
V.
U

. I
ri

s 
Ko

ck
el

be
rg

h
, 

M
u

se
u

m
 P

la
n

ti
n

-M
or

et
u

s,
 V

ri
jd

ag
m

ar
kt

 2
2,

 2
00

0 
An

tw
er

pe
n

Wenceslasbijbel, vol. II, detail, 1403, Museum Plantin-Moretus © Copyright Bruno Vandermeulen - KU Leuven

www.museumplantinmoretus.be

exhibition guide





the museum plantin-moretus Finest’ manusCripts

magniFiCent middle ages

02.02.2013 - 05.05.2013



exhibition guide
Catherine Reynolds & Lieve Watteeuw

Illuminare, Centre for the Study of Medieval Art - KU Leuven



room i

introduCtion

wall text

Magnificence was required in the Middle Ages: for God to be honoured and for kings and 
nobles to live in a style appropriate to their rank. Manuscripts, handwritten books usu-
ally on parchment, could be magnificent objects for the great or simpler volumes for the 
humbler. Illumination or decoration made books more pleasurable to see and easier to 
use, with colour and ornament marking different sections. The development of printing 
from the 1450s led to new functions for manuscripts, as revealed by the collecting of 
Christophe Plantin and the Moretus family. 

m 15.2 fol. 4v-5r
biblia, bible oF Konrad oF VeChta, part ii 

bohemia, prague; 1403

This is the second volume of a sumptuous Latin Bible commissioned by Konrad of Vechta 
(c. 1370-1431), a German who served King Wenceslas IV of Bohemia as Master of the 
Mint and became Archbishop of Prague. Some of the King’s illuminators also worked 
for Konrad. The illustrations show, on the left, the Syrian general Naaman in the River 
Jordan that has cured his leprosy and, on the right, the King of Syria besieging Samaria. 
In the borders, the illuminators were free to create a dreamlike realm of fantasy where a 
nobleman rides a unicorn and a parakeet is as big as a lady. The empty space was left for 
a decorated initial to open Chapter 5: the lavish illumination, enriched with gold, was 
never completed. The Bible was added to the library soon after 1805 so that Volume I will 
be found in Section III. 
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m 15.5 fol. 1r
Jean Froissart (c.1333/7- 1410), ChroniCles, booK ii

southern netherlands, bruges; 1475-1485

Froissart wrote his history of the years 1322 to 1400 in four books in French. The mini-
ature to Book II, opening in 1377 with the wars in the County of Flanders, is attributed 
to Philippe de Mazerolles, active in Bruges from 1467 until his death in 1479. Philip the 
Bold, Duke of Burgundy and Count of Flanders, is seen entering a previously rebellious 
town with his army, identified by the Burgundian banners. A different coat of arms ap-
pears in the border below for the member of the Montmorency family who owned the 
book in the 16th century and had his shield painted over the first noble owner’s. He was 
Philippe of Hornes, Lord of Gaesbeek (1421-1488), a Burgundian courtier who may have 
identified with the chivalric values of the colourful cavalcade. The combined appeal of 
local history and vivid decoration continued to operate for the Moretus family who ac-
quired the Hornes Froissart probably shortly before 1805; Book I will be found in Section. 

2.



room ii

i
FOUNDING THE COLLECTION

wall text

Christophe Plantin (c.1520-1589) wanted to publish accurate texts of classical authors 
and Christian scholars. He assembled a library for himself, his editors and proof readers 
to compare different versions of texts, in manuscript and print. Illumination was irrele-
vant to this working library that went with the business to his son-in-law Jan I Moretus 
(1543-1610). The inventory compiled in 1592 by Jan’s son, Balthasar I (1574-1641), shows 
that the manuscripts were mostly of classical writers. Other manuscripts owned by the 
family, not listed in 1592, were presumably considered private property. 

       
m 17.4 fol. 15v 

Caelius sedulius (5th century), Carmen pasChale 
southern netherlands (?); 9th century

Painted over a thousand years ago, this picture of the Three Magi bringing their gifts to 
the Christ Child follows even older conventions. As in images made in 3rd-century Rome, 
the Wise Men from the East wear pointed hats and trousers, clothing that meant the 
Orient to Romans who wore togas and went bare headed. There are no crowns because 
the scene illustrates a Latin poem on the Life of Christ written in the 5th century, before 
the Magi were generally thought to be Kings. Opposite is the Massacre of the Innocents. 
In the 9th century gold and fine pigments were rare items: despite the limited colours, 
this was a valuable book. From the Abbey of St James in Liège, it had passed to Theo-
dorus Pulmannus by 1560, the date Plantin published Pulmannus’s edition of Prosper’s 
Epigrams for which he used the copies that are also part of this volume. The scholar 
Pulmannus (1507/08-1581) was the source of over twenty illuminated manuscripts in 
the collection.

