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Abstract  

The intention of this thesis is to study two manuscripts, AM 640 4to and AM 621 4to, and 

three diplomas, JS Dipl. 4, AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3, and AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25 

and attempt to answer two primary questions: 1.) Were these manuscripts and original 

documents written by the same scribe? 2.) Is there linguistic and orthographic uniformity 

across both manuscripts and diplomas? Scholars have previously posited that these 

manuscripts are most likely written in the same hand, but a presentation of why they 

believed this currently does not exist. This study will endeavor to provide evidence proving 

or disproving their claims by examining the paleographical, orthographical, and linguistic 

features of these five texts in a systematic manner. The data gathered by such an 

examination should reveal either a presence or lack of uniformity across the manuscripts 

and diplomas and will most likely offer more concrete evidence regarding the previous 

assertions on the scribal attribution of these texts. 

This thesis will begin with a brief yet thorough review of the manuscripts as they 

exist today. Following this will be an overview of the methodology which currently exists 

for determining scribal attribution, as well as a discussion on which methods will be applied 

in this thesis. A chapter on the examination of the script will follow, and it is this section 

which will be the driving force behind the study of scribal attribution. However, some 

information on the script will provide insights regarding the dates of the manuscripts and 

will be applied accordingly. Finally, an examination on the language and orthography of the 

manuscripts will conducted. The primary intention of this section will be focused on 

determining linguistic and orthographic uniformity across the manuscripts and diplomas to 

further assist with the study of scribal attribution.  
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Ágrip 

Markmið þessarar lokaritgerðar er að rannsaka tvö handrit, AM 640 4to og AM 621 4to, og 

þrjú fornbréf, JS Dipl. 4, AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3, og AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25, og 

leitast við að svara tveimur spurningum: 1.) Voru þessi handrit og fornbréf skrifuð af sama 

skrifara? 2.) Eru samkenni í máli og stafsetningu á þessum handritum og fornbréfum? 

Fræðimenn hafa áður bent á það að þessi handrit væru að öllum líkindum með einni hendi 

en engin greinargerð er til um röksemdirnar að baki þeirri niðurstöðu. Hér verður leitast 

við að finna röksemdir til að renna stoðum undir eða hrekja þessa niðurstöðu með því að 

rannsaka kerfisbundið skrift, stafsetningu og mál á þessum fimm textum. Gögnin sem 

safnast við slíka rannsókn ættu að sýna annaðhvort samkenni eða sundurleitni í þessum 

handritum og fornbréfum; þau ættu því að nýtast til að leggja á það mat hvort þessir textar 

séu allir með einni hendi. 

 Fyrst verður fjallað um núverandi ástand handritanna. Þá verður sagt frá 

aðferðafræði við að greina rithendur og þeirri nálgun sem beitt verður í þessari rannsókn. Þá 

verður greint frá skriftarrannsókninni og niðurstöðum hennar, bæði hvað varðar 

rithandagreiningu og mögulegar röksemdir fyrir tímasetningu handritanna. Loks verður 

greint frá rannsókn á máli og stafsetningu. Meginmarkmið þeirrar rannsóknar er að greina 

samkenni í máli og stafsetningu á handritunum og bréfunum þremur er rennt gætu stoðum 

undir skriftargreininguna. 
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1. Introduction 

It has been suggested by the scholars Carl Unger (1877, xvii) and Kristian Kålund (1888, 

48) that the manuscripts AM 640 4to and AM 621 4to might have been written by the same 

scribe. Later Stefán Karlsson (1991, 83) and Sverrir Tómasson (2014, 74) both agree that 

these manuscripts were written by the same hand. Furthermore, Stefán Karlsson also 

suggests that the same hand can be seen in three diplomas. Presently there has not been a 

systematic examination of the paleographical, linguistic, and orthographical features or 

presentation of their characteristics to solidify their claims. As such, modern day scholars 

are faced with two options: either take them at their word or conduct a study of their own. 

The first option is the least favorable given that evidence of any sort is preferred in the field 

of philology today, but rarely does a scholar have the time to conduct a study whenever a 

scholar or scholars of times past makes a claim without providing any information to sustain 

it. 

Simply stated, the purpose of this thesis is to confirm whether Unger, Kålund, 

Stefán Karlsson, and Sverrir Tómasson were right in their claims. This study will examine 

both the manuscripts and the diplomas attributed to the same hand, crosscheck them 

against each other, and examine the findings to ascertain whether a single hand or multiple 

hands were involved in the making of these manuscripts and original documents. In order 

to do so, a paleographical analysis will be conducted on both the manuscripts and diplomas. 

The paleography will shed light concerning the habits and muscle memory of anyone 

involved with the writing process of these manuscripts.  

A secondary purpose of this thesis will be to determine whether the manuscripts can 

be put into chronological order in relation to the original documents. If the manuscripts are 

dated to the same timeframe, it will increase the likelihood that they were written by one 

scribe. However, if they are dated to different periods the likelihood of a single, shared 

scribe between the manuscripts becomes almost nil. In order to determine the sequence in 
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which these manuscripts were produced, an examination of the level of uniformity in the 

language and orthography will be conducted on both manuscripts and diplomas. 

Furthermore, the evidence gathered from the diplomas in particular have the potential to 

show different stages of the language during the time in which they were written. As such, 

the data compiled from the language and orthography of each manuscript will be applied to 

the language and orthography of the diplomas in the hopes of determining their 

chronological ordering.  

This study will attempt to answer two primary questions: 1.) Were these manuscripts 

and original documents written by the same scribe? 2.) Is there linguistic and orthographic 

uniformity across both manuscripts and diplomas? Scholars have previously posited that 

these manuscripts are most likely written in the same hand, but a presentation of why they 

believed this currently does not exist. This study will endeavor to provide evidence proving 

or disproving their claims by examining the paleographical, orthographical, and linguistic 

features of these five texts in a systematic manner. The data gathered by such an 

examination should reveal either a presence or lack of uniformity across the manuscripts 

and diplomas and will most likely offer more concrete evidence regarding the previous 

assertions on the scribal attribution of these texts. 

It is also the objective of this thesis to provide as much information in as simple a 

manner as possible regarding the current condition of the manuscripts. This will be done by 

providing a codicological overview of both manuscripts and the diplomas. In particular, an 

adequate understanding of what these manuscripts look like and how they have lasted the 

ages to make it to today is important as it will provide information regarding their origin, 

their provenance, and the means by which (perhaps even why) they were made can be 

found through a look at the codicological features. However, the manuscripts are currently 

housed in different locations, with AM 640 4to in the Árni Magnússon Institute for 

Icelandic Studies in Reykjavík, Iceland, and AM 621 4to in the Arnamagnæan Collection in 
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the Department of Nordic Studies and Linguistics at the University of Copenhagen, 

Denmark. The diplomas are also housed in different locations. JS Dipl. 4 is housed in the 

National Library in Reykjavík, and both AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3 and AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. 

XXI, 25 are housed in the Arnamagnæan Collection in the Department of Nordic Studies 

and Linguistics at the University of Copenhagen, Denmark. As such, the section concerning 

codicology is as detailed as possible but is by no means thorough. AM 640 4to will have the 

most information, as an in-person examination of the manuscript was possible. Overall, 

much has been left out about AM 621 4to and the diplomas but given the fact that it 

appears that no one has yet conducted a comparative analysis of these manuscripts and 

original documents together, a general overview is deemed necessary.  

 The layout of this thesis is as follows. Chapter 2, after a brief discussion on 

codicological terminology, discusses the codicological features of the manuscripts and 

diplomas as well as the research history surrounding them. Chapter 3 addresses general 

methodology concerning scribal attribution and discusses which of those approaches have 

been applied to this study. Chapter 4 contains the examination and findings of the 

paleographical features of both manuscripts. Meanwhile Chapter 5 is dedicated to the study 

of the language and orthography within the two manuscripts, and it is here that the dating 

of each manuscript is addressed. Final conclusions and further research avenues are 

discussed in Chapter 6.   
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2. Codicology 

2.1. Introduction to Codicology 

Codicology is the study of the physical aspects of a manuscript and is often referred to as 

the archaeology of manuscripts. A continuing issue with codicology is finding and applying 

the right terminology. Most manuscripts that exist today are often unique unto themselves. 

Therefore, finding ways to classify and group them together based on their similarities 

becomes tricky at best. As such, it seems prudent to begin this section of the thesis with a 

brief introduction to the terminology that will be used in reference to AM 640 4to and AM 

621 4to when they are examined later. 

 

2.2. Terminology 

One of the first steps when conducting a codicological analysis on a manuscript is to 

determine whether the manuscript is a monomerous or composite manuscript. A composite 

manuscript is a book, also referred to as a file, which contains two or more codicological 

units while a monomerous manuscript contains a single codicological unit. Codicological 

units are also frequently referred to as production units or quires. Unless otherwise altered, 

it is understood that a codicological unit is a section that is either a single, complete text or 

a set of texts written by one or more scribes that has been completed in a single 

undertaking with a specific purpose in mind (Gumbert 2004, 40). If the codicological unit 

was produced completely in one environment by two or more scribes (for example, in a 

scriptorium), then the codicological unit is referred to as being homogenetic (Gumbert 

2004, 41). However, if the codicological unit was written by a single scribe it is then 

referred to as being monogenetic. There is also the possibility that the file contains one or 

more quires that were not original to its production and added later. Such texts are referred 

to as guest texts and the separation between a guest text and the original text of the 

manuscript is referred to as a caesura (Gumbert 2004, 42). Many other terms for describing 
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and defining codicological units exist, but for the purpose of this section they are presently 

unnecessary.  

 Regarding composite manuscripts, there are two basic methods for approaching their 

study. The first is by examining its physical aspects and the second is by examining the 

contextual aspects of the manuscript. The physical aspects include features such as the 

material of the manuscript (i.e.: paper vs. vellum), the languages that are presented within 

it, as well as evidence of the book-making process. A composite manuscript can also 

contain multiple texts. Historically, books were never made with the same intention as most 

modern-day novels – one story per book (Nyström 2009, 38). Manuscripts commonly hold 

texts pertaining to a variety of genres, from liturgical to medical to musical.  

 Other aspects of codicology which will be explored in this section will include a 

look at the size of the leaves, foliation, an overview of the marginalia, any maniculae or 

nota, rubrics, initials and illuminations, and the overall quality of the manuscripts (i.e.: the 

condition of the material they are written on, their legibility, and lacunae). Foliation, 

otherwise called pagination, is a system of numbering the pages within a manuscript while 

marginalia refers to any writings that are not inherently a part of the original text and 

written within the free space left of the leaf. Maniculae and nota are visual aid markers that 

alert the reader to passages that are thought to be important and can be considered as 

medieval highlighters (Clemens and Graham 2007, 267). Initials refer to the large, often 

capital graphemes that frequently mark out an important passage of a text, while 

illuminations are drawings and depictions within the manuscript that often depict some 

aspect of the text they are attached to (Clemens and Graham 2007, 266). Rubrics are more 

often used to indicate the start of a new chapter or passage. Initials can be marked or 

highlighted with colorful ink so that they are more easily found. Rubrics can be illuminated 

or can simply consist of colorful flourishes. An illumination can stand by itself either in the 
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margins or take up an entire page and can be referred to as a miniature (Clemens and 

Graham 2007, 267).  

 The quality of the manuscript is quite often less than what might be considered 

pristine. Over the centuries, many tragedies have befallen manuscripts in general. While 

many have been lost in order to be made into a new hat or shirt, other less dramatic 

hardships have touched most if not all manuscripts that have survived the passage of time. 

These include fires, water damage, lost leaves either partially or completely, and 

repurposing.  

 It is important to consider all these aspects as they will often give clues to its 

provenance, the manuscript’s origin and life. Questions regarding its reason for existing, 

who it was intended for, who possessed it throughout the years can all potentially be found 

when the foliation and any marginalia are examined. Meanwhile, a look at the initials, 

rubrication, and illuminations might indicate at what stage the manuscript was last worked 

on and whether it was “completed”. Maniculae and nota can provide insight into what 

passages people of the past considered to be important to read or perhaps worth 

memorizing. The size of the manuscript might also indicate the intended audience or 

purpose of the manuscript.  

 

2.3. AM 640 4to 

2.3.1 General Overview 

The composite manuscript AM 640 4to, also sometimes referred to as Ærlækjarbók ‘the 

book of (the farm) Ærlækr’, is a 15th century Icelandic manuscript in Árni Magnússon’s 

collection containing 68 vellum leaves which include Nikulás saga, or the Life of St. 

Nicholas, among other material which will be listed below. The manuscript is housed in the 

Árni Magnússon Institute for Icelandic Studies in Reykjavík, Iceland, and as mentioned 

previously, there is some inconsistency concerning the dating of AM 640 4to. According to 
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Kålund’s catalog, AM 640 4to is dated simply to the 15th century (1888, 48), Ordbog over 

det norrøne prosasprog and the online catalog Handrit.is date the manuscript from 1450-

1499.  

The manuscript exists in a total of nine quires today and the exact structure of the 

quires will be discussed in section 2.3.2. The first 54 leaves of the manuscript are on 

Nikulás saga which ends on 54v and this appears to have been the end of the original file. 

At this point there appears to be a caesura with the introduction of a guest text which 

consists of two quires. Nikulásartitíðir, which is in Latin and alongside musical notation, 

begins on 55r and ends on 66r, and Nikulásarvísur, which is in Icelandic, begins on 66v and 

spans lines 5-17 (Handrit.is). Both Nikulásartitíðir and Nikulásarvísur appear to have been 

taken from a different file and added to AM 640 4to at some point after both the original 

Icelandic file and original Latin file had been produced. It must be stated that there is no 

means by which to determine when the Latin quires were added to the Icelandic file, and 

that it is unlikely that this or the fate of the original Latin file will ever be discovered. As 

such, AM 640 4to can be considered to contain two books.  

