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PALAEOGRAPHICAL OBSERVATIONS
on four medieval fragments of the Gesta Danorum
of Saxo Grammaticus in The Royal Library
by
Michael Gullick

I

t is well known that no complete medieval manuscript of the work of
Denmark’s earliest historian, Saxo Grammaticus, has survived. The
text has had to be established almost entirely from a printed edition,
published in 1514, together with some medieval manuscript fragments,
all of which are housed in the Royal Library. The earliest of these fragments, called the Angers-fragment, comprises four part-leaves (NKS 879
4º), datable to about 1200, discovered in the nineteenth century in
a French provincial library and subsequently acquired by the Royal
Library. These were almost certainly written by the historian, and they
have amendments, made over time, that were almost certainly the work
of the historian as well. There are also four later fragments, all of the
thirteenth century, and it is with these fragments of the Gesta Danorum
that the present note is concerned. The four comprise one complete
leaf, two fragments from another leaf that together make up something
less than half of a full-leaf, and a small part of a third leaf.1
The complete leaf (NKS 570 2º II, called Lassens fragment) is from a
large book (390 × 270 mm) written by a good scribe in two columns
(Fig. 1), and one of the most important palaeographical features of the
handwriting is the punctuation. Within sentences the scribe used two
forms of punctuation to indicate pauses. First, tick-and-point (punctus
* I am very grateful to Ivan Boserup of the Royal Library for introducing me to the
fragments that are the subject of this note, and for his encouragement to write something about them. I am further grateful to him for reading and commenting upon
early drafts of this note and helping me with the relevant bibliography. He is not (of
course) to be held responsible for any of my views or observations.
1
The most recent description of all of the fragments, with references to the earlier
literature, is in the latest edition of the text edited by K. Friis-Jensen, with a Danish
translation by P. Zeeberg, in Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum: Danmarkshistorien, 2
vols., Copenhagen 2005, i. pp. 38–40, and there are images of all of them on the library
website <http://www.kb.dk/da/nb/materialer/haandskrifter/HA/e-mss/ﬂh-html>.
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elevatus), shaped, rather as its description implies, as a ‘tick’ with a ‘dot’
below (Fig. 2, line 9), and this is a very common medieval mark of medial
punctuation. There are several different forms of this mark, but the one
in the fragment is identical to that found in English and some French
manuscripts, whereas German (and some French and other northern
manuscripts) used different forms.2 Secondly, and not occuring so often, ﬂex (punctus ﬂexus), shaped like a ﬁgure 7 with a ‘dot’ below (Fig.
2, line 7). This is not so common, but its occurence is signiﬁcant because, taking into account the nature and date of the fragment, it suggests that the manuscript now represented by the fragment was written
at or for a Cistercian house, for punctus ﬂexus is a characteristic of Cistercian books.3 This narrows the origin of the fragment from a manuscript
written in ‘Denmark’ to one probably written in ‘a Cistercian house
in Denmark’ of which, during the thirteenth century, there were ten.4
Another distinctive palaeographical feature of the handwriting is
the ‘suspension’ sign in the form of a horizontal line written above
letters to indicate to the reader that something in a word has been
abbreviated (Fig. 2).5 There is nothing unusual about this, for medieval
scribes extensively abbreviated what they wrote, but what is unusual is
the form of the line. In the fragment it is frequently quite long, extending over more than one letter, whereas such suspension signs were usually (more or less) only over one.

