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For those who copy by candlelight.

And for those who wonder what they wrote.

Be sober and vigilant, for your adversary the Devil

prowls about like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.

1 Peter 5:8

The largest book in the world is also the most frightened.

It carries every text a monk could want for salvation

and a portrait of the one who makes salvation necessary.

Tavish Walker
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The Book That Should Have Been Impossible

There are objects in this world that outlast every reasonable explanation for their existence. A sword too perfectly balanced to have been forged by ordinary hands. A cathedral too vast to have been raised without a plan no single architect could have carried in his head. A book too enormous, too comprehensive, too singular to have been made by one pair of human hands working through the ordinary hours of a monastic day.

The Codex Gigas is such a book.

It rests today in the National Library of Sweden in Stockholm, enclosed in conditions of careful preservation, behind glass and controlled atmosphere, and the subject of sustained scholarly attention for seven centuries. It measures roughly ninety centimetres in height. Its wooden covers, bound in white leather, span almost fifty centimetres across when opened flat. It weighs somewhere close to seventy five kilograms. Two people are required to lift it. Its pages number over three hundred folios, each leaf a prepared animal skin of tremendous size, and the whole volume sits in its case the way a monolith sits in a field: solid, permanent, indifferent to the centuries pressing in around it.

Among all medieval manuscripts that have survived, none approaches this scale. Every book made in the medieval period required extraordinary labour. Monks spent years copying single volumes. The preparation of parchment alone demanded vast quantities of animal skin and weeks of careful stretching, scraping, and drying. Ink was compounded from oak galls and iron compounds, from soot and gum, from substances gathered across months and applied with painstaking care. Even a modest manuscript of two hundred pages represented an investment of time and material that placed it beyond the reach of most institutions.

The Codex Gigas is many times the size of any modest manuscript. It gathered inside a single binding the complete Latin Bible, the historical works of Josephus, the Etymologiae of Isidore of Seville, the Bohemian Chronicle of Cosmas of Prague, medical texts, penitential formulas, calendars, alphabets, exorcism rites, and a collection of administrative records from the monastery that produced it. It is, in the most accurate sense of the phrase, a world bound into one object.

And then there is the portrait.

On a single full page near the manuscript's centre, surrounded by the careful text of a liturgical calendar, a figure appears that belongs to no biblical illustration tradition any conventional manuscript would have employed. It is a portrait of the Devil himself. The figure crouches in a posture at once theatrical and threatening, arms raised, claws extended, wearing a distinctive peaked crown. His skin is green. His tongue is red. His eyes are enormous and fixed. He takes up the entire page, and once seen, he is not easily forgotten.

This image, more than any other feature of the manuscript, gave rise to its popular name. People began calling the Codex Gigas the Devil's Bible. The name suggests something sinister, something forbidden, something produced in darkness outside the sanctioned boundaries of religious learning. The legend that eventually surrounded the manuscript elaborated on this impression. A condemned monk, the story went, facing death for a terrible sin, promised to create in a single night a book that would contain all human knowledge. At midnight, despairing of completing his task alone, he offered his soul to the Devil in exchange for the manuscript's completion. The Devil agreed, wrote the book, and as his mark left a self portrait on one of its pages.

Scholars have gently but firmly set aside this legend. A single scribe, working with extraordinary discipline over a very long period, perhaps twenty years, perhaps more, could have produced the manuscript through purely human effort. The parchment, the ink, the script, the arrangement of contents, the decoration, all of it conforms to what was possible in early thirteenth century Bohemia. The manuscript came from the Benedictine monastery of Podlazice, a small religious house in what is now the Czech Republic. It was made by men who prayed, slept, ate communal meals, and worked in obedience to a Rule that structured every hour of the day.

But legend is not always simply error. Legend is sometimes the shape that wonder takes when ordinary people encounter something that exceeds their understanding. The Codex Gigas exceeds understanding in precisely this way. Its sheer scale and ambition, the years of disciplined labour it represents, the gathering of so much knowledge and sacred text into a single enormous object, all of this points to a human effort so singular that it invites something beyond rational explanation. The legend of the condemned monk is wrong in its facts and correct in its intuition: something extraordinary happened in that monastery, something that passed beyond the ordinary limits of what individuals do and what institutions produce.

This book traces the life of the Codex Gigas from its origins in medieval Bohemia to its preservation in modern Stockholm. It examines the manuscript as a physical object, as a religious artefact, as a compilation of knowledge, as a carrier of legend, and as a survivor of war, fire, and the long erosion of centuries. It treats the manuscript with the seriousness it deserves while remaining honest about the boundaries between what the historical record confirms and what later imagination has added.

The Codex Gigas is not simply a curiosity. It is evidence of what human beings are capable of when they believe that the work they are doing matters beyond all measure, that the text they are copying carries the weight of eternity, and that a book, a single book, can contain everything necessary for the salvation of the world.

That belief shaped the Middle Ages. And the largest book those ages produced still rests in Stockholm, heavy as stone, patient as iron, carrying its Devil on one page and its God on all the others.
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The Giant Book in the Dark Room

A First Encounter with the World's Largest Medieval Manuscript

✦  ✦  ✦

The First Encounter

Stockholm in winter carries a particular quality of silence. The light comes low and sideways across the water, pale gold in the early afternoon, gone before the working day is finished. The city is old in its bones, built on islands, surrounded by the Baltic's cold arithmetic of channels and inlets, and it holds its history the way all northern cities hold theirs: quietly, without fanfare, in stone buildings that were never designed to impress but simply to endure.

