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Dating paper manuscripts based on watermarks:

A case study of selected nineteenth-century

Icelandic manuscripts

by Katarzyna Anna Kapitan Arnamagnæan Institute, Copenhagen

This article discusses the possibilities offered by basic examination of

watermarks found in post-medieval Icelandic manuscripts as a tool for

dating these manuscripts. Using a case study of four Icelandic manu-

scripts from the nineteenth century I argue that an account ofwatermarks

should be an integral part of every description of a papermanuscript. The

study focuses on Icelandic manuscripts for two reasons: firstly, the tradi-

tion of copying literary texts by hand survived far longer in Iceland than

in continental Europe, providing a large amount of research material;

secondly, very little research has been done on the paper used in Icelandic

manuscripts in general, and even less on watermarks.1

While in Europe, with the invention of print and popularisation of

printed books, hand-copying was reserved for texts which could not

make it to the printing press, owing for example to censorship, in Iceland

the situationwas similar but somehowdifferent. In Iceland the only print-

ing press until the year 1772 was owned by the bishopric in Hólar, and

so only texts that were considered ‘worthy enough’ from the perspect-

ive of the bishopric could be printed.2 These, not surprisingly, comprised

mainly religious texts. This print monopoly of the church influenced

Icelandic book-production for centuries. The bulk of popular Icelandic

literature was copied therefore by hand, well into the nineteenth cen-

tury.3 Although the state of research on post-medieval manuscripts is

still far from satisfactory, the growing interest in these manuscripts in

recent years has led to remarkable progress in our understanding of the

co-existence of printed and hand-copied books.4
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Unfortunately, catalogue records are rarely updated in keeping with

the progress in modern scholarship, and the physical aspects of the

manuscripts are still frequently marginalised. If the scribes did not expli-

citly write their names and the date of copying in colophons, the existing

catalogues usually provide rather sparse information about the manu-

script and only a very broad dating.5 Cataloguers frequently do not have

time to undertake detailed research into each manuscript and therefore

have to rely on the information provided in existing printed catalogues,

which may be from the nineteenth century and not surprisingly do not

always meet the expectations of modern scholarly audiences. Traditional

philologists are not usually interested in studyingwatermarks, since their

primary focus is on texts. Material philologists are interested in the phys-

ical aspects of manuscripts, but at the same time there is still some reser-

vation about looking atwatermarks, perhaps because they underestimate

the potential in using them as a criterion for dating a manuscript.

The arguments adduced against using the evidence of watermarks for

dating are, first of all, that we often do not know how long a givenmould

was in use at the paper mill, and secondly, that we do not know how

soon after the production of the paper the scribe actually used it for writ-

ing. These are perfectly valid arguments, which at the same time appear

to be an excuse for the common practice of dismissing watermarks com-

pletely or marginalising them in material philological research. In this

article I will argue for the importance of examining and documenting

watermarks by showingwhat great potential they have for advancing our

knowledge and understanding of the production process of manuscripts.

Even though the state of research on paper used in Icelandic manuscripts

is rather limited, it is still possible to find convincing arguments for the

origin of the paper used in selected manuscripts thanks to existing cata-

logues of Dutch, Norwegian and Danish watermarks.6

The manuscripts examined in the present study have all been rather

cursorily described in existing catalogues, particularly with regard to

their material aspects. Two of them were broadly dated but they in fact

contain rich evidence in the form of watermarks which can be used to

establish a more precise dating. The other two are very precisely dated,

based on the information given in colophons, and therefore the water-

marks in them should be registered so this data can serve as comparative

material for other studies of undated manuscripts.

16



Care and conservation 17 -- vers. 9 (final)

Watermarks in undated manuscripts

This section focuses on the cases where watermarks can be used as evi-

dence for more precise dating of a manuscript. It examines two manu-

scripts: London, British Library, MS Add. 11109 and Reykjavík, National

and University Library of Iceland, Lbs 2404 8vo. These manuscripts have

been fairly broadly dated, but the watermarks present in them can help

us to narrow down the dating.