3.



m 102 fol. 1r
gilbertus de tornaCo, guibert de tournai 

(c.1210-1284), sermones
southern netherlands or northern France (?); 

late 13th century

The Franciscan friar Gilbert of Tournai is seen preaching to tonsured, shaven headed, 
churchmen within the letter E that opens the Latin text. The red and blue signs down the 
right column signal the list of his audiences, from churchmen to young girls. By this date 
red and blue were the dominant colours for clarifying text. The popular motif of a hound 
chasing a rabbit or hare can be found in three other exhibited manuscripts. In the 15th 
century the book was bequeathed to Balliol College, part of the University of Oxford in 
England. Manuscripts rescued from colleges and other institutions were brought to the 
Netherlands in the 16th century by English Catholics fleeing persecution. Many came to 
the collection. At least one manuscript from Balliol was acquired through Theodorus Pul-
mannus (d. 1581) but is not in the 1592 inventory of the proof readers’ library; Gilbert’s 
sermons, not relevant to the business, had also probably entered this building by 1592 
as private property.  

m 15.3 fol. 78r
pseudo-Clemens (3rd century), 

attributed to pope Clement, reCognitiones
petrus alphonsi (early 12th century), dialogi duodeCim 

northern France/southern netherlands; 
second half 12th century

The script in green, red and black capitals announces the end of the prologue and the 
beginning of the main text of Petrus Alphonsi’s Latin Dialogues, which open with an in-
tricately patterned letter A. The prologue ends with a list of the twelve dialogues, each 
marked by a red or green letter. The functional decoration is typical of the monks of the 
Cistercian Order, who were opposed to distracting figurative ornament and the extrava-
gant use of gold. The manuscript came at an unknown date from the Cistercian Abbey of 
Vaucelles, near Cambrai, where it was probably made. Monks, and nuns, copied books to 
add to the communal library or to sell for the communal funds, a practice that continued 
into the 16th century (see Section IV). Monastic libraries were an important source of 
manuscripts for later scholars. The book can be recognised in the 1592 inventory; Balt-
hasar I Moretus owned two other manuscripts from Vaucelles that are now in the Royal 
Library in Brussels. 

4.
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m 286 fol. 126v
st augustine oF hippo  (353-430),

de trinitate 
england; mid-12th century

Written in Latin, St Augustine’s work on the nature of the Trinity is divided into twelve 
books. The writing in red says that Book 11 has ended and Book 12 is about to begin. The 
illuminator exuberantly filled the space left by the scribe for a letter A: the blue overlaps 
the writing at bottom right. Such large coloured initials would attract the attention of 
a reader looking for a particular book; he would then be guided to the chapter divisions 
by the smaller initials in blue, red or ochre. The writings of the early Christian Fathers 
remain fundamental to Christian theology and copies were always in demand. This ma-
nuscript was already nearly three hundred years old when it was given to All Souls Col-
lege, Oxford, around 1443. Like other English books in the collection, it was brought to 
the Netherlands in the 16th century by Catholic refugees from Oxford University, and 
elsewhere in England, many of whom became members of Plantin’s scholarly network.

m 16.4 fol. 56v-57r 
gratianus, gratian (alive 1139-1158), deCretum

France; late 13th century

Gratian compiled a fundamental collection of church or canon law in Latin which circula-
ted all over Europe. Professional scribes and illuminators, especially in the legal centres 
of Bologna and Paris, specialized in producing copies that included the later standard 
commentary or gloss. It was usual, as here, to place Gratian’s text always on the same 
number of lines in the middle of the page and to surround it with the gloss which might 
be long or short. On the right page, the gloss was shorter than usual. Rather than leave 
an empty space at the bottom and so lose the balance with the facing page, the scribe 
has cleverly judged the text to leave a symmetrical decorative space within the gloss. Vi-
sual appeal does not have to rely on colour alone, as the early printers slowly discovered. 
This is another manuscript from All Souls College, Oxford, also presumably rescued by a 
Catholic in the 16th century and brought to safety in the Netherlands. 

6.
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m 185 fol. 69r
Claudianus, Claudian (370-404), opera

northern France or southern netherlands; first half 13th century

Claudian was a poet of the late Roman Empire, whose works continued to be valued 
by later scholars as Latin verse and as an historical and mythological source. This copy, 
made in the 13th century, was owned by Theodorus Pulmannus and used by him when 
he prepared his editions of Claudian’s works published by Plantin in 1571 and 1585. 
Like previous owners, he added notes in the margins or between the lines: constructive 
writing in books was not considered as vandalism but as adding to knowledge. Here he 
inserted the title by the initial letter O with the finely depicted bearded face, perhaps 
intended for Claudian himself. Pulmannus’s manuscripts, a major part of the collection, 
were probably acquired by Plantin in 1586 as a gift or purchase from Pulmannus’s son 
Jan, who left that year to further the Press’s business in Spain. This may be one of the 
two copies of Claudian in the 1592 inventory but the description is too imprecise for 
certainty. 