The manuscript is mostly written in the vernacular, with the last two quires written 

in Latin and alongside musical notations. It is suggested by Stefán Karlsson (1991, 85) and 

supported by Sverrir Tómasson (2014, 63-76) that both the Icelandic text and Latin text 

have been written by a single scribe regardless of a change in script type between the two 

languages. This will be further addressed in this thesis in Chapter 4.2.9. However, it could 

be speculated that the Latin quires came from a file that contained more songs since 

tíðasöngur, or devotional songs, could potentially last anywhere from a few minutes to up 

to several hours (Árni Heimir Ingólfsson 2016, 16-9). 

Other additions to the text can be seen in AM 640 4to written by a different hand 

and most likely at a later point in time. Lines 6-7 on 54v include information on the 

consecration of the Ærlækur church in Öxarfjörður, while on the same leaf lines 8-28 
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contains an inventory of the church possessions and can both be found in the empty space 

after the conclusion of Nikulás saga. Meanwhile, the first four lines on 66v speak on the 

construction of the Ærlækur church in 1540. These additions will not be taken into 

consideration for the purpose of this thesis. 

 

2.3.2. The Structure of AM 640 4to 

AM 640 4to can be considered a composite manuscript and contains nine codicological 

units, or quires. Quire numbers one, two, four, and five all consist of four bifolia for a total 

of 8 leaves each. Quires three and seven both consist of three bifolia and one singleton, leaf 

20 in quire three and leaf 56 in quire seven, for a total of 7 leaves each. Quire six has a total 

of five bifolia for a total of 10 leaves. Quire eight has two bifolia and two singletons, leaves 

58 and 62, for a total of 6 leaves. The ninth and last quire starts with two singletons, leaves 

63 and 64, for a total of 6 leaves. Figure 1 offers a visual representation of the quires. 

Where the foliation differs in the manuscript has been included in parenthesis. 

 

Figure 1: Quire Structure of units 1-3 in AM 640 4to 
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Figure 2: Quire Structure of units 4-6 in AM 640 4to 

 

Figure 3: Quire Structure of Units 7-9 in AM 640 4to 

 

AM 640 4to is a composite manuscript in that it not only has more than one 

language, it also has more than one type of text. This file is better known for containing the 

Life of St. Nicholas, or Nikulás saga in Icelandic. Alongside this story there are several 

verses and a few leaves of hymns pertaining to Saint Nicholas, and while the main text is in 

Icelandic, the hymns and the texts placed between them are in Latin. It should also be 

noted that the Latin portion, quires eight and nine, are not original to the manuscript and 

were added in later. A more detailed analysis of the Latin portion will be discussed in 

section 4.2.9. However, it appears that the top margins of the Latin quires have been 

        24   25  26  27       32(31) 33(32) 34(33) 35(34) 40(38) 41(39) 42(40) 43(41) 44(42)

28(27)   

29(28)  

30(29)  

31(30)

36(35)  

37(36)  

38(36)  

39(37)  

45(43)  

46(44)  

47(45)  

48(46)  

49(47)

Quire 4 Quire 5 Quire 6

               50(48)  51(49)  52(50)                57(55) 58(56) 59(57)       63(61)  64(62)  65(63)  66(64)

53(51)  

54(52)  

55(53)  

56(54)

60(58)  

NA  

61(59)  

62(60)

67(65)  

68(66)  

NA  

NA

Quire 7 Quire 8 Quire 9
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trimmed, most likely to make the leaves fit with the rest of the manuscript. An image of 

one of the leaves with almost no top margin can be seen in the figure below. 

 

Figure 4: Trimmed margin in AM 640 4to, 55r 

 

2.3.3. The Condition of AM 640 4to 

Generally, the quality of the material which the manuscript leaves are made from will 

potentially give insight not only regarding its intended purpose but also its life after 

completion. For example, if a manuscript has leaves with damage and lacunae, determining 

if that damage was inherently a part of the material before the scribe began his work or 

occurred after he had finished can alert the scholar to information regarding how expensive 

the production might have been, who or what class of person might have commissioned 

this work, and what materials were available during the time the manuscript was being 

produced.  

AM 640 4to survives with a total of 68 leaves of parchment. The leaves appear to be 

in decent condition, although some exhibit what appears to be water damage. The leaves 

themselves are also not entirely uniform, with some appearing quite misshapen. This 

indicates that this was not a prestigiously made file, that whatever leaves and scraps of 

parchment available were used to produce it. Such an irregular leaf can be seen in Figures 7 

and 8. However, there is not a single page of the manuscript that appears completely 

AM 640 4to
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illegible. Leaves 1r and 66v appear to have sustained some of the worst damage out of all 

the leaves, but it is still possible to read the text written on them.  The vellum of AM 640 

4to informs the scholar that the leaves were less than perfect prior to their being written on. 

There are several instances of holes on a few of the leaves, but there appear to be no 

lacunae, or evidence that a piece of the text is missing where the holes occur. Two such 

lacunae can be seen on leaf 48 and images of the holes on both sides of the leaf are shown 

in the figures below.  

 

Figure 5: Lacuna 1 in AM 640 4to, 43 

 

Figure 6: Lacuna 2 in AM 640 4to, 43 

AM 640 4to 43r AM 640 4to 43v

AM 640 4to 43r AM 640 4to 43v
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Figure 7: Damage in AM 640 4to, 17 

 

It is evident from the images in the figures above that the scribe purposefully wrote 

around the holes in the vellum. Particularly, the descender of “g” in the image of Hole 1 in 

43v reveals that the scribe was working with less than a whole leaf whereas, if the hole 

occurred after the text had been completed, there would likely be little to no evidence of 

the “g” descender at all. Thus, it can be deduced that leaf 43 had a hole in it before it was 

written upon. The image of 17v also indicates that the scribe gave a wide berth around this 

rip by separating the word “lyktaz” into two parts.  

Meanwhile, it is equally evident that the leaves were not of the highest quality by 

the fact that several leaves appear misshapen compared to the rest. This can be seen 

particularly well on leaf 10, where there is what appears to be a large piece missing from the 

bottom outer corner. However, just as he did with the holes in the images above, it appears 

that the scribe wrote within the boundary of this missing piece and no text appears to be 

missing. Therefore, it can be easily deduced that this leaf came this way and was not 

damaged after being written upon.  

 

AM 640 4to 17r AM 640 4to 17v
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Figure 8: Complete image of AM 640 4to, 10 

 

Figure 9: Edge of AM 640 4to, 10 

 

However, in some cases it is difficult to discern whether the leaf came misshapen or 

if the edge was torn or trimmed at a later stage. Such an example can be seen in leaf 34. 

Approximately the first half of the outer edge of leaf 34 appears to be missing. The bottom 

half of the edge, however, shows evidence of pricking, or tiny holes intended to demarcate 

AM 640 4to 10r AM 640 4to 10v

AM 640 4to 10r AM 640 4to 10v
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line spacing. Therefore, it is difficult to say for certain whether the top half was always that 

way and the scribe worked with the material given, or of the edge was lost later. 

 Almost all the leaves in AM 640 4to have evidence of pricking yet there are a few 

leaves which reveal no evidence at all. However, there is some evidence that leaves such as 

this might have been trimmed at some point after the scribe had completed his work. This 

can be seen on leaf 9v, where the outer edge of the decorated initials appear to have been 

lost. There is currently no worthwhile explanation that addresses why some of the leaves 

were trimmed and not others, but this aspect is nonetheless interesting.  

 

2.3.4. Decoration in AM 640 4to 

Decorated initials are typically used to demarcate new chapters or passages and are often 

drawn with color and can have pictures associated with them. The pictures can either relate 

directly to whatever the story or the passage is discussing or can be done by the whim of 

the illustrator. It is not unheard of for the scribe to have been the one to create the 

decorated initials, but it is also possible for the scribe to have handed off the manuscript to 

a rubricator, or someone specifically intended to complete the more artful aspects of the 

manuscript.  Figures 6-10 show a selection of decorated initials and their locations within 

AM 640 4to. 
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Figure 10: Decorated initials in AM 640 4to, 7r 

 

Figure 11: Decorated initials in AM 640 4to, 7v and 18r 

 

 

AM 640 4to 7r AM 640 4to 7r

AM 640 4to 7v AM 640 4to 18r
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Figure 12: Decorated initials in AM 640 4to on 34r 

 

Figure 13: Decorated initials in AM 640 4to on 35v 

 

 

 

AM 640 4to 34r AM 640 4to 34r

AM 640 4to 35v AM 640 4to 35v
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Figure 14: Decorated initials in AM 640 4to 22v and 34r 

 

Decorated initials in AM 640 4to appear consistently throughout the manuscript. 

The decorations of the initial are all made with red and green ink and and the letter itself 

can alternate being either red or green. The initials vary between having a myriad of 

flourishes and having a drawing associated with them. There appear to be no other ink 

colors used within AM 640 4to. Had more time been available, it would have been 

interesting to see if the drawings aligned with an aspect of the text that followed. As it 

stands currently, the significance (if there is one) of when the decorated initials are 

flourished and when they have drawings remains unknown. While there appear to be no 

depictions of people, leaves 7r, 34r and 45v seem to have some depiction of a creature. 7r 

and 34r appear to have an image of perhaps a dragon or some other type of flying creature 

and can be seen in Figures 9 and 11 respectively, while 45v seems to have a depiction of a 

fin or perhaps a fishtail and can be seen in Figure 13. This type of red and green decorated 

initials is consistent throughout the manuscript, including the last two quires.  

AM 640 4to 22v AM 640 4to 45v
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 No other types of illuminations exist in AM 640 4to, but there is an interesting case 

of littera notabilior. Littera notabilior are letters that are marked or enhanced in some 

fashion in order to be more noticeable and are often used to mark the beginning of a 

section or subsection in a text (Clemens and Graham 2007, 267). Marked with red, littera 

notabilior only occur on 8r, and nowhere else in the manuscript. The initials on 8r, 

unsurprisingly, occur over somewhat flourished majuscules, or capital graphemes. The use 

of such majuscules is consistent throughout the manuscript, so the significance of 

initializing only the ones on 8r remains unknown. 

Figure 15: Literra notabilior on 8r 

 

2.3.5. Marginalia of AM 640 4to 

A great deal of information about the manuscripts lie within the marginalia. An in-depth 

study of not only what the marginalia says but how many hands can be found within the 

marginalia was in large part beyond the scope of this thesis. However, there is one writing 

among the marginalia that is worth speaking on. On 31v, the bottom marginal note has 

been transcribed in Sýnisbók as, “Bok þeſſa gaꝼ jon olaſon, Guꝺi og ſancte nicholae og kir, 

kiunnj a ærlæk – biꝺ ꝼyrer mer ꝺanꝺi kall” (Guðvarður Már Gunnlaugsson 2007, 86). 

Translated into English this text reads, “Jón Ólasson gave this book to God and Saint 

Nicholas and the church at Ærlækur – pray for me, honorable man” and can be viewed in 

Figure 15. This marginal note, and its translation, will be treated more in-depth in section 

2.6 as it may hold some significance regarding the scribe of the texts this thesis is focused 

on. 

8r

Littera Notabilior

AM 640 4to
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Figure 16: Bottom margin in AM 640 4to 31v 

 

Another interesting thing to note regarding the marginalia is that many instances of 

the marginalia found within AM 640 4to appear upside-down to the rest of the text. 

Instances of the inverted marginalia can be found on the following leaves: 36bisr, 39r, 39v, 

40r, 49v, 63v, 64r. The significance of this is presently unknown and is very puzzling to 

consider. According to Handrit.is and Kålund’s catalog (1888, 48), much of the marginalia 

consists of either liturgical matters pertaining to the text or the church at Ærlækur. 

 

2.3.6. Foliation in AM 640 4to 

Although briefly discussed earlier, a more in-depth discussion of the younger foliation 

within the manuscript needs to be noted. The foliation found on the leaves of AM 640 4to 

indicate that two systems were initially implemented. The most consistent one is located on 

the recto side of each leaf and where text occurs the foliation can be seen in the top margin. 

However, in the section where the hymns begin, the top margin appears to have been 

trimmed away and as such the first line of sheet music appears to begin considerably higher 

up on the page. Therefore, the foliation switches from the top of the page to the bottom of 

the page but still occurs on the recto side. The most interesting aspect of the foliation 

occurs on the first three leaves. On each side of the leaves in an upper corner there appears 

AM 640 4to
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to be the beginnings of a second foliation system. This can be seen on 1r in the upper right 

corner and appears as, “Pag. A”. From there 1v has “2” written in the upper left corner, and 

this numbering system proceeds until 3r where “5” appears in the upper right corner. 3v 

shows no signs of foliation whatsoever and the previously discussed foliation is the only one 

evidenced thereafter. There is currently no date assigned to this foliation, but both systems 

are assuredly much younger than the manuscript itself. It is presently unclear who foliated 

the leaves in AM 640 4to, but the evidence of two separate systems might imply that this 

manuscript was a part of two separate collections during its life.  

 There is a discrepancy between the foliation of the manuscript and the leaf 

assignations of the digital images because there are two leaves labeled with “bis”: 27bis and 

36bis, which indicate that the number has been repeated. As such, the foliation is ordered 

thus: …, leaf 26, 27bis, 27, 28, etc. Why these two numbers have been repeated currently 

remains unknown. The result, however, is that by the end of the manuscript, the foliation is 

off by two counts; for example, there are 68 leaves total but they are only numbered up to 

66 within the manuscript.    

 

2.4. AM 621 4to 

2.4.1 General Overview 

The manuscript AM 621 4to is also a 15th century Icelandic manuscript in the 

Arnamagnæan Collection in the Department of Nordic Studies and Linguistics at the 

University of Copenhagen, Denmark It contains 62 parchment leaves written in the 

vernacular and can be referred to as Skinnastaðarbók ‘the book of (the farm) Skinnastaður’. 

The file contains Pétrs saga postula, or the Life of the Apostle Peter, from 1v to 57v4, Pétrs 

drápa from 57v5 to 59v, Maríudiktr from 60r to 62r, and two religious verses spanning 

62r13-15 all of which appears to be written in the same hand. 1r is said to contain an 

account of the inventory of the Skinnastaðir church but is severely damaged and partly 
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illegible, while 62v reveals another inventory for the Skinnastaðir church in a hand which is 

different from that of the main text. 62r16-34 shows another church related account in yet 

another hand.  

