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Foreword

Were you to stroll today from the imposing Pieterskerk
towards the Academy Building on the Rapenburg canal
in Leiden, you may not be aware that this historic
heart of the city was — already 450 years ago — the
birthplace of the oldest university of the Netherlands.
On 8 February 1575, Leiden University was established
in the Pieterskerk — a ‘bulwark of freedom’ which
would grow into an international centre of scholarship
and study.

To fulfil her humanistic ambition, a library was indis-
pensable. And while the University Library would
predominantly acquire printed editions, studies and
textbooks, manuscripts were also collected from the
very start. That remained the case throughout the sub-
sequent centuries and is still the case today. To under-
score the significance of our medieval manuscripts,
over the past few years we have worked hard on the
digitization of the collection. Thanks to this compre-
hensive process, these unique manuscripts are now
used in teaching and research, not only in Leiden but
also worldwide.

Written Treasures: 50 Manuscripts from Medieval Europe
presents an exceptional collection of medieval manu-
scripts, forming a rich reflection of the culture of
medieval Europe. Without the painstaking work of
industrious medieval scribes, many old texts would no
longer survive. And without the work of our predeces-
sors in the library, these handwritten treasures would
not have been so well preserved nor studied.

Written Treasures introduces you to a research
collection. Leiden’s treasure chamber contains not
simply richly decorated and illuminated manuscripts,
but rather a gamut of handwritten texts which have
formed our image of the world, sometimes through
the medium of a beautifully calligraphed codex,

but sometimes messily scrawled on a humble scrap
of parchment.

In the first place, I wish to express my great appreci-
ation for the two principal authors: André Bouwman
(Curator) and Irene O’Daly (Assistant Professor).

They wrote the introductory essays and a portion of
the texts regarding the fifty manuscripts which are
central in this book. Their collaboration reflects the
strong relationship between our library and the Faculty
of Humanities, that along with its department of Book
Studies, shapes new generations of book historians and
medievalists, for whom our medieval manuscripts are
objects of study and sources of inspiration. Thanks are
due too to the other contributing authors who provided
essays about our manuscripts.

Frits van Oostrom (Professor Emeritus) — who has
brought the Middle Ages to life in his books like no
other — has written an introduction to this book, for
which I heartily thank him. ’'m also very grateful to
Uitgeverij Lannoo. Following on from the book on
our map holdings, we are again bringing an important
collection to the attention of a broad public in a
wonderful way.

This book is not only a milestone in terms of the
centuries-long cataloguing and description of our
collection of medieval manuscripts, but also marks
the end of the career of André Bouwman as Curator
of Western Manuscripts. André has served Leiden
University Libraries in many ways and in different roles
and functions, but his heart has always been with the
medieval manuscripts. Here I wish to thank him for
his contributions across many years and for the
exemplary manner in which he has always protected
‘his’ manuscripts.

It remains for me to wish you a good journey through
medieval Europe, alongside royal courts, monastic
libraries, scriptoria and universities. It is a journey full
of meetings with authors and scribes, collectors and
scholars, librarians and curators, guided by fifty of our
treasured manuscripts.

— Kurt De Belder
University Librarian
Director of University Libraries
& Leiden University Press
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The Middle Ages as an open book

Frits van Oostrom

aking people back in time to the Middle Ages is
‘ no easy task. History soon loses out to the pres-
ent in all its urgency, and the Middle Ages have
the added disadvantage of a poor reputation — is call-
ing something medieval ever a recommendation? All too
often quite the opposite. There is one tried and tested
method, though, for overcoming this indifference: show
someone an original medieval manuscript. I have yet to
meet anyone who didn’t succumb immediately.

It doesn’t even have to be an exceptional work: a simple
everyday text, even if dog-eared or falling apart, will
still have that effect. The fascination of being face to
face with a text that someone wrote by hand centuries
ago is irresistible. Figuring out the mechanisms behind
this magic would be worthy of a psychological study in
its own right. I suspect it has something to do with the
fact that we see — in the most direct way — the link to
someone in the distant past doing something we are still
familiar with, namely writing by hand. Even though the
keyboard is now mightier than the pen, we all still have
memories of being taught to write; something that was
often a struggle, with results that were far from aesthet-
ically pleasing. You see a fellow human being, living per-
haps a thousand years ago, effortlessly doing the same
and you feel a sense of historical awareness.

