
Paper Trails 



The history of watermarks in paper

The oldest archeological evidence of  paper usage is from China in the 
2nd century BCE. From there, papermaking made its way to the Middle-
East and later to Europe through North-Africa in the 12th century. 

The oldest watermarks in paper are from Italian manuscripts dated 
from 1282. Watermarks became general in European paper in the 15th 
century, and would be so until handmade paper was substituted for 
mass-produced wood paper in the 19th and 20th centuries. 

In the 15th and 16th centuries watermarks indicated certain paper sizes 
and production places, but this was not always the case. Paper manu-
facturers copied watermarks of  other known producers in the hope of  
respect and profit.

Practical usage

Watermarks can be beneficial for the research of  manuscripts, for example 
when it comes to establishing dates and provenance. Researchers must, 
however, carry out such tasks with great precision. Even though identical 
watermarks are found in two manuscripts it does not necessarily mean 
that the paper originated in the same time and place. Also, paper was often 
not used immediately after production, which can create difficulties for 
researchers.

In the past decades, significant progress has been made in the study of  
watermarks, with infrared and hyperspectral photography enabling             
researchers to capture watermarks with more precision. International 
online databases have also made comparison of  watermarks much easier. 



How are watermarks made?

Two craftsmen with two paper moulds usually worked together on the 
paper making, with one dipping a mould into a vat with pulp thus filter-
ing paper fibres from water and the other flipping the mould over onto 
a piece of  woolen felt. When suitable blotting pile of  alternating felt and 
paper had been build up the paper was pressed and laid out for drying.  
After drying, the paper was sized with gelatinous animal glue, polished 
and sorted by quality.

Paper watermarks were 
made with bent wire 
figures that were fixed 
on the paper mould. 
A mould would often 
have two marks, one 
on each side: a big main 
watermark, for example
a coat of  arms, and a 
smaller countermark, 
for example initials. 

As the paper moulds were used, the wire figures could move and bend, 
and watermarks in paper from the same mould could therefore slightly 
change and be deformed with time. 

The paper is thinner around the area where the wire figures were located, 
and thus a watermark emerges when the page is held against a light 
source. 

Until the first decades of  the 19th century European paper was mostly 
made by hand, nowadays machine made paper dominates the market.



Paper in Iceland

The oldest extant Icelandic paper document is from the year 1437, AM 
Dipl. Isl. Fasc. X,6. There is, however, evidence of  an even older paper 
document. A charter, AM Fasc. VII.5, was written in 1423 by the Nor-
wegian priest Michael Jónsson in Möðruvellir. It is written on parchment 
but there are indications that the document was originally written on 
paper. 

Very few paper documents from before 1550 are preserved, which 
suggests little usage of  paper until that time.  The charter from 1437 
is the only extant paper document from the 15th century. Of  all extant 
documents from the years 1501–1570 the percentage of  paper documents
is only around 12%. The oldest extant paper manuscript, AM 232 8vo, was 
written in 1540–1548.   From the first half  of  the 16th century, only 
around 1,5% of  extant manuscripts are written on paper. In the second 
half  of  the 16th century, there is a considerable increase in paper manu
scripts, as they are around 33% of  extant manuscripts from that time. 
Paper finally took over in the 1600’s and around 95% of  extant manu-
scripts from the 17th century are paper manuscripts. 

A likely reason for the late takeover of  paper in Iceland, is that there 
were no paper mills in the country. Icelanders had to rely on imported 
paper, which could be expensive. Parchment was produced locally, and 
was therefore a more reliable choice. At the end of  the 16th century, 
however, importation of  paper became regular and, as a result, paper 
took over parchment as the main writing material.



A mysterious dragontail 

The oldest extant Icelandic paper document is from the year 1437, AM 
Dipl. Isl. Fasc. X,6. It is a sales contract for a farm, written by chieftain 
Þorvarður Loftsson in Möðruvellir, Eyjafjörður in Northern Iceland.

The watermark in the charter is a dragon’s tail and is a fragment of  a 
larger watermark of  a dragon. Dragon watermarks have been located 
in the region between Utrecht and Arnhem, close to the river Rhine in 
todays’s Netherlands, in the years 1351–1451, though mostly 1411–1431. 

AM Dipl. Isl. Fasc. X,6. Preserved at the Árni Magnússon Institute for Icelandic Studies. 



Paper Trails: 
A Material History of 16th and 17th Century 
Icelandic Books from Paper Production to 
Library Collection

The three-year project Paper Trails was funded by the Icelandic Research 
Council, Rannís. The aim of  the project was to examine the provenance 
of  paper used in 16th and 17th century Icelandic charters, manuscripts 
and books by means of  watermark analysis, but also to identify the agents 
of  Icelandic paper trade. Amongst the questions we tried to answer were 
where and when the paper, used in Icelandic books and manuscripts, 
was produced and whether there are differences in the use of  paper 
for specific purposes. Was there, for example, a difference between the 
paper used for manuscripts and printed books? 

In the project, a corpus of  over 140 charters, 350 manuscripts and 36 
printed books was researched and watermarks in them analysed. In 
addition, 480 watermarks in 98 charters, 61 manuscripts and one book 
were captured. 

The project was carried out by scholars at the Árni Magnússon Institute 
for Icelandic Studies, in collaboration with The National and University 
Library of  Iceland.
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