AM 621 4to is currently dated by ONP to the second half of the 15th century like 

AM 640 4to. Like AM 640 4to, AM 621 4to is made of parchment. Unlike AM 640 4to, 

AM 621 4to is housed in the Arnamagnæan Institute in Copenhagen, Denmark. Due to its 

location, an in-person look at AM 621 4to was not possible for this thesis, and although it is 

currently unknown precisely how many codicological units exist in AM 621 4to, this 

manuscript appears to be a composite manuscript. There is only one language attested 

(barring any borrowings), and the whole manuscript appears to be made of the same 

material consistently throughout. However, there is evidence of another hand found not 

only in the marginalia but in the later additions found in the spaces after the conclusion of 

the main text on 49r and 62r. 

Regarding overall quality, AM 621 4to appears to have seen more hardships during 

its time than AM 640 4to. There are several pages that are so severely damaged that little 

information can be gleaned from them and most of the damage appears to be from contact 

with water. Alongside 1r, the leaves 4, 44r, 47, and 48 all exhibit damage to varying 

degrees. Otherwise, even with some damage, the rest of the leaves in AM 621 4to remain 

mostly legible and in relatively good condition.  

 

2.4.2. The Condition of AM 621 4to  

The quality of the parchment in AM 621 4to seems to be in slightly better condition than 

that of AM 640 4to. There are some instances of rips in the parchment, but they do not 

appear to occur as frequently as they do in AM 640 4to. It is also a bit more difficult to 

discern whether these damages to the parchment occurred before they reached the scribe or 

sometime after production. However, there are some irregularly shaped leaves, which 
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suggests that, like AM 640 4to, this was a manuscript made with limited means. Such an 

irregular leaf can be seen on leaf 58. 

Figure 17: Irregular leaf in AM 621 4to 

It can be seen from the figure above that there appears to be no text missing from 

either side of leaf 58. Therefore, it can be deduced that this parchment leaf came into the 

possession of the scribe in its current shape, and the scribe had to write around the irregular 

edge.  

There is also some damage in leaves 23 and 28 in AM 621 4to. However, there does 

not appear to be any lacunae in leaf 23 and therefore there is an inclination to think that 

this rip occurred during the production stage of the parchment itself. There does appear to 

be damage in leaf 28, a rip which seems to run right through several words and thus seems 

to have occurred at some point after the scribe had completed his work. Aside from these 

two examples, AM 621 4to seems to have suffered little physical damage. Much of the 

damage can be seen on the surface of the pages, and most seem to be from contact with 

water. The leaves that seem to have suffered the most surface damage are 1r, 44r, 44v, 47r, 

and 47v.  

58r 58v



30 

 

 

Figure 18: Damage in AM 621 4to, 23 and 28 

Most leaves in AM 621 4to have evidence of pricking. However, a few of the leaves 

show an abundance of pricking which not only appear down the outer edge of the page as 

one might expect, but also across the top and bottom of the page. This can be seen in 

leaves 44r-47v. The significance of such an abundant amount of pricking is presently 

unclear. However, these leaves also appear to be creased and darker than the other leaves in 

AM 621 4to, so it is possible that these leaves served some other purpose, such as book 

covers or binding. Determining more precisely what is going on with these leaves will 

require a more detailed examination of the physical manuscript, which was beyond the 

scope of this study.  

 

2.4.3. Decoration in AM 621 4to 

AM 621 4to does contain decorated initials but they appear to be drawn differently from 

the ones found in AM 640 4to. While the scribe or rubricator uses only red and green ink 

as is seen in AM 640 4to, the green ink appears to be darker and almost blue in some 

places. The overall shape and style of the decorated initials appear to be different than the 

ones found in AM 640 4to as well. The decorated initials in AM 621 4to seem to be more 

simply done with no drawings or depictions and no flourishes. The style of decorated 

initials in AM 621 4to can be seen in a few examples exhibited in Figure 16. 

AM 621 4to 23r AM 621 4to 23v AM 621 4to 28r AM 621 4to 28v
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Figure 19: Decorated initials in AM 621 4to 

 Other initials are found in AM 621 4to without decoration. Each verse of Pétrs 

drápa, beginning on 57v, begins with a flourished majuscule, and there is no evidence that 

these majuscules were ever marked with color. These are the only initials evident in AM 

621 4to and unlike AM 640 4to, there does not appear to be any colored littera notabilior 

within the text of AM 621 4to. Figure 20 provides a few examples of the initials found on 

leaves 57v and 58r. The initials on 57v are less legible as they seem to have suffered some 

damage, perhaps from water, and therefore an image of the initials on the following page of 

the manuscript has also been provided.  

Figure 20: Verse initials in AM 621 4to 

1v 2r 3r 13r

AM 621 4to

AM 621 4to 57v AM 621 4to 58r
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As with AM 640 4to, AM 621 4to has a much younger foliation system. The 

foliation in this manuscript occurs on every recto side beginning with 1r. Unlike AM 640 

4to, the foliation is not centrally located at either the top or bottom of the page, but rather 

in the upper right corner of the page. Also unlike AM 640 4to, there is no evidence of a 

second foliation system ever having been applied. Overall, the foliation in AM 621 4to does 

not offer any insights other than that it differs from those found within AM 640 4to.  

 

2.4.4. Marginalia in AM 621 4to 

The marginalia within AM 621 4to is very interesting. While there are some verses and 

marginalia that pertains to the text itself, there is considerably more marginalia in general 

than what is found in AM 640 4to. Much of the marginalia consists of what might be 

considered scribbling. Even though the scribbles give no indication as to who might have 

drawn them, it is apparent that whoever it might have been was somewhat obsessed with 

drawing a bean-like figure. These scribbles are too numerous to be dismissed as test runs of 

a new nib. Interestingly, there is also a depiction of a face within the marginalia. 

 

Figure 21: Marginalia in AM 621 4to, 58r 

AM 621 4to 58r
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It also appears that someone was intent on practicing their graphemes and wrote out 

the entire alphabet in the right-hand margin on 31r. Finally, there is one instance of 

inverted marginalia, not unlike the ones found in AM 640 4to.  

 

2.5. The original documents 

2.5.1. General Overview 

Stefán Karlsson has attributed three diplomas to the same hand that wrote AM 640 4to and 

AM 621 4to (1991, 83-8). The diplomas are JS Dipl. 4, AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3, and 

AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25. Though short, there are some characteristics, both 

paleographical and orthographical, that are quite informative regarding scribal attribution. 

JS Dipl. 4 is the oldest of the diplomas to be discussed, dating to April 11, 1461 and has 

just a little more than 12 lines (Diplomatarium Islandicum 5:225-6). This is followed by AM 

Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3 which is dated to October 13, 1466 and has 10 lines (Diplomatarium 

Islandicum 5:466-7). AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25 is the longest diploma with 14 lines, but is 

also the youngest and is dated September 15, 1475 (Diplomatarium Islandicum 5:799-800). 

Each diploma begins with a decorated initial, which all appear to be similar to each other. 

Aside from this one initial, there are no other decorations found within the diplomas. The 

initials can be seen in the figure below. 

 

Figure 22: Diploma initials 

JS Dipl. 4 AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3 AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25
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2.6. Research History 

It was originally suggested by C.R. Unger in 1877 that the manuscripts of AM 640 4to and 

AM 621 4to were written by the same hand. In his introduction to Heilagra Manna Sögur, 

he says, “Cd. 640 qv. synes at være skreven med samme Haand som 621 qv. [Codex 640 

quarto seems to be written with the same hand as 621 quarto.]” (Unger 1877, xvii). He then 

proceeds to a description of some of the codicological features of AM 640 4to. In 1892, 

Kristian Kålund noted in his catalog, “Vistnok samme hånd som… [Probably the same 

hand…]” under the entries for both AM 640 4to and AM 621 4to before providing a 

codicological description of the manuscripts (Kålund 1888, 38 and 48). The main issue with 

both Unger’s and Kålund’s postulations is the lack of evidence provided for why they 

believed these two manuscripts were likely written by the same hand. Stefán Karlsson was 

first to suggest that the same hand is employed in both the manuscripts and the three 

original documents (1991, 83-8), AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3, AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25, 

and JS Dipl. 4, and Sverrir Tómasson later agrees with him (2014, 74). To date, there has 

not been an in-depth, systematic study conducted to determine the accuracy of these 

statements. This study will endeavor towards not only determining whether Unger and 

Kålund were right or wrong in their assertions regarding AM 640 4to and AM 621 4to, but 

also determine the level of uniformity between the two manuscripts and the three diplomas 

as Stefán Karlsson and Sverrir Tómasson indicate.  

While presently no evidence exists of their studies, and therefore no evidence of 

what aspects of the manuscripts they used to support their reasoning, there are other aspects 

in this study from different scholars which will be considered. For example, Sverrir 

Tómasson states in his introduction to Helgastaðabók that AM 640 4to appears to have 

belonged to a church in Ærlækur located in Öxarfjörður in the Þingeyjar district in 
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Northeast Iceland (Sverrir Tómasson 1982, 165). Meanwhile, AM 621 4to has evidence of 

having belonged to a church at Skinnastaðir which is also in Öxarfjörður in Northeast 

Iceland. Given that these two places are but a few kilometers from each other, it is not 

unreasonable to think that the churches of these two locations might have shared the same 

source for their written materials and therefore possibly the same scribe. While this is by no 

means solid evidence, it should be taken in conjunction with the evidence this study will 

provide.  

To return to the discussion of the marginal note in AM 640 4to, 31v, two questions 

immediately arise: who was Jón Ólasson and how is the word “dándikarl” being used in this 

context? Stefán Karlsson and Sverrir Tómasson have both examined this word and its 

surrounding context, and have drawn interesting, if opposing, views.  

 Stefán Karlsson believes that not only was AM 640 written in one hand, but that it 

is the same hand found in AM 621 4to as well as the three original documents (1991, 83-8). 

He then states that the marginal note on 31v was written by the original scribe of the main 

text in AM 640 4to. A preliminary review of the script does reveal a significant level of 

uniformity between the marginal note and the text above it and thus suggests that the note 

was indeed written by the same scribe. One begins to then wonder whether the scribe was 

this Jón Ólasson mentioned in the note. That is certainly plausible, but there is another 

possibility that must be considered – that the scribe could have been the wife of Jón 

Ólasson, Þorlaug Árnadóttir. The reason why Þorlaug has the potential to be the scribe lies 

in the word “dándikarl”. The above translation of “dándikarl” as ‘honorable man’ is a very 

literal translation and potentially inaccurate at best as this word is not attested anywhere else 

in the corpus. As such, Stefán Karlsson suggests that there is a strong possibility that 

“dándikarl” is being used here to mean ‘husband’, much in the same way that 

“dándikvinna” can be used to refer to a wife (1991, 83-5).  
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 Sverrir Tómasson, however, points out that Jón Ólasson had ties to the monks at 

Munkaþverá monastery in Eyjafjörður and finds it much more likely that AM 640 4to and 

the other texts were written by one of the brothers who resided there (2014, 72-3). As such, 

Sverrir Tómasson finds it unlikely that it was either Jón Ólasson or his wife that wrote 

either the main text of AM 640 4to or the musical notations in Latin which occur in the last 

two quires (2014, 72). This is certainly a valid argument and seems just as plausible as the 

argument suggesting Þorlaug as the scribe. However, furthering this argument is beyond 

the purview of this project, but the information gathered in this thesis may assist future 

scholars more interested in discerning who precisely wrote these texts.   

 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Existing methods 

Previous scholars have looked at scribal attribution across a wide range of manuscripts, and 

while there exist several ways to approach a study in scribal attribution, there is currently no 

one method that stands above the rest. Due to this, a guide or handbook regarding 

methodology concerning the determination of hands within manuscripts does not exist. 

Therefore, an overview of some of the methodology employed by previous manuscript 

scholars would not be amiss, and a look at the pros and cons of their studies will prove 

beneficial.  

There are several different means by which a study of scribal attribution can be 

conducted. The driving force behind looking at scribal attribution includes looking at both 

paleography and orthography. Within the realm of paleography are two subfields called 

micropaleography and macropaleography. Micropaleography is among the more reliable 

methods when looking at scribal attribution because it investigates aspects of the script that 

require less conscious efforts. These are motions which rely heavily on muscle memory, 
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such as the directional strokes of minims, accent marks, ligatures, the types of flourishes of 

ascenders and descenders, the relative uniformity of the shape of some graphemes, and the 

hooks or curves attached to nasal bars. Meanwhile, macropaleography is thought to produce 

less substantial evidence for scribal attribution as it focuses primarily on aspects that require 

somewhat more conscious effort. This includes looking at the consistency of the use of 

small capital graphemes to denote gemination, enlarged capitals, and spacing between 

grapheme, words, and lines which can be dependent upon the shape, size, and quality of the 

leaves.  

The orthography of a manuscript can also be considered in an analysis of scribal 

attribution but must be approached with extreme caution. This is because there was no 

standard orthography during the medieval period like there is today and a scribe could 

easily spell the same word multiple ways without the slightest concern. However, there were 

orthographic norms and tendencies which can be expected and their presence (or lack of 

presence) can be insightful and used to determine trends and patterns in a scribe’s writing 

practices. The likelihood that the scribe was copying from an exemplar could also 

drastically alter his writing practices from manuscript to manuscript. It is not uncommon for 

a scribe to sporadically employ the use of archaic forms due to an exemplar from an earlier 

time period. Therefore, when analyzing the orthography within a manuscript, and certainly 

spanning more than one manuscript, variations of spelling should be used cautiously and 

certainly not as primary evidence for ascertaining one or more hands.  

A study by Lasse Mårtensson includes a look into scribal attribution of the 

manuscript AM 557 4to. Mårtensson employed micropaleographical features to examine the 

variation in the presence or absence of redundant features and variation regarding the 

formulation of specific features (Mårtensson 2011, 305-6). In this part of his study, 

Mårtensson considered such features as the length of the descenders in both “h” and “y”. 

