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The Function of Illustrations in Medieval Bibles

Bibles during the Middle Ages were important for liturgical and religious use, but they were also important symbols of status and learning among the nobility. According to the British Library ‘Many Bibles were written and decorated by monks and other members of religious communities, as part of their life of sacrificial praise of God, others by professional craftsmen for lay readers.’
 Generally, the illustrations in Bibles were part of the worship experience for monks and nuns, and they also served as images to instruct and explain history, stories, and metaphysical concepts. Bibles were useful for personal meditation and study, evangelizing, and a symbol of personal wealth or learning. 


There are three notable Medieval Bibles whose illustrations were useful for meditation, studying, explaining a theological concept or idea, or depicting a Biblical narrative or parable. These are the Bible Historiale, Bible Moralisée, and the Biblia pauperum. The Bible Historiale, a translation of the Bible into French, contains many illustrations depicting the historical books of the Bible. According to the British Library ‘The illustrations accompanying the Bible historiale (usually in the form of ‘column pictures’) depict many scenes not normally found in the standard repertory of biblical images…’
 The range of illustrations includes Old Testament scenes that would have been useful for instruction and understanding the text. Column pictures are very popular in the Bible historiale such as that of ‘David in the Wilderness of Ziph’ and ‘Samuel’s Death’ which both illustrate stories from the Old Testament.
 The illustrations generally depict the most important event being described in the text. 

The Bible Moralisée was useful as well for personal meditation and study, but it also held a special symbolic significance for the French nobility. The Bible Moralisée consists of short passages from the Bible and commentaries dealing with allegorical or moral lessons. According to the British Library the illustrated Bible made for the French monarchy (or ‘the kings and queens of France and their closest relations’)
 were exceptionally exquisite ‘In the ‘high’ Middle Ages images continued to constitute an integral part of Christian bibles in Europe—in some cases, coming to overshadow the text itself.’
 For a noble to own such an expensive and exquisitely hand-crafted Bible would make their social status evident to their relations and community. The types of illustrations found in the Bible Moralisée include numerous column pictures such as the ‘Temptations in the Wilderness’ which depicts Christ’s temptation in the wilderness. The function of the decorative images serves as illustrations to explain the moral of the text: ‘these manuscripts are called ‘moralised Bibles’ because each illustration is paired by another, here situated below it, explaining in an allegorical sense its ‘moral.’
 Liere argues that the Bible Moralisée was ‘intended as biblical mirrors for princes, royal picture Bibles providing a biblical foundation for the royal exercise of power.’
 This seems plausible given the fact that the Bible Moralisée dealt with behaviour and morals. Moreover, the illustrations found in the Bible Moralisée complement the commentary and serve as mediums for instruction, explanation, and education.

The illustrations of the Biblia pauperum or the ‘Bible of the Poor’ function as educational and supplementary guides to the text. The illustrations that dominate the Biblia pauperum are miniatures, independent illustrations surrounded by the main text. According to the British Library, the Biblia pauperum ‘consisted of a series of captioned miniatures illustrating the parallels between the Old and New Testaments.’
 Illustrations include scenes from the life of Christ, Old Testament scenes and depictions of the prophets. However, this Bible was not limited to the upper classes, and the illustrations were useful tools for religious instruction. The British Library notes Biblia pauperum was useful to ‘poorer clergy and those members of lay society who, although often quite wealthy, were not especially learned.’
 Liere notes ‘Whereas the Bible Moralisées were guidebooks for moral and political conduct, and intended for a noble, even royal audience the Biblia pauperum was a guide for personal meditation and devotion toward the passion of Christ.’
 The Bible Historiale, Bible Moralisée, and the Biblia pauperum are only three types of Medieval Bibles who decorations functioned as mediums of instruction, explanation, and meditation. These Bibles were useful for private use or, in the case of the Bible Moralisée, a symbol of social status (as belonging to the nobility and therefore able to afford the commissioning of an expensive and decorative Bible). 

Examples of other types of illustration found in Medieval Bibles include the illustration of the ‘Giant’ Bibles of the Romanesque, Bible picture books, initials, borders, and psalters. Illustration, however, was not limited to education or religious use. The University of Nottingham notes ‘Decoration in medieval manuscripts performed a number of functions. It was used to enhance the appearance of the book, and its value. It might also function as a statement of the importance of the person or institution that had commissioned or owned the book.’
 Illustrations in Medieval Bibles also included initials, illustrations, and borders that ‘announce text divisions, or indicateelat important sections of a work, or could be designed to help the reader engage with the contents of text.’
 Examples of highly decorative initials include the ‘Historiated initial 'S' from the Wollaton Antiphonal’ or the ‘Initial P’ from the Winchester Bible which depicts the ascension of Elijah. However, initials were not merely decorative; they equally functioned as either instructive or a symbol of wealth. The University of Nottingham notes ‘Heraldic devices, such as coats of arms pertaining to the commissioner or owner of the book, could also be used within initials, or as part of the general decorative scheme.’
 Both the Winchester Bible and the Bible of Hugh du Puiset of Durham contain numerous illustrations of magnificently decorated initials that largely depict scenes from the Old Testament such as the Book of Maccabees or Genesis. One source maintains ‘Even more than other types of manuscript decoration, initials had a function beyond the decorative: they would draw the eye to the beginning of texts, or important sections or sub-divisions of text.’
 Moreover, initials functioned as mediums of instruction, but they also helped guide the reader through the text, emphasizing the most important sections, and they functioned as symbols of personal wealth and prestige. 

