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Commonly regarded by scholars as acting as barometers of the most fundamental aspects of medieval society, illuminated manuscripts were not only commissioned as objects of aesthetic beauty and Christian piety, but as conveyers of medieval human interest; community, hierarchy, political order, instruction, rule and reason.[footnoteRef:2] Though this study shall regard the wider corpus of psalters, the focus of this paper shall remain on the function/s of the illustrations found within the Luttrell Psalter - one of the most notorious examples of East Anglican illuminated manuscripts. Due to the extensive history of academic interest in this manuscript, this paper is perhaps as much a study of the critical reception of the Luttrell Psalter as it is of the illuminations themselves, for it is only through the labour of previous scholars interpretations, research and analysis, that we can better apprehend the function/s of the Luttrell illuminations. With that said, the aim of this study is to not necessarily to provide conclusive theories as to the illuminations, but rather to consider their objectives, which in turn can reveal agendas that are of eminent value to the medieval historian .[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Dolly Jørgensen, ‘Illuminating Ephemeral Medieval Agricultural History through Manuscript Art’, Agricultural History, vol. 89, no. 2 (2015), pp. 186–199 (p.86). ]  [3:  Kathryn A. Smith, ‘Margin’ Studies in Iconography, vol. 33, 2012, pp. 29–44.] 

Typically found in England and across the Channel from the eleventh century onwards, devotional manuscripts known as psalters were in use in monastic houses, as part of the daily liturgy and were commissioned by affluent members of the laity. Though medieval psalters are most commonly associated with the instruction of psalms in daily worship, some of the preserved manuscripts are embellished with brilliantly coloured decorations, occupying initials, borders (marginalia). Many also include entire pages of scenery and figures engaged in everyday activities, with a focus on the physical and spiritual occupation of liturgical months. 
Owing its name to Sir Geoffrey Louterell (Luttrell) of Irnham in Lincolnshire, the Luttrell Psalter is generally believed to have been executed between AD 1320-1345[footnoteRef:4], created as many as twenty years after the last known manuscript in a splendid series of East Anglian Psalters comprising the Ormesby Psalter, the Gorleston Psalter, the St Omer Psalter and the Douai Psalter.[footnoteRef:5] Though the Luttrell Psalter is often described as stylistically inferior to these other examples, Michael Camille remarks that it surpasses them in terms of its elaborate series of marginal illuminations - which are exemplary depictions of contemporary rural medieval life, agricultural practice and devotional allegory.[footnoteRef:6] Commonly conceived of as being created in three stages, it is thought that as many as five scribes may have worked on the psalter over several years, with the first phase perhaps being completed, or terminated by the death of Sir Geoffrey’s wife, Agnes in 1340.[footnoteRef:7] Little is known of the second phase, and it has been suggested that the third phase of the manuscript postdates Sir Geoffrey’s death (a date closer to 1345) and the ‘inferior’ scribe may have drawn inspiration from other contemporary sources.[footnoteRef:8] The ongoing debate about the date of the manuscript has been contested for decades, yet this factor is in some sense peripheral to its function, unless of course we are to theorise that the illuminations are inextricably related to certain events taking place within the Luttrell family. [4:  Lucy Sandler, ‘The Word In The Text And The Image In The Margin: The Case Of The Luttrell Psalter’ The Journal of the Walters Art Gallery, vol. 54 (1996), pp. 87–99.]  [5:  Significant analogy echoed in other East Anglian manuscripts might indicate that the Luttrell may in fact pre-date or be contemporary to those materials (a date closer to 1320). Sandler, ‘The Word In The Text’), pp. 87–99.]  [6:  Ellen K Rentz, ‘Representing Devotional Economy: Agricultural And Liturgical Labor In The Luttrell Psalter’, Studies In Iconography, vol. 31 (2010), pp. 69–97 (p.69).]  [7:  Michael Camille, Mirror In Parchment: The Luttrell Psalter And The Making Of Medieval England (Reation Books, 1998), pp.323-7. See also Sandler, ‘The Word In The Text And The Image In The Margin’ pp. 87–99.]  [8:  E.G Millar suggests that during the final phase, the Calendar, the remaining psalms, the canticles, the litany, collects and the office of the dead were also decorated by 'a cheap and inferior illuminator, perhaps taking inspiration from the Psalter Of Simon de Monachute, England, Cambridge, c.1340. Millar E, G. The Luttrell Psalter, The Additional Manuscript 42130 in the British Museum. Printed for the Trustees, 1932. p.23.] 