He next examined macropaleographic features, such as determining the alternation between 
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the use of “k” and “q” and the introduction and use of “ð” and “þ”. For the final portion of 

his examination he conducted an investigation on the orthography by looking at “the 

writing of frequently-occurring, often abbreviated words, the use of marks of abbreviation 

above the line, and the writing of -ir” (Mårtensson 2011, 307). Although he admits the 

potential for inaccuracy when it comes to including an orthographic study, he argues that a 

change in scribe does not definitely indicate a change in exemplar. 

The application of statistical methods has also been used to assist in the 

determination of scribal attribution. Andrea de Leeuw van Weenen uses statistics and the 

chi-square test to study the suitability of employing the criteria normally considered in 

micropaleographical and macropaleographical studies. When she studied the findings of two 

scholars’ works concerning scribal attribution in the Icelandic Homily Book, she found that 

the criteria were insufficient and the scholars’ conclusions to be lacking by mathematical 

standards (de Leeuw van Weenen 1979, 25-45). Ultimately it appears the sample size was 

either not large enough to conduct a thorough test or the variations of the graphs that were 

studied fluctuated too much. 

Andrea de Leeuw van Weenen concludes her study by giving examples of some of 

the pitfalls concerning what she calls the “art approach”, which means no statistical analyses 

were used in the course of the study. Her examples include one manuscript which many 

scholars thought to be written by a single hand until a professional calligrapher determined 

that seven hands were involved, and a scribe named Haukr Erlendsson whose handwriting 

is confirmed across a longer period of time and yet shows considerable fluctuations (de 

Leeuw van Weenen 1979, 42). Per her examples, it is difficult to tell whether she is arguing 

for or against the use of statistical analysis in determining scribal attribution, but in the end, 

it appears that neither the “art approach” nor the mathematical approach can truly account 

for the human element. A single person’s handwriting can change over time, sometimes 

quite tremendously if one considers potential aspects such as age, illness, and the possibility 
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of injury to the hand itself (i.e.: broken wrist, broken finger, arthritis). Yet on the same 

note, several people’s handwritings can appear extraordinarily similar if they were all trained 

together in roughly the same place and time. As such, a study such as Lasse Mårtensson’s, 

while thorough, is not out of danger of being inaccurate regarding scribal attribution.  

As an aside, it should be noted that Andrea de Leeuw van Weenen mentions 

another line of thought regarding a change of appearance in the script. Typically, it is 

believed that when a scribe was copying down a text by means of using an exemplar, that 

he would make a more conscious effort to write down exactly what the exemplar had when 

he first sat down to continue writing. However, as time passed, and his concentration began 

to taper off it is thought that his own internal lexicon and muscle memory would have 

come to the fore and therefore could account for a change within the script. Andrea de 

Leeuw van Weenen offers another view by saying that when a scribe first sat down to write 

that he was focused more on presenting a beautiful script which contains his own system 

and less on copying what is presented in the exemplar, and that towards the end of his 

writing session he gradually transitioned to what was shown in the exemplar and mostly 

abandoned his own system (de Leeuw van Weenen 1979, 35-6  ). While this is certainly an 

aspect to consider, it can further be argued that when a scribe first began to write he could 

have been consciously putting effort both into copying the exemplar precisely while 

simultaneously focusing on creating a beautiful script, and that as his focus waned he 

stopped copying as accurately and his handwriting shifted or deteriorated. Simply stated, 

scribal attribution is not a simple undertaking. 

 

3.2. Applied methods 

This thesis will be taking more of the art approach. Much of the information regarding 

scribal attribution will be obtained through a systematic, visual comparison of the 

micropaleographical features of each manuscript. Each manuscript will be examined for 
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internal consistency and later they will be crosschecked against each other to determine the 

similarities between them. In this study, aspects concerning fine motor skills will be closely 

examined and any variations will be presented. However, Haugen noted that a slight 

variation in the writing style does not inherently imply a change in scribal hands since 

manuscripts were copied over a period of time where work conditions could alter by the 

introduction of variables such as new writing implements or a change in exemplar (1988, 

260). Therefore, any changes within the script will be noted and then carefully analyzed to 

determine whether an argument for a change in scribal hand is viable.  

 Even though orthography is the least reliable method for determining scribal 

attribution, it can certainly be used as supporting evidence. The biggest pitfall regarding 

orthography is the fact that there was no standard orthography, and scribes could and often 

did use mixed forms of archaisms and innovations. The benefit of looking at orthography 

lies in looking for similar features that indicate language change. If a language change is 

present within the orthography of one manuscript but not the other, then that might 

indicate that the manuscripts were written during different periods of the language. And the 

opposite is just as true, that if both manuscripts evidence the same change, then it increases 

the likelihood that they were written in the same period. Certain patterns may also indicate 

whether one or more manuscripts were written by the same hand. 

4. Script 

4.1. Introduction to the script 

The script of AM 640 4to is a type of Gothic Cursiva script. According to Sýnisbók: 

íslenskrar skriftar, the script is called árléttiskrift, which is a subtype otherwise known as 

Cursiva Antiquior (Guðvarður Már Gunnlaugsson 2007, 86-7). The script of AM 621 4to 

can also be classified as Cursiva Antiquior as well as the three original documents. Given 

the current information regarding the dating of the manuscripts and diplomas, this is 
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unsurprising. Gothic Textualis was primarily used for books while Gothic Cursiva was 

commonly applied to documents. However, there was a period of stagnation around the 

start of the 15th century due in no small part to the plague (Stefán Karlsson 2004, 48), and 

as a result there was very little difference between book script and document script 

(Guðvarður Már Gunnlaugsson 2007, 255).  

Some features of Cursiva Antiquior include the use of the two-storey “a”, looped 

ascenders, right curved minims of “m” and “n”, and short “g” which sits on the line rather 

than extends below it (Derolez 2003, 134). However, per the descriptions and examples 

listed in The Paleography of Gothic Manuscripts, it should be noted that many of the features 

of Cursiva Antiquior are not found in AM 640 4to or AM 621 4to, especially since Derolez 

does not consider Icelandic manuscripts in his work (2003). Yet the general features can 

still apply to the script found within the two manuscripts. However, some features within 

the diplomas seem to align more closely with the features of Cursiva Antiquior. For 

example, the descenders of “h”, “y”, and “z” are expected to curve towards the right in 

Cursiva Antiquior, yet there is no evidence for this in either manuscript, and all descenders 

appear to curve leftward. However, as will be shown later in this chapter, there are a few 

instances of this curve found in the diplomas. The final minims for the graphemes “m” and 

“n” also do not curve to the right, and “g” extends below the line.   

There are also some features evidenced within the manuscripts which appear to 

better align with descriptions for Cursiva Recentior. These include extremely angular loops 

on the right-hand side of the ascenders for “b”, “h”, “k”, and “l”, and the descenders of 

“ꝼ”and “ſ” extending below the line (Derolez 2003, 142-3). It is also expected in Cursiva 

Recentior that the limb of “h” will extend below the line and curve towards the left, and 

that loopless “d” will be much more frequent than any other kind of looped “d”, which is 

precisely what is seen in both manuscripts and to some extent in the diplomas (Derolez 

2003, 145-7). The grapheme “a” for Cursiva Recentior is a single compartment “a” and 
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does not align with the Cursiva Antiquior two-storey “a” that is seen in the manuscripts and 

diplomas. However, Derolez states that it can be seen in some manuscripts where the scribe 

alternates between the two-storey and single-storey “a” during the transition from Cursiva 

Antiquior to Cursiva Recentior, so it is possible that AM 640 4to and AM 621 4to were 

written during such a time (2003, 134). According to the article “Manuscripts and 

Paleography”, the script type evidenced within the two manuscripts and the three diplomas 

is a type of cursive hybrid that came to Iceland around the year 1400 and remained the 

dominant script type leading up to the middle of the 16th century (Guðvarður Már 

Gunnlaugsson 2007, 255). 

It is important to note that in the following analysis of the script some 

paleographical features analyzed offer less than desirable data regarding the diplomas. Due 

to the brevity of the diplomas, there were few or even no attestations in the script. What 

evidence could be gathered and applied was done so and has been made clear in the figures 

presenting the feature being discussed. Cases where no evidence for the feature being 

addressed was found in one or more of the diplomas has been noted in the text for clarity. 

 

4.2. Paleographic analysis 

4.2.1. Minims 

To begin the analysis of the script, the minims of the graphemes “m”, “n”, and “u” were 

examined in order to determine their consistency and detect any variations. What was 

revealed can potentially be called a regular feature. The tops of the minims almost always 

have a curve to the left and have no directional aspect, or feet, at the bottom. The minims 

for “m” and “n” can connect at the top but frequently do not. Meanwhile the minims of 

“u” almost always connect at the bottom. These features can be seen below in figures 6-8. 

Side-by-side examples have been provided to better show the similarities between the two 

manuscripts. Although this is by no means standalone evidence, there appears to be no 



43 

 

major differences between the directions of the minims for “m”, “n”, and “u”, which 

suggests that the slight differences are evidence of variation within one hand. This can be 

seen in Figure 23 which show examples of “m”, “n”, “u” across the manuscripts and the 

diplomas.  

 

Figure 23: Minims of “m” 
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Figure 24: The minims of “n” 
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Figure 25: The minims of “u” 

 

4.2.2. Nasal Bars 

The nasal bars found in the manuscripts show some slight variation but overall appear to be 

consistent, especially in AM 621 4to and the diplomas. The nasal bars that occur in these 

texts are very regularly formed and they almost always have a checkmark-like figure. In 

some instances, the nasal bar almost looks like the logo for Nike. This type of nasal bar is 

also found in AM 640 4to, but in this manuscript it happens alongside another variety of 

nasal bar which appears as merely a straight line without any directional features. Figure 26 

shows the comparison of nasal bars between the two manuscripts and three diplomas.  
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Figure 26: Nasal bar formation 

 

4.2.3. Ascenders 

The ascenders of “l”, “ll”, “b”, “h”, “k”, and “þ” were reviewed in order to ascertain 

whether there was any discernible variation within the graphemes themselves. Some of the 

ascenders look very similar across graphemes, while the ascenders of others, such as that of 

“d”, is unique to itself. As such, the grapheme “d” has been treated separately. As with the 

analysis of the minims and nasal bars, each grapheme is shown in five instances from each 

text (where applicable) side-by-side to better compare their similarities and differences. 

Most of the ascenders typically have a loop at the top of stem. The loop is very 

angular and maintains a right directional hairline stroke in most instances and in many 

examples there appears to be a final hairline stroke which comes back towards the ascender 
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of the grapheme. However, there are some seemingly sporadic instances where there 

appears to be no loop whatsoever. While it could be argued that this might be evidence of 

the presence of a new hand, the apparent randomness and the fact that the non-looped 

ascenders occur simultaneously (or mixed in) with instances of ascenders with a loop is 

more likely to simply be evidence of variation within the hand of one scribe. Comparison of 

these graphemes can be seen in the figures below and their regularity is evidenced in both 

the manuscripts and the original documents.   

 

Figure 27: Comparison of “l” 
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Figure 28: Comparison of “ll” 
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Figure 29: Comparison of “b” 
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Figure 30: Comparison of “h” 
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Figure 31: Comparison of “þ” 
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Figure 32: Comparison of “k” 

 

It is worth noting that “k” is somewhat different from the rest of the graphemes 

mentioned in this section. The characteristic, angled loop at the top of the ascender is 

present in both the manuscripts and the original documents. However, the bottom of the 

stem shows a somewhat downward curve coming from the right. This aspect is also seen in 

both the diplomas and manuscripts and adds further indication that a single scribe wrote 

these texts.  

Meanwhile, the ascender for “d” is typical for this period in that it is a slanted 

ascender in both manuscripts and documents. The tip of the ascender typically curves 

towards the right before ending with no instances of variation which could indicate a new 
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hand. Perhaps the most interesting feature regarding “d” is the complete lack of looped 

ascenders which would be expected in this script and during this time. This is evidenced in 

both manuscripts and all three original documents. Figure 33 compares “d” in the two 

manuscripts and three diplomas. 

 

Figure 33: Comparison of “d” 

  

The ascenders for “l”, “ll”, “b”, “h”, “k”, and “þ”, as well as the slanted ascender 

for “d”, all reveal a level of uniformity that suggests that these manuscripts and original 

documents were written by a single scribe. Had a different scribe been involved, it is likely 

that some sign of a change such as this would have been noticeable in this analysis. This is 
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particularly true for the texts written in Icelandic. The Latin portion of AM 640 4to will be 

treated separately in section 4.2.9. 

 

4.2.4. Descenders 

The stem for both the graphemes of “ꝼ”, “y”, and “p” extend below the line. There appears 

to be no directional aspect at the bottom of the descenders for “ꝼ”and “p”. The bottom of 

the descender of “ꝼ” occasionally appears to have a pointed characteristic with no 

directional features. Meanwhile the grapheme “p” appears more frequently without a 

pointed descender but also does not have any directional aspect. The “y” grapheme appears 

to be be rendered in both manuscripts with two minims, one which sits on the line and the 

other extending below the line, curving towards the left and almost resembling a “j”. The 

grapheme “y” also has no evidence in either of the two manuscripts or the three documents 

of a superscript dot which is expected for this time and script type (Stefán Karlsson 2002, 

838). The figures below evidence examples of “ꝼ”, “y”, and “p”. 
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Figure 34: Comparison of “ꝼ” 
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Figure 35: Comparison of “y” 
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Figure 36: Comparison of “p” 

 

The descender for “h” was also analyzed for evidence of consistency and variation 

and can be seen in Figure 30. What was found was an overall consistency, with the 

descender curving in a leftward direction, very much resembling the descender for “y” in 

Figure 35. As seen in the previous section, “h” was also analyzed for its ascender. The two 

main strokes of “h” appear to always connect with a hairline stroke. This aspect seems to be 

an important feature between distinguishing between a single “h” and a graphemic 

combination such as “lj”. There appears to be no major distinction between the descenders 

for “h” and therefore evidence points to a single hand. For a comparison of “h”, Figure 13 

may be referenced.  
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 The descender for “g” was also analyzed across the diplomas and manuscripts. There 

appears to be some slight variation within the formation of the descenders, where 

sometimes the final stroke of the tail comes back to touch the bowl and therefore makes the 

grapheme appear as two closed circles, or where the final stroke does not touch the bowl 

and remains “open”. For the sake of showing the potential for variation within a single 

hand, examples of “gg” have been included in this analysis. However, it should be noted 

that “gg” is not attested within the diplomas. 

