-
ginti quinque lib(rarum) Bon(oniensium). 
 
Dinigia, daughter of the late Muzzo, who is now living in Bologna in the 
chapel of St. Andrew of the Ansaldi, promised to have her daughter, Al-
da, write and complete for Bernard de Rusello all of the text of the Decre-
tum at the price of 25 lire di bolognini. 

In January 1275 Rodolfo di Gandolfo, scriptor and magister, agreed 
that his daughter Antonia would copy for Giovanni Bonabrocca the 
“Infortiatum cum Tribus partibus in litera de textu” (Infortiatum with 
the Tres partes in textualis script).7  

In 1279  

                                                
7 On the Infortiatum cum Tribus partibus, see Giovanna Murano, Opere diffuse 

per exemplar e pecia, (Turnhout, 2005), n° 309. 
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D. Yvanus […] promisit fr. Iohanni Borgoniensi de Ord(ine) Fratrum de 
Carmine se facturum quod d(omi)n(a) Alegra eius uxor continue sine in-
terpositione alterius operis scribet et complebit unam Bibiam de ita bona 
litera ut incepit scribere […] et hoc pro pretio LXXX lib(rarum) 
Bon(oniensium). 

Ivo […] promised to brother John Borgoniensi of the Order of the Carme-
lites that he would have Allegra, his wife, write and complete in one 
stretch, without copying any other work at the same time, one Bible in a 
script of the same quality in which she started her copy) […] and this at 
the price of 80 lire di bolognini. 

and 
D(omi)na Uliana filia d. Benvenuti de Faventia promisit d. Alberto d. 
Odofredi scribere eidem totum testum Voluminis scilicet Authenticum, 
Institutiones et Tres libros Codicis pretio XXV lib(rarum) Bon(oniensium).  

Uliana, daughter of Benvenuto of Faenza promised to Alberto, son of 
Odofredo, to write for him the whole text of the Volumen, that is Authenti-
cum, Institutiones and the Tres libros Codicis at the price of 25 lire di bologni-
ni. 

In 1286  

D. Ambroxinus q. Guillelmi de Mediolano […] promisit […] se faturum et 
curaturum quod d. Anthonia, filia q. Iohannis, uxor dicti Ambroxini, ma-
nu propria glosabit et scribet aparatum continens totum corpus Decreto-
rum, super quodam Decreto ipsius domini Libanorii [of Monselice]… Et 
dictus dominus Libanorius promisit dare de quolibet et pro quolibet qua-
terno, qui sunt numero XXX ad petias stationis, XXI sol(idos) 
Bon(onienses).8 

Ambrogio, son of the late Guglielmo of Milan […] promised […] that he 
would have Antonia, daughter of the late Giovanni, wife of the said Am-
brogio, gloss and scribe in her own hand the apparatus containing the 
whole Decretum, in a Decretum of Libanoro [of Monselice] himself […] And 
the said Libanorius promised to give 21 soldi di bolognini for each and 
every gathering, which amount to 30 pecias of the statio. 

In 1324 Alda di Vitale  

                                                
8 Chartularium Studii Bononiensis. Documenti per la storia dell’Università di Bo-

logna dalle origini fino al sec. XV, vol. IX, ed. Luigi Colini-Baldeschi (Bolog-
na, 1931), 40 doc. 71. 
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[…] dedit vendidit d. Iacobo d. Homoboni de Tederixii iudici unum par 
Decretalium cartarum (!) in testu et gloxis scriptum in cartis edinis […] et 
unum Digestum novum gloxatum […] qui libri sunt dicte d. Alde, et par-
tim per eam scripti et allia pars eius opera et industria fata est [...] pro 
precio ducentarum sexaginta lib(rarum) Bon(oniensium). 

[…] gave [and] sold to Iacob, son of Omobono de’ Tederisi, judge, a Decre-
tales on paper, in textualis script, with glosses, written on paper […] and a 
Digestum novum with glosses […] which books belong to the said Alda, 
and have partly been written by her and the other part has been accom-
plished by her work and efforts […] at the price of 260 lire di bolognini).9  

Although the number of women recorded is decidedly lower than 
that of men, these documents testify to the opera et industria (work 
and efforts) of the women, to use the expression found in the docu-
ment pertaining to Alda, daughter of Vitale. 