Whatever the exact date and method of its creation, the Luttrell Psalter is  undoubtedly a dedicated work, which has seen considerable efforts, time and finance spent achieving its creation. However, it’s practical function and that of its exquisite illuminations are still somewhat debated. For whilst scholars have long assumed the private devotional purpose of the Luttrell Psalter, some suspect that the fundamental size of the book, the formal lettering and small number of lines on each page might indicate a more public usage.[footnoteRef:9] This observation could certainly indicate that the Psalter was intended to be read at a lecture, legible at a distance, and the inclusion of the ‘Office Of The Dead’ in the last chapter may be our furthermost clue that it was, at some point, crafted as a memorial.[footnoteRef:10] That said, this argument is not substantiated and scholars have convincingly championed a host of possible theories that may better shed light on how the illuminations were conceived of, and for what purpose.  [9:  Rentz, ‘Representing Devotional Economy’, p.71.]  [10:  Ibid, p.71.] 

Around the time that the Luttrell Psalter was created, the prestigious fourteenth century Oxford theologian, Thomas Bradwordine, recommended that images accompanying devotional text should denote exemplary practices and extreme symbolism.[footnoteRef:11] He insisted that where possible the artist should replace the first syllable with Latin or another language, committing information to memory using systems that render impermanent information as visual and permanent.[footnoteRef:12] Bradwordines explanation for this was that the images of things, ideas, or words that were intended to be memorised must be studied a text through methods of exposition and analysis, committed to memory using systems that require images and language to be ‘wondrous and intense, not mediocre’.[footnoteRef:13] As Mary Curruthers succinctly remarks, the symbiotic relationship between medieval memorial effectiveness and illuminations is quite evident but what is more challenging to define is to know to what extent the selection of images and decorative elements reflected particular mnemonic techniques. Interestingly, almost all of his recommendations do seem to have been employed in the Luttrell Psalter, yet it seems naïve to assume that the illuminations were intended only to aid the memorisation of the corresponding text.[footnoteRef:14] Partially as Bradwardine also stresses that illuminations should be conceived of and designed by the individual monastic scribe for himself – which makes it somewhat unlikely that they could be used affectively for mnemonic purposes for other readers.[footnoteRef:15]  [11:  Thomas Bradwordine, De memoria artificiali adquirenda, (c. 1335), translated by Mary Curruthers,’The Book Of Memory’: A Study Of Memory In Medieval Culture (Cambridge, 1990), pp.281-288.]  [12:  Curruthers,’The Book Of Memory’ pp.281-288.]  [13:  Curruthers,’The Book Of Memory’, pp.71-3.]  [14:  Sandler, ‘The Word In The Text’ p.97.]  [15:  Ibid p.97.] 

That the Luttrell illuminations are individual demonstrations of scribe creatively – creativity enjoyed as the horizons and trends for practitioners of the book arts widened, is certainly a context worth considering. However, it seems likely that the scribe was also influenced by the incremental experience of reading - which characterises the mental culture of the thirteen and fourteen centuries, and is often expressed in terms of fusing symbols of religious allegory and mythical legend.[footnoteRef:16] With this in mind, the page margins of devotional books were often reserved for exuberant and malevolent creatures that existed on the margins of medieval Christian society. Though there is no way within this essay to do justification to the plethora of beings that inhabit the margins of the Luttrell, to offer a succinct summary in relation to their function, these illuminations belong to a medieval allegorical visual system which would have been familiar not only to the scribes but also to the Christian audience. The elaborate characters were not necessarily considered trivial or even fantastical – they possessed real allegorical power in transmitting a didactic message. Like the fantastical elements, plant and animal varieties, medieval technologies, agricultural processes, architectural design are all commonly depicted in the illuminations of medieval manuscripts -  all of which may have provided sophisticated double meanings, allegorical connotations and oblique agendas. [16:  The artist employs traditional East Anglian grotesque motives, except that the type of the pagan, semi-classical grotesque present in the Ormsby Psalter – this corresponds with the general tendency in the later East Anglian school towards elimination of Italian and pagan elements. Pächt, Otto. “A Giottesque Episode in English Mediaeval Art.” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, vol. 6, 1943, pp. 51–70 (p.56). Also Janet Backhouse, The Illuminated Page : Ten Centuries Of Manuscript Painting In The British Library ( London: The British Library, 1997), pp.39/79] 