2

M.B. Parkes, Pause and Effect. An Introduction to the History of Punctuation in the West,
Aldershot 1992, pp. 38–40.
3
For ﬂex punctuation see B. Bischoff, Latin Palaeography: Antiquity and the Middle Ages,
Cambridge 1990, pp. 170–171, with references, Parkes, Pause and Effect, pp. 36, 39–40
and 43, and A. Derolez, The Palaeography of Gothic Manuscripts, Cambridge 2003, p. 185. It
should be said that punctus ﬂexus does sometimes occur in books that were not Cistercian, but I am inclined to think that their presence in the Copenhagen fragment (and
the others noticed below) does indicate a Cistercian origin.
4
Ås, Esrom, Herrevad, Holm, Løgum, Øm, Ryd, Sorø, Tvis and Vitskøl. For a twelfthcentury Justinus manuscript (Royal Library, GKS 450 2º), probably written in France,
with punctus ﬂexus, that was acquired by Archbishop Absalon (d. 1201) and bequeathed
to Sorø, see Living Words & Luminous Pictures: medieval book culture in Denmark, exhibition catalogue, ed. E. Petersen (1999), no. 13 (p. 19) with plate. For fragments of a
manuscript of c. 1200 with punctus ﬂexus in the Royal Library that I think was probably
written in Scandinavia, if not Denmark, see Fr. 527 + 528 + 529 (+ Copenhagen, Rigs
arkivet Fr. 8302), an image of which is on the library web site.
5
For medieval abbreviations see Bischoff 1990, pp. 150–168, and Derolez 2003, pp.
187–188.
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Fig. 1: NKS 570 2º II recto (reduced). The Royal Library.
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Fig. 2: NKS 570 2º II verso (same size detail). The Royal Library.

The leaf also has several other interesting features. The ‘ruling pattern’
(the arrangement of the plummet lines ruled to guide the scribe) comprises two vertical lines each side of both columns, a total of eight, and
the use of four between the columns rather than three is a little elaborate. This could either be a feature of Danish books (therefore a national feature), a characteristic of the scriptorium where the manuscript
was written (therefore a local one) or a pattern preferred by the scribe
(therefore a personal one). In addition, the four central horizontal lines
were extended beyond the vertical lines to the leaf edge, a feature that
ﬁrst appears regularly in about the last third of the twelfth century, and
there is an additional vertical close to the edge of the leaf, another feature that ﬁrst appears regularly towards the end of the twelfth century
and appears frequently throughout the rest of the middle ages.
The scribe wrote a quire number (vij9) at the centre foot of the recto
of the leaf, showing that this was the ﬁrst leaf of a quire (Fig. 1). It was
very common to put quire numbers on the last verso of a quire, and the
Gesta Danorum leaf is probably from a manuscript with quire numbers
on the ﬁrst rectos and last versos of quires, an uncommon rather than
a rare feature, but is this either a national characteristic, a local one, or
a personal one? At present this is simply unknown.6
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Fig. 3: NKS 570 2º IA verso (same size detail). The Royal Library.

Finally, the scribe wrote ‘above the top line’, that is to say the ﬁrst line
of writing is above the ﬁrst horizontal ruled line. Until the thirteenth
century this was standard, but during the course of the century scribes
began to write ‘below top line’ and continued to do so throughout the
rest of the middle ages.7 The date at when this change took place in
different parts of Europe remains to be determined, but it does appear
to have been a universal one that is roughly datable to about the middle
of the thirteenth century, although when it took place in Denmark is
unknown (to me at least).
Two of the three smaller fragments of the Gesta Danorum are from
the same leaf (NKS 570 2º IA and IB, called Kall Rasmussens fragment)
(Fig. 3). These also have punctus ﬂexus (Fig. 3, line 3) , and therefore
they can also probably be attributed a Cistercian origin. They also have
the Anglo-French form of punctus elevatus (Fig. 3, line 2), and, further6

A manuscript from c. 1300 in the Royal Library with quire numbers on the ﬁrst recto,
as well as the last versos, always written in red, is the vernacular Urtebog of Henrik Harpe
streng, NKS 66 8º. (I noticed this manuscript by chance, and not because of any kind
of systematic search.) The Latin explicit on the last verso in the manuscript uses punctus
ﬂexus, suggesting that the manuscript may be Cistercian influenced.
7
Derolez 2003, p. 39.
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more, they also have unusually long suspension signs and a ruling pattern with four verticals between the two columns. The fragments were
clearly from a manuscript of a similar size to the one-leaf fragment, and
it has been suggested that the fragments may have been written by the
same scribe as the one-leaf fragment. However, I think that although
the hand of the fragments is certainly very like the hand of the scribe of
the full leaf, they are the work of different scribes.8 The similarity of the
hands of the two scribes, and their use of punctus ﬂexus, long suspension
signs and (it appears) an identical ruling pattern, suggests, at the very
least, that the scribes inhabited the same milieu.