The activity of women copying books in Italy parallels evidence 
from France. In Paris, as studies by Richard and Mary Rouse10 and 
Kouky Fianu11 have shown, women were active in each field of book 
production, but with the difference that in Paris, unlike Italy, women 
figure in tax rolls, and this implies recognition of their presence and 
their profession. 

In addition to sources determining the local or regional origins of 
copyists at Bologna, and the gender of copyists, there are sources 
providing data on their age. These sources allow us glimpses into co-
pyists’ careers and the work they would perform in different periods 
of their life. Copyists would typically start working at a very young 
age, often in their fathers’ shops. Sometimes after thirty and forty 
years of activity, or when having become unable to write entire vo-
lumes, they would take up the work of a corrector, or open a school, a 
schola scribendi. Others would switch back and forth from being co-
pyists or illuminators and notaries. One also finds less likely combi-

                                                
9 Murano, Copisti, 35-36. 
10 Mary A. Rouse-Richard H. Rouse, Manuscripts and their Makers. Commercial 

Book Producers in Medieval Paris 1200-1500, I-II (London, 2000). 
11 Kouky Fianu, “Le femmes dans les métiers du livre à Paris (XIIIe-XVe 

siècle),” in La collaboration dans la production de l’écrit médiéval. Actes du XIIIe col-
loque du Comité international de paléographie latine (Weingarten, 22-25 sep-
tembre 2000), réunis par Herrad Spilling (Paris, 2003), 459-481. 
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nations of professions or trades. In one venticinquina (a document that 
lists all the men between 17 and 70 years of age, to be enrolled in the 
city militia), a certain Viviano is registered as tabernarius et scriptor.12 
This very unusual mixture of professions and trades is also men-
tioned in the colophon of the Florentine manuscript BNCF, II. IV. 53, 
ff. 53r-151r: 

Conpiuta è la Cerusia di maestro Guglelmo da Salicieto medico in Pia-
cença la quale esso fe nella cipta di Bolongna scritta p(er) me Miniato di 
Mattio di Baldese in quel tempo vinattiere alla Nave in Firençe. Finito 
addì xxvii di março MCCCCLXXVI a ore xii ½. 

It is finished the Cerusia of Magister Guglielmo da Saliceto, medical doctor 
at Piacenza, which work was written in the city of Bologna by me, Minia-
to di Matteo di Baldese, at that time keeper tavern at La Nave in Florence. 
Finished on 27 March 1476 at twelve hours and a half. 

 

Now that some of the copyists have been introduced and discussed, 
we turn to the University of Bologna and the population of scribes 
and students. If the number of 2,000 students per year is accurate, this 
suggests that in Bologna, between 1265 and 1270, there was at least 
one copyist for every eight students. The students of a higher social 
standing were often accompanied by personal secretaries. Other, 
younger copyists signed contracts in which they promised to write a 
book, but also to stay at home with the dominus, and to go with him 
to school as some kind of guardians or companions. The dominus, for 
his part, was promised a certain sum of money, cibum et potum (food 
and drink) and sleeping quarters. 

In different codicological and palaeographical handbooks, some of 
them recently published, we read that at the universities of Paris and 
Bologna texts were copied by students, or by itinerant and wandering 
copyists. This presents a charming and colourful picture of life at me-
diaeval universities. Yet the reality was that, in Bologna as in Paris, a 
body of professional copyists was regularly employed, and that in 
Bologna many of these copyists were notaries. Book trade was even 
hereditary, handed down from father (or mother) to son or daughter. 
                                                

12 Murano, Copisti, 40, 171-172. 
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Some copyists signed contracts before officially becoming notaries. 
Their training was carried out with the juridical and professional as-
sistance of the father or another magister. 