 

Figure 37: Comparison of “g” 
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Figure 38: Comparison of “gg” 

In these examples, it can easily be seen that in some cases each grapheme is different 

from the other. Sometimes both tails remain “open”, sometimes they both “close”, and 

sometimes there is one of each. Therefore, when examining the descenders for “g”, it 

appears that the slight variation can yet again be attributed to the natural variation within 

one hand rather than as evidence for a new scribe. Figure 37 shows “g” as it appears in the 

manuscripts while Figure 38 shows “gg” for a demonstration of how two graphemes can 

vary while almost certainly having been written by the same hand. 

 

4.2.5. The grapheme “ꝼ” 

The rendering of the grapheme “ꝼ” can also be used to determine the date of a manuscript. 

Referred to as either the Anglo-Saxon “ꝼ”or the Insular “ꝼ”, this grapheme first appeared in 

the first half of the 13th century and differs greatly from the Carolingian “f”, which was 

discarded in the vernacular but often maintained for words of Latin origin (Stefán Karlsson 

2002, 836). The introduction of the Anglo-Saxon “ꝼ”, not unlike “ð” which will be 

discussed in section 5.2.2, was due in large part to the substantial rise in Norwegian cultural 

and political influence in Iceland during the 13th century, which brought along with it the 

orthographic practices of Norwegian scribes (Haraldur Bernharðsson 2018, 288). During the 

14th century the grapheme “ꝼ” develops a feature concerning its uppermost horizontal bar 

where it begins to curve downwards and eventually touches the lower bar and thereby 
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creating what is referred to as a lobe or bowl (Haraldur Bernharðsson 2016, 443). The same 

process happened to the lower bar where it eventually curved and closed downward onto 

the descender itself and therein forming a second lobe. 

The grapheme “ꝼ” appears consistently across both the manuscripts and the 

diplomas and can be viewed in Figure 41. It thus adds to the evidence suggesting that there 

was only one scribe involved with the writing of at least the Icelandic portions of these 

documents. A discussion on the rendering of this grapheme in the Latin sections of AM 

640 4to and its implication on scribal attribution will be discussed in section 4.10. 

 

4.2.6. Bowls 

The bowls in the graphemes “þ”, “k”, and occasionally “p” are often constructed in 

the same manner as the rotunda “r”, that is “ꝛ”. Though not exactly a unique feature, it is 

consistent not only in both the Icelandic and Latin portions of AM 640, but across the two 

manuscripts and the three original documents and therefore indicates a single hand. The 

bowls for “þ” and “k” are very consistent throughout the manuscripts and documents as 

can be seen in Figures 31 and 32 respectively, but there is some variation in the formation 

of “p”. In some instances, the bowl of “p” appears to be constructed with a single stroke 

attached to the descender such as in 12v21 in AM 640 4to and 57r9 in AM 621 4to in 

Figure 36. Ultimately this level of consistency suggests that this was the hand of a single 

scribe. 

 

4.2.7. The graphemes “ſ” and “s” 

The grapheme for “ſ” also extends below the line in both manuscripts and often has a 

pointed descender with no directional feature at the bottom. In this regard it is not unlike 

the grapheme “ꝼ”. This is consistent with the information regarding the cursive hybrid 
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script. This uniformity found in both the manuscripts and original documents also points 

towards a shared scribal hand between both manuscripts and can be seen in Figure 39.  

The grapheme “s” also appears alongside “ſ” in both the manuscripts and the 

diplomas but is often only seen in abbreviations or word-initially. This is unsurprising, as 

the use of “s” or “round s” was often restricted to abbreviations where the abbreviation 

marker occurred above the grapheme (Stefán Karlsson 2002, 837). This abbreviation is 

further discussed in relation to AM 640 4to and AM 621 4to in section 5.3.2 regarding the 

orthographic transition “vá” > “vó”. The distribution of where the “ſ” and “s” occurs across 

the manuscripts and diplomas suggests that a single scribe was involved.  

 

Figure 39: Comparison of “ſ” 

 

AM 621 4to

AM 621 4to

2r7 16r5 33v15 45r2 58v4

<ſ>

AM 640 4to

AM 640 4to

3r2 13r1 34v9 45v4 51r7

<ſ>

JS Dipl. 4

JS Dipl. 4

1 3 7 8

< >

5

Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3

Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3

1 2 4 8

< >

3

Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25

Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25

1 3 6 8

< >

5
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4.2.8. Ok abbreviation 

Regarding the formation of abbreviations, only one was taken into consideration for this 

study. The abbreviation for the conjunction ok was selected based on its uniqueness. 

Although there are other abbreviations that could have been considered, this abbreviation 

for ok is not only incredibly frequent compared to other abbreviations used throughout the 

manuscripts, but the other abbreviations did not appear to reveal any exceptional features 

that might point to a similarity or difference between the two manuscripts. Overall, the 

abbreviations found within the manuscripts were unsurprising. Therefore, the abbreviation 

for ok was selected. 

 

Figure 40: Comparison of ok abbreviation 

 

It can be seen from the figure above that the formation of the abbreviation for ok is 

nearly identical in both manuscripts. Its technical formation appears to be the Arabic 

numeral “3” with a slash through it. Although there is some variation regarding where the 

AM 621 4to

AM 621 4to

"ok" abbreviation

60r142v5 19v3 31v1 46r12

AM 640 4to

49r1 54r4

AM 640 4to

3r14 22r10 36v26

"ok" abbreviation

JS Dipl. 4

JS Dipl. 4

2 4 8 10

"ok" abbreviation

7

Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3

Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3

2 4 7 10

"ok" abbreviation

5
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stroke through the “3” occurs, its general shape is consistent throughout and across both 

manuscripts and in the diplomas JS Dipl. 4, and AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3. The 

abbreviation for ok was not attested in AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25.  This seemingly unique 

feature and its consistency in the texts (where it occurs) indicates that they were written by 

the same hand. 

 

4.2.9. Latin script features in AM 640 4to 

As was previously noted, the last twelve leaves of AM 640 4to, from 55r to 66r, are written 

in Latin containing the Office of St. Nicholas and it is generally believed that these leaves 

were written by the same scribe that wrote the main text, though the Latin Nikulástíðir is in 

a less cursive script (Stefán Karlsson 1991, 83-8). When the change in language occurs a 

change in the script can also be seen and what was a Gothic cursive type of script is now 

some kind of cursive hybrid of Gothic Textualis. With a change in script comes the greater 

potential for a change in scribal hand and these two quires almost certainly are not original 

to this file and were added at a later point in time. However, it was not uncommon for a 

scribe to be competent in multiple languages but also to associate certain languages with 

certain script types.  

Since this portion of AM 640 4to is not original to the file, the variables 

surrounding the provenance changes significantly. These quires could be older or younger 

than the Icelandic text, made for a different purpose or patron(s), or created in a different 

location than that of the Icelandic portions. It is also possible that the exemplar for the 

Latin was considerably older, and this would have influenced the scribe’s writing practices. 

An example of an influence such as this can be seen when a scribe changes from Anglo-

Saxon “ꝼ”to Carolingian “f” when writing words either in Latin or Latin in origin (Stefán 

Karlsson 2002, 836). Therefore, an examination of the Latin text will be performed to 

determine the likelihood of scribal variation.  
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To begin, a look at the rendering of the grapheme “f” as seen in the Latin text will 

be compared to “ꝼ”as presented in the Icelandic portion of AM 640 4to. The grapheme “ꝼ” 

shows perhaps some of the greatest difference between the Icelandic and Latin script, with 

the Caroline “f” replacing the Anglo-Saxon “ꝼ”. It can be seen from the figure below that 

the scribe unsurprisingly employs the Caroline “f” in the Latin text. Another example of 

this can also be seen in AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3 in line 4 regarding the word “festo”.  

Figure 41: Anglo-Saxon “ꝼ” and Caroline “f” in AM 640 4to 

 

Other than an absolute loss of loops in ascenders across the graphemes “l”, “ll”, “g”, 

“b” and “h” as can be seen in their formation in the figure below. The descender for “h” 

also does not appear to have any distinct variation between the Icelandic and Latin text. 

There is also no noticeable difference in the minims of “m”, “n”, “u”, or in the formation 

of “d” between this portion and the rest of AM 640 4to (and since this is a Latin text “þ” 

does not appear at all), and therefore figures have not been included for these graphemes.   

Figure 42: Comparison of “d” in AM 640 4to 

Icelandic Icelandic Icelandic Latin Latin Latin

65v137v11 14r1 52v13 57v5 62r20

Icelandic Icelandic Icelandic Latin Latin Latin

AM 640 4to

64v16r21 31v22 50v9 56r8 60v6
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Figure 43: Comparison of “m”, “n”, and “u” in AM 640 4to 

Figure 44: Comparison of “l”, “ll”, “g”, “b”, and “h” in AM 640 4to 

Icelandic Icelandic Icelandic Latin Latin Latin

Icelandic Icelandic Icelandic Latin Latin Latin

Icelandic Icelandic Icelandic Latin Latin Latin

Icelandic Icelandic Icelandic Latin Latin Latin

Icelandic Icelandic Icelandic Latin Latin Latin

AM 640 4to

10r22 24r13 42r8 55r2 59v4 64r4

65r9

714 10v7 36bisv6 55v7 62r12 66r7

4v14 17v15 30v19 55v7 60r1

65v16v14 19v14 51r12 56v2 61r12

6v1 28v2 52r17 57r3 61v7 65r6

Icelandic Icelandic Icelandic Latin Latin Latin

AM 640 4to

1v8 14v15 34r18 60r8 63v4 65v1

Icelandic Icelandic Icelandic Latin Latin Latin

AM 640 4to

15r11 34v26 53v14 61v11 64r4 65v5

Icelandic Icelandic Icelandic Latin Latin Latin

AM 640 4to

23r3 47r18 54r12 61v9 62r11 64r5
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The only other major variation is the abbreviation for the conjunction et in this 

portion of the text. It is considerably different than that of the abbreviation for ok in the 

Icelandic text. The figure below compares the abbreviation for ok with the abbreviation for 

et within AM 640 4to.  

 

Figure 45: Comparison of ok and et abbreviations 

Although there is a change in the graphemes shown above, the switch from 

Icelandic to Latin does not reveal a variation significant enough to suggest that a change of 

hand came with a change of the language. The similarities far outweigh the differences 

which are rather limited in range. Aside from the separation between the Icelandic quires 

and the Latin quires, there is no discernable pattern for any of the other variations and all 

forms can be seen to occur beside each other. As such, the likelihood that there was more 

than one scribe involved with both the Icelandic portions of the text and the Latin portion 

of AM 640 4to is slim. Stefán Karlsson’s suggestion that both the Icelandic and Latin 

sections were written by the same scribe is more plausible. However, as mentioned 

previously, there is no way of determining when the Latin quires were combined into the 

same file as the Icelandic text and should thus be treated separately from the rest of the 

manuscript. In most regards AM 640 4to can be considered as two manuscripts.  

 

4.3. Conclusion on script 

Based on the evidence of the analyses on the script in both manuscripts, it does indeed 

appear that the manuscripts AM 640 4to and AM 621 4to, as well as the original documents 

JS Dipl. 4, AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3, and AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25 were written by the 

Icelandic Icelandic Icelandic Latin Latin Latin

AM 640 4to

3r14 22r10 36v26 60r6 61v8 63v11
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same scribe. Furthermore, Stefán Karlsson’s suggestion that the Latin quires were also 

written by the same scribe seems to hold true, regardless that these quires are not original to 

the manuscript. Across the paleographical analyses, no tremendous differences were 

detected, and there were no outliers found in any of the features examined, which suggests 

a common scribe. The stability of the abbreviation marker for ok is also indicative that these 

two manuscripts were written by the same person. At this point it seems that Unger, 

Kålund, Stefán Karlsson, and Sverrir Tómasson were correct in their assertions. 

 It does not appear at this point that any one aspect of the script can assist in 

accurately placing the manuscripts to a date respective to the dates of the original 

documents. However, this section was intended to focus more on determining the number 

of scribal hands and not on the chronology of the manuscripts and diplomas. Yet the 

evidence gathered thus far may help narrow down the order of the manuscripts once the 

language and orthography has been examined by providing supporting secondary evidence.   

 

5. Language and Orthography 

5.1. Introduction 

Although orthography is often considered to provide less reliable data than that which one 

can compile when examining the script, a study of the language and orthography can reveal 

a great deal of insight into the development of the language (Mårtensson 2011, 302-3). By 

examining the language and orthography of a manuscript, it is possible to detect patterns 

within the writing style of the scribe or scribes involved. However, the information 

gathered from a study such as this must be carefully considered as there are potential 

circumstances that might influence the results. Such variables include the very strong 

likelihood that the manuscript which is being studied is a copy from a previous, and 
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therefore older, manuscript. As such, archaic spellings and mistakes are to be expected in 

these manuscripts.  

 This portion of the thesis has two purposes. By examining the language and 

orthography of the manuscripts AM 621 4to and AM 640 4to, and the original documents 

Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3, Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25, and JS 4, the intention is to show examples 

of patterns of sound changes within each manuscript and compare them side-by-side. 

Comparing scribal practices will better determine where these manuscripts and diplomas are 

like each other and where they vary. Doing so is beneficial as it gives the opportunity to 

further provide evidence that they were written by the same scribe. The second intention 

will be to determine the extent of the variation between all these texts and see if the 

manuscripts can be dated in relation to the dates of the diplomas. Per the evidence gathered 

from the paleographical study of these manuscripts which points to a common hand, a more 

precise dating period can already be argued for AM 621 4to since it must align more closely 

with the date of AM 640 4to. However, that is operating under the assumption that AM 640 

4to has been dated correctly. Therefore, the language and orthography of the manuscripts 

will be crosschecked as much as possible against the dates which occur in the diplomas. The 

diplomas themselves are rather short and therefore some evidence for certain sound changes 

may not be evidenced.  