 Across eight pages in the Luttrell Psalter, labourers work the land in seasonal order, from ploughing the fields through to harvesting, however scholars have suggested that rather than being a record of agricultural practice on the Luttrell estate, we should assume that the choice and order of the scenes represents a predetermined agenda, closely monitored by the patron who has arguable designed the depictions to suitably reflect the devotional, political, social, economic and dynastic needs of his family.[footnoteRef:17] It has been remarked by Dolly Jørgensen that the artist does not include a church or dwellings, but depicts a windmill and watermill – which could be read as utilities that Sir Geoffrey has provided to benefit the labourers and peasantry or as symbols of oppression, and seigneurial authority.[footnoteRef:18] The illuminations certainly appear overwhelmingly preoccupied with documenting Geoffrey Luttrell’s career, enhancing and consolidating his position in society, whilst enriching both the temporal and spiritual practice of the Luttrell family.[footnoteRef:19] This promotion of the Luttrell family is an agenda that grandly idealises the order of society. The move from depictions of his secular heraldry to spiritual heraldry is quite striking – with the artist creating evolving representations of Sir Geoffrey, who transforms from that of esteemed knight and agricultural overseer.[footnoteRef:20] Here at least, the imagery associated with productive harvests and family amelioration also representing spiritual nourishment and the advancement to heavenly reward.  [17:  Jørgensen, ‘Illuminating Ephemeral Medieval Agricultural History’, pp. 186–199.]  [18:  Ibid, pp.186-189.]  [19:  Jørgensen, ‘Illuminating Ephemeral Medieval Agricultural History’, pp.186-189.]  [20:  James Bothwell, P. J. P. Goldberg, W. M. Ormrod, Problem of Labour In Fourteenth-Century England (UK: Boydell & Brewer Limited, 2000), p.49.] 

Since medieval society was overwhelmingly rural and monastic communities were heavily involved in agricultural activities, we can assume the artist was expressing a thoroughly a didactic message via agricultural images that were comprehensible and striking to his audience.[footnoteRef:21] This is a technique which we can image wielding real power for a  medieval society that were constantly and morbidly aware of the tragedy that befell a community for whom a harvest failed. Here we might remember that the rural population in England was hit by a succession of devastating agrarian crises, including the great famine of 1314 and the cattle plague of c.1315-21.[footnoteRef:22] The combination of inequality among different communities within the manorial structure of medieval England, the ongoing warfare, adverse weather conditions, disease and years of poor harvest resulted in the English lords, monastic houses and peasants alike being deprived their ploughing force and staple foods.[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  It is also feasible that the artist may have intentionally or unintentionally presented an inaccurate literal representation of agricultural process. Backhouse, The Illuminated Page, p.65. ]  [22:  Philip Slavin, The Crisis of the Fourteenth Century Reassessed: Between Ecology And Institutions – Evidence From England (1310-1350), presentation given at the meeting of the Agricultural History Associastion (2010), http://eh.net/eha/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/Slavin.pdf, Accessed May 2019, p. 1.]  [23:  Slavin, The Crisis of the Fourteenth Century Reassessed, p. 8-9.] 

In an era that was notably turbulent, with famine, disease, high taxes, Scottish-Anglo warfare, religious tension and revolt, English rural society was undergoing a drastic change, from stagnant feudalism with clear seignorial authority to a society that saw increased liberty for serfs. It is therefore perhaps not surprising that labour for instance, although being illustrated in the Luttrell as a mechanism to support the community, labour is the back-drop that supports the spiritual advancement of the lord of the manor.[footnoteRef:24] Manual labour and the governance of labour denotes not only practical service but devotional service, with the most famous of these Luttrell agricultural illuminations, the plowman, cited as an exemplary depiction of the metaphorical idea of hierarchy and sustenance.[footnoteRef:25] The artist presents the plowman not as an accurate representation of labour but rather as part of this wider spiritual community, in which the process of agricultural labour is equated with the inward journey to salvation.[footnoteRef:26]  [24:  James Bothwell, P. J. P. Goldberg, W. M. Ormrod, Problem of Labour In Fourteenth-Century England
         Boydell & Brewer, Limited, 7 Dec 2000 – p49.]  [25:  Ibid, p.49-52.]  [26:  Sandler, Lucy Freeman “Illuminated in the British Isles: French Influence and/or the Englishness of English Art, 1285-1345.” Gesta, vol. 45, no. 2 (2006), pp. 177–188. ] 

However, having observed the artists use of metaphor and allegory to wield real Christian power, the modern historian must also exercise caution not to imbue the illuminations with convenient or retrospective meaning. We can make no such leaps in judgement on the symbolism of the Luttrell Psalter, before fully examining the motivations of the artist. On this note, the modern historian cannot interpret the illuminations as holding up a mirror to medieval life or mentality. In fact, Michael Camille remarks that historians cannot ‘understand the Luttrell Psalter as a regime of signs and an object of medieval self-fashioning unless we get past the dichotomy of real/unreal dichotomy and see the manuscript as producing, not reflecting reality’.[footnoteRef:27] In short, the Luttrell Psalter is not an eyewitness account, nor is it a historically accurate, reliable, unpartisan record. [footnoteRef:28] Therefore the illuminations cannot be treated as accurate documentation to the practices or community that existed on the Luttrell estate.  [27:  Camille, Mirror In Parchment, p.48.]  [28:  Peter Bruke, Eyewitnessing: The Uses Of Images As Historical Evidence (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008), p.14.] 