The Middle Dutch encyclopaedia Sidrac calls writing the
hardest profession in the world. After all, it requires the
complete dedication of body and soul; at least bricklay-
ers and plasterers can sing along while they work. The
result, a manuscript — a book written by hand, as the
word suggests — is so much more than a mere material
object. It is a tangible link to history, infused with the
spirit of the past.

With any luck, there will be someone at hand who can
tell you the tale of any such medieval book. The story
of the goose quill, how it was cut, then dipped in ink
that had been patiently prepared from oak gall apples,
gum arabic and water. Of the actual writing, often by
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candlelight with cold hands. Of the parchment made
from animal skins that were first soaked in lime for
days on end, then stretched on a frame to make them
flat, and scraped smooth, after which any holes were
sewn up and the parchment cut to size. This was an
exceptionally costly and time-consuming process that
had to be repeated dozens of times just for a single
book, although you did end up with a carrier for texts
that could survive centuries. It was far more dura-

ble than the paper that followed, not to mention our
modern web texts. They can tell you the the story of
amazing miniatures and surprise additions in the mar-
gins, whether scholarly glosses or jokes. Or something
in between, like the anecdote in a Leiden manuscript
about a thirteenth-century student in Bologna who
blundered in an exam and when told he would fail,
chose the monastery instead (see no. 45).

Experts can tell us about the techniques that underpin
the medieval bindings with their wood and leather and
glue, and about modern restorers such as Sister Lucie
Gimbrere, a Benedictine nun in Oosterhout, who spent
five months in 1987 working on a Leiden volume from
800 AD (see no. 12). Or they may point out an amusing
note in the back of a manuscript in a tenth-century
hand: ‘If anyone takes it from this place with the evil
intent of not returning it, may he be cursed along with
the traitor Judas’ (see no. 11). And we can listen to

the story of the books’ lives: the scribes in the mon-
asteries and towns, their readers and owners through
the centuries, and their peregrinations before ending
up purchased by or bequeathed to Leiden University
Library, where they would normally expect to be safe
for eternity.

And, as in any self-respecting history, that examination
of a distant past also enhances our awareness of our
own time. Experts might tell the story of the handwrit-
ten book as a customised product before the printing
press introduced the manufacture of ready-made books.
Linked to that is the freedom the medieval book as a



unique object offered the maker; according to medieval
etymology, the word liber (book) was derived from liber-
tas (freedom). From a linguistic point of view they were
wrong, but this misguided etymology perfectly encap-
sulates the spirit of the manuscript. After all, it was the
printed book that made the large-scale controls possible
that are required for effective censorship.

They will tell the story of the book as the perfect form;
like the spoon, according to Umberto Eco, it is some-
thing that cannot be improved once invented. And of
our responsibility for all this heritage. Medieval books
in Leiden and other university libraries are not only
stored and made available in accordance with the
highest standards and most recent expertise, but have
been studied for centuries by scholars from all over
the world, bringing history to life. Incidentally, what
about all those scribes? Might some of them have been
women? Academics nowadays are more alert to this
possibility, after having long assumed far too auto-
matically that sophisticated writing would have had

to have been a male occupation. This illustrates how
an acquaintance with medieval manuscripts not only
reveals a distant past but also holds up a mirror to our
world today.

Recently, while in the Leiden Special Collections read-
ing room, I had a daydream. You would ideally want
everyone to be able to enjoy these medieval handwrit-
ten books — including, and perhaps above all, people
who come to Leiden to study a completely different
subject. Well, Leiden University has roughly thirty
thousand students who generally spend about five years
on their degree. If we were to divide them into groups
of ten at most and give each group a one hour-long
session perusing medieval books in the Leiden Special
Collections reading room, then two groups a day would
be sufficient to accommodate them all. What would that
cost? Perhaps the equivalent of one full-time post per
year? Would that be such a mad investment, giving each
and every Leiden student a unique university experience
that will last them a lifetime? Perhaps this would be an
appropriate gift to the academic community to celebrate
the University’s 450th anniversary.