But why should there have been need for so many scribes? If we 
consider a central text of the Middle Ages, the Bible, we must re-
member that a copyist would need two or three years to write a sin-
gle copy. One such Bible is present-day Madrid, BN, Vitr. 21-4. Its co-
lophon preserves the name of Iohannes filius Iacobini notarius. In Bo-
logna in this period there were at least three different copyists called 
Iohannes (Giovanni) son of Iacobinus (Jacopino), but we know for cer-
tain who wrote the Madrid Bible, because of data found in the con-
tract pertaining to the copy of the text. The contract is a document 
drawn up on 9 June 1270. This Bible, as the colophon tells us, was 
completed on 11 May 1272, nearly two years later. In the contract, Gi-
ovanni is not yet styled notary, but he was one by the time he penned 
his colophon.13 Thus, our copyist is probably Iohanninus Iacopini Pa-
paçonibus, who was matriculated on 6 June 1270.14 

With regard to Bolognese manuscript illumination, most artists 
were local. In Bologna, there were very few non-Italian pittori or illu-
minators.15 Nevertheless, some manuscripts that appear to have been 
written in Bologna, with parchment prepared in the Italian style, 
seem to have been decorated by non-Italian artists. In some manu-
scripts, we find not only the Parisian style but also French or English 
colours and pigments. Copyists normally prepared the layout of the 
text. For every painted or pen-flourished initial they left a small guide 
letter (minora or minores) and the space for these initials. I believe that 
some manuscripts copied in Bologna for French or Englishmen were 
later decorated in the home country of the owners. The students as 
well as the civil and ecclesiastical institutions that ordered books in 
Bologna preferred the more refined French style decoration with its 
beautiful S-lines instead of the heavier, rougher Bolognese style. 

                                                
13 Murano, Copisti, 15-16 et passim. 
14 Roberto Ferrara-Vittorio Valentini, Liber sive matricula notariorum comunis 

Bononie (1219-1299), (Roma, 1980), 278. 
15 Francesco Filippini-Guido Zucchini, Miniatori e pittori a Bologna. Documenti 

dei secoli XIII e XIV, (Firenze, 1947); Raffaella Pini, Il mondo dei pittori a Bologna 
1348-1430, (Bologna, 2005). 
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One of the names most frequently found in the Memoriali is that of 
Bartolomeo Ammannati. He moved from Pistoia in Tuscany to Bo-
logna. As a banker, he was involved in loans and money exchange. In 
addition to Bologna, Ammannati’s family had banks in Paris, London 
and in many other cities in Europe.16 The Liberate Rolls of Henry II 
and Edward I of England list sums of money to be returned to the 
Ammannati. Due to the presence of foreign bankers such as Amman-
nati in Paris and elsewhere, ‘Lombard’ became synonymous with 
‘banker’. The Memoriali preserve many contracts for the transporta-
tion of books from Bologna to others parts of Europe.17 A book copied 
in one of Bologna’s most important workshops, that of Cardinale and 
Rogerino Paganelli, for instance, might cost 150 or 200 lire di bolognini. 
By the end of their studies, even some students might have three or 
four valuable books.18 

Attraverso lo studio da povero potrai farti ricco, 
da infimo potrai aspirare al rango dei maiores, 
dalle stalle potrai salire alle stelle  

Through study you can become rich, 
From a humble station in life you may aspire to reach the status of the 
high and mighty, 

                                                
16 Guido Zaccagnini, I banchieri pistoiesi a Bologna e altrove nel sec. XIII. Contri-

buto alla storia del commercio nel Medioevo, (Pistoia, 1920); Murano, Copisti, 44-45. 
17 Sven Stelling-Michaud, Le transport international des manuscrits juridiques 

bolonais entre 1265 et 1320, (Genève, 1963). 
18 In the inventory of the famous legal scholar Cino da Pistoia (Pistoia, BF, 

Acquisti e doni 1 edited by Giancarlo Savino, ‘L’eredità di messer Cino da Pis-
toia’, Atti e memorie dell’Accademia toscana di scienze e lettere la Colombaria 2 (1987) 
105-140 with small inaccuracies in text identification), for instance, we only find: 
«Uno dicreto chiosato [= Decretum Gratiani] in carte di pecora. Due paia di dicre-
tali chiosati [= Decretales] in carte di pecora. Due digiesti vecchi chiosati [= Diges-
tum vetus] in carte di pecora. Due chodici chiosati [= Codex] in carte di pecora. 
Due sesti [= Liber Sextus] in carte di pechora, l’uno chiosato e non l’altro. Una 
somma d’Açço [Azo, Summa]. Uno specchio [Guillelmus Duranti, Speculum] in 
carte di pecora: sono inperfetti. Uno inforzato [= Infortiatum] chiosato in carte di 
pecora. Una lettura di messer Cino non leghato in carte di pecora. Certi quaderni 
di diverse chose in carte di pechora. Uno volume [= Volumen] chiosato, anche in 
carte di pecora». 
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From stables you may rise to stars.19 

