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The Medieval book, both religious and secular, was regarded as a most precious item. 
The traces of its use through touching and handling during different rituals such as oath-
taking, is the subject of Kathryn M. Rudy’s research in Touching Skin.

Rudy presents numerous and fascinating case studies that relate to the evidence of use 
and damage through touching and/or kissing. She also puts each study within a category 
of different ways of handling books, mainly liturgical, legal or choral practice, and in turn 
connects each practice to the horizontal or vertical behavioural patterns of users within a 
public or private environment.

With her keen eye for observation in being able to identify various characteristics of 
inadvertent and targeted ware, the author adds a new dimension to the Medieval book. 
She gives the reader the opportunity to reflect on the social, anthropological and historical 
value of the use of the book by sharpening our senses to the way users handled books in 
different situations. Rudy has amassed an incredible amount of material for this research 
and the way in which she presents each manuscript conveys an approach that scholars on 
Medieval history and book materiality should keep in mind when carrying out their own 
research. What perhaps is most striking in her articulate text, is how she expresses that 
the touching of books was not without emotion, and the accumulated effects of these 
emotions are worthy of preservation, study and further reflection.
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Coda

This volume has offered an approach to reception theory, in that the 
user/viewer/reader co-produces meaning by creating a performance 
around, with, and in response to, the book and its contents. Insofar 
as the user/viewer/reader leaves a trace on the page, he or she is also 
co-producing the surface design alongside the illuminator and scribe, 
sometimes adding marks, sometimes rubbing them away, sometimes 
smearing or flattening surface detail. The method I have exemplified 
in these pages, unlike traditional art history, does not assume that 
the images in books will be experienced primarily optically, but that 
manuscripts (as opposed to just images) will be experienced in tactile, 
proprioceptive, auditory, olfactory, and gustatory ways, as well. It 
is my sincere hope that readers who have made it this far will close 
their screens and make their way to the nearest library with staff who 
will allow them to leaf through a medieval manuscript. Where is your 
nearest manuscript? French regional libraries are my favorites. When 
you arrive, avoid the urge to request their most famous manuscript, and 
ask for something grungy and neglected instead. 

Ask this manuscript: How were you held, used, handled? Who 
interacted with you, and who was your audience? Who, if anyone, read 
you aloud, and how did they hold their audience’s attention? Who 
touched you, and where?

By asking such questions, you are developing a more intimate 
approach to history. Please email me and tell me about what you learned 
by thinking about the physical material in this way. 
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