I realise it won’t happen, and perhaps my daydream is
more of a pipe dream. But fortunately there is also good
news for realists. Because medieval books evoke not
only a sense of awe and nostalgia but also awareness of
and gratitude for progress in the production of books.
The book you are currently reading demonstrates that
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in full. Photographic technology, design and layout
options, printing techniques and typography have all
brought huge benefits since the Middle Ages and made
books so much cheaper that they are now within reach
for far greater groups of readers. And let us not forget
all those experts who introduce us to Leiden’s medie-
val manuscripts in this book, with their stirring stories
about world-famous books such as the Aratea, one of
Leiden’s foremost treasures, for which a dedicated cli-
mate-controlled, impact-resistant crate was designed to
transport the book safely to an exhibition in the Getty
Museum in Los Angeles in 2024 (see no. 31). But they
also have an eye for the smallest details, such as the
barely perceptible red circle at the top right in a min-
iature of Christ on the Cross, serving as a quality mark
showing that this gem really did come from the illumi-
nation mecca of Bruges (see no. 7). And if this leaves
you hankering for more, there is a website containing all
fifty manuscripts, fully digitised and available for brows-
ing around the clock.

There is nothing quite like being able to see these medi-
eval volumes with your own eyes, but this superb book

Detail from the
brings us closer than ever to Leiden’s treasure trove of ~ concluding miniature
manuscripts. of the Wigalois

manuscript,

. . . . depicting a Cistercian
So, to quote the first line of the Leiden Wigalois manu- monk writing.

script, “What excellent person has opened me?”

LTK 537, fol. 95r.
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By and for the hands of a noble nun

06 | Book of Hours belonging to ‘ic Zaers’
Fifteenth century, c. 1440 — BPL 224

We know quite a lot about ‘ic Zaers’, the first owner of this Book of Hours, thanks to
the dozen or so notes in the calendar. She copied the text herself with great dedication,
and the pen-flourishes enhancing the larger initials may be by her hand too. The manu-

script contains no fewer than 21 full-page illustrations, both monochrome and colour-
ed, painted by the best book illuminators of her day.

ijsbeth van Zaers, a nun in the convent of
L Mariénpoel, transcribed a book of hours for

her personal use in around 1440. It consists of
almost six hundred leaves of text in Latin and Dutch in
a professional book script. In the calendar at the front,
she wrote down the dates of death of family mem-
bers and acquaintances (someone else subsequently
recorded Lijsbeth’s own date of death: 5 February
14[72)). Lijsbeth came from the noble Hainault family
of ‘De Sars’ or ‘Van Zaers’, who had occupied leading
positions in the government of the counties of Holland,
Zeeland and Hainault since the fourteenth century.
From his home in Sars (near Mons in Hainault, mod-
ern Belgium), her father Willem van Zaers used to
travel on business to Leiden, Schoonhoven, Oudewater
(where he may have had a property) and IJsselstein
Castle. There were also personal connections between
the noble families of Holland and Hainault: Lijsbeth’s
great-grandmother Beerte was from the IJsselstein
family and her mother Johanna came from the manorial
domain of Liesveld near Schoonhoven.

Those family connections may have played a role in
Lijsbeth’s choice of convent. According to the calendar,
‘ic Zaers’ took her eternal monastic vows on 19 May 1425.
However, Mariénpoel did not yet exist. The nuns lived in
the Elfduizend Maagden convent in Oudewater, which
had adopted a stricter regime (the Rule of St Augustine)
in 1422. Lijsbeth would have entered the convent not
long afterwards as a novice, to profess her vows after

a probationary year. The convent in Oudewater had a
library and we know that the nuns themselves copied
books. But then came years of political unrest and war,
with the nuns therefore moving to Leiden in March 1428,
followed one month later by their livestock and other
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possessions. After several years, they found a new home
in Mariénpoel in Oegstgeest, near Leiden. The Van Zaers
family was the main benefactor of the new convent after
the Van Swieten family, who took the lead in its founda-
tion. In 1436, Willem van Zaers was buried there so that
the nuns could pray for his soul.
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<Fig.1

Opening leaves of
None in the Hours

of the Virgin, in Latin,
illustrated with

a grisaille of the
Adoration of the Magi.
BPL 224, fols 82v-83r.