Fig. 4: NKS 570 2º III recto (same size detail). The Royal Library.

The fourth fragment (NKS 570 2º III, called Plesners fragment) contains
the smallest amount of text of the three fragments (Fig. 4), and it does
not have punctus ﬂexus, but it does have the Anglo-French form of punctus elevatus (Fig. 4, line 6). (It is possible that the absence of punctus
8

E. Kroman, ed., Codices scriptorum rerum Danicarum. II. Chronica, Corpus codicum Danicorum Medii Aevi 4 (Copenhagen 1962), pp. xvi–xvii. The scribe of the two small fragments sometimes wrote ar in a ligatured form (the r as the majuscule form, with the back
of the a as its stem), a ligature not used by the scribe of the full leaf, and the scribe of the
full leaf usually wrote Tironian et with two horizontal strokes, whereas this form was only
used occasionally by the scribe of the two small fragments. The identiﬁcation by Kroman
of the scribe of the one-leaf fragment with the scribe of the two smaller fragments is not
mentioned in the descriptions in Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, i. p. 39.
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ﬂexus is because the particular passages of text in the fragment did not
require it, not that the manuscript from which the fragment belonged
did not use it.) But the scribe did use the same unusually long horizontal suspension sign found in the other fragments, and this suggests that
the scribe of the smallest fragment also inhabited the same milieu as the
scribes of the other fragments. It is possible that all three scribes worked
in the same place, for, while the use of the long suspension sign by one
scribe could be regarded as idiosyncratic, its use by three more or less
contemporary scribes suggests a common training. But here another
note of caution is required, for might the use of an unusually long
suspension sign be a national characteristic or a local one?

Fig. 5: NKS 570 2º II verso (reduced). The Royal Library.

There are several other features of the fragments that seem worth drawing attention to. The ﬁrst is the curious interlace device at the foot of
the verso of the full-leaf fragment that looks as if it was drawn by the
text scribe (Fig. 5). This may be unusual, and I cannot (at present)
offer an explanation for its presence, although a similar, more elaborate device occurs in a similar position in a twelfth-century Cistercian
manuscript made at Sitticum in modern Slovenia.9 Secondly, the form
of the three Nota signs, touched with red, in the full-leaf fragment are
distinctive and memorable and ought to be easy to recognise if they
9

Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek Cod. 756 f. 150r, reproduced in N. Golob,
Twelfth-Century Cistercian Manuscripts. The Sitticum Collection, London 1996, ﬁg. 14. The
device appears on the recto of the penultimate leaf in a quire, and it is the only one
in the manuscript, see ibid. p. 198. (I noticed this by chance, not because of searching
for such devices.)
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Fig. 6: NKS 570 2º II verso (detail, slightly reduced). The Royal Library.
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Fig. 7: NKS 570 2º IA verso
(same size detail).
The Royal Library.
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Fig. 8: NKS 570 2º IA recto
(same size detail).
The Royal Library.