m 36 fol. 168 r
innoCentius iV, pope innocent iV (c.1195-1254), 

apparatus in QuinQue libros deCretalium
england; last quarter 13th century 

or first quarter 14th century

Before he became Pope, the future Innocent IV wrote a commentary in Latin on canon 
or church law, which was much studied and cited. As for other serious works, frivolity 
was allowed to enter the margin, where the leaf and stem forms common in border de-
coration become the tail of a human headed monster. Stems and leaves fill the letter U 
that opens the third book; smaller decorated initials mark the different points covered. 
This fine copy, illuminated with gold, came to be owned by Henry Chichele (1364-1443), 
Archbishop of Canterbury, who gave it to All Souls College, Oxford, which he founded in 
1437. As a book expressing the supremacy of the Pope, it was probably removed from the 
College in the 16th century, to preserve it from the Protestant authorities, and brought 
to the Netherlands by a Catholic scholar. It may have been acquired by Plantin or one 
of the Moretuses: Balthasar I Moretus (1574-1641), responsible for the 1592 inventory, 
added a title at the beginning.

8.
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ii
Illuminated Manuscripts in the Private Library of the 17th Century

wall text

A specific ‘private library’ was bequeathed by the scholarly Balthasar I Moretus (1574-
1641) to his nephew Balthasar II Moretus (1615-1674). The inventory drawn up in 1650 
by Balthasar II shows that this library combined manuscripts retrieved from the proof 
readers’ library with those in the family collection, to which Balthasar I had doubtless 
added. A friend of the great painter Rubens, Balthasar I valued appearance as well as 
texts: he described a richly illuminated Bible as ‘very beautiful’. Balthasar II shared his 
appreciation, since forms of ‘beautiful’ are used of nine items in the 1650 inventory. 

m 16.15 fol. 4v
gospels with the prefaces of st. Jerome

southern netherlands (bruges); 11th century

This Latin Gospel Book was never completed. The arcaded frame was intended for one of 
the tables comparing the content of the four Gospels but only the red headings were fil-
led in. The birds may be pelicans, symbols of the Crucified Christ since they were thought 
to pierce their own breasts for blood to feed their young. Probably made for the Church 
of Our Lady (Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekerk) in Bruges, the book was certainly there by the early 
12th century, when texts relating to Our Lady’s were added. Among these texts is an 
inventory of the Church’s treasures which includes a Gospel Book in a silver binding, per-
haps this very book itself. It probably left the Church when Bruges was governed by Cal-
vinists between 1578 and 1584 and churches were purged of Catholic books and images. 
The title added by Balthasar I Moretus was partly lost when the first leaf was damaged 
but what remains corresponds with the wording of Balthasar II in the inventory of 1650. 

10.



m 1 fol. 183v 
maximus taurinensis, maximus of turin (c. 400), 

and others, homiliae dominiCales
southern netherlands (?); 12th century

The grand volume contains Latin sermons by revered figures of the early Church on the 
Bible readings or lessons for Sundays through the Church year. It was not intended to 
be held in the hands but to be placed on a lectern or reading stand, perhaps particularly 
for reading aloud in church or monastic refectory (dining hall). Its size would then be an 
advantage in dim daylight or flickering candlelight. Each sermon opens with a colourful 
ornamented letter, here a Q with a tail that disappears down the throat of a beast; op-
posite, the next sermon begins with a simpler letter on a red ground. Green and red 
initials and red Roman numerals signal the lessons being explained. The little rows of 
pinpricks in the margins were added to mark the Biblical quotations. The book was in 
the collection for Balthasar I Moretus to add a title on the opening leaf; it appears in the 
1650 inventory.

m 17.2 fol. 1
dudonis de saint Quentin, dudo de saint Quentin 

(c. 965-1043), gesta normannorum
northern France (?); second half 12th century

Dudo’s Latin history of the early Dukes of Normandy circulated especially in Northern 
France and England, the areas where it had most relevance. This copy has richly coloured 
initials to clarify the organization of the text, which shifts between verse and prose. Gold 
pigment is used only for the opening letter G that, with the following red and green capi-
tal letters, starts the author’s dedication to Adalbero, Bishop of Laon. Above, announced 
in red capitals, is the prefatory greeting to Adalbero from Dudo, which opens with a 
decorated I. The intertwined leafy stems and the vibrantly contrasted red and green can 
be seen in other manuscripts of this period. It is not known when the book entered the 
collection; it appears in the inventory of 1650. 