Fig. 2

Illuminated initial with
pen-flourishes for the
Mass of Christmas

Eve in the Missal of
Loenersloot Castle.
BPL 2879, fol. 7r, detail.



The decoration of the Book of Hours reflects the dual
nature of the roots of the Mariénpoel convent and its
residents. That is evident first of all from the penwork
initials decorated with pen flourishing. These initial let-
ters taking up three to four rows of text are embellished
with flourishes consisting of red and blue pen lines,
with attractive patterns continuing into the margins.
The penwork has been created according to a specific
pattern, with two motifs standing out. Next to the red
letter ‘M’ on lines 7-8 in Figure 1, we see what is termed
a ‘mouchette’: a bent droplet shape created from a line
curving twice that ends with a small tail. Underneath is
a sharp-angled line that first forms a triangle and then
Fig 3 continues in stacked lines with a small garland on top.
The Flagellation of 1118 last motif is then repeated in the opposite direction
Christ, by the Master of ~ inside the triangle. The strict sequence in which these

Catherine of Cleves,  motifs are found in this Book of Hours does not have an
to illustrate a Passion

. exact equivalent in other manuscripts. The stacked lines
devotion in Dutch.

Bp, 224, fols 128v-120r  €0INg in a garland were characteristic of manuscripts
(terce).  from the province of South Holland and Leiden in par-

ticular until long into the fifteenth century. The mou-
chettes are less common. They occur in penwork from
Gouda and the surrounding area, where the pointed
triangular motif is also seen. When such triangles appear
in manuscripts from places further to the west, they
often have a very small circle or ‘eye’ inside. An example
is seen in a missal copied in 1438 by another Mariénpoel
nun, Elizabeth van Gorinchem, for the chapel of
Loenersloot Castle, which belonged to the Van Swieten
family (Leiden University Library, BpL 2879, fol. 7r).
Underneath the triangle with its eye, we see a simpler
version of the characteristic triangle motif in Lijsbeth’s
manuscript. The Zaers Hours, moreover, contains sim-
pler versions of the geometric fill of the gold initial letter
of the Missal. Along with the fact that the leaves with
text do not have any painted decoration at all, it could
mean that both the copying and the penwork took place
within the walls of the Mariénpoel convent. At any rate,
the pen flourishing was executed by someone with just
as steady a hand as Lijsbeth had in transcribing the text.




The miniatures, however, were done elsewhere: the
coloured images came from Utrecht and the mono-
chrome ones from Delft. The latter are called grisailles
because the illustrations are built up from shades of
grey with just an occasional touch of gold or colour.
The grisailles accompany the Latin texts of the Hours
of the Virgin. They show the life of Mary and Christ’s
childhood in seven key events, such as the visit of the
Three Wise Men who came bearing gifts for the infant
Jesus. This series was probably bought as finished
work, as the pictures are significantly smaller than the
blocks of text on the facing pages. Grisailles from Delft
were quite often delivered on loose leaves. However,

it seems some of the other grisailles were made spe-
cifically for this Book of Hours as they do have the
appropriate dimensions. That applies for example to
the depictions of the Virgin and Child, the patroness of
Mariénpoel, and of St John the Evangelist, St Jerome
and St Augustine, to whom altars were dedicated in the
convent chapel. The colour miniatures, which include
the Flagellation of Christ, illustrate a devotion on the
Passion of Christ in Dutch. This series does not seem to
have been made specifically for the Zaers Hours either.
The lively illustrations have been allocated appropri-
ately to the various sections of text.