occur elsewhere (Fig. 2). Thirdly, the form of the red Nota sign in one
of the small fragments, although less distinctive than the ones in the
full-leaf fragment, also ought to be easy to recognise elsewhere (Fig. 4).
Fourthly, the pen-ﬂourished initial for the opening of Book VII on one
of the small fragments looks conﬁdent and assured in its execution
(Fig. 6). (The letter is green and the ﬂourishing in red.) It was almost
certainly not the work of the text scribe, for the details of the forms of
the letters of the remains of the red title (in9 xxx9 is all that survives of
the section title ‘Haldinus xxxus’) (Fig. 7) are not found in text, and
the title should probably be associated with the hand responsible for
the initial and for touching the capitals in the text with red. (Note the
forms of the serif at the top of the minims and the forms of the x by the
rubricator in Fig. 7, and compare them to those by the scribe of the text
in Fig. 8) This division of labour is quite common in manuscripts of this
date, and the means of ﬁnishing the ﬂourishes to the left of the stem of
the initial and the symmetrical spiral forms in the bowl of the initial, are
likely to have been repeated in more or less the same manner in other
work of the same hand, and therefore other initials by the same hand
ought to be recognisable if they occur elsewhere.
Because of the proposal that the scribe of the one-leaf fragment is to
be identiﬁed with the scribe of the two fragments from the same leaf,
together with their very similar layout, it was suggested in an important
study published in 1962 (although not for the ﬁrst time) that the three
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fragments probably came from the same manuscript.10 (This means, of
course, that the four fragments are the remains of two manuscripts.)
The text on the one-leaf fragment is fairly close to the text on the two
fragments, and the 1962 suggestion was taken up in a study published
in 1988.11 This carefully worked out how much space the ‘missing’ text
between the fragments occupied, and concluded that the one-leaf fragment, known to be the ﬁrst in the seventh quire of a manuscript because
of the quire number on its recto, was separated by six leaves from the
leaf from which the two fragments were cut. Because medieval manuscripts were often made up with quires of eight leaves, it was concluded
that the fragments came from the outermost ‘bifolium’ (or two conjoint
leaves) of a quire formed from four bifolia. This conclusion (but not
the evidence) was then repeated in the 2005 edition.12 The 1988 study
appears to have accepted the view that the fragments were the work of
the same scribe. But, despite the textual detective work done in 1988, is
there any other physical evidence that needs to be considered and does
my view that the fragments were the work of two scribes mean that the
conclusion that the fragments are from one manuscript remain sound?
The parchment of the three fragments is very similar. The recto of
the one-leaf fragment is almost certainly the ﬂesh-side of the parchment (all parchment has two sides, a ‘ﬂesh-side’ and a ‘hair-side’) and
the versos of the two smaller fragments are probably also ﬂesh-sides,
and this means that the 1988 suggestion that the three fragments are
from the same bifolium is supported by this physical evidence. However,
it has proved impossible to see any other physical evidence in the fragments to conﬁrm that the three were once part of the same bifolium.13
What does appear certain is that the one-leaf fragment is from a manu10

Kroman 1962, pp. xvi–xvii. Earlier scholars assumed that the three fragments were
from the same manuscript because of their similar physical features. So, for example,
Carl S. Pedersen, Apoteker Sibbernsens Saxobog. Saxos Danmarkshistorie gennem Tiderne i
Text og Billeder, 1927, p. 17, also reproducing the three fragments in the sequence II–I–
III, that is, according to their location within Saxo’s work, not to the date of their inclusion in the library’s collections.
11
K. Friis-Jensen, ‘Do the Lassen and Kall Rasmussen fragments of Saxo Grammaticus’s Gesta Danorum belong to the same codex?’ in A Literary Miscellany Presented to Eric
Jacobsen, ed. G.D. Caie and H. Nørgaard, Publications of the Department of English,
University of Copenhagen 6 (Copenhagen 1988), pp. 67–71.
12
Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, i. p. 39.
13
I am very grateful to Jiří Vnoucèk of the Preservation Department of The Royal
Library for carefully examining these fragments and passing on his observations concerning their physical evidence to me.
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script in which the parchment was arranged so that the ﬂesh-side was
at the quire exterior. (During the Romanesque period, it was common
for quires to be arranged with the hair-side at the quire exterior, but
towards the end of the twelfth century some manuscripts are found with
their quires arranged with the ﬂesh side at the exterior, and thereafter
both arrangements can be found. However, the chronology and localisation of these two arrangements remain to be determined.)
When I examined the full-leaf fragment next to the two smaller fragments in 2008, I was uneasy and uncertain about the suggestion that
these were from the same bifolium for the parchment and ruling did
not seem to quite match. There is certainly no reason why two scribes
could not have worked in the same quire, but I would like to propose
an alternative explanation for this that was not apparently considered
in the 1988 study.
The full-leaf fragment and the two smaller fragments from another
leaf were from two manuscripts of very similar size. (It seems clear that
the other small fragment was from another manuscript of similar size,
although it has never been suggested that this could be from the same
manuscript as the other fragments, despite their similar scribal features.)
The relative closeness of the passages of the texts on the two leaves in
the Gesta Danorum that prompted the 1988 suggestion that the leaves
were from one bifolium might not be the case, but the chance survival
of fragments from about the same position within two manuscripts.
And surely it would be more interesting to have fragments from three
manuscripts rather than two?
The fragments have all been dated to the late thirteenth century, and
this date goes back as least as far as the 1926 catalogue of the Latin
manuscripts in the Royal Library,14 to be repeated by subsequent scholars. The character of the writing and the placing of the ﬁrst written line
above rather than below the ﬁrst ruled line suggests an earlier date,
somewhere in the middle of the thirteenth century, and I would prefer a date in or about the second third of the century (c. 1230–1260).
What is intriguing about the manuscripts, whether two or three, now
represented by the fragments is why they were made. The manuscripts
were clearly large and (relatively) grand books, and their common palaeographical features suggest that they may have been made in the
14