12.
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m 87 fol. 25r
maCrobius (5th century), in somnium sCipionis

France; second half 12th century

The diagram on this page, in the red and green of the decorated initial, is a beautifully 
abstracted representation intended to show the impossibility of rain falling off the earth. 
It illustrates Macrobius’s Latin Commentary on the Dream of Scipio by Cicero. In Scipio’s 
dream, his dead grandfather revealed to him the afterlife and its place in the complex 
organisation of the cosmos. Macrobius had provided diagrams with his commentary but 
over the centuries of copying, recopying and re-interpreting their usefulness as scientific 
aids had diminished. Nonetheless, his text was very influential as a summary of classical 
thinking on the nature of the universe. This manuscript came to Leuven, perhaps with 
a member of the university; it was subsequently owned by Willem van Gent (d.1602), 
whose book on law was published by Plantin in 1570 and from whom it presumably pas-
sed to Plantin or Jan I Moretus. It is probably the copy listed in the 1650 inventory but 
Plantin did own another copy, now in the British Library, London.

m 155 fol. 71v
s. gregorius, st gregory the great (540-604), 

moralia in Job xxx-xxxV
england; third quarter 12th century

The broad bands of red define the letter A within a glorious burst of colour and pattern to 
introduce Book 33 of St Gregory’s Latin Commentary on Job that offers moral guidance to 
the individual Christian. Ironically, this, the most magnificent letter of the five marking 
the final five books of Gregory’s work, is used for Antiquo hosti, the old enemy or devil, 
spelled out in green and red. The scribe left spaces for the text to be written in colour 
and gave the wording in the small notes at the foot of the page and at the side, mostly 
trimmed away. Usually these guide texts were erased by scraping once they had been 
copied into their allotted spaces. The pin pricks down these margins were made to guide 
the ruler used for the lines: only one leaf needed to be measured to act as a pattern and 
several leaves could then be pricked at once, speeding up the preparation. The manus-
cript appears in the 1650 inventory. 

13.
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m 17.3 fol. 4r
biblia, bible

northern France, probably paris; 
second half 13th century 

After the Prologues, the Latin book of Genesis opens In principio, In the beginning, with 
a large letter I containing scenes of the seven days in which God created the earth and 
its inhabitants. The scheme was conventional and, as here, the Crucifixion was often ad-
ded to demonstrate the unity of the Old and New Testaments (see another example in 
Section III). Made in France, this Bible went to Hungary, to the monastery of St. Laurence 
in Buda, and apparently came into Turkish hands after the fall of Buda in 1541. In 1551 it 
was in Ancona in Italy with Gillis de Grave, probably the merchant Egidio (Gillis) de Grave 
of Flanders in Ancona in 1537, or a relation of his. It may have come to Antwerp with 
the Gillis de Grave exiled from the city in 1570 after the troubles of the later 1560s but 
the name is too common for certainty. The Bible finally found a permanent home in this 
building, where Balthasar I labelled it ‘very beautiful’. 

m 15.8 fol. 1
missale, missal for the use of rome

southern netherlands (bruges ?); 
first quarter 15th century

Bears, monkeys and a deer delightfully combine to hold the stems of gold leaves around 
the beginning of the order of the mass, the most solemn service in the Catholic Church. 
Rich decoration honoured God, even when its subject matter was not specifically reli-
gious. In the letter A for Ad te levavi, the Latin of Psalm 24 (25) ‘To thee, O Lord, have 
I lifted up my soul’, kneels its author, King David, identified by the harps on the altar 
cloth. On his scroll are the words of Psalm 37 (38): ‘Lord all my desire is before thee’. 
Other initials show the feasts celebrated in the masses, such as Christ’s birth, Resur-
rection and Ascension, in a style localized to Bruges. The texts show that the Missal was 
made for a monastery; the Roman form of services was widely followed in the Southern 
Netherlands. It is one of the manuscripts that Bathasar II Moretus recorded in the 1650 
inventory as beautiful, although for its writing rather than its illumination. 

15.
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m 14.12 fol. 104v – fol. 105r 
getiJdenboeK, book of hours, use of utrecht 

County of holland; ca. 1480-1500

Books of Hours were the most popular form of private prayerbook, arranged around the 
eight liturgical hours of the day. In Dutch speaking areas, they were often written in the 
vernacular, not in Latin. This book is open at the Office of Dead, much used as a devo-
tional exercise to prepare one’s self for death and to benefit the souls of the departed. 
The miniature shows the results of prayer as angels deliver purified souls from Purgatory 
to Heaven. Opposite in the initial letter M, Adam and Eve lead the souls being released 
from Hell by Christ; a miniature of the scene is exhibited in Section III. Pictures provided 
a visual focus for meditation and enhanced the text, while not directly illustrating its 
words. The anonymous illuminators, known as the Masters of the Dark Eyes, were active 
in Holland. Balthasar II Moretus admired their work, describing the book as having ‘re-
markable pictures and script, beautifully written’ in the 1650 inventory. It is not known 
when it entered the collection.

o.b. 5.9 fol. 5r 
s. augustinus, st augustine of hippo (354-430), 

de CiVitate dei 
southern netherlands, ghent (?); 1497

The scribe who wrote this City of God in an exceptionally regular script dated his work 
1497 but did not sign it. The illuminator is also anonymous and has been named the Mas-
ter of the Flemish Boëthius from a copy of The Consolations of Philosophy he embellished 
for the Bruges noble Louis of Gruthuuse . Beside the letter O, he painted St Augustine 
as a bishop, holding his emblem of a heart, symbol of his love for God. In the borders, 
illusionistic flowers cast shadows on the page. This sort of decoration originated in the 
Southern Netherlands c.1470 and remained popular well into the 16th century. The book 
was specially mentioned by Nicolas Oudartius, canon of Mechelen Cathedral, when he 
left all his manuscripts to Jan Moretus in 1608. For Balthasar II Moretus it was ‘very 
beautiful’ and for the author of the inventory of 1805, perhaps Louis-Franciscus-Xaverius 
Moretus, it was so beautiful that it would scarcely be possible to find its equal.