Like the penwork, the miniatures also bear witness to
Mariénpoel’s network, which extended across all of
South Holland and into Utrecht. The Passion series is
by the Master of Catherine of Cleves, who was active

in Utrecht. For Oudewater and surroundings, that was
the most obvious place from which to order miniatures.
The grisailles are the work of a book illuminator who

is known as the Master of the Delft Grisailles after the
town where his workshop was situated. This was the
closest centre to Leiden for miniatures. Lijsbeth’s Book
of Hours thus combines the world of the convent with
the wider world outside. The miniatures were among
the best available in 1440 and worthy of a noble nun.

At the same time, copying books with religious con-
tent was seen as spiritual work. Lijsbeth may also have
executed the penwork herself, using models she had
become familiar with in Oudewater. The subdued tints
of the grisailles did not distract too much during the
communal prayers in the convent chapel, where the
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other nuns were also present. When alone in personal
prayer, Lijsbeth would be able to lose herself in the
splendid details and the dramatic events depicted in
the colour illustrations.

— Anne Margreet As-Vijvers

Fig. 4

St John the Evangelist,
the patron saint of the
middle altar in front
of the choir screen in
the convent chapel of
Mariénpoel, blessing
the poisoned chalice;
John the Baptist point-
ing to the Lamb of
God (i.e. Christ).

BPL 224, fol. 204v.
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<< Fig.1

Opening of Der naturen
bloeme. Miniature with
the patron praying

to Saint Christopher
(fol. 25v), and the pro-
logue with the
references to Maerlant’s
sources (fol. 26r).

BPL 14 A, fols 25v—26r
(image 86%).

Fig. 2
Miniatures based on
Maerlant’s description

of strange peoples.
BPL 14 A, fol. 29r, details.

The Creation glitters in gold

34 | Jacob van Maerlant, Der naturen bloeme
Fourteenth century, c. 1360 — BPL 14 A

In distant lands, there are people with dogs’ heads, cyclops, savages covered in

hair and with six fingers, and people with only one foot that is so large it serves

as a parasol when they lie on their backs to sleep. These details and many more

about the natural world are found in Der naturen bloeme, a late thirteenth-century

encyclopaedia of the natural world of some 17,000 verses written by the Flemish

sexton Jacob van Maerlant (c. 1235-cC. 1290).

orking in the second half of the thirteenth
century, Jacob van Maerlant produced
an impressive oeuvre in Middle Dutch of

more than 230,000 verses in total. That makes him
one of the most productive authors in any European
language. However, his significance lies in the quality
of what he wrote even more than in the quantity.

His position as a sexton of a small church in Brielle

in the south of the county of Holland was a modest
clerical post and seems to have given him the oppor-
tunity to devote his life to literature. His texts were
commissioned by affluent patrons in the upper ranks
of the nobility and clergy. But he must have had a
choice in what texts he wrote because the subject
matter of his work is remarkably cohesive and clearly
shows the signs of a life’s mission. Maerlant wanted to
translate the knowledge contained in Latin books into
Dutch and make this information accessible to a lay
readership. In this respect too, he was a pioneer from a
European perspective.
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Der naturen bloeme, which was completed shortly after
1270, is an encyclopaedia of the natural world in which
Maerlant drew from the Latin reference work De natura
rerum by the Brabant clergyman Thomas of Cantimpré
(1201-c. 1272). In his prologue, Maerlant erroneously
attributes his main source to Albertus Magnus (c.
1200-1280). He also mentions numerous other authori-
ties, the most important of whom is Aristotle (fol. 26ra,
capital ‘D’: Die eerste die es aristotiles). Maerlant’s text can
be considered a reliable record of the state of knowledge
about the natural world in the late thirteenth century,
even if that knowledge was mainly derived from books
by earlier authors. For instance, the above-mentioned
passage about the human races, which sounds strange
to us, can be traced back via numerous intermediaries
to Pliny the Elder (23/24-79 AD); he too is mentioned by
Maerlant in his prologue (fol. 26ra, capital ‘P’: Plinius die
coemt daer naer).