The National Library of Sweden, Kungliga biblioteket, stands among its trees on a hill in the Humlegarden park, a building of composed institutional gravity. Inside, beyond the reception halls and the reading rooms where scholars work with the careful deliberateness of people who understand that every page they handle was made by hands now centuries dead, there is a gallery given over to the library's most extraordinary possession.

The Codex Gigas rests there. Most visitors who encounter it for the first time report the same sensation: a kind of physical recalibration. Every expectation built up by years of handling books, those portable, manageable, human scaled objects, fails in an instant. The Codex Gigas is closer to furniture. It is closer to architecture. It occupies the room differently from the way books occupy rooms. It has a presence that very few books in any collection anywhere quite replicate.

The case that contains it was built to its dimensions. The manuscript itself is approximately ninety centimetres tall and roughly fifty centimetres wide when measured across the open boards. Its spine is thick enough to serve as a shelf. Its pages, each one a processed animal skin of remarkable quality, are perhaps eight millimetres thick through the entire stack. When the library's conservators need to handle it, they do not reach for it alone. Moving the Codex Gigas is a task that requires coordination and care, the same kind of care one brings to shifting a large and ancient piece of stone.

This is the first thing the manuscript teaches the person who encounters it: that the book, as a form, has no fixed natural size. The paperback in a coat pocket and the Codex Gigas in its Stockholm case belong to the same category of object in the same way that a canoe and an ocean liner both belong to the category of vessel. The category encompasses them, but it does not prepare you for the experience of moving from one to the other.

✦  ✦  ✦

A Book Larger Than a Human Body

The measurements of the Codex Gigas have been recorded and confirmed by scholars who have studied it over many decades. The manuscript consists of three hundred and twenty folios, each folio being a single leaf. Roughly nine folios are missing, an absence that will be discussed in a later part of this book. The surviving leaves number approximately three hundred and ten. Each leaf measures roughly ninety by fifty centimetres, give or take the slight variations that come with animal skin, which never achieves the perfect uniformity of manufactured paper.

The parchment used to make these leaves came from the skins of calves, donkeys, or other large animals. Scholarly estimates vary on the exact number of animals required, but the figures consistently suggest something between one hundred and one hundred and sixty large animals, perhaps more. This was not raw material one gathered in an afternoon. Acquiring sufficient parchment for a project of this scale would have required planning that extended over years, procurement that ranged across a region, and a commitment of institutional resources that only a well supported religious house could sustain.

Once acquired, the skins required preparation. Each hide was soaked, stretched on a frame, scraped with a curved blade called a lunellum to remove the hair and remaining flesh, and allowed to dry under tension so that the fibres of the skin were pulled into a relatively flat, stable surface. Well prepared parchment has a surface close to ivory: smooth, slightly translucent, accepting ink with a quality of permanence that paper, even good paper, cannot match. The parchment of the Codex Gigas, examined by modern conservators, is of high quality. Whoever prepared it understood the craft at a deep level.

The script used throughout the main body of the manuscript is a formal Romanesque Gothic hand, clear, disciplined, and maintained at a remarkably consistent level of quality across thousands of pages. The Codex Gigas presents a striking finding: the overwhelming majority of the manuscript appears to have been written by a single hand. One person. Across what must have been years of continuous effort, maintaining a consistency of letterform and ink preparation and page ruling that professional scribes today would find demanding to replicate.

☩

Why Size Mattered in the Middle Ages

Medieval culture read size differently from our own. Scale expressed importance. The larger an object, the more seriously it demanded to be taken. Cathedrals were not simply buildings large enough to hold a congregation. They were arguments about the size of God. Their vaulted ceilings and soaring towers were theology expressed through engineering, insisting by their mere height that the divine exceeded human measure.

Books participated in this economy of scale. A large book was a prestigious book. It required more material, more labour, more institutional commitment, and more time than a small book. It therefore represented a greater act of devotion, a more serious expression of purpose, a more powerful claim on the attention of God and the community. The monastery that possessed a large book was a monastery that took its sacred duties seriously, that could marshal the resources necessary to honour those duties.

The Codex Gigas, at its dimensions, was making an argument simply by existing. Whatever it contained, the fact of its size was itself a form of speech. It said: this institution is serious. These texts are important. This devotion is real.

✦  ✦  ✦

The Name Codex Gigas

The Latin name Codex Gigas means, with simple precision, Giant Book. Codex is the word for a bound book, as opposed to a scroll or a roll. By the medieval period it had become the standard term for the form of book that we still use today: pages bound along one edge, enclosed between covers, turned forward rather than unrolled. Gigas means giant, deriving from the Greek gigas, which referred both to enormous size in general and to the mythological giants who challenged the Olympian gods.

The name appears to have been applied to the manuscript by those who handled it and described it, rather than by its maker. No colophon, no note from the scribe explaining the purpose or title of the work, survives in a form that names it Codex Gigas. The name grew around the object as its reputation grew, the obvious and irresistible description that anyone encountering it for the first time would reach for.

The name Devil's Bible arrived later and by a different route. It came from the portrait, and from the legend that the portrait inspired, and from the general human tendency to attach dramatic and supernatural explanations to things that seem too extraordinary for ordinary causes. Both names are accurate in their different registers. The Codex Gigas describes what the object is. The Devil's Bible describes what people have made of it.

☩

The Birth of the Devil's Bible Legend

Legends do not arise from nowhere. They grow from specific








d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Engy
v Bo
\MA.

e
53 | B
iz §

c =l e
: QW —
[+ H e 4
(G105 IR =
L v %
TS0 e el
oW
Aop T o
St
~ [ N/,.
2a | &
L O
A S _
L o |
E §






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