In January 1267 magister Andrea, son of Domenico, son of Isnardo, 
promised Bernard of Montpellier to write the whole apparatus of the 
Decretales. Bernard had been studying in Bologna since 1265. In 1269, 
when Bernard is recorded as deceased, his father asks his procurator 
to recover not only all the books that the son had listed in an invento-
ry but also a Digestum not included in the list. Among these books 
there was probably also one made by magister Andrea.20 

Bernard died before becoming rich and famous, but the father did 
not want to lose the fortune that his son had spent on books. In the 
home countries, it was not simply the title of doctor but the hard evi-
dence of their books, sometimes illuminated or gilt, that formed the 
tangible proof of the years of study in Bologna or Paris. Furthermore, 
thanks to these books – their personal professional library − people 
could begin careers as judges, medical doctors, lawyers or professors. 
In short, books were the passport to a rich and economically solid fu-
ture. To lose books while travelling might gravely damage a career, 
and this is one reason why students preferred to ship books rather 
than to travel with them. The Ammannati had stocks and employees 
in all parts of Europe so that books, like other valuable objects, might 
move around with security. During the thirteenth and fourteenth cen-
turies, it was not the copyist or the illuminator that moved from one 
Studium to another, but students and their books. 

 
In works on mediaeval universities, we often read about clerici va-

gantes or poor students making their livelihood by writing books. 
However, among the 280 scribes I have recorded in my census, only 
five were actual students or declared themselves as such. This is a 
very low percentage (around 2%) of the total of copyists. One inter-
esting case is a student working somewhat later than the period I 
have examined: Raulinus (Ralph), son of Almericus (Almaric), an En-
glishman from Fremington, a village near Bristol in Devonshire, co-
pyist of a Bible (now Paris, BNF, NAL 3189). Between one book and 
another of the Bible (in his regular text hand), Raulinus tells us, often 

                                                
19 Pini, Il mondo dei pittori, 325. 
20 Murano, Copisti, 100. 
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in Latin, occasionally in French or even in a macaronic Italian about 
his life, his opinions, and his ladies. He mentions two women: Meldi-
na, who loved him only when his pockets were full, and Vilana, who 
stole his cloak. Vilana, or Villana, is an ancient female name. As an 
adjective it also means ‘rude’ or ‘ill-mannered’ (cf. English villain). 
Someone, probably an owner, washed away some of Raulinus’ notes; 
but Albano Sorbelli21 and more recently Richard and Mary Rouse22 
have published many of them, so we may learn of Raulinus’ adven-
tures and misadventures. His first note appears at the conclusion of 
the Book of Joshua. Next to the biblical text we read “Vade commes-
tum” (Go to supper!). The second one regarding Meldina reads: 

O Meldina meretrix, mala, peor, pessima [...] 
Centum mille demones te possunt asportare [...] 

Meldina the harlot, bad, worse, the worst [...] 
May a hundred thousand demons carry you off and put you in [...]. 

At the end of the Interpretationes Hebraicorum nominum, Raulinus 
writes a twenty-line autobiographical verse as scribal colophon: 

Raulinus Devoniensis Almarici filius | Oriundus Fremitone pauper ex 
pauperibus | Post parentis sui mortem veniens Parisius | Ibidem per bi-
ennium studuit in artibus | Qui nefandis mulierum se miscens amplex-
ibus | Earumque nexo pravo consumatis omnibus | Est tandem Bononie, 
peccatis exigentibus | scriptor factus, huius mundi pauper facultatibus | 
In honore sancte Dei genitricis Marie [...]. 