Maerlant abridged the Latin source text for his lay
readership and simplified it as he deemed necessary.
Whereas De natura rerum consisted of twenty ‘books’, or
long chapters, Maerlant has only thirteen, each of which
is dedicated to specific beings, plants or aspects of the
natural world. Ordered alphabetically according to their
Latin names, entries provide information about types or
races of humans, four-footed animals, fish, birds, trees,
rocks and metals, for example. That made Der naturen
bloeme a standard reference work for looking up infor-
mation, but it could equally serve as a text for a lay audi-
ence to read (or have it read aloud) as a pleasant way of
sharing all kinds of facts about the Creation.



Like many medieval codices, this Leiden manuscript
contains other texts in addition to Der naturen bloeme.
The book opens with a calendar and a brief introduc-
tion to cosmology, known to scholars as De natuur-
kunde van het geheelal. These texts actually function as
a lead-in to Maerlant’s encyclopaedia, which is why

it is generally thought that the book was deliberately
compiled to centre on that text. There are nineteen
known manuscripts of the encyclopaedia in the world,
of which only eleven are more or less complete. Seven
have illustrations, but the one in Leiden is the only
manuscript to have illustrations throughout. While
the other manuscripts only have illustrations for the
‘human races’ and various species of animals, the
Leiden manuscript also has miniatures illustrating
the chapters on trees and gemstones. That makes this
book exceptionally significant, not just within Leiden’s
collections but also for our knowledge of Der naturen
bloeme and of the manuscripts of Maerlant’s work
more broadly.

Jacob van Maerlant opens the prologue (fol. 26ra) con-
fidently by citing his own name: Jacob va(n) maerla(n)t
die dit dichte | omme te se(n)dene terer gichte (‘Jacob van
Maerlant, who wrote this with the intention of making
it a gift”). This is followed by an explanation of what
the work involved, with the author again striking a
proud tone: Wa(n)t noch noyt i(n) dietsche(n) boeke(n)

| Ne ghene dichtere wilde(n) roeken [ Iet te dichtene van
naturen | Van so menighen creaturen | Als in desen boeke
staen (‘Because never before have writers of books
attempted to relate something in our language of the
countless different creatures of Nature that have now
found a place in this book’). In other words, the proud
author introduces himself and pats himself on the back
for being the first person willing to take the step of
making knowledge about the natural world available in
the vernacular.

Maerlant completed Der naturen bloeme shortly after
12770. The book was commissioned by the Zeeland
nobleman Nicolaas van Kats (+ before 1293). This
richly decorated manuscript is a copy made nearly a
century later, in around 1360. It may have been made
for Jan van IJsselstein (1304-1365), a canon and keeper
of the treasury of the Mariakerk church in Utrecht,

as his coat of arms appears four times in the margins
of the opening miniature and the prologue. He was
the third or fourth son of the lord holding the title of
IJsselstein (a castle in Utrecht province) and there-
fore may always have been destined for a career in the
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Church. In the full-page opening miniature (fol. 25v),
Saint Christopher is carrying Christ on his shoulders
across a river. The background is bright red, with a
subtle flower motif and gold dots. There is also a figure
shown praying to the saint, which can be seen as a
‘portrait’ of the patron who ordered the copy.

Fig.3

The Leiden manuscript
of Der naturen bloeme

is the only one that
contains illuminations
for trees and precious
stones. BPL 14 A, fol. 1157,
detail.

As a secular clergyman from the ranks of the nobi-
lity, Jan van IJsselstein would fit well with what is
known about the readership for the texts of Jacob van
Maerlant. His patrons were high-ranking noblemen or
clergymen in Holland and Zeeland. The connection
with Utrecht is not unexpected either: Maerlant wrote
a Sinte franciscus leven for the Utrecht Franciscans, and
there were close connections between the nobility of
Holland, Zeeland and the Prince-Bishopric of Utrecht.
Later copies of Maerlant’s work are found in noble,
urban and church circles, depending on the nature

of the texts. Little is known of what happened to the
Leiden manuscript after Jan van IJsselstein’s death.

It is tempting to assume the manuscript became part
of the impressive chapter library of the Mariakapittel
church in Utrecht, but we cannot be certain of that.

— Bram Caers