The most ideal linguistic and orthographic study of these manuscripts would have 

included a careful examination of each page in both manuscripts. However, doing a full 

study of both manuscripts would have been beyond the scope of this project. Therefore, a 

random sampling of approximately 30% of each manuscript has been taken into 

consideration for this study on language and orthography. Since the paleographical analysis 

had already indicated that these two manuscripts are likely written by the same scribe, a 

random sampling of approximately 15 leaves per manuscript seemed acceptable enough to 
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find evidence of certain language changes and orthographical features, as well as certain 

patterns that may point to information regarding scribal attribution. 

  

5.2. Orthographic Developments 

Several orthographical features can indicate the period in which a text was written. The 

features which have been examined in the two manuscripts and the three original 

documents include the spelling of the middle voice, the rendering of the voiced dental 

fricative, and palatalization of g and k before e. Although “d” was previously studied in the 

script chapter, the focus of this section will be to determine patterns of scribal practice 

rather than micropaleographical features. Simply, the way “d” is used will be examined in 

this section rather than how it was written by the scribe.  

 

5.2.1. The middle voice 

The first orthographic feature that has been examined is the representation of the middle 

voice. Kjartan Ottósson states the scholar Jóhannes L. L. Jóhannsson found that the 

orthographic ending “z” for the Old Icelandic ending -sk was succeed by the endings “zt” 

and “zſt” around 1450 and then by “zt” and occasionally “st” up until after 1600 when “st” 

became the only form (1992, 10). Based on Ottósson’s 1992 study, a chart in Icelandic: A 

Historical Linguistic Companion, clearly demonstrates that the use of “z” was the most 

frequently used means of demonstrating the middle voice in the first quarter of the 15th 

century (Haraldur Bernharðsson 2016, 420-1). Thereafter, the middle of the 15th century 

shows a decline of “z” and a rise of “zt”, while the last quarter of the 15th century reveals 

that the use of “z” had fallen to being the least frequently used method of writing the 

middle voice with “zt” now being the most preferred.  
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Table 1: Instances of the middle voice in AM 621 4to 

 

Table 2: Instances of the middle voice in AM 640 4to 

 

The tables above provide some examples of the middle voice in both manuscripts 

and indicate that both AM 621 4to and AM 640 4to reveal instances of the middle voice 

ending in “z” far outnumbering the instances which end in “zt”. There is also no evidence 

within either sampling of the manuscripts that reveal the ending “zſt”. This is more 

Transcription Location Normalization

48r16 sanna isk

62r2 særisk

“heitazt” 62r5 heitask

“beraz” 10r20-21 berask

“kallaz” 10r5 kallask

2r5 kanna isk

“eydaz” 23r27 ey ask

“kōmiz” 39r19 komisk

55v18 skapa isk

39r29 segjask

Transcription Location Normalization

“breidiz” 20r21 brei isk

“gi°jzt” 16v5 gørisk

“ tydiaz” 12r1 styðjask

“halldaz” 24v9-10 haldask

“ky az” 27bisv13 kyssask

“eydiz” 24v26 ey isk

“buiz” 36bisr18 búisk

“beraz” 50r19 berask

“kallaz” 6v2-3 kallask

“fædiz” 52r13 fœ isk
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consistent with what is expected from the first half of the 15th century rather than the 

second half. However, “z” is also one of the most archaic means for indicating the middle 

voice, dating back to approximately 1225 and is attested throughout the 15th century and 

into the beginning of the 16th century (Haraldur Bernharðsson 2016, 442). If the 

manuscripts align with the dates of the original documents to the second half of the 15th 

century, then this tendency for the scribe to use “z” more than “zt” or “zſt” could indicate 

that the scribe was more accustomed to older texts and exemplars from the second half of 

the 13th century and 14th century when “z” was the dominant form.  

Evidence of the middle voice is only attested in one diploma, JS Dipl. 4, in the word 

“þarfaz”. As this is an original document, the use of “z” in the middle voice may indicate 

that this is the scribe’s own orthographic practice which may have been influenced by their 

work with older, more archaic texts. Therefore, it could be argued that the conservative 

retention of the use of “z” in the manuscripts is not only an influence by earlier exemplars, 

but a scribal preference as well. The table below indicates the ratio of “z” to “zt” in the 

samplings and suggests that this may be the case. 

Table 3: Ratio of "z" to "zt" in the middle voice 

 

5.2.2. The dental fricative 

Another orthographic feature pertinent to the dating of medieval manuscripts is the 

denotation of the voiced dental fricative. The earliest Icelandic manuscripts reveal “þ” to 

have stood for both the voiced and voiceless dental fricative, and the introduction of “ð” to 

denote the voiced dental fricative occurred around approximately 1225 (Haraldur 

Bernharðsson 2016, 441-2). Until its loss, “ð” was used in all instances of the dental 

Total "z" "zt" Total "z" "zt"

97 89% 11% 76 93% 7%

AM 640 4to AM 621 4to
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fricative except word-initial position which was restricted to “þ”. The grapheme “ð” was 

then replaced orthographically with “d” which represented d word-initially and after nasals 

and ð in all other environments. The replacement of the grapheme “ð” with “d”, was 

mostly universal by the end of the 14th century or around 1400 (Stefán Karlsson 2002, 835). 

This change is considered to have been influenced by Norwegian writing practices which, 

somewhat ironically, was how “ð” was introduced to Icelandic script to begin with around 

the start of the 13th century (Haraldur Bernharðsson 2016, 149-72). From a medieval 

perspective, “ð” was rather short-lived in Icelandic script.  

     

Figure 46: Orthographic representation of the dental fricative in the manuscripts 

 

Both AM 621 4to and AM 640 4to have “d” and no evidence of “ð”, which is to be 

expected in a 15th century script. This can be seen in the figure above and suggests that the 

date can certainly be no earlier than the last quarter of the 14th century and more likely to 

some period of the 15th century. This will be further argued with other orthographic and 

linguistic evidence in the sections following.  

 

Figure 47: Orthographic representation of the dental fricative in the diplomas 

 

AM 640 4to

16v10 44r14

AM 621 4to

38r22 48r9

JS Dipl. 4 AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3 AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25

1 1 1
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The use of “d” to denote the dental fricative can also be seen in each of the 

diplomas. The complete use of “d” to denote the dental fricative shows that the scribe has 

abandoned the archaic form entirely in this regard, unlike the rendering of the middle 

voice. Evidence for this feature is unsurprising given the dates of the diplomas and its 

uniformity across both the manuscripts and the diplomas certainly suggests that they were 

all written in a similar period to each other.  

 

5.2.3. Palatalization of g and k before e 

Another feature which can help ascertain the date of a muscript is the orthographical 

representation of the palatalization of g and k particularly before e during this period.  

Table 4: Palatalization of g 

There is some evidence regarding the palatalization of g and k. Most examples from 

the samplings occur in instances with g rather than k. The table above lists the only word 

that is evidenced in both manuscripts. However, the presence of spellings such as “gier” on 

36bisr19, “kemzt” on 10v5 and “ke id” on 29v17 can be found in AM 640 4to. In AM 621 

4to there are spellings such as the abbreviation “gi a” one of which can be found on 45r11, 

and “keppaz” on 40v5-6. Some of the abbreviations indicate that this orthographic change 

had taken place at least partially by the time these manuscripts were written and have been 

included in the table above. No relevant examples of this feature are attested in the 

diplomas. 

 

5.3 Phonological Developments  

Several phonological changes took place beginning in the 14th century in Iceland, and many 

of them were not solidified in writing practices until the 15th or 16th centuries. These 

Word Total [e] [ie] Total [e] [ie]

gera 5 40% 60% 3 33% 67%

AM 621 4to AM 640 4to
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changes include: the fricativization of k > g and t > ð, the transition from “vá” > “vó”, the 

derounding of y > i, diphthongization of long é > [ie], and u-epenthesis. These sound 

changes can all be detected by means of their orthographic representation within the 

manuscripts. However, these changes must be carefully considered.  

Since many extant manuscripts are copies from earlier manuscripts which are now 

lost, a lack of evidence is not an assurance that the change has not yet taken place in the 

language. Another possibility is that the scribe was extremely diligent in copying from the 

exemplar. However, it is rare for a scribe to be so diligent, and therefore mistakes, 

innovations, and hypercorrections can be anticipated within just about any manuscript. As 

such, evidence of a phonological change is often much more telling than a lack of evidence 

when attempting to date a document. As such, the diplomas may offer more substantial 

evidence, as these are original documents and not copies. However, any evidence must still 

be diligently analyzed as other variables may have influenced the scribe’s orthography.  

 

5.3.1 The merger y + i > i 

 As early as the 13th century, individual words show sporadic instances of rounding and 

derounding. These words include parts of the paradigm for mikill, which later spread 

throughout the paradigm, miskunn, and þykkja (Haraldur Bernharðsson 2016, 166). 

Beginning in the second half of the 15th century, a general derounding of y, ý, and ey took 

place along with their respective merger to i, í, and ei, but was not prevalent until the 16th 

century (Haraldur Bernharðsson 2016, 168). As such, evidence of the rounding and 

derounding of individual words is expected in both the manuscripts and diplomas. 

However, the extent to which the general merger is expected within both manuscripts and 

original documents is somewhat less since they are currently dated to the period when this 

feature was transitioning. 
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 Table 5: The y > i merger in individual words 

It is clear based on the data above that the preservation of y is prevalent in words 

such as yfir, fyrir and þykkja which all had etymological y. However, there is some evidence 

that the scribe was rounding i > y in a few instances of forms of mikill and miskunn, which 

was expected (Hreinn Benediktsson 2002, 362). There is evidence that the scribe switched 

forms occasionally in these words, which would suggest that this was a period of transition 

where the scribe no longer distinguished y and i. This can be seen in AM 621 4to with two 

instances of etymological yfir being spelled “ifir” in 33v14 and 39r9. In the same 

manuscript there was also an instance of derounding with “þikia” in 30r23-4 when a 

spelling like “þykia” was expected. It should also be noted that in high frequency words, 

such as fyrir, the abbreviation “ꝼ ı” was almost always used. Therefore, in the table above, 

only the instances which were either written out fully and the abbreviations which indicated 

the intended spelling (evidently, all with “y”) have been included. It should also be noted 

that all three diplomas evidence etymological spellings such as fyrir in AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. 

XVII, 3, line 7, fyr in AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25 line 7, and JS Dipl. 4 reveals two 

instances of yfir which can be seen in lines 7 and 11. 

Regarding the word mikill and its declensions, the tendency to have y preceding u is 

present in some contracted forms, however there was one instance of “mykla” in AM 640 

4to in 26r24 and of “miklu” in 24v26 in the same manuscript. These instances also suggest 

either a shift in the scribe’s own internal lexicon, or that the scribe’s personal language 

Word Total [i] [y] Total [i] [y]

yfir 11 18% 82% 13 __ 100%

fyrir 7 __ 100% 6 __ 100%

mikill 15 93% 7% 21 29% 71%

miskunn 7 100% __ 8 88% 12%

þykkja 4 __ 100% 6 __ 100%

AM 621 4to AM 640 4to
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conflicted with that of the exemplar during a period which sees the analogical spreading of 

the rounded vowel in the paradigm (Hreinn Benediktsson 2002, 362).  

 The unrounding of y > i is said to become more regular in the 14th and 15th 

centuries in words like þykkia, tyggi, fyr, fyri, fyrir, and yfir, however it is also known that 

some scribal hands forgo the use of i entirely and strictly use y (Hreinn Benediktsson 2002, 

217-9). Both the manuscripts show a similar spelling pattern in this regard, which further 

suggests that they were written by the same scribe. 

Table 6: Ratio of etymological y to etymological i 

The table above indicates the number of instances where words with y and i 

occurred in the samplings of the manuscript in order to determine the extent of the general 

derounding of y > i. Words with both y and i were tallied and their etymological vowel 

determined. The data reveals that out of 93 tokens found in the sampling for AM 621 4to 

99% had etymological y with 1% evidencing non-etymological i, Meanwhile, in AM 640 

4to, out of 136 tokens, 99% had etymological y and 1% evidenced non-etymological i. This 

indicates that both manuscripts have a strong tendency to preserve etymological spellings 

rather than introduce newer, innovated forms.  

Within the diplomas, evidence is limited to three instances of the word fylgt with the 

preservation of etymological y and no indication of non-etymological i. This word occurs 

twice in JS Dipl. 4 and once in AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3 in lines 4 and 7 respectively. 

It should also be mentioned that the word þykkja occurs four times in the sampling 

of AM 621 4to with two instances spelled with only one “k” and two instances of “ck”. 

Geminate k had several ways it could be spelled in Old Icelandic, among which is “ck”. A 

gradual loss of this geminate “k” spelling is associated with manuscripts that originate in 

Total Etymological Non-Etymological Total Etymological Non-Etymological

93 99% 1% 136 99% 1%

AM 621 4to AM 640 4to
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North Iceland, and given what is presently known about the manuscript, evidence of this 

change within AM 621 4to is not surprising (Haraldur Bernharðsson 2004, 149-50). Yet, 

within the sample of AM 640 4to, there are no instances of þykkja, which occurs six times, 

that are not spelled with “ck”. This might suggest that the scribe was copying more 

diligently from the exemplar he was working with for AM 640 4to, but it is also known that 

the weakening of geminate “k” was a slow process, and therefore might not have taken 

hold, especially if it appears that AM 640 is a little older than AM 621 4to. But the fact that 

there is evidence of a loss of geminate “k” within the sampling of AM 621 4to indicates 

that this change is present during the time the manuscripts were written. Table 6 below 

shows the ratio between instances of þykkia with and without geminate “k”. It should be 

noted that no form of þykkja is attested in the diplomas.  