Raulinus of Devon, Almaric’s son, a pauper born to paupers in Freming-
ton, came to Paris after the death of his father and studied the artes there 
for two years. He entered there into the wicked embraces of women and 
their depraved couplings – and squandered everything he had. Now at 
length, in expiation of his sins, and poor in the goods of this world, he be-
came a scribe in Bologna. In honour of holy Mary, etc.23 

                                                
21 Albano Sorbelli, “Le avventure di un goliardo inglese a Bologna in una 

bibbia del sec. XIII, “Accademie e biblioteche d’Italia 8 (1934) 48-57. 
22 Richard H. Rouse-Mary H. Rouse, “Wandering Scribes and Traveling Art-

ists: Raulinus of Fremington and His Bolognese Bible,” in A distinct voice: Me-
dieval Studies in Honor of Leonard E. Boyle, O.P. Ed. Jacqueline Brown and William 
P. Stoneman (Notre Dame, Indiana, 1997), 32-67. 

23 Rouse-Rouse, “Wandering Scribes”, 43, 65-66. 
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Bolognese copyists, just like the Parisians, copied hundreds of ma-
nuscripts often without leaving their names. The fortunes of Raulinus 
and of his Bible are an exception to the rule.  

Texts other than the Bible needed less time to be copied, but gen-
erally contracts registered in the Memoriali exceed six months. To 
write the text of the Decretales, for example, required ten months, but 
in addition to the text itself, university manuscripts needed to have 
the Gloss. The dimensions of the columns were determined by the 
length of the apparatus, and the text space was organized to accom-
modate the apparatus in the margins around the text. Copying the 
apparatus needed much more time, much more attention and much 
more experience than copying the text. This might explain the high 
number of contracts for the apparatus signed by women. To produce 
a full copy of the Decretales, a copyist might need between twenty and 
thirty months. If the text and the Gloss were written by different 
scribes, the time required would be reduced.24 

In general, copyists were not paid according to the time spent in 
writing the manuscript. Honest copyists would hand in the work on 
time, but time-based remuneration might have induced most to post-
pone final delivery as long as possible for better pay. 

 
 
Having considered the scribes themselves, their identities and ori-
gins, their fees and the length of time that might be needed to copy 
books by hand, we must now turn to a fundamental problem in ma-
nuscript production for the university: the model or authorized 
source from which further books were to be copied.  

With respect to this issue, I shall open a brief parenthesis regard-
ing the mediaeval concept of authority. The terms auctor and auctori-

                                                
24 Giovanna Murano, ‘Inter artifices longa est differentia (Dig. 46.3.31). Copisti a 

Bologna nella seconda metà del Duecento’, in Decretales pictae. Le miniature nei 
manoscritti delle Decretali di Gregorio IX (Liber Extra). Atti del colloquio interna-
zionale tenuto all'Istituto Storico Germanico, Roma 3-4 marzo 2010. Ed. Martin 
Bertram-Silvia Di Paolo (Roma 2012) http://hdl.handle.net/2307/698. 
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tas are related: the auctor was the creator of a text, while auctoritas is 
the text written by an auctor.25  

Mediaeval universities based their teaching and learning upon 
auctoritates: upon the Bible, first and foremost, but also on the Corpus 
iuris civilis, the Corpus iuris canonici, Aristotle, Galen etc. In the context 
of education, the term auctoritas acquired also the concrete meaning 
of «authoritative work or sentence». Since lessons were based upon 
auctoritates, students needed the same text as the professor. In the 
contracts of the Memoriali we read: «venditor tenetur librum corrigere 
et cartam ubi sunt vitia vel defectus radere ad minora ibi ponenda» 
(the seller shall correct the book and rub out the defects from the page 
in order to put in minora)26. The overall number of minora (mina) add-
ed after the copy of the text is often noted at the bottom of the last 
sheet of the quires, as we can see in this picture. 

 
Copyists were duty-bound not only to write a text, but to write a 

correct text. If twenty different copyists undertook to write twenty 
different manuscripts and there was only one model, that model 
could only be used by one copyist at a time. The solution to the prob-

                                                
25 Marie Dominique Chenu, “Auctor, actor, autor ,” Bulletin Du Cange 

(Archivum Latinitatis Medii Aevi) 3 (1927) 81-87; Alastair J. Minnis, Medieval Theory 
of Authorship. Scholastic Literary Attitudes in the Later Middle Ages, (Aldershot, 
1984); Auctor et auctoritas. Invention et conformisme dans l’écriture médiévale. Actes 
du colloque de Saint-Quentin-en-Yvelines (14-16 juin 1999), réunis sous la 
direction de M. Zimmerman (Paris, 2001). 

