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This beautifully-produced volume is an important study that is significant 

for the local context of convents in late-medieval Germany and, more 

broadly, as a model for similar, expansive studies that incorporate women’s 

history,  book culture and bibliography, and medieval cultural and religious 

practices. Cyrus offers what she calls a ‘social history of scribes’ (3), piecing 

together evidence from surviving monastic records, library catalogues, and 

manuscripts to identify almost 600 named scribes who can be shown to 

have served convents from the beginning of the thirteenth century roughly 

to the start of the Reformation. Within these parameters, and perhaps most 

significantly, however, Cyrus has also uncovered no fewer than 416 female 

scribes (she can identify 316 of these by name or by initials). She achieves 

this with the aid of manuscript colophons and with reference to gendered 

endings and labels such as ‘scriptrix’ [and] ‘soror’ (4) or [S]chreiberin and 

Schwester (6). These women also served as book copyists for convents, but 

their roles were informed and complicated by the fact that the majority of 

them were also cloistered nuns.  

 As Cyrus herself acknowledges, the result of her research is a study 

that is much more than a history of female institutionalised scribes in 

Germany’s later Middle Ages or, indeed, of scribes engaged in book 

production for communities of female readers and worshippers. This is due 

in no small part to the multi-faceted role of the scribe in the later medieval 

period and across Europe. Their function varied from the straightforward 

copying of pre-selected texts to those in which they demonstrated levels of 

interaction with the tasks at hand that extended to selection, editing, 

translation and, further, responsibility (either individual or collective) for 

‘many aspects of the composition of books’, making decisions about mise-
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en- page, abbreviations, notation, initials and artwork and other design 

features (5). In other words, though the research conducted by Cyrus allows 

for perspectives on the bigger picture regarding the production and 

consumption of books and literature, that landscape is peopled by scribes of 

both genders who exercised degrees of agency in their everyday work, 

meaning that a general overview will necessarily mask the influence of the 

individual on the field of cultural production.  

These tensions are addressed and well balanced by Cyrus, in 

particular in her fourth chapter, ‘Scribe as Individual’, in which she gleans 

evidence of the quirks, habits, styles and personal responses of particular 

amanuenses using manuscript colophons, which she describes as ‘scribal 

signatures’ that give information about the publication of the book (132). 

The importance of the colophon to greater understanding cannot be 

overstated, despite the persistence of cliché and formulas: Cyrus writes that 

it ‘provides information about the context in which the book came to be 

created. Both explicit and colophon would have been useful to a medieval 

browser who was attempting to find an appropriate text to read, but it is the 

colophon portion that tends to draw our modern-day scholarly attention, for 

it provides valuable clues to manuscript provenance’ (133). They often detail 

the conditions of production, such as when, where and why, and 

sometimes, in a few tantalising instances, they offer some clue as to the 

identity of the copyist, as in the following example from the fourteenth 

century: ‘It is finished, let it be done. / The scribe thanks God. / Who has 

written me has the name Gertrude’ (139). Colophons also served variously 

to warn against theft or damage, or signify the genre of text it follows and. 

towards the later part of the Middle Ages, increasingly to authorise the text 

and to assert ownership, principally of the ideas rather than the object 

(161).  
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Cyrus uses her first chapter, ‘Monasteries and Their Scribes’, to 

situate and contextualise all of this scribal activity and production. It can be 

taken as given that monasteries and convents needed a supply of books; 

this chapter delves into the various texts needed to allow the community to 

function and behave in the proper, prescribed way. Cyrus reminds us that 

these communities were literate, and that the ‘actions they took on a daily 

and a cyclic basis — study, readings, negotiations, correspondence, and the 

like — involved literacy and documents’ (23). Scribes in the service of these 

communities did not do so in the production of uniform books but worked 

on different projects from single gatherings to antiphonals, sometimes 

engaging in the creation of tiny pocketbooks, and at others, large folios, 

handsomely decorated and illuminated, requiring great skill to complete 

(39–40).  Of course we could make similar statements about any scribal 

workshop in a large town in Europe in the same period; the difference lies in 

gender, and in the fact that the identity of scribes for around 20 per cent of 

women’s monasteries is known. In Chapter Two, Cyrus turns to 

‘Structuring Scribal Relationships’ where she postulates a number of 

possible scenarios regarding the decisions to commission a book. An 

abbess, she claims, faced several choices: she could look to her own 

community to produce the required book, or attempt to source the book 

elsewhere, perhaps by seeking a gift or a donation; or she could place an 

order outside of the community. Where books were produced internally, this 

was frequently the result of a collaborative effort, like that of the sisters at 

Nuremberg’s St Katharina, who recorded collaborations in the colophons 

(78).  

So what was copied by and for convent readers? In addition to records 

and administrative documents they produced books for the choir containing 

choir texts and chants for divine office; books for the bishops who served 

the community and volumes of readings for Mass and office. These, along 
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with psalters, books of hours and volumes for private devotion, are to be 

expected. However, convents also commissioned or produced reference 

works, as well as works that helped in the planning of the liturgy, texts for 

table reading and for study, among them missals and rulebooks. Cyrus 

references the inventories for some convents, gleaning that books were 

highly valued but have mostly survived in small numbers. One example is 

the library of St Katharina in St Gall which, in 1484, had 255 books of 

which only nineteen survive. An exception is that of St Katharina in 

Nuremberg, which c. 1455 had some 600 volumes; 472 of those 

manuscripts survive to this day.  

The final chapter in the book concludes the survey nicely and 

convincingly with considerations of what it meant to serve as a scribe in or 

for a monastic house, and why a man, or a woman, would have undertaken 

such a role. Locating scribal labour in the overall context of monastic 

activities, Cyrus offers various reasons: the rewards and satisfaction of 

intellectual and/or artistic achievement; the possibility of redemption for 

the enactment of God’s will and the contribution to the convent’s culture of 

prayer, realised in the manuscript book, a ‘work that can articulate its own 

prayerful purpose’ (201). Ultimately, and practically, retaining control of the 

production of books meant that sisters could contribute more to the 

balancing of resources and the preservation of a sealed community.  

The work here then presents a different view of female monasticism 

and its intellectual traditions, and what emerges is a sense of independence 

and freedom of choice that is, perhaps, unexpected (211). The volume closes 

with useful appendices relating to distribution of known scribes and a 

tabula of information on convents with scriptoria in Germany, along with a 

comprehensive bibliography, notes, and a list of manuscripts consulted. 

This impressive survey is scholarly but not inaccessible, and will interest 

students of the medieval period as well as book and social historians. 
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