Borders had a unique function in that they are not necessarily instructive.  According to the University of Nottingham ‘Borders were used in manuscripts to frame the text and lend coherence to the page.’
 Borders are similar to initials in that they can either be inhabited or historiated. An exquisite example of a Medieval border is from ‘Creation, Genesis, in Catalan, Catalan Old Testament.’ The border contains several illustrations which depict the creation of the world in seven days. Borders helped to centralize the text and maintain orderliness and harmony, so the text would be easier to read and understand. Borders also provided additional space for the illustrator to add images which would lead the reader to experience certain emotions, to think about certain spiritual ideas or to recall a scripture or biblical event related to the text. Nearly every corner and space in a medieval Bible offered an opportunity for commentary, illustration, and symbolism to help move the reader from a singular reading of the text to a profound and spiritually active participation in the reading. Bartlett and Bestul note ‘The primary intent of devotional literature is neither to delight nor to instruct (although it may do both incidentally), but rather to produce in the reader a receptivity: a frame of mind or emotional condition that prepares him or her for an encounter with the deity in the form of prayer, meditation, or contemplation.’
 The illustrations found in medieval Bibles would have done exactly that, and they would have moved the reader to daily self-examination. Bartlett and Bestul note ‘Then and now, didactic texts participate in the interpellative process by prescribing codes of conduct, offering methods of behavioural change, and outlining keys to self-improvement that conform to the social, political, and personal terrain that the reader recognizes as real.’
 The Bible Moralisées would have functioned to this extent (by visibly illustrating Christian morals), and the goal was to move the reader to self-examination through meditation and contemplation. 

Miniatures are another type of illustration found in Medieval Bibles and may have had several different functions ‘They could be illustrative, providing a commentary on the text or deepening the reader’s understanding of its contents. They could reflect the power of the patron who had commissioned the volume, for instance by using elements from a coat of arms. In devotional manuscripts they might act as an aid to contemplation or meditation.’
 Miniatures are very iconographic, especially those from medieval liturgical or religious books. Biblical figures and saints are easily recognized as they exhibit some unique attribute. The University of Nottingham notes ‘the Virgin Mary is conventionally depicted wearing blue; St Peter carries the keys of Heaven and Hell; St Catherine is shown with the wheel on which she was martyred…’
 But unlike initials and borders, miniatures functioned as both instructive and meditative. One source notes ‘Instead, they [miniatures] expand on and interpret the text, often adding a commentary that makes the meaning relevant to the time and place where the Bible was created.’
 Therefore, many miniatures contain motifs and narratives drawn from Biblical narratives and can better help the reader make connections between different texts and verses. 

Romanesque Bibles contain some of the richest illustrations of the Medieval Bibles. According to the British Library ‘The enormous Romanesque Bibles stand testament to the power and wealth of the great monastic houses for which they were produced, as well as to the central importance of scripture to the lives of the monks.’
 The illustrations of the Romanesque Bibles were not only used to ‘illustrate, explain, or decorate the scriptures’
 but also as a symbol of the wealth and prestige of the monastic houses or persons to whom they belonged. An excellent example of this is the Shaftesbury Psalter, which depicts a kneeling woman. It is likely that this psalter was used in private devotion and that the woman represents a member of the nobility who had the book commissioned.
 Romanesque Bibles are dominated by numerous extravagantly illustrated initials such as those found in the Bible of Bishop William of St. Calais, bishop of Durham and the Winchester Bible. The regal colours and ornate design of the illustrations of the Romanesque Bibles testify to the wealth and influence of the Catholic Church. 