17.
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m 15.7 fol. 1r
CiCero (106-43 b.C.), in French translation, 
de l’amitiÉ, de la Vieillesse, des oFFiCes

southern netherlands, bruges; 1470s

Although Latin was the universal language of the church and scholarship, from the early 
13th century classical works were being translated for those with limited Latin. Two of 
these translations were made c. 1400 for French princes, the Dukes of Berry and Bour-
bon. The miniature shows the Duke of Berry receiving Cicero’s treatise on friendship from 
the translator, the clothes and setting evoking contemporary noble life of the 1470s. 
The gesticulating figures have earned the anonymous illuminator the title of the Mas-
ter of the Chattering Hands. On the facing page is the end of the table of contents.  
This luxurious copy was probably made for a Burgundian courtier like Philippe de Hornes, 
the patron of the Froissart seen in the Introduction, which is similar in impressive size 
and decorative conventions. By the time of Plantin and the Moretuses all educated men 
could read Cicero in the original Latin; the manuscript may have seemed a historical 
curiosity long before Balthasar II recorded it in the 1650 inventory.
 

19.



room iii

iii
MANUSCRIPTS FOR BEAUTY

wall text

Between the 16th and the early 19th century, the illuminated manuscript ceased being 
a book to be used like any other and came to be considered as a cultural and artistic 
witness to the past. A new interest in the Middle Ages made illuminated manuscripts in-
creasingly desirable objects for private collectors. Consequently, after the turbulence of 
the French Revolution, many medieval manuscripts were saved from certain doom. The 
inventory of the Plantin-Moretus Library made in 1805 reveals historical and religious in-
terests and an appreciation of illumination. The compiler, probably Louis-Franciscus-Xa-
verius Moretus (1758-1820), seems to have acquired beautiful illuminated manuscripts 
as objects of beauty. 

m 14.7 fol.130v
getiJdenboeK, book of hours, use of utrecht

north holland; 1489

This miniature, in a Book of Hours written and illuminated in North Holland, shows the 
Harrowing of Hell or ‘The triumphant descent of Christ into hell between the time of his 
Crucifixion and his Resurrection’. According to Christian belief, Christ brought salvation 
to the souls held captive in hell (here depicted as a monster) since the beginning of the 
world. The story is not narrated in the Bible but dates from the earliest Christian tradi-
tions. The miniature on folio 130 is on an inserted leaf; it should face the Office of the 
Dead, but was misbound. The miniatures and historiated initials with their borders are by 
the Masters of the Bezborodko Hours, named from a manuscript now in The Hague (KB, 
ms 135 E 45). This group of illuminators often used prints as models for their miniatures: 
a woodcut Biblia pauperum provided the model for the Harrowing of Hell. The manus-
cript apparently entered the collection after 1805, since it is not listed in the inventory.

20.



m 14.18 fol. 58v
geiJdenboeK, book of hours. use of utrecht

County of holland, delft and leyden; c.1460-80

In the miniature, the Nativity is set in a landscape where the shepherds hear the good 
news and the three kings arrive. It marks the beginning of the Hours of the Virgin, the 
devotions for the liturgical hours, where an Annunciation would be usual. In fact, the six 
miniatures in this book were not made specially for it. The miniatures with their borders, 
probably painted in the later 1480s in Leyden by the Masters of Hugo Jansz. van Woer-
den, named for the printer of that name, were cut round and pasted onto larger leaves 
to be bound into the volume. The book itself was made in Delft in the 1460s or 1470s, as 
shown by the typically Delft decoration opposite, with a Dutch prayer scroll round the 
Virgin and Child. Unlike printed books, manuscript volumes were not considered static 
and unchangeable: many owners inserted pictures or texts into their favourite books. 
An addition to the 1805 Inventory, this Hours was probably acquired by Louis-Franciscus-
Xaverius Moretus.

m 14.19 fol. 168
getiJdenboeK, book of hours, use of utrecht

south holland, delft; c. 1440

This Book of Hours incorporates a series of delicately painted illuminations in grisaille 
(from gris, the French word for grey). These monochrome paintings on parchment show-
case the finest skills of the illuminator. They were painted with pen and extremely thin 
brushes, while the halo is heightened with gold leaf. The illuminator of this Book of 
Hours is a member of a group of anonymous artists, the so-called Masters of the Delft 
Grisailles. The name is given to a group of artists working from about the 1430s most 
likely in Delft and possibly at the convent of St. Agnes. This folio presents Saint Peter 
holding the key of heaven, a symbol of authority adopted by the Popes, his successors as 
Bishops of Rome. The refined illumination appealed to the Moretus family. In the 1805 
inventory this manuscript is described as: In octavo: [ 17] Verschijde klijne getijden ms. 
membr. elegantelijk met figuren & lettere color (small book of hours in parchment with 
elegant figures and colored initials). 