26 On writing contracts: Gianfranco Orlandelli, Il libro a Bologna dal 1300 al 
1330. Documenti, con uno studio su Il contratto di scrittura nella dottrina notarile 
bolognese, (Bologna, 1959). On the minora: Frank Soetermeer, “Un problème quo-
tidien de la librairie à Bologne: ‘minora’ manquants”, in ‘Excerptiones iuris’: Stu-
dies in Honor of André Gouron, ed. by B. Durand-L. Mayali (Berkeley, 2000), 693-
716. 
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lem of lengthy production times was probably developed at the Uni-
versity of Bologna around the year 1200. Just like the zero, it was a so-
lution elegant in its simplicity. The response to this specific need was 
to divide the model text into gatherings (quires) which were sequen-
tially numbered, the pecias. The model text (exemplar) may have 
needed to be corrected and approved by the University before being 
used.27 

Once approved, the divided exemplar remained unbound in the 
possession of a bookseller (stationarius) from whom it could be hired 
by copyists one pecia at a time. The pecia is a piece of parchment, two 
peciae make a quaternus. Normally a pecia consisted of four folios 
(duerni in the terminology of mediaeval book production). In France a 
pecia was sometimes a quire of six folios (terni or terniones). To make 
it possible for the copyist to find the pecia needed, the pecias were 
always numbered. Sometimes one finds the librarian’s name (or ab-
breviation) near the number of the pecia. 

 
 
 

                                                
27 For basic introduction on the pecia system, see Jean Destrez, La pecia dans 

les manuscrits universitaires du XIIIe et du XIVe siècle, (Paris 1935); La production du 
livre universitaire au moyen age. Exemplar et pecia. Actes du symposium tenu au 
Collegio San Bonaventura de Grottaferrata en mai 1983. Textes réunis par L.J. 
Bataillon, B.G. Guyot, R.H. Rouse (Paris, 1988); Frank Soetermeer, Utrumque ius 
in peciis. Aspetti della produzione libraria a Bologna fra Due e Trecento, (Milano, 
1997). 
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About 130 exemplaria or sets of pecias have been preserved for le-
gal, theological, philosophical and medical texts,28 with legal texts 
constituting about fifty percent of the total.29 

 Surviving lists in the statutes of the universities and lists from 
thirteenth- and fourteenth-century university stationers’ shops record 
the texts available, the number of pecias that they are divided into, or 
the number of quaterni, and the rental price.30  

A Bolognese librarian (exemplator) was required to keep and offer 
in his shop, as a minimum, all the pecias of the texts and the ordinary 
gloss of both Canon and Civil law. Moreover, the university rector 
could distribute additional works – libri extraordinarii – among the 
stationers: 

Teneatur eciam stacionarius librorum in stacione tenere et comodare 
omnes pecias saltem in textis et ordinariis glosis et in iure canonico et civi-
li [...]. Extraordinarios autem libros vel ipsorum exempla possint rectores 
cum consciliariis per diversas distribuere staciones, prout viderint conve-
nire et stationarii teneantur illorum ordinacioni parere.31 

The stationer must keep and offer in the bookshop all the pecias of texts 
and the Glossa ordinaria in Canon and Civil law […]. The libri extraordinarii 
or their copies may be distributed by the rectors with councillors at differ-
ent bookshops, as it seems fit, and the stationers have to obey their ruling. 