E. Jørgensen, Catalogus codicum latinorum medii aevi Bibliothecae Regiae Hafniensis (Copenhagen 1926), pp. 404–405, repeated in the description of the fragments in Kroman,
Codices scriptorum rerum Danicarum, pp. xvi–xvii, and Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum,
i. p. 39.
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same place. Who directed them to be made, and why? Saxo’s work is
of enormous interest and value to modern historians, but it does not
appear to have circulated widely during the middle ages. (The Gesta
Danorum was certainly not alone in this, for the work of other ‘important’ medieval historians also had little or no circulation during the
middle ages.) Might the fragments represent some kind of attempt to
disseminate copies of Saxo’s work from one Danish Cistercian house?
(It may be noted in passing that Saxo’s ﬁrst patron, who died in 1201,
was Archbishop Absalon who was an enthusiastic supporter of Cistercian monks.) If it could be determined where the fragments were written, it may be possible to determine who directed them to be made
and why. Fundamental questions to ask of any manuscript or group
of manuscripts, even if represented only by fragments, is (ﬁrst) their
origin, (secondly) their date, and (lastly, and most interesting of all)
their purpose. I have tried in this note to address something of the ﬁrst
two questions.
To repeat, and to extend what was said above, too little is known about
Danish book production at present to be certain of the signiﬁcance of
the observations presented here, but surely future work on manuscripts of Danish origin and the thousands of fragments of Danish
provenance (housed in the Royal Library and the National Archives in
Copenhagen) must bear them in mind. It is possible that the scribal
features drawn attention to here will be found elsewhere, and surely it
is even possible that further examples of the work of the scribes of the
fragments exist elsewhere, waiting to be identiﬁed. If this turns out to
be so, it may then be possible to answer fundamental questions about
the fragments with greater assurance than it has been possible to do
so here.
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SUMMARY
Michael Gullick: Palaeographical observations on four medieval fragments of the Gesta Danorum by Saxo Grammaticus in the Royal Library.
The four fragments of a total of three parchment sheets from one or more Saxo manuscripts from the 1300s, found and published between 1855 and 1877, and now archived
in Capsule NKS 570 2º, were for a long time considered to belong to the same codex,
but Ellen Jørgensen pointed out in 1926 that Fragment III, the Plesner fragment, represented an independent codex. The common origin of Fragments I and II, the Kall
Rasmussen fragment and the Lassen fragment, respectively, was further substantiated
by Erik Kroman in 1962 and Karsten Friis-Jensen in 1988. This paper demonstrates
that, in spite of the fact that all three fragments share many codex-related and palaeographical characteristics, especially punctuation, very likely placing them in a Cistercian environment (there were 10 monasteries of this order in Denmark, including the
Sorø Monastery established by Absalom), there are basic but overweighing reasons to
assume that the three wholly or partially preserved leaves derive from three different
manuscripts of the same size and make-up and that they were produced in the same
environment, a possible indication of a specific project in the century after Saxo in the
interests of promoting his work. The author points out that detailed palaeographical
studies of the considerable number of manuscript fragments in the Royal Library and
in the National Archives, many of which may be assumed to derive from manuscripts
of Danish origin, could presumably shed more light on book production in Denmark
in the 1300s and hence also on the questions discussed in the paper.