21.
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m 14.9 fol. 78r
biblia, bible

northern italy; second half 13th century 

Illuminations were sometimes altered by the illuminators themselves. In this 13th-cen-
tury Italian Bible, the illuminated initial P held by a bird shows how a mistake by the il-
luminator was neatly corrected. The P was changed to an F, for the word Fuit to open the 
Book of Kings I, by the added strokes in red paint that indicate the ends of the horizontals 
of F. This correction was probably made before the manuscript reached Flanders at some 
point before or in the 15th century, as shown by the added names of two monks: Jacobus 
Goude, who had the use of the book in 1470, and Frater Martinus Sundert alias Leysen in 
1489. They may have been in the Abbey of Baudeloo, near Ghent, since at the end of the 
18th century the Bible was owned by Engelbertus Delforterie, the last Abbot of Baude-
loo. The suppression of religious houses by the French régime brought many manuscripts 
onto the market and the Bible probably came in the early 19th century to Antwerp and 
the collection of the Moretus family. 

m 214 Fol. 
hermas, liber pastoris 

southern netherlands; First half 12th century

The Liber Pastoris or Book of the Shepherd, a series of visions, commandments and pa-
rables instructing on the Christian life, was written in Greek but soon translated into 
Latin. The large initial E in red and green opens the first of the ten parables after the 
twelfth and last commandment, as announced by the red script The words to be written 
in red were noted in the margin to the side so that, when the scribe had written the text 
in black, all the red script and decorated letters could be added together. In this book 
there seems to have been an interval before the decoration was completed. It belonged 
to the Sint Pietersabdij, the Benedictine Abbey of St Peter, in Ghent. Although many of 
their books were lost in the iconoclasm of 1566, later inscriptions show that this volume 
remained in a Dutch speaking area, perhaps at St Peter’s itself until the Abbey was sup-
pressed in 1796. It first appears in the 1805 inventory. 

23.
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m 15.1 fol. 4v-5r
biblia, bible oF Konrad oF VeChta, part i

bohemia, prague; 1402

This is the first volume of a luxurious Latin Bible commissioned by Konrad of Vechta  
(c. 1370-1431), whose coat of arms appears at the foot of the page. The first volume is 
on display in Room I. The scribe, Laurentius, dated the two volumes in 1402-1403. In 
the exhibited opening, the initial I for the Book of Genesis (In principio creavit Deus cae-
lum et terram), contains seven roundels depicting the seven days of creation (see other 
examples in the earlier Bibles in this and the previous room). They are by an illuminator 
who also worked on the earlier Bible of Wenceslas IV of Bohemia: Konrad’s Bible is a su-
perb representative of the manuscripts produced in the ambit of King Wenceslas, noted 
for their fine miniatures, inventive borders and technical refinement. The close observer 
can distinguish tooling with tiny roundels in the raised gold leaf around the initial and 
in the surrounding ornament. The marginal decoration is full of incident, including two 
charming little boys in the upper border: one is catching a large bee, the other throwing 
his green hood (see the screen for enlarged images). The two volumes of the Bible were 
acquired in or after 1805; they are the supreme examples of illumination among the 
manuscripts collected by Plantin and the Moretuses.

m 15.4 fol. 1r
Jean Froissart (c.1333/7- 1410), ChroniCles booK i

southern netherlands, bruges; 1475-1485

The Chroniques de Froissart, listed in the 1805 inventory, is in three parts. Jean Froissart 
was a writer of medieval French Chronicles who came from Hainaut. For centuries, Frois-
sart’s Chronicles have been recognized as the chief expression of the chivalric revival 
of the 14th-century Kingdoms of England and France. The large miniature opening this 
first volume shows a battle between the English and Scots, representing the invasions 
of Scotland by Edward I. The miniature was painted in a Bruges workshop around 1475-
1485. It has a full border of acanthus and stems of flowers and fruit with a grotesque 
playing a harp. In the border, the coat of arms refers to a previous owner from the Mont-
morency family, who was not the patron for whom the manuscript was made. He was 
Philippe de Hornes, seigneur de Gaesbeek (1421-1488), whose shield was painted over 
with the Montmorency arms. 
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m 16.7 Fol. 4
biblia, bible with the prologues of s. Jerome 