The first case study focuses on MSAdd. 11109. In the online catalogue

of the British Library the manuscript has been dated to the eighteenth

century, a dating based on the printed catalogue published in 1843.7 The

evidence of thewatermarks present in thismanuscript does not, however,

confirm this dating. In one of the quires of the manuscript, specifically on

leaves 49–54, there is a watermark with a countermark. The countermark

contains the nameof the papermill, ‘KLIPPAN’,which is a Swedish paper

mill in the province of Skåne.8 The motif of the watermark is a beehive,

which resembles to some extent the typical Honig-watermark, as presen-

ted in Churchill’s catalogue, pl. 180.9 The name of the paper mill and the

motif of the watermark alone would not allow us to narrow down the

dating of this manuscript, but fortunately one of the modifications that

has been done to the beehive motif is that on the plinth in BLAdd 11109

there is the date ‘1824’. This manuscript therefore cannot originate from

the eighteenth century if the paper used in it was produced in the first

quarter of the nineteenth century.

There are other physical aspects of this manuscript which are omit-

ted in the catalogue but are for a material philologist crucial in order to

understand the circumstances of the manuscript’s creation. There is, for

example, no indication that this is a composite manuscript, made up of

multiple separate codicological units, written by at least four different

scribes on different paper and presumably at different points of time. The

paper used in this manuscript is not homogeneous. It varies in quality

and contains a number of watermarks.10 The distribution of the scribal

hands overlaps not only with the boundaries of the texts, but also with

the boundaries of the different types of paper used for particular parts.At

least four separate codicological units can therefore be identified in this

manuscript.

BL Add. MS 11109 has an interesting history of production and own-

ership. First of all, at least some of its parts had to be written in Iceland,
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as Jón Helgason suggests in his unpublished catalogue of manuscripts in

British Library, that themanuscript is in an Icelandic binding.11 Secondly,

at least one part of the manuscript had to be written after 1824, as sug-

gested by the dated watermark. And finally, the texts must have been

copied before 1837, because the manuscript was bought by the British

Museum in July of that year from Finnur Magnússon, professor of liter-

ature at the University of Copenhagen,12 as the note on f. 1r indicates.13

BLAdd. 11109 is one of a large number of manuscripts purchased by the

BritishMuseum fromhim; thesemanuscripts are held today in the British

Library with the shelfmarks Add. MSS 11061–11251.14

Even ifwe assume that the partwritten after 1824 is the youngest part of

themanuscript, and that themanuscript waswritten and compiled in Ice-

land, the paper produced in 1824 in Skåne, Sweden, had within thirteen

years made its way from Sweden to Iceland, where the texts were copied,

then came to Denmark, where the manuscript was in the possession of

Finnur Magnússon, and finally to England. Thanks to the material evi-

dence, completely ignored in the catalogue, we can safely narrow down

the dating of this manuscript from the broad eighteenth century to the

years ca. 1800–1837, and for the part containing the dated watermark we

can safely date it to the period between 1824 and 1837.

The second case is Lbs 2404 8vo. Thismanuscript is written in one hand

throughout, identified as that of Gísli Konráðsson, a prolific Icelandic

scribe of the nineteenth century. Gísli Konráðsson was born in 1787 and

died in 1877, at the age of ninety.15 A lifespan of ninety years is not espe-

cially helpful whenwe try to establish a precise dating of the manuscript.

There are no dated colophons or any other notes that would give us a clue

about the date of writing. In the online catalogue Handrit.is the manu-

script is dated to 1805; the date originates from the printed catalogue,

published in 1935–1937, where the date ‘ca. 1805’ is given.16 This date is

probably based on the age of the scribe and the assumption that he did not

start copying texts before he turned eighteen, and so 1805 must therefore

be seen as a terminus post quem for the writing of this manuscript, rather

than the actual date of its writing.