 

Table 7: Ratio of “k” to “ck” in þykkia 

 

5.3.2. The orthographic transition “vá” > “vó” 

The diphthongization of [ɔ:] > [au] triggered the orthographic change “vá” > “vó” due to 

the phonological reinterpretation of “a”, potentially written as “á”, “aa”, and “a”, all of 

which originally could represent the long monophthong á. When the grapheme “a” became 

associated with the diphthong [au] it was no longer applicable to have it also represent the 

low back vowel [ɔ:]. Thus, a new grapheme was required to represent [ɔ:] and this ended up 

being “o” or “ó” (Hreinn Benediktsson 2002, 233). Simply, the sound associated with the 

letter “á” changed but the pronunciation of words such as “tvá” remained unaffected. Such 

words therefore needed a new letter to represent and maintain their original pronunciation. 

This change began early in the 14th century.   

Total “k” “ck” Total “k” “ck” 

6 _ 100% 4 50% 50%

AM 640 4to AM 621 4to
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Table 8: Frequency of “vá” vs. “vo” 

 

Evidence of this change can be seen in the comparison table above. Both 

manuscripts demonstrate that this change has taken place and is relatively stable. The 

examples listed in the table are only those that were evidenced in both manuscripts. Other 

examples not listed in the table include words such as: “hvort” 12v10 hvárt ‘whether’ in 

AM 621 4to, and “ſvot” 4r1 svá at ‘so that’ in AM 640 4to. The word svá is almost always 

abbreviated in the manuscripts as “s°”, particularly in AM 621 4to, and given the fact that 

AM 640 4to has evidence of two instances of “sva”, the abbreviations have not been 

included in table 8. The instances of “sva” can be found on 3r19 and 26r5 in AM 640 4to. 

The word svá is also always abbreviated in the diplomas. Other words have also been 

abbreviated in this manner such as “hv°” and have also been excluded from the data table. 

It stands to reason that other examples lie within the manuscripts and are merely not 

included within the samples that have been taken. Ultimately this change has taken place by 

the time both the manuscripts were written. However, it takes time for changes such as this 

to be realized orthographically, and the instance of “sva” in AM 640 4to further suggests 

that the scribe was indeed copying from an earlier exemplar and was duly influenced by an 

older orthographic practice. More evidence is of course desirable, especially since this 

feature is unattested in the diplomas, but further research into this orthographic transition 

was beyond the scope of this project.  

 

Word Total “a” “o” Total “a” “o” 

svá 8 __ 100% 28 7% 93%

tvá 1 __ 100% 1 __ 100%

vápn 1 __ 100% 1 __ 100%
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5.3.3 The fricativization of t > ð 

The fricativization of t > ð occurred in unstressed word-final positions. This change begins 

early in Old Icelandic, beginning during the 13th century (Stefán Karlsson 2004, 19). 

Spellings with “t” continue to appear sporadically until the 16th century (Haraldur 

Bernharðsson 2016, 445). Considering that the manuscripts and the original documents 

were written in the 15th century, this change is certainly expected if not anticipated to be a 

dominant feature.  

 

Table 9: Frequency of “t” vs. “d” 

 

The fricativization of t > ð is also evidenced in both manuscripts. There appears an 

interesting blend of archaic forms and innovative forms. The conjunction, infinitive marker 

at for example occurs with “t” in all instances except for one in each manuscript. 

Meanwhile, other words, such as mikit, annat, nokkut, and þangat all appear in the samplings 

spelled with “d” which, as stated previously, denotes the dental fricative ð. Overall, the two 

manuscripts appear to be relatively identical regarding where and how frequently the 

fricativization and preservation of t occurs. All three diplomas have examples of þat and at 

but JS Dipl. 4 has one instance of “mikid” in line 4. All three diplomas each have an 

instance of hingat spelled with “d” which can be seen in the first line of JS Dipl. 4 and in 

line three of the other two diplomas. The word skrifat occurs once in each of the diplomas 

Word Total “t” “d” Total “t” “d” 

at 310 99% 1% 280 99% 1%

þat 6 100% __ 2 100% __

hvat 8 12% 88% 10 10% 90%

annat 6 __ 100% 3 __ 100%

þangat 7 __ 100% 2 __ 100%

mikit 7 __ 100% 18 __ 100%

nokkut 1 __ 100% 3 __ 100%

AM 621 4to AM 640 4to
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and can be found in the last line of AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25 and in line 13 of AM Dipl. 

Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3 written as “skrifat” with no fricativization. JS Dipl. 4, the oldest of the 

diplomas, has this word in line 12, and it is spelled “skrifad”, which shows fricativization. 

This would indicate that the spelling with word-final t is an archaism preferred by the 

scribe. 

There is one abbreviation found within both manuscripts which is of note. The 

abbreviation most likely stands for því at and appears as “þıt”. Within the sample, it occurs 

41 times in AM 621 4to and 51 times in AM 640 4to and appears the same way each time. 

This abbreviation not only reveals a lack of fricativization, but it also points to a 

commonality between both manuscripts. It should be noted that the “t” in this abbreviation 

is not superscript, which was typically used when a vowel was followed by an etymological 

word-final t and implemented by scribes who were accustomed to writing “d” for 

etymological word-final t (Haraldur Bernharðsson 2016, 185). The extreme use of 

etymological at also suggests that this abbreviation was also intended to maintain the word-

final t. However, because it is an abbreviation it has not been considered in the data for 

Table 8. It should also be noted that this abbreviation is not attested in any of the diplomas.  

Furthermore, there also appears to be another pattern regarding where fricativization 

occurs within the two manuscripts. If there was a dental in the stem, then spelling with a “t” 

rather than “d” was not an uncommon occurrence during this period, and the scribe of 

these two manuscripts appears to hold to this practice (Haraldur Bernharðsson 2016, 184). 

This pattern is also evidenced in the diplomas with each one including the word “lidit” on 

line 1 in JS Dipl. 4, line 2-3 in AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25, and on line 3 in AM Dipl. Isl. 

Fasc. XVII, 3. Although this is by no means solid evidence for a common scribe between 

the two manuscripts and the diplomas, the prevalent use of “t” in words which have either a 

dental fricative or dental stop in the root support the notion that they were written by the 
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same hand. Examples of this trend in the manuscripts can be seen in Tables 10 and 11 

below.    

 

Table 10: Instances of t > ð in AM 640 4to 

 

Table 11: Instances of t > ð in AM 621 4to 

 

“tekid” 2r6 tekit taka: neut. pret. part. nom./acc. 'taken'

“flogid” 48v8 flogit flog: neut. sing. nom./acc. + def. art. 'the flight'

“hafid” 3v15-16 hafit haf: neut. sing. nom./acc. + def. art. 'the sea'

“le id” 2v2 lesit les: neut. sing. nom./acc. + def. art. 'the lesson'

“borid” 4v11 borit bera: neut. pret. part. nom./acc. 'bore'

“verid” 6r5 verit vera: neut. pret. part. nom./acc. 'been'

“gefid” 12v3 gefit gefa: neut. pret. part. nom./acc. 'given'

“komid” 12v22 komit koma: neut. pret. part. nom./acc. 'came'

“hyggid” 16v2 hyggit hygginn: neut. sing. nom./acc. 'wise'

“neytid” 17v6 neytit neyti: neut. sing. nom./acc. + def. art. 'the use/company'

“kvædit” 43v24 kvætit kvæði: neut. sing. nom./acc. + def. art. 'the poem'

“holldit” 50v2 holdit hold: neut. sing. nom./acc. + def. art. 'the flesh'

“ordit” 17v5 orðit orð: neut. sing. nom./acc. + def. art. 'the word'

“fūdit” 3r22 fundit fundr: neut. pret. part. nom./acc. 'found'

“byriat” 6r7 byrjat supine 'beginning'

“ēdat” 10r21 endat supine 'ending'

Transcription Location Normalization Grammatical Info Gloss

“herbergid” 50r9 herbergit herberg:  neut. sing. nom./acc. def. art. 'the room'

“folkid” 50r20 folkit fólk: neut. sing. nom./acc. + def. art. 'the people'

“kōid” 33v7 komit koma: neut. pret. part. nom./acc. 'came'

“vatnid” 2r31 vatnit vatn: neut. sing. nom./acc. + def. art. 'the water'

“arid” 17v5 arit ár: neut. sing. nom./acc. + def. art. 'the firsk beginning'

“tekid” 24v19 tekit taka: neut. pret. part. nom./acc. 'taken'

“eyfid” 25v5 eyfit eyfit: adv. poet. 'not at all'

“ḡḡid” 27r5 gengit ganga: neut. pret. part. nom./acc. 'went'

“hafid” 45r15 hafit hafa: neut. pret. part. nom./acc. 'had'

“verit” 24v9 verit vera: neut. pret. part. nom./acc. 'was'

“l dit” 38r4 lundit land: neut. sing. nom./acc. + def. art. 'the land'

“būdit” 45r3 bundit bundin: neut. sing. nom./acc. + def. art. 'the sheaf (of corn)'

“vordit” 25v17 or it ver a: neut. pret. part. nom./acc. 'happened'

“fūdit” 2r8 fundit fúna: neut. pret. part. nom./acc. 'rotted'
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5.3.4 The fricativization of k > g 

The fricativization of k > g also occurred in unstressed word-final positions. This change 

appears to have followed a similar course as the fricativization of t > ð, beginning in the 13th 

century (Stefán Karlsson 2004, 19) but spellings with “k” still occur spontaneously into the 

16th century (Haraldur Bernharðsson 2016, 445-6). Table 12 shows the frequency of k > g 

from the samplings in both manuscripts. 

 

Table 12: Frequency of “k” >” g” in the manuscripts 

 

The fricativization of k > g is found in both manuscripts with AM 621 4to 

evidencing a preference for more archaic forms with k while AM 640 4to appears to have 

more innovative forms with g. This evidence potentially points to an argument that AM 

640 4to is younger than AM 621 4to unless the exemplar for AM 621 4to influenced the 

scribe more. The diplomas offer little evidence but what is shown aligns with expectations. 

All three original documents show evidence of ok spelled with a “k” and AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. 

XVII, 3 has one instance in the first line of ek also spelled with a “k”.  

 

Word Total /k/ /g/ Total /k/ /g/

ok 41 100% __ 4 100% __

ek 101 100% __ 36 100% __

mik 17 94% 6% 4 __ 100%

mjǫk 11 91% 9% 23 __ 100%

sik 12 83% 17% 12 __ 100%

þik 13 77% 23% 8 __ 100%

Total 195 96% 4% 87 46% 54%

AM 621 4to AM 640 4to
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5.3.5 The diphthongization of eng > eing 

The diphthongization of eng > eing first developed in the 13th century and becomes more 

frequent during the 14th century. By the 15th century this change is more prominent 

(Haraldur Bernharðsson 2016, 446). As such, evidence for this change is expected in both 

AM 640 4to and AM 621 4to. 

Table 13: Frequency of eng and eing 

 

As expected, evidence of the diphthongization of eng > eing is found in both 

manuscripts, albeit the evidence is quite limited. AM 640 4to seems to be slightly more 

archaic, especially regarding the forms of the word engi. The apparent tendency to write engi 

without diphthongization may indicate that AM 640 4to is older than AM 621 4to. 

However, the fact that there is evidence of this change within both manuscripts would 

suggest that the manuscripts were written during the same period. The tendency to be more 

archaic in AM 640 4to could perhaps be attributed to the scribe being more strongly 

influenced by the exemplar. There were no examples of this feature in any of the diplomas. 

 

5.3.6 U-epenthesis 

U-epenthesis, also called u-insertion, began in the 13th century and fully solidified in the 

middle of the 15th century (Stefán Karlsson 2004, 15). This process ensured the insertion of 

u between a consonant other than r and word-final r. The two main ways of demonstrating 

u-epenthesis can be seen by the actual presence of u, or sometimes o, between consonants 

Word Total eng eing Total eng eing

engi 7 14% 86% 12 92% 8%

engill 5 __ 100% 2 50% 50%

England 2 __ 100% 1 __ 100%

lengr 3 33% 67% __ __ __

Total 17 12% 88% 15 80% 20%

AM 621 4to AM 640 4to
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and word-final r, or through use of the r-rotunda. In Old Icelandic, masculine nominative 

endings often ended with -r such as armr and some feminine plurals ended with -ur like 

sǫgur. However, when u-epenthesis occurred it made the endings -r and -ur identical. As a 

result of this, mistakes such as inverse spellings are anticipated. If the ending -r occurs 

without u-epenthesis, then the scribe is maintaining an archaism, likely copying from an 

earlier exemplar. Yet if any word that has etymological -ur occurs without u then this 

mistake further indicates that these two endings had become identical. Mistakes such as this 

are expected in both AM 640 4to and AM 621 4to.  

 

Table 14: Etymological vs. non-etymological spellings for u-epenthesis 

 

The evidence for u-epenthesis is quite interesting. In both manuscripts there is a 

fascinating blend of the use of superscript r-rotunda, which stands for ur, and regular r 

which sits on the line. The way that regular r is used demonstrates an archaic orthographical 

feature and is compared to the frequency of r-rotunda in the table above. Meanwhile, it is 

certain that r-rotunda stood for ur based on evidence of spelling such as “atbꝛd” for atburð 

in AM 621 4to, 50r16and “figꝛu” for fígúru in AM 621 4to, 48r29, “tungꝛ” for tungur in AM 

621 4to 61v21, and “nattꝛu” for nattúru in AM 640 4to, 6v13-14 which all have 

etymological ur. There are also some instances of inverse spellings, such as “nockr” for 

nokkur in AM 640 4to, 34r16 and in AM 621 4to, 56r8 which have etymological ur but are 

spelled within the manuscripts without it. There were no instances of non-etymological ur 

spelled on the line within either sampling of the manuscripts.  

Total Etymological Non-Etymological Total Etymological Non-Etymological

136 64% 49% 170 58% 42%

AM 621 4to AM 640 4to
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The diplomas also maintain a higher frequency of etymological spellings. There are 

two instances of u-epenthesis, both of which can be seen in the two younger diplomas. The 

instances can be found in line two of AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3 with the word vitrligt 

spelled “viturligt”, and in line eight of AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25 where the word stendr is 

spelled with a superscript r-rotunda, which indicates u-epenthesis.  

