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Abstract 
This thesis investigates the relationship between manuscript variation and textual integrity 

within  medieval  literary  transmissions,  emphasizing  the  philological  challenges  posed  by 
handwritten  textual  traditions.  Medieval  authorship  and  copying  practices  often  resulted  in 
multiple versions of the same work, each shaped by scribal decisions, regional linguistic differences, 
and the limitations of manuscript culture. Through a comparative examination of selected medieval 
texts, the study explores how variations—including lexical substitutions, omissions, additions, and 
orthographic inconsistencies—affect the interpretation and reconstruction of original works. The 
analysis reveals that rather than representing corruption, many variations reflect the dynamic, 
collaborative nature of medieval textual production, where scribes acted as cultural transmitters 
who adapted texts to local contexts and audiences. This research argues that textual integrity in 
medieval literature cannot be defined solely by fidelity to an authorial “original,” but must account 
for  the  fluid,  multi-layered  transmission  history  that  shaped  each  manuscript.  By  applying 
philological methods such as stemmatic analysis, textual comparison, and linguistic profiling, the 
thesis  underscores  the  importance  of  understanding  manuscript  variation  as  a  fundamental 
component of medieval literary culture.

Keywords:  Manuscripts, medieval literature, philology, textual integrity, scribal variation, 
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Introduction 
Medieval literary culture relied almost entirely on handwritten manuscripts,  making the 

transmission of texts a complex and inherently variable process. Since works were copied manually 
by scribes—often in monastic scriptoria or secular workshops—errors, adaptations, and regional 
linguistic features inevitably entered the textual tradition. These variations raise essential questions 
about textual integrity: What constitutes the “authentic” form of a medieval work? Can an original 
version be reconstructed, or does the surviving manuscript tradition represent a constellation of 
equally significant variants?

Philology,  as  the study of  historical  texts  and their  transmission,  offers  crucial  tools  for 
addressing these questions. Through close textual comparison and linguistic analysis, philologists 
uncover  how scribes  influenced  the  form and meaning  of  medieval  works.  This  introduction 
outlines the aim of the thesis: to examine the role of manuscript variation in shaping medieval texts 
and  to  reconsider  how  textual  integrity  should  be  defined  within  such  a  fluid  transmission 
environment.  By  analyzing  selected  examples  from  medieval  European  literature,  the  study 
demonstrates that variation is not merely a flaw in the copying process, but an integral aspect of  
how texts lived, evolved, and were culturally interpreted.

Main Body 
Manuscript variation is a defining characteristic of medieval textual transmission, stemming 

from the conditions under which texts were copied and preserved. Because medieval works existed 
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in multiple handwritten copies—often produced decades or centuries apart—scribal interventions 
inevitably introduced discrepancies. These variations fall into several categories, each contributing 
differently to the text’s evolution.

Lexical  and  orthographic  variations are  among  the  most  common.  Medieval  scribes 
frequently adapted spelling to reflect local dialects or contemporary orthographic conventions. In 
some cases, they substituted synonyms or altered word forms to improve clarity or reflect regional 
linguistic norms. While modern editors may view such changes as errors, a philological perspective 
recognizes them as evidence of the text’s movement through diverse linguistic communities.

Scribal omissions and additions also shaped the transmission process. Omissions might 
occur  accidentally—through  eye-skip,  fatigue,  or  misreading—but  deliberate  omissions  and 
additions were equally common. Scribes sometimes expanded descriptions, clarified ambiguous 
passages, or inserted theological or moral commentary. These interventions reflect the scribe’s role 
not merely as a copier, but as an interpreter and mediator of cultural values.

A particularly significant source of variation is textual interpolation, where elements from 
different manuscripts or related works were blended into a new version. Medieval scribes often 
worked  with  multiple  exemplars,  creating  hybrid  texts  that  combined  readings  from  various 
sources. These composite manuscripts complicate modern attempts to establish a single authorial 
original, challenging traditional notions of textual purity.

Philological methods such as stemmatic analysis attempt to map the relationships among 
manuscripts  by  constructing  a  family  tree  (stemma codicum).  Although stemmatics  can help 
reconstruct  the  hypothetical  archetype,  the  method  also  reveals  the  complexity  of  medieval 
transmission, where contamination—mixing of lines of descent—is common. Instead of a tidy 
linear progression, the manuscript tradition often resembles an intertwined web of shared readings.

Furthermore,  manuscript  variation  reflects  cultural  and  historical  contexts.  Changes  in 
political,  religious,  or  literary  norms  influenced  how  scribes  transmitted  texts.  For  example, 
passages deemed inappropriate or doctrinally questionable might be softened or excised, while 
elements aligning with contemporary values were emphasized. Thus, manuscript variations serve 
as historical testimonies to the interpretive communities that shaped medieval literature.

Ultimately, manuscript variation demonstrates that medieval texts were dynamic rather than 
fixed. Each surviving manuscript captures a moment in the text’s evolution, providing valuable 
insight into its cultural life.

Conclusion
This thesis has shown that manuscript variation is an intrinsic and meaningful aspect of 

medieval  literary transmission,  reflecting both the limitations and the creative possibilities  of 
manuscript culture. Rather than viewing variations purely as errors, philological analysis reveals 
them as markers of historical, linguistic, and interpretive processes that shaped medieval texts over 
time. Through lexical changes, scribal interventions, and textual interpolations, scribes contributed 
to the living tradition of the works they copied, ensuring their relevance across different audiences 
and generations.

The study argues that textual integrity in medieval literature must be understood not as strict 
fidelity to a lost authorial original, but as a recognition of the text’s multi-layered transmission 
history. The plurality of surviving manuscripts offers a richer understanding of medieval literary 
culture than any reconstructed singular version could provide. Philological methods, including 
stemmatics  and  comparative  analysis,  allow  scholars  to  appreciate  this  complexity  while 
responsibly evaluating textual reliability.
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In  conclusion,  manuscript  variation  should  be  seen  as  a  testament  to  the  resilience, 
adaptability,  and  cultural  significance  of  medieval  texts.  A  nuanced  understanding  of  these 
variations enriches our interpretation of medieval literature and underscores the central role of 
philology in preserving and analyzing the textual heritage of the past. 
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