The librarian of the list of Olomouć, for example, was specialized 
in the works of Johannes de Deo and the his list shows thirteen ano-
nymous entries which included fifteen different works of the Portu-
guese Canonist.32 

                                                
28 Jean Destrez-Marie-Dominique Chenu, “Exemplaria universitaires des XIIIe 

et XIVe siècles”, Scriptorium 7 (1953) 68-81. 
29 Giovanna Murano, “Tipologia degli exemplaria giuridici,”in Juristische 

Buchproduktion im Mittelalter, hrgs. von V. Colli, (Frankfurt/Main, 2002), 105-172. 
30 All the surviving lists known at the present and the texts mentioned on 

them are now accessible in Murano, Opere. 
31 Soetermeer, Utrumque ius, 69-73, 82. 
32 Giovanna Murano, “La tradizione delle opere di Iohannes de Deo ed il ms 

Roma, Biblioteca Casanatense 1094 (A.II.10)”, Zeitschrift der Savigny-Stiftung für 
Rechtsgeschichte. Kanonistische Abteilung, in print. 
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At the University of Bologna, the text of the Decretales was divided 
into 24 quaterni, which corresponded to 48 pecias.33 The Glossa written 
by Bernardus de Botone Parmensis was divided into 38 or 39 quater-
ni.34 To copy the apparatus of the Decretales, copyists used two exem-
plaria: the first was divided into 44 pecias, the second into 35 pecias. 
The sum of these two numbers is 44 + 35 = 79 pecias. Since a quaternus 
is made of two pecias, if we divide 79 by two we obtain 39.5, a num-
ber very close to the number of the quaterni charged.  

Some contracts show that certain copyists undertook to copy five 
pecias each month. With this number in mind, they would have 
needed about nine and a half months to copy the 48 pecias of the text 
(48 divided by five). To copy the apparatus alone, they would have 
needed about 16 months. Thus, it may have taken a total of 25 months 
− over two years − to copy an entire volume of the Decretales.35 Co-
pyists had no paid vacations and some of them probably also worked 
on Sunday. The length of the time indicated in the contract is ex-
plained by the fact that a copyist failing to keep the deadline might 
end up in prison. The final humiliation, in addition to the imprison-
ment itself, would be finishing the work on a diet of bread and water. 

If the time spent by the professional copyist in writing university 
manuscripts was so long, what was the revolution spoken of at the 
beginning of this article? With the use of exemplaria each copyist took 
away only one pecia at a time and many copies could be made from 
the same text model in a given time period. With a text divided into 
48 pecias, in theory, up to 48 copies could be in production simulta-
neously. 

At the beginning of each academic year, students looked for the 
texts that they needed. Like today, there was a second-hand market, 
but rich people preferring new books produced by a copyist or 
bought from an important workshop generally might have had to 
wait for a year or more. 

To recognize a university manuscript is easy. While in Italy co-
pyists would note in the margin the number of the pecia about to 
end, e.g. “Finit pecia prima” (the first pecia ends here), in Paris, they 
                                                

33 Murano, Opere, n° 295. 
34 Murano, Opere, n° 296. 
35 Murano, Inter artifices longa est differentia. 
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would mark the beginning of each pecia. The different practices are 
due to the fact that in the French exemplaria the number of the pecia 
itself was noted on the first page, in Italy on the last one. Apart from 
being a guarantee to the client, the sequential numbering was a 
means to ensure that all pecias of a single exemplar had been copied 
and that there were no omissions in the text. 

Moreover, in the oldest manuscripts, copyists do not mark every 
change of pecia in the margin. For Canon law, the dissemination of 
texts via rented pecias appears in the third decade of the thirteenth 
century in one of the works of a relatively unknown Canonist whose 
name was Guido Brito (he was probably not from Great Britain but 
from Brittany). He authored a collection of Casus on the Compilationes 
antiquae.36 In 1234, with the publication of the new collection of de-
cretals (Liber Extra or Decretales) promulgated by Pope Gregory IX, all 
the previous official canonical collections were synthesized and su-
perseded. The Compilationes antiquae stopped being copied and com-
mented upon. Consequently, Guido Brito’s Casus were certainly writ-
ten before 1234. The Casus are preserved in many different manu-
scripts; and one of them, Oxford, Bodl.Libr., Laud. misc. 646, is dated 
at the end of one work to 1228. In the Casus, there is only one pecia 
mark (the second one), and this infers that at least one exemplar of the 
Casus of Guido Brito was produced in a university environment. The 
manuscript now preserved at Oxford is probably the oldest pecia 
manuscript found to date. 

