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Image Commentary: The Luttrell Psalter Folio 172 Verso

The visual source I have chosen is Folio 172 Verso from the manuscript known as the Luttrell Psalter, owned by the British Library.[footnoteRef:1] To view the image, please see Appendix 1. In the Middle Ages, the Psalter ‘was the most frequently used personal prayer book for religious and laypeople alike.’[footnoteRef:2] The Luttrell Psalter is an illuminated manuscript, made with rich colours that have survived hundreds of years. Even though folio 172v includes images, they are not separate to the text and so the entire page is a visual source which I will analyse in this commentary. [1:  London, British Library, Add MS 42130, Fol. 172v.]  [2:  Kristen Collins, ‘Pictures And The Devotional Imagination In The St. Albans Psalter’, in The St. Albans Psalter: Painting And Prayer In Medieval England, ed. by Kristen Collins, Peter Kidd and Nancy K. Turner (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty Museum, 2013), pp. 9-64 (p. 9).] 

The source contains part of Psalm 95, with a decorated border surrounding most of it. The bottom of the page features an agricultural image of women doing manual labour, assisting with the harvest. The left side of the border includes an image of a hybrid animal which has the head of a rabbit, webbed feet and what appear to be wings, as well as a blue cloak. The manuscript is made with sheepskin parchment, which was long lasting and expensive in a manuscript of this scale, with Kim Woods suggesting that ‘only the very rich could afford them.’[footnoteRef:3] The text is in Gothic style and the images and border design are typical for Gothic manuscripts of the time. As the text is now brown rather than black, it suggests the scribe used iron-gall, made of iron sulphate and oak apples, which over time can discolour into a reddish brown.[footnoteRef:4] The folio would have been lined as the text is very straight with no leaning, and this shows that a lot of time and effort was put in to preparing every folio, ensuring the quality was excellent. [3:  Kim W. Woods, ‘Art At Court’, in Art & Visual Culture 1100-1600: Medieval To Renaissance, ed. by Kim W. Woods (London: Tate Publishing, 2012), pp. 173-209 (p. 173).]  [4:  Janet Backhouse, The Illuminated Manuscript (London: Book Club Associates, 1979), p. 8.] 

Below the text is a marginal scene, often referred to a bas-de-page scene when it is at the bottom of a page, which was an image, popular in Gothic illustrations, showing a scene associated with the text.[footnoteRef:5] This is the part of the page that led me to the Luttrell Psalter in the first place. The illustration represents a rare glimpse into the lives of peasant women going about their daily lives, helping with the harvest. I have not been able to find many visual sources of women who were not part of the nobility or of a religious order, and so this stands out to me, showing men and women working side by side, appearing to be seen as equal. In my opinion, the women are not equal in this image as compared to the man standing behind them. The man is performing a less physically demanding role, binding the corn, where the women are having to put their backs into their work. It is obviously painful work as one woman is taking a break and stretching her back while the others continue. This shows that even peasant women were facing adversity and inequality, not just in the higher classes. [5:  Michelle P. Brown, Understanding Illuminated Manuscripts: A Guide To Technical Terms, Revised by Elizabeth C. Teviotdale and Nancy K. Turner (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2018), p. 8.] 

The border is partial as it does not encompass every part of the text, leaving out the bottom where the bas-de-page scene is. The border palette is mostly green and blues on the vines, and violet petals and flowers on the left side attached to the vines, and orange leaves on the top and right of the borders. These were all typical colours used in manuscripts in the fourteenth century.
There are four line fillers used throughout the page, all with the same gold and blue colour palette but each with a slightly different design or pattern. The top line filler features a cross pattern, which could be interpreted as a symbol of sacrifice since the part of the psalm before this is about sacrifice and the cross is a religious symbol of this. However, it may simply be a design choice in that it is very detailed and so retains an expensive look. The second line filler is the most interesting as it is attached to the border, and as such, becomes part of it. This one features a swirl pattern and some leaves, which are copied again in the part that blends into the border to show a continuation, so it does not look out of place. I am unsure the reasoning behind only this line filler being connected to the border, but it may be since it is in the middle line of the text. This makes it look more uniform and together, where the border blends with the text and the grotesque. The last two line fillers do not blend into the border, but the bottom one does conveniently work around the top of bas-de-page image, with the woman stretching her back in between two of the vines which loop downwards from the line filler. This suggests that the line fillers were added after the bas-de-page scene as the line filler is not symmetrical where it works around the woman, and if the image were not there it would look odd.
There are four decorated letters within the page, which each mark the beginning of a new section of the psalm. The style is littera florissa which means the letter decoration is of delicate leaflike patterns made with a thin pen, usually in blue or red palettes. The page follows most of the convention as above, with two of the letters having a red background, but the other two have a yellow/orange background. I would suggest that the illuminators and scribe who produced the page made this decision specifically so that the letters would be the most visible part, with the red and blue, and the floral pattern being a weaker colour. The letters be obvious and since the text is written in large letters, it appears like the Luttrell Psalter was made to be read at a distance with ease.
On the left side of the border is a hybrid animal known as a grotesque, which was ‘a hybrid and comic creature, often combining elements from various human and animal forms.’[footnoteRef:6] This was a common theme in Gothic art from the thirteenth century. It is interesting to note that the grotesque’s body is turned away from the text, but its head is directed right, its view going across the top of the page to the other side, as if it is ignoring the text completely. To me this construes that the hybrid animal is a demon that goes against everything good, hence it is separate to the text, turned away completely and not acknowledging it. This suggests that if you do not read the psalm and pray to God, bad things will happen. [6:  Brown, Understanding Illuminated Manuscripts, p. 63.] 