 

 Table 15: Instances of u-epenthesis in AM 621 4to 

 

Table 16: Instances of u-epenthesis in AM 640 4to 

Transcription Location Normalization Gloss

“fullr” 48r13 fullr 'full'

“gled
ꝛ
” 60r11 gle r 'gladdens'

“gledr” 55v13 gle r 'gladdens'

“yckr” 55v10 ykkr 'you (two)'

“nidr” 39r11 ni r 'down'

“stēd
ꝛ
” 12v13 stendr 'stands'

“almatigr” 57v2/3 almáttigr 'almighty'

“hēdr” 27r27 hendr 'hands'

“heilagr” 38r20 heilagr 'sacraments'

“gngr” 25v19 gangr 'walk'

Transcription Location Normalization Gloss

“dag
ꝛ
” 52r18 dagr 'day'

“veg
ꝛ
” 44r3 vegr 'way'

“fullr” 52r11 fullr 'full'

“helldr” 48v2 helldr 'more'

“nid
ꝛ
” 32v2 ni r 'down'

“ ignad
ꝛ
” 32v4 signa r 'sign'

“heilagr” 29v22 heilagr 'sacraments'

“ḡḡ
ꝛ
” 36bisr26 gengr 'walks'

“fag
ꝛ
liga” 20r21 fagrliga 'handsome'

“dig
ꝛ
t” 50r11 digrt 'thickness'
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5.3.7 The diphthongization of [e:] > [ie] 

The diphthongization of [e:] > [ie], not unlike most of the changes mentioned previously, 

also got its start in the 13th century and gained ground over the course of the 14th century to 

become quite prominent by the 15th century (Haraldur Bernharðsson 2016, 446-7).  

 

Table 17: Frequency of “e” vs. “ie” 

There is a strong tendency in both manuscripts to diphthongize [e:] > [ie]. Although 

there are some instances of [e:], the number of instances with evidence of diphthongization 

are far more profuse. Most instances listed in the table below are taken from abbreviated 

forms as fully written examples were uncommon. However, almost all the abbreviations 

included an i in the orthography. For example, sér is often seen to be abbreviated as “ſi ”, 

þér as “þi ”, and are thus inarguable examples of diphthongal spelling. As seen in the table 

above, the diphthongization of [e:] > [ie] appears to be well established although AM 640 

has a higher percentage of archaic forms. 

The diplomas also show evidence of this feature. Not unlike the manuscripts, the 

instances almost all occur in abbreviated forms. The only two words that occur in JS Dipl. 4 

are vér and hér and all examples show evidence of diphthongization. There are three 

instances of “vi ” and two instances of “hi ” for a total of five examples. AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. 

XVII, 3 shows two instances of “vi ” and one hér written out as “her”, while AM Dipl. Isl. 

Word Total “e” “ie” Total “e” “ie” 

hér 5 __ 100% 12 8% 92%

mér 7 __ 100% 10 30% 70%

sér 21 5% 95% 12 8% 92%

þér 38 5% 95% 17 29% 71%

vér 12 17% 83% 26 12% 88%

Total 83 6% 94% 77 17% 83%

AM 621 4to AM 640 4to
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Fasc. XXI, 25 has only two instances of hér abbreviated without evidence of 

diphthongization.  

 

5.4. Conclusion on language and orthography 

The evidence from the manuscripts indicates some very interesting things. To begin with, 

except for the the orthography of the middle voice which points to the first half of the 15th 

century, the dental fricative and palatalization of g align with what is expected for scribal 

practices of the 15th century. It is difficult to narrow down a more precise date based on 

these features alone, but if the middle voice is examined closely, an argument for the 

middle of the 15th century can be made. Given the fact that the last quarter of the 15th 

century sees the ending “zt” as the most commonly used orthographic form and “z” as the 

least commonly used orthographic form, then the second half of the 15th century would be 

a little too early for these manuscripts (Kjartan Ottósson 1992, 10). It can be argued that 

this prominent tendency to use “z” is evidence that the scribe was strongly influenced by 

the archaisms of the exemplars, but since both manuscripts reveal relatively identical data 

concerning this feature this seems less likely than the alternative – that this is evidence of 

the scribe’s own orthographic practices. It should be noted that the youngest of the 

diplomas, JS Dipl. 4 which is dated to the year 1461, also shows the use of “z” in the 

middle voice, albeit only in one instance.  

The linguistic features within the two manuscripts also reveal some very interesting 

tendencies. Both manuscripts show an expected number of instances demonstrating 

rounding of i > y in individual words, and both the manuscripts and diplomas appear to 

maintain a very regular distinction between the vowels y and i with few instances of the 

general merger. Based on the dates of the manuscripts and diplomas, a higher frequency of 

mixed forms was expected. The change “vá” > “vó” appears to be relatively stable in both 

manuscripts save for the two instances of svá in AM 640 4to, which can possibly be 
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attributed to an adherence of the exemplar. The fricativization of t > ð is also prominent in 

both manuscripts with the only retention of etymological t being maintained in at, þat, and 

in suffixes of words which contain a dental in the stem. The data from analyzing u-

epenthesis is also nearly identical between the two manuscripts, with both showing a strong 

tendency to use archaic spellings with “r”. This is also the tendency in the three original 

documents. 

There are a few differences between the manuscripts regarding some of the changes. 

The diphthongization of eng > eing, [e:] > [ie], and the fricativization of k > g show 

disparity between the two manuscripts, but in a somewhat confusing way. The 

diphthongization of eng > eing is present in both manuscripts, but AM 621 4to appears to 

have more innovated forms than AM 640 4to. The diphthongization of [e:] > [ie] is also 

evident in both manuscripts, but once again AM 621 4to reveals a tendency to have more 

innovated forms. Perhaps the most confusing evidence comes from the fricativization of k > 

g. While this change is attested in both manuscripts, suddenly AM 640 4to appears to be 

more innovative showing no evidence of k in words other than “ek” and “ok” and AM 621 

4to has more archaic forms mixed throughout. This may indicate one of two things: the 

scribe might have been copying more diligently from the exemplar, or AM 621 4to was 

written during a more transitory period in the scribe’s orthography. 

 

6. Conclusion 

Based on the evidence taken from paleographic, linguistic, and orthographic examinations, 

it appears that Unger, Kålund, Stefán Karlsson, and Sverrir Tómasson were not wrong in 

positing that AM 640 4to and AM 621 4to were written by the same scribe. Furthermore, it 

appears that Stefán Karlsson was also correct in stating that the same hand in the 

manuscripts can be seen in the three original documents. Though this study only looked at 
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a portion of each manuscript, certain patterns and similarities were revealed that would 

most likely hold true for the entirety of the main text of AM 621 4to (excluding the 

marginalia and later additions) and certainly for the first seven quires of AM 640 4to (also 

excluding the marginalia and later additions). The fact that AM 640 4to is a composite 

manuscript with two guest texts necessitates that a more detailed analysis of the script be 

undertaken to better determine that a single scribe wrote both the Icelandic and Latin 

portions. However, the initial analysis conducted in this thesis reveals a strong likelihood 

that the scribe of the Icelandic portion was also responsible for the Latin portion of AM 640 

4to. 

The micropaleographical analyses of the manuscripts revealed a strong commonality 

between them. Although there is some variation between them at the micropaleographic 

level, the differences are not outstanding enough to make a strong argument that more than 

one hand was involved within either manuscript or that the manuscripts had different 

scribes. The Gothic Cursiva script type was consistent in both manuscripts where the texts 

are in Icelandic, with a different script having been employed for the Latin section of AM 

640 4to. Overall, the paleographical analysis did not reveal any surprises regarding script or 

variation of the motor memory of the scribe. 

The study of the language and orthography also did not reveal any major differences 

between the manuscripts. For many of the examined features, the manuscripts are almost 

identical, not only in which features are evidenced but also in the level of occurrence. 

Though there is some puzzling information, particularly concerning the fricativization of k 

> g in AM 621 4to, the evidence gives a general indication that these manuscripts were 

written at roughly the same time, and certainly within the same time period. This was of 

course expected to some degree once the micropaleographical analyses indicated that the 

manuscripts are written in the same hand.  
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Therefore, per the data gathered during this study two arguments can be made. 

First, and the primary intention of this study, is the matter of scribal attribution. Indeed, the 

evidence from both the paleographical and orthographical examinations indicate that these 

manuscripts were written by the same person. Although it cannot be said for certain where 

these manuscripts were produced within Iceland, based on what is known of their 

provenance and the small amount of data that demonstrates the shortening of geminate “k”, 

spelled “ck”, in “þykkia” in AM 621 4to, the likelihood that these manuscripts were 

produced within a relatively close proximity of each other becomes more plausible.  

The second argument centers around the dating of the manuscripts in relation to the 

diplomas which are dated to the years 1461, 1466, and 1475. There is no one definitive 

indication regarding when the manuscripts were written, even with the dates of the 

diplomas, and as such the data gathered needs to be carefully analyzed. A major piece of 

indirect evidence might lie in the frequency of the use of the abbreviation for ok. The 

number of abbreviations themselves were not counted, but in the samplings of the 

manuscripts ok occurred fully 41 times in AM 621 4to and only 4 times in AM 640 4to. 

Within the diplomas, ok is abbreviated in all but one instance in both JS Dipl. 4 and AM 

Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XVII, 3 while AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25 shows no abbreviation for this 

whatsoever. If considering the frequency of abbreviations for ok, AM 640 4to seems to align 

with the older diplomas that use the abbreviation more frequently, while AM 621 4to 

matches more closely with the youngest diploma, AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. XXI, 25.  

However, looking at the fricativization of k > g, AM 621 4to tends to preserve 

word-final k with some evidence of the fricativization to g, while AM 640 4to has 

fricativization in all but ek and ok. This either suggests that AM 640 4to is younger than 

AM 621 4to or that AM 621 4to is adhering more to the orthography of an earlier 

exemplar. The manuscripts are nearly identical in the overall lack of the general y > i 

merger, but AM 621 4to shows some evidence of the derounding of y > i in the word yfir, 
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and thus seems to indicate that it is younger than AM 640 4to. The diplomas all evidence 

preservation of y in this word. The manuscripts and diplomas also align so closely with each 

other regarding the fricativization of t > ð that they are very nearly identical. There is some 

disparity regarding u-epenthesis with AM 621 4to showing a higher retention of archaism 

than AM 640 4to. Meanwhile in the diplomas, u-epenthesis is only shown in two words, 

both of which occur in the younger diplomas. Therefore, in this case, AM 621 4to seems to 

align with the older of the diplomas, and AM 640 4to with the youngest as it evidences 

superscript r-rotunda to signify u-epenthesis. The presence of the diphthongization of é > 

[ie] is evidenced in both the manuscripts as well as the diplomas and AM 621 4to has a 

higher frequency of this change than AM 640 4to does, which again suggests that AM 621 

4to is younger. 

To put the manuscripts into chronological order relative to the diplomas, it seems 

that AM 621 4to could potentially be dated to a time closer to that of JS Dipl. 4. Given its 

higher frequency to maintain etymological k word-finally, of the diphthongization of é > 

[ie], to maintain etymological -r spellings, the manuscript would appear to be older than 

that of AM 640 4to and dated closer to the time of JS Dipl. 4, 1461. Based on the lower 

frequency in AM 640 4to to diphthongize é > [ie], to preserve etymological -r spellings, 

and its higher frequency to fricativize k > g, AM 640 4to does appear to be younger, though 

not by much. What can be said about both manuscripts is that they were written around the 

same time as the diplomas. Given the prevalent use of “z” in the middle voice, an argument 

for the first half of the 15th century can be made regarding the dating of the manuscripts. If 

that is indeed the case, then it is more likely that they were written towards the end of this 

period rather than the beginning. However, based on the number of innovated forms 

throughout both manuscripts, as well as the dates of the diplomas, it seems more likely that 

both manuscripts can be dated to the last half of the 15th century.  
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Regarding future studies, there are several aspects of this thesis which could be 

expounded upon. The following discussion lists some of the possible avenues for future 

research opportunities and addresses some general shortcomings of this thesis. Perhaps the 

most confining parameter to work with during the research process of this thesis was time. 

Repeatedly, aspects of these manuscripts that should be studied and accounted for were 

sidelined as a result of too little time in which to conduct a proper analysis. To begin with, 

much more can be said about the manuscripts AM 640 4to and AM 621 4to as the purpose 

of this thesis was only meant to give an overview of the information that can be gleaned 

from them. A codicological analysis of AM 621 4to could prove most insightful and would 

also be another avenue for future research. 

A more in-depth look at the language and orthography would also be very 

beneficial. Only a portion of each manuscript has been examined for the purpose of this 

thesis, enough to get a general notion of what to expect if the whole manuscript had been 

accounted for. However, ideally this examination would have been conducted over every 

page of each manuscript in order to demonstrate in as much detail their archaisms, 

innovations, and patterns. As such, it remains a path for future research.  

 An examination of the frequency of the abbreviations in both manuscripts would 

also be very interesting to consider. There may very well be a pattern, or at least an 

inclination, that might be discernable regarding where and how often the scribe uses an 

abbreviation over the full word. This study initially intended to take more abbreviations 

into account, but factoring in time and feasibility, the only abbreviation truly considered 

was the ok abbreviation. This abbreviation was also only examined at the 

micropaleographical level and its actual frequency within either manuscript remains 

unknown. Other abbreviations, such as the ones used for hann, er, and til also remain 

available for future study.  
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 A deeper micropaleographical analysis would also likely yield interesting results. 

Again, as with the orthographical and linguistic analysis, only a small portion of each 

manuscript was examined, but ideally every page would be taken into consideration. It 

would also be interesting to apply a chi-square analysis to these manuscripts and see 

whether the findings would differ greatly from this study.  

 An analysis of the hands involved with the marginalia in the manuscripts is another 

area which could use more study. By looking more closely at the marginalia, perhaps even 

conducting a paleographical analysis on them, more information regarding the manuscripts’ 

provenances might be gathered. Some of the marginalia is dateable, as there is information 

regarding inventories in some instances. However, most of the marginalia remains a 

mystery and as it stands right now much remains rather unexplored. It is hopeful that a 

deeper analysis of these two manuscripts and what they have to offer will be taken up in the 

future and that more light will be shed upon AM 640 4to and AM 621 4to. 
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