Furthermore, we must consider the type of documents in which the illuminations appear.[footnoteRef:29] Psalters are religious books consisting of material that was fashioned with a Christian devotional purpose, intent on capturing and shaping ideas. The manuscripts were created for consumption by laypeople in the noble class rather than those directly in the service of the Church. The Lutrell Psalter was commissioned, quite fundamentally to express the views of its patron, both spiritual and social – specific views, for a specific reason and a specific audience. To complicate matters further, we rarely know the name of the artist, unfortunately it is near impossible to trace an individual artist’s life history and agenda. Therefore, we are somewhat reliant on the reputation of the monastic scriptorium that created the work and, in many cases, the patron who we know commissioned the work, which at least gives us a proposed context for the material. [29:  Illuminations are predominantly found amongst Books of Hours, Psalters and Gospel books.] 

 Janet Backhouse suggests that the artists would have been given very specific guidance as to the images, and the political sensitivity of some images with the Luttrell would indicate the patron’s direct involvement, perhaps illuminating Geoffrey’s own sympathies and persuasions.[footnoteRef:30] One intriguing inclusion that may indicate Geoffrey Luttrell’s support of Thomas Lancaster in the rebellion against King Edward 1, is the illustration of an executioner swinging a sword towards a man on bended knee. Underneath the image are the words ‘Lancastres’, long presumbed to refer to Thomas Lancaster, who was captured and beheaded after his final revolt in 1322. Scholars generally agree that the words are a later addition to the Psalter which begs the question of whether Geoffrey Luttrell intended the image to represent Thomas Lancaster or not? Unfortunately, we cannot answer this, but this element reminds us that we cannot isolate the illuminations from the myriad of potential sympathies of the patron, or the political, social and economic order of fourteenth century medieval England.[footnoteRef:31] [30:  Janet Backhouse. Medieval Rural Life In The Luttrell Psalter (London: The Brtish Library, 2000), pp. 17-23.]  [31:  Joyce Coleman, New Evidence About Sire Geoffrey Luttrell’s Raid On Sempringham Priory, 1312’, The British Library Journal, vol. 25, no. 2, 1999, pp. 103–128. p109.] 

To offer a conclusion of sorts, there are practices that we may not know existed if we relied only on written texts or archaeological evidence to piece together medieval practices and history. These ephemeral aspects of the past are sometimes captured in the medieval illuminations found within devotional materials such as the Luttrell Psalter.[footnoteRef:32] The illuminations cannot be said to provide an accurate reflection of the complex relationships in land tenure and service, of historical events, acts or even necessarily common medieval mentality, but they do function as a measure of the patrons social and economic status, offering an overwhelmingly positive statement about the man who commissioned them and the legacy and values that he wished to perpetuate.[footnoteRef:33] The illuminations were certainly not conceived of as isolated or independent illustrations. They are not merely accompanying text or transforming a succession of significant moments into a chronical. Nor are the scenes necessarily representative of reality, rather they function as ideological and theological expression; denoting allegory, manipulating ideas, instructing practice and informing thought.[footnoteRef:34] They are forceful, communicators, tools that offer instruction for laudable behaviour, affirming the ethical and theological pillars of Christianity by instigating an inward dialogue.[footnoteRef:35] Therefore we should conceive of the illuminations as a critical site for the medieval viewers encounter with the material, with carefully selected images framing the structure of the page and channelling the audiences interaction and apprehension of its contents.[footnoteRef:36] If we are to imagine this then the illustrations then take on a different role, dynamic and importance. Not only existing as statements, but serving as visceral components, requiring that the Luttrell Psalter was actively read, rather than simply passively heard.  [32:  Backhouse, Medieval Rural Life, p.74.]  [33:  Backhouse, The Illuminated Page, p39. Backhouse, The Illuminated Manuscript, p.94.]  [34:  Pächt, “A Giottesque Episode’ P 54.]  [35:  Smith, K.  ‘Margin’ Studies in Iconography, vol. 33 (2012), pp. 29–44.]  [36:  Ibid, p.37.] 
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