Lbs 2404 8vo has a relatively regular quire structure, with four to

five conjoint leaves in each quire. Even though there are overlaps of

quire boundaries with text boundaries, which could divide the manu-

script into four blocks (quires I–VII, quires VIII–XII, quires XIII–XIV,

quires XV–XXII), there is no reason to assume that themanuscriptwas not
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intended as a single item. Thanks to the basic examination of the water-

marks in this manuscript, we can state with fairly high confidence that it

could not be written ca. 1805, because the paper has a dated watermark

‘1810’ (Figs. 1a & 1b). The watermarks with the date 1810 are attested in

quires IV, V, XI, XIV and XXI, so each block contains at least one attest-

ation of this date. We can assume therefore that the texts were copied

in a similar period of time, after 1810. Thanks to the examination of the

watermarks we can move the terminus post quem for the writing of this

manuscript from 1805 to 1810.17

Fig. 1. Two parts of the ‘1810’ watermark in Reykjavík, National and University
Library of Iceland, Lbs 2404 8vo.18

(a) (b)

Watermarks in well-dated manuscripts

This section focuses on the potential that the registration of watermarks

in dated manuscripts has for the dating of other undated manuscripts. It

examines twomanuscripts in Reykjavík, National andUniversity Library
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of Iceland: Lbs 1572 4to and Lbs 381 fol. Both of these are very precisely

dated thanks to signed colophons, and both contain watermarks that can

serve as comparative material for other undated manuscripts.

The first manuscript, Lbs 1572 4to, is written in one hand throughout,

that of the prolific Icelandic scribe Þorsteinn Gíslason (1776–1838).19 Lbs

1572 4to contains a number of dated colophons that allow us to date this

manuscript with high certainty to the period from 4 June 1815, written

on f. 39v, to 14 May 1827, written on f. 145v. Even though the contents

of the manuscript have most likely been rearranged, as the texts do not

appear in chronological order, the majority of the texts preserved in this

manuscript have dated colophons, allowing us to trace the production

process of the manuscript.

Moreover, there are variouswatermarks in Lbs 1572 4to, some ofwhich

can be fairly well dated. One of them is the watermark with the text

‘Roeskilde’ (Fig. 2), which appears on ff. 73 + 76 and 72 + 77 in quire XI.

This watermark can be found in Nordstrand’s catalogue of Danish water-

marks, pl. 100.20 It originates from theMaglekilde paper mill in Roskilde,

where it was used from approximately 1811 onwards. Another water-

mark that can be found in Lbs 1572 4to contains the name ‘Maglekilde’,

which appears on ff. 127 + 130 in quire XIX (Fig. 3). This watermark also

appears in Nordstrand’s catalogue of Danish watermarks, pl. 97.21 It ori-

ginates from the same paper mill as the previous watermark, Maglekilde

in Roskilde, and was also in use after 1811.

If we compare the dates given in the colophons with the dating of the

watermarks as provided in the catalogues, we can come to some very

interesting conclusions. Quire XI is made of paper originating from the

period after 1811, while the colophon following the text written on these

leaves indicates that this text was finished on 15 July 1816 (f. 77v). If the

dating of the watermark from Roskilde in Nordstrand’s catalogue is cor-

rect, it means that the paper produced in Denmark after the year 1811

was being used in Northern Iceland in 1816, meaning that fewer than

five years had passed from the earliest possible date of production to the

moment of utilisation of this paper.

A similar case can be found in the other manuscript, Lbs 381 fol. The

main bulk of thismanuscript iswritten in one hand, that of Tómas Tómas-

son (1756–1811), a district administrative from Stóra-Ásgeirsá in North-

ern Iceland.22 Tómas Tómasson is fairly consistent in providing colo-

phons that include the dates of writing of the texts to which they are
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Fig. 2. The watermark ‘Roeskilde’ in Reykjavík, National and University Library
of Iceland, Lbs 1572 4to.