paris; c. 1270 

In this splendid Parisian Bible, the Seven Days of Creation recounted in Genesis are de-
picted in the seven medallions. A small miniature of the Crucifixion is at the bottom of 
the left column. In the 13th century, Paris was known throughout Europe as a center 
of learning, and as a center for commercial book production. Bibles were purchased by 
students and masters from the university, as well as by other members of the church, 
the monarchy, and the court, and by many others who did business in Paris. The style 
of these illuminators is similar to that of the illuminators known as the Sainte Chapelle 
Group, named from a manuscript made for the Sainte Chapelle in Paris (now in the Bi-
bliothèque Nationale de France). The coat of arms in the right upper margin was added 
almost two centuries later. The blazon is that of the Alleman family of the Dauphiné, who 
had the manuscript in their possession in the fifteenth century. However, the copies of 
deeds on the first endleaf indicate that the Bible was in Amiens after 1293, probably in 
the ownership of the Cathedral. It is not clear when the Bible entered the collection. The 
1805 inventory lists a Bible in folio with coloured and gilded initials that could be this 
manuscript. 

r 386 p. 133 - 134
antiphonarium

italy, lombardy (?); second half 15th Century

This large volume, covering the feasts from Septuagesima (the ninth Sunday before Ea-
ster, the third before Ash Wednesday), would have been one of a series of choirbooks. A 
group of choristers could gather round it to sing the offices. The antiphons, the Biblical 
texts that intersperse the psalms and canticles, are signalled by ant. or a. in red and 
with an intricately decorated letter at the start of each office, here an E. For the psalms, 
signalled by ps in red, only the opening words are given: the full text could be found in 
a separate Psalter. The pagination (added later) shows that it remained in use into the 
18th century; since it is not identifiable in the 1805 inventory, it presumably entered the 
collection after that date.
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iV
Manuscripts in Use

wall text

In the Middle Ages manuscripts were corrected, adapted and repaired because of their 
utility and significance in the worship of God and the preservation and dissemination of 
knowledge. A manuscript was a precious item and, for as long as it was useful, it was 
treated with the requisite care and respect. Damaged or unwanted manuscripts were 
recycled, sometimes for bindings. From the mid-fifteenth century, the accelerating de-
mand for printed books and the gradual depreciation of manuscripts, with their varying 
scripts and versions of texts, led to a booming trade in ‘manuscript waste’. For centuries, 
illuminated folios were used as binding material, a use shown by volumes in the Plantin-
Moretus Museum and Archive.

m 43 fol. 32v
s. augustinus, st augustine (354-430), de CiVitate dei

Fol. 19r-135v: second third 12th century
Fol. 1r-18v and 136r-148v: 14th century

Where the scriptorium responsible for this City of God was located is difficult to define. 
It can be placed in the broad area of the Southern Netherlands (Flanders?) or England 
in the 12th century, when there was an intensive economic and cultural interchange 
between the continent and England. The large initial I opening the chapter is formed of 
red knotwork and interlace with foliate terminals. By the 14th century the manuscript 
was already severely damaged: the beginning and the end of the text were lost and the 
top edges of some leaves were missing. It was thoroughly restored by repairing the mis-
sing areas with new patches of parchment, sewn in with stiches at the top of the leaf and 
in the gathering fold. The missing text was then rewritten on the patches in a darker ink, 
see upper right. The lost beginning and end were written on new leaves to complete the 
text. This is probably one of two copies of the City of God in the 1650 inventory. 
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m 347 fol. 160v 
petrus riga (c.1140-1209), aurora

southern netherlands, northern France; 
late 12th- early 13th century

This small book with the text of Aurora, a commentary on the Bible in verse by the poet 
Petrus Riga, a canon of Rheims Cathedral, was written in the late 12th century or early 
13th century in the Southern Netherlands and once belonged to the convent of the Crut-
ched Friars of Namur (Frères Croisiers de Namur), founded in 1249. In the 16th century 
it belonged to one of the editors and correctors of Plantin, Victor Giselinus or Ghyselinc 
(1543-1591), who gave it to Theodorus Pulmannus, whose manuscripts passed to Chris-
tophe Plantin. In several places there are doodles or graffiti in the margins: on folio 79r 
a head of a lion and on folio 160v two dancing couples. These small drawings show how 
manuscripts were used intensively in the Middle Ages, when parchment was not cheap, 
and how sketches could be added in the margins with no reference to the text. The lion’s 
head is medieval and probably all these little drawings were already in the manuscript 
when it arrived in the Antwerp Printing House.

m 16.3 fol. 131r
petrus lombardus, peter lombard 

(c.1096-1164), sententiarum libri iV
France or england; 

last quarter 12th century - first quarter 13th century

This manuscript demonstrates the value placed on illumination in the Middle Ages. Pro-
tective covers or veils of red silk were stitched to the parchment leaves to protect the de-
corated letters, even though none of those surviving depicts a specific subject – the lion 
was a common decorative motif. The veils were provided early on: it is clear on another 
page that they were in place before any marginal notes were added. Not all manuscripts 
had veils, since a closed book is generally a safe environment for illumination, and few 
remain in position today. Their existence is usually discerned only from the holes left by 
the stitching, the case for another of these initials, while a third still has its veil. They 
marked Books 2, 3 and 4 of Peter Lombard’s Sentences, a theological compilation that 
was studied in every university. The first leaves with the opening initial have been lost. 
The annotations show that this finely decorated copy was well used. It is listed in the 
1650 inventory.  
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m 332 fol. 1
pseudo-CiCero (86-82 b.C.), de rhetoriCa
italy (Florence?); third quarter 15th century