Sometimes the pecia was not available in the statio. If such was the 
case, copyists would often leave left blank the amount of space they 
thought would be needed. Such calculations, however, never agreed 
precisely with the space eventually required. If the space was not 
adequate, a copyist might reduce the size of the script or add new 
lines at the end of the page. If there was too much space, he might en-
large the script. But if the copyist left a large blank space on a page, 
the owner of the manuscript might force him to write the quire again. 
To avoid blank spaces, sometimes the copyist would rewrite the last 
part of the text of the pecia and cancel this redundant portion imme-
diately afterwards by adding va – at the beginning and cat at the end, 
                                                

36 Murano, Opere, n° 413. 
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i.e. vacat: «this is empty». Such accidents are most frequent in univer-
sity book production. Many manuscripts, especially Parisian ones, 
were not copied from the exemplar, but only corrected from it. In these 
manuscripts, one finds no pecia marks, but only the abbreviation cor., 
which means correctus. Normally cor. appears at the end of the quire, 
or near the end of the apparatus. In many manuscripts, the bad quali-
ty of the text is not to be blamed on the copyist but on a corrupt mod-
el. 

According to the Bolognese statutes, an official commission of six 
university members called peciarii met at least once a week to regulate 
the pecia process, examining pecias and exemplaria for correctness, ve-
rifying that none of the pecias had been lost and investigating any ac-
cusation of fraud raised by any member of the university. For each 
corrupt, i.e. incorrect, pecia, there was a fine of 10 soldi. This sum was 
divided, with one half going to the university, a quarter to the scholar 
who reported the offense, and a quarter to the peciarii. However, 
doubt persists as to the effectiveness of the controls carried out by 
commission members and whether they actually managed to verify 
all the pecias and exemplaria in use in each statio. Between 1265 and 
1270, for instance, there were at least six stationes in Bologna. Each sta-
tio had around 1,000 pecias, and many stationers had two or three 
copies of the same text (exemplaria duplicata, triplicata, etc.). This re-
sults in the staggering figure of at least 6,000 pecias, not including li-
bri extraordinarii. 

When a pecia was not available in the statio, instead of leaving a 
blank space, which might cause mistakes, a copyist might look for it 
in another bookshop. In one manuscript of the Speculum iudiciale 
(now Klagenfurt, LA, GV 8/3), the copyist listed not only the number 
but also the abbreviation of the names of the librarians from whom he 
had hired the pecias (picture 02-03). At f. 43rb, there is “a(n)glici f. 
xiii. primi li.”, at f. 98rb: “ia. f. .xxix primi li.”, at fol. 194ra: “Iac. f. 
xxvi. secundi li.”, at f. 245va: “.ni. f. xlii. secundi”. The initials Ni., Ni-
colaus, and a. or anglicus robably referred to the same person, Nico-
laus dictus Petit-clerc (or Peticler), also called Nicolaus Anglicus, a 
stationer in Paris from 1313 to 1323. His shop was in Rue St. Jacques 
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at the corner of rue Froid-Mantel, and he died before 1329.37 In the 
same period there were two bookshop owners named Jacques (Jaco-
bus): the first, Jacobus de Troencio or Troanco had a shop in Rue 
Neuve Notre-Dame; the second one, from Troyes, had a shop in Rue 
du Clos-Bruneau and a wife named Johanna. Jacobus the Troencio 
died in 1323 and was succeeded in business by his widow Margare-
ta.38 From these small indications we can deduce the following: 
 
a) the Klagenfurt manuscript was written in Paris; 
b) to copy it, the scribe must have used at least three different exem-
plaria; 
c) if Ja. refers to Jacobus de Troencio, the manuscript was probably 
completed before his death, that is, before 1323. 
 

During the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries several thousand 
manuscripts of the basic texts of theology, law, philosophy and medi-
cine and best-seller as the Legenda aurea of Iacobus de Varagine were 
produced with the pecia system. The pecia marks and the sign of cor-
rectus (cor.) we find in the margins of these often wonderful manu-
scripts may help to identify not only the University in which they 
were written, but sometimes the time and not infrequently also in 
which statio.  
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37 Rouse-Rouse, Manuscripts and their Makers, II, 103-104. 
38 Rouse-Rouse, Manuscripts and their Makers, II, 58-59. 
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