Fig. 3. The watermark ‘Maglekilde’ in Reykjavík, National and University Lib-
rary of Iceland, Lbs 1572 4to.
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attached. The dated colophons clearly show that the texts preserved in

this manuscript were not copied in chronological order or that the con-

tents of this manuscript were rearranged. The three first sagas are fol-

lowed by a colophon with the date 1790, while other texts are followed

by colophons with the dates 1801, 1803 and 1805. The latest colophon is

dated to 6 May 1805. Thus we are in the fortunate position of knowing

both the identity of the scribe and the time of writing. This allows us to

compare the dating of the watermarks found in this manuscript with the

time of writing of the various texts.

In quire XV, consisting of three conjoint leaves, there are two marks,

one on f. 123 and the other on f. 124. On f. 123 there is the Royal Cypher

of Christian VII, King of Denmark in the years 1766–1808 (Fig. 4). On the

following leaf there is a countermark with the name of the paper mill,

Ørholm (Fig. 5). These marks can be associated with the Ørholm paper

mill, north of Copenhagen, which operated in the years 1793–1921. A

very similar pair of marks is presented in Nordstrand’s catalogue, pl. 43,

where it is dated to the years 1805–1832.23 Various combinations ofwater-

marks with the Royal Cypher CRVII were used at the Ørholm paper mill

between 1805 and 1832, but none before or after that period. Therefore,

we can safely assume that the watermark in Lbs 381 fol. also originates

from that period.24

If we compare the dating of the watermark found in quire XV of the

manuscript with the date attested in the colophon following the text writ-

ten in this quire we have an interesting result. The dating of the water-

mark is 1805–1832, while the colophon on f. 124v states that the text was

copied on 6 May 1805. So, this particular sheet of paper was used in the

same year it was produced, having apparently made its way from Den-

mark to Northern Iceland in fewer than five months.

The examples from the manuscripts discussed here show that the time

between the production of paper in Denmark to its utilisation in Iceland

can vary significantly, from five months to five years. There is a high

possibility, however, that when other undated Icelandic manuscripts are

made of paper with the same watermarks, the time of their production

would be similar and they could be more precisely dated. Therefore,

registration of watermarks should be prioritised when describing pre-

cisely dated manuscripts to create a comparative dataset for dating of

other manuscripts.
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Fig. 4. The watermark with the Royal
Cypher of Christian VII in
Reykjavík, National and Uni-
versity Library of Iceland, Lbs
381 fol.

Fig. 5. The watermark with the name
Ørholm in in Reykjavík, Na-
tional and University Library
of Iceland, Lbs 381 fol.
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Conclusion

The four case studies presented here illustrate the possibilities afforded

by a basic analysis of watermarks in Icelandic manuscripts for expanding

our knowledge and understanding of these artefacts. The first two stu-

dies showed that the watermarks can help us to date manuscripts more

precisely, or at least serve as an argument to confirmor reject a dating pre-

viously proposed in the literature. The second two case studies argued in

favour of the suggestion that a comparative analysis of watermarks can

be one of the criteria applied to date other manuscripts which have not

been yet catalogued or where dating is uncertain.

In all the major Scandinavian repositories there are Icelandic manu-

scripts that are dated very broadly towhole centuries, such as for example

Copenhagen, Arnamagnæan Institute, Rask 111 (18th cent.); Reykjavík,

National and University Library of Iceland, Lbs 4156 8vo (19th cent.);

and Reykjavík Árni Magnússon Institute for Icelandic Studies, AM 246

8vo (18th cent.). There is a significant possibility that if the watermarks

present in these manuscripts were examined, we would be able to date

them more precisely. The analysis of watermarks should therefore be

part of any material philological study of paper manuscripts. Water-

marks should be examined, described and documented and the informa-

tion about them should be included in online catalogues to increase the

amount of data necessary for the comparative analysis of watermarks.
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