Cicero was much admired for his style as well as his subject matter: On Rhetoric, about 
the correct and effective use of the Latin language, was widely accepted as one of his 
works. The empty shield was intended for the owner’s coat of arms, suggesting that this 
copy of a popular text was made as a speculative venture: whoever bought it could add 
his mark of ownership. It was made in Italy when scholars, scribes and illuminators were 
dedicated to recreating the classical world. In the absence of Roman manuscripts, they 
imitated the oldest volumes readily available, so that this script is closer to that in the 
9th-century Carmen Paschale, seen in Section I, than to any of the 15th-century manus-
cripts exhibited. The gold initial E is caught in the entwined ‘white-vine stem’ decoration 
borrowed from 11th-century Italian manuscripts, which had become an accepted part of 
the would-be classical vocabulary. It is not known when the book left Italy; it appears in 
the 1650 inventory. 

m 242
epistles and aCts oF the apostles
southern netherlands, leuven; 1467

This small manuscript , written in 1467 comes from the monastery of Sint-Maartensdal 
in Leuven, founded in 1433 by the Brethren of the Common Life. One of their main tasks 
was book production to distribute their spiritual writings widely; the scriptorium and 
bookbindery were essential to the life of the community. The bookbinder fulfilled this 
task with great economy. The covers of the 15th-century limp vellum binding are each 
composed of 8 leaves from a printed edition of St. Augustine’s letters, with added red 
and blue initials. The parchment flyleaf is from a 15th-century Latin-Dutch vocabulary; 
the parchment endleaf is from a 14th- century canon law book. Inside is a loose 15th-
century paper leaf with a devotional diagram of the five wounds of Christ, with Dutch 
text citing St Augustine. The book came to the collection in or after 1832, when it was 
sold with the library of Jan-Frans van de Velde, librarian of Leuven University, showing 
that acquisitions continued under Louis-Franciscus-Xaverius’s nephews. 
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m 14.14 
horae, book of hours, use of windesheim

southern netherlands, limburg, maaseik (?); 1508

This small devotional manuscript was written in 1508 and illuminated with decorated ini-
tials and borders. At a later date it was given a binding of velvet over wooden boards. The 
grey textile shows severe use: it is torn; the missing spine reveals parchment strips from 
a music manuscript. These bits of parchment in bindings are called ‘membra-disjecta’ or 
‘scattered fragments’. The use of fragments of manuscript folios in binding and rebinding 
was very common. Parchment, a resistant material, was needed to support the sewing 
of the gatherings, the individual little booklets of leaves that are stitched together to 
make up the volume. Recycling old manuscripts that were unwanted or damaged was 
for centuries a profitable business for bookbinders. They could use the folios to cover the 
inside of the boards, as a support for the sewing or as a raw material to make glue for 
strengthening the spine. When the liturgy for the services in the Catholic Church chan-
ged after the Council of Trent (1563), thousands of manuscripts lost their value and were 
used as ‘bookbinders waste’. But even before that, the economic importance of waste 
parchment in book production was well established. This manuscript was in the sale of 
the comte de Renesse-Breidbach’s library in 1835 and so also acquired under the last 
generation of Moretuses to live here.

m 140
Vita sanCti norberti (life of st. norbert)
southern netherlands, grimbergen; 1598 

This Life of St. Norbert was written on paper by Christophe Outers in 1598. He entered 
the Abbey of Grimbergen in 1574 and became abbot in 1613. Grimbergen was a house 
of the Premonstratensian Order, which had been founded by St Norbert; Outers shows 
that the tradition of handmade book production in monasteries was not ended by the 
printing press. As described in the previous entry this codex is a witness to the recycling 
of manuscripts that had lost their value after the Council of Trent (1563). For the limp 
vellum binding, a folio from a missal over 200 years older was reused: a fragment of a 
parchment leaf decorated with fleuronné initials and bearing text and musical notati-
ons. It is not known when it entered the collection.
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mpm archive 971 
& other archival documents

Cahiers de FranCFort, september 1595

From 1579, the activities of the Plantin Printing House at the Frankfurt Fair, already a 
vital book market, are documented in the Cahiers de Francfort. There were two Cahiers 
de Francfort each year: one for the Lent Fair and one for the September Fair. Some of 
these business documents were bound in the late sixteenth and seventeenth century 
in parchment wrappers taken from manuscripts with musical notation. Even the pres-
ence of illumination was as irrelevant for the binder as the presence of a photograph 
on a piece of newspaper used to wrap rubbish. A handsome twelfth-century initial of 
the prophet Micah was cut through to bind the Frankfurt accounts for September 1595 
(MPM Archive 971).
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