Bible picture books from the Middle Ages also present their own unique illustrations which function as narratives that are easily understood. The Holkham Bible Picture Book contains numerous illustrations which narrate the expulsion of Adam and Eve, the Labours of Cain, Noah’s Ark, the Nativity, and the Harrowing of Hell, to name a few. Unlike other illuminated Bibles, the illustrations of the Bible picture books nearly encompass the entire space of the page leaving only a little room for the text. The pictures are so well-illustrated that one can understand the meaning of the text without reading it.  The large illustrations are both instructional and would have been useful for liturgical uses and meditation. The narratives of the picture books usually focus on the Old Testament. Liere compares the function of the Bible picture books to the Biblia pauperum ‘Although the Holkham Bible stands out for the quality of its illuminations, similar picture bibles, often with vernacular captions, circulated throughout Europe, and they probably filled a need for a devotional reading and meditation on the biblical narrative in a manner way similar to that of the Biblia pauperum.’
 The illustrations in the Bible picture books focused more on the life of Christ and served to help the reader in their devotions and to better understand the nature of Christ.

The content of the illustrations of Medieval Bibles follows a general pattern: Old Testament, the Gospels, apocalyptic, the psalms, historical or depictions of the person who had the work commissioned. The illustrations of the medieval Bibles served as tools of instruction, meditation, and symbolized wealth and status. One source notes ‘Not every edifying biblical manuscript in a monastery was outfitted with the elaborate complement of full-page illustration, historiated initials, and decorated letters that are found in the Giant Bibles, however.
 The Medieval Bible was special; it was significantly different in function and design than that of the manuscript. Accordingly ‘The attention lavished on these Giant Bibles contributed to their function as didactic tools, but also signals their status as symbols of reforms, as had been the case in the Carolingian era before.’
 Because the Bible was the symbol of reform and the mainstay of religious life in the Medieval church, the illustration produced for these books had to be more spectacular. The text concludes ‘As the foundational text of religious lift, the Bible encapsulated all that a monk or regular canon should embody. Producing a luxurious new version of the text ultimately contributed to the reinvigoration of that life, both in word and deed.’
 The massive and ornate illustrations of the Medieval Bibles function to inspire and awe the viewer to seriously contemplate the meaning of the text and the glory of Christ. 

Aside from the artistic, educational, and social aspects of the illustration from Medieval Bibles, the illustrations were also particularly helpful to the monks who studied them. The illustrations also served as reminders of a particular text and helped the monks and readers recall the text by glancing at the illustrations. One source notes ‘Particularly in the case of Bible miniatures that depicted the text in a more straightforward, less interpretive way, the pictures aided in the memorization, and thus the internalization, of the text.’
 Moreover, the smaller images in Medieval Bibles helped the reader to remember a text or a meaning.

Although the illustrations in Medieval Bibles functioned in an educational and religious sense, they also stood as testaments to the wealth of the person or church who owned them. The elegantly illuminated Bibles of the middle ages reveal the visual culture of the Medieval nobility. There are numerous illustrations from Medieval Bibles that depicts seals, coats of arms, portraits, heraldry, and lineage. An excellent example of this is the Maciejowski Bible or the Morgan Bible, which contains numerous heraldic imageries of knights and nobility. The Morgan Bible is a Bible picture book which contains numerous miniatures of events from the Old Testament. A unique feature of the illustrations, however, is that they depict the events of the Old Testament through thirteenth-century customs and from a Christian perspective. The Morgan Bible includes many images of Old Testament wars, but to the modern viewer, they look like illustrations of thirteenth-century medieval warfare. The purpose of this may have been to set the narratives in a familiar setting that the readers could understand and relate to so that the morals and themes would be palatable and applicable to their life. 

Lastly, apocalyptic illustrations also frequent the pages of Medieval Bibles. One source notes ‘After the Psalter and the Gospels this is the book most frequently found in fully illustrated copies.’
 The medieval world was every mindful of the ‘last days’ and the millennia as evidenced by the Medieval movements of millennialism or chiliasm although they were seen as heretical. Michelle P. Brown notes ‘During the Middle Ages, Apocalypse manuscripts were produced in Latin and vernacular versions often accompanied by commentaries, such as that of Berengaudus, and often with picture cycles of varying length, style, and technique.’
 Once again, the function of the apocalyptic illustrations appears to be instructional, but perhaps a reminder that the reader, in their devotions, to be ever mindful of the brevity of life and to be spiritually prepared for the ‘last days.’ 

Moreover, there were many different types of illustrations and decorations in medieval bibles that served a variety of purposes including instruction, liturgy, devotionals, and even to display the prominence of the owner or the patron. The Bible Historiale, Bible Moralisée, and the Biblia pauperum functioned as tools for better understanding the Bible, the life of Christ, and Christian morals and behaviours. The illustrations, together with the text, moved the reader to a deeper state of self-examination and active participation in devotional and liturgical practices. Other decorative features that aided in the overall structure and organization of the Bible are elaborately ornate initials, borders, and miniatures. Overall, the proliferation of illustrations in Medieval Bibles not only points to increased literacy and reform of learning but also the desire for quality manuscripts that were delicately and meticulously designed. 
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