The Psalter was written by one scribe and illustrated by various people, showing that it was a group effort to complete the manuscript. Making manuscripts was a very long and laborious task and could take years to produce just one copy. Using multiple illuminators allowed the process to be faster, but with only one scribe, the process would have still been a long one. A massive investment would need to be made by the person who requisitioned such detailed manuscripts.
Most sources date the Luttrell Psalter to between 1325 and 1340. This is not long after the Great Famine of 1315 to 1317 where the north of England suffered most.[footnoteRef:7] There was extreme wet weather that led to harvest and crop failures, and a food shortage occurred because of this. The psalm on the page ends with an interesting line which translates into modern English as: ‘the fields and all things that are in them shall be joyful.’[footnoteRef:8] It appears that this is a very important psalm for the post famine era, praising God for a good harvest. This suggests the image of the harvest at the bottom of the page is related to the text and to the issues of the time. [7:  Christopher Dyer, Standards Of Living In The Later Middle Ages: Social Change In England c. 1200 – 1520, Revised Edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 265-266.]  [8:  DRBO.ORG, Book Of Psalms: Psalm 95 <http://www.drbo.org/drl/chapter/21095.htm> [Accessed 30 November 2021].] 

Sir Geoffrey Luttrell requisitioned the manuscript to be made for him, which would have been very costly, knowing the high quality of the source, even when viewing it online the details are spectacular. According to the British Library, the manuscript was written by one scribe and illustrated by at least five artists, proving the sheer work put into it. It appears to have been kept in the possession of Sir Geoffrey Luttrell until his death, although the manuscript is not mentioned at all in his will. The manuscript contains later notes and additions which show that it belonged to the FitzAlan family by the end of the 14th or early 15th century, who were the earls of Arundel. It passed onto various other noble families throughout history and eventually in 1929 the British Library owned it.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  British Library, The Luttrell Psalter – Introduction <https://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/ttp/luttrell/accessible/introduction.html> [Accessed 28 November 2021]] 

It is not possible to know for sure, but it would have most likely been kept on Sir Geoffrey Luttrell’s person or near him so he could continue devotional practice whenever he wanted. Manuscripts were very expensive, and it would have been an investment, using it to prove his wealth and status as well as his devotion to God.
Overall, the source is a rare example of agricultural life, showing women as well as men assisting with the harvest. It is hard to find much mention of women anywhere in medieval times as most texts and illustrations were made by men, with women were often neglected the opportunity to learn to write or read, and as such works were biased against them. Only the wealthy were able to fund such works to be produced and this meant everyday life for the peasantry was rarely shown. This is an exceptional example providing a glimpse into the life of ordinary people who worked in the fields ensuring their families and others could be fed. No source I have found has shown such detail in agriculture of the time as the Luttrell Psalter, especially where women are concerned. Women were underrepresented throughout the Middle Ages and this provides a small insight into the work they undertook in order to survive, and even then, they were inequal to men. 
The colour of the hybrid animal’s blue cape and the blue and gold line fillers stand out even after hundreds of years, and to me they are more endearing to the eye that than the bas-de-page image of the harvest. As Kim Woods puts it: manuscripts were ‘arts of material as well as artistic value, and as such were appropriate expressions of the wealth and status of the highest echelons of society.’[footnoteRef:10] The detail, palettes and great care put into this page proves that the scribe and illuminators were all experts in their craft, and that Sir Geoffrey Luttrell had this commissioned to show off his wealth and power in the complicates politics of the middle ages. The fact the manuscript has survived in such great condition after almost 700 years is a true testament to the expense and time put into it. [10:  Woods, Art At Court, p. 195.] 

This commentary has helped me appreciate that a visual source is more than just a picture. To fully understand and interpret the significance of an image, you must investigate every aspect of it. A manuscript is more than just words, and in this case, more than just one story. The images within the page of the Luttrell Psalter present different ideas than just what is written, and so only by analysing every aspect, can I truly appreciate the significance of it.
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