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The Harley Psalter, BL Harley MS.603, now housed at the British Library, was written and decorated at Christ Church Cathedral Priory, Canterbury during the first half of the eleventh century.
 It is the earliest of three extant copies of the Utrecht Psalter. It contains over 100 coloured line drawings. It was the work of twelve hands; two scribes, two artist-scribes, and eight artists.
 The drawings illustrate the text and are images which provide a visual commentary.  It consists of 73 folios. It is not complete, ending at Psalm 143:12. Illustrations to Psalms 49-99 are missing. Unlike Utrecht the Harley Psalter has Psalm divisions. Harley Psalter is considered to be the most important manuscript in what is called the ‘Utrecht’ style. The Utrecht Psalter, which was created c.825, is a masterpiece of illusionistic drawing and was immensely influential on Anglo-Saxon art. ‘The Utrecht Psalter and its copies represent a revolutionary approach to the illustration of the Psalms,...its ink drawings illustrate every phrase from the text of the Psalm on a given page.’
 It is a virtual translation of the Psalms into visual images.
 Arguably the most distinctive characteristic of the Harley Psalter, as an image or a series of images, is its position at the centre of the renaissance of Anglo-Saxon art initiated by King Alfred. Unlike its exemplar, Harley has coloured line drawings rather than monochrome. The artists involved during Harley’s production had different techniques and levels of skill. They worked at four separate dates.
 If we accept William Noel’s unavoidably imprecise dating estimates, which some scholars do not, then scribe 1, artists A,B,C, F and artist/scribe D2 were involved in the first phase c.1010-20, then came artists E,I and J followed by scribe Eadui, c.1020-40,  artist G, c.1073-6 and finally artist H, c.1100-1150.
 
The conventional way of interpreting an image is to translate its meaning into words. Even with an iconic medieval image like the Bayeux Tapestry ‘the written version may well have been inspired by a reading of the image.’
 With the Harley Psalter, the reverse applies: the image is there to portray the words. There is, though, some creative non-conformity. Some charming scenes of rural life illuminate the Harley Psalter, although they lack the historical relevance of those in the Luttrell Psalter. The striking image of the Beatus initial to Psalm 1 has more pertinence. It has little to do with the text, and is an early deviation from Utrecht. It may be ‘the first instance of the transfer of the motive from a purely decorative function in an initial to an iconographic one.’
  It shows an Archbishop of Canterbury prostrate at the feet of Christ. Some scholars think this is Aelfric, who sponsored the Psalter and subsequently bequeathed it to Wulfstan, Archbishop of York, in 1003 or 1004. Janet Backhouse considers it more likely to have been Aethelnoth who was consecrated in 1020.
 But, as Noel points out, it would not have been a very useful gift for an archbishop in view of its incompleteness and lack of the extra text normally associated with a Psalter.
 Indeed, in view of these shortcomings, it is difficult to see what practical use it could have had for anyone. It was certainly redundant as an educational tool as ‘the images do not help bridge the gap between literate and illiterate contemplation of the volume.’
 The simple truth is that its patron and purpose are unknown. The most compelling scholarly speculation is that it was designed for literate appreciation.
 What is known is that there are other deviations from Utrecht principally by F, the most innovative artist. Moreover, in the case of Psalm 128 it is argued that the imagery translates the text of verse 4: ‘The LORD is righteous: he hath cut asunder the cords of the wicked’, in a way that portrays contemporary Anglo-Saxon practice. Amputations of hands and feet and, in some cases, decapitation, were the prescribed law for theft.
 Artist F has drawn four decapitated bleeding heads which are contained within mounds which is consistent with archaeological evidence of Anglo-Saxon burial rituals.

Harley is a masterpiece of late Anglo-Saxon art and each illustration should be interpreted as the coalescence of a whole Psalm into one single connected image. It is difficult to disagree with Noel’s assessment that Psalm 103 is the most beautiful in Harley and this Psalm, beginning ‘Bless the Lord, o my soul. O Lord my God, thou art very great; thou art clothed with honour and majesty,’ is central to this commentary.
  D2 was the principal scribe-artist for Psalm 103, but G was responsible for some exquisite turquoise additions. The artists had a dual but inseparable purpose in illustrating the Psalms. Their principal task was, as far as possible, to faithfully reproduce the illustrations of the Utrecht Psalter. They seem to have started with this target in mind but later, in some cases, radically deviated.  Artist D2 was the most accurate copier of the exemplar. Their second task was to interpret the text of the Psalms. Like the artists of Utrecht, they did this literally but with a uniquely Anglo-Saxon connotation. This cultural difference is quite stark. In the Carolingian Utrecht Psalter the demons are not sexed while, in the Anglo-Saxon Harley Psalter, they have been given male genitals, long talons and grotesque faces.
   Psalm 103 is crowned with the image of a seemingly scholarly God ‘clothed with honour and majesty’ holding a book under his left arm. He is the only figure in the illustration with a halo and His capacious cloak is blowing in the wind. This part of the image mirrors verse 2: ‘Who coverest thyself with light as with a garment: who stretches out the heavens like a curtain.’ Verse 3: ‘who maketh the clouds his chariot : who walketh upon the wings of the wind’, has the Almighty atop the clouds whilst astride four strange, disembodied, horned heads whose mouths exhale the wind. Soaring supplicant angels surround the God ‘Who maketh his angels spirits.’ The artist illustrates verses 10-11: ‘He sendeth the springs into the valleys which run among the hills. They give drink to every beast of the field: the wild asses quench their thirst,’ by drawing a waterfall, cascading to the sea, from which several thirsty beasts drink.   Notably, every figure in the illustrations seems part of an inter-connected image, as the artists use ingenuity, and some poetic licence, to ensure they accord with the text.  Verse 15: ‘And the wine that maketh glad the heart of man, and oil to make his face to shine, and bread which strengtheneth man’s heart,’ has a man sitting at a table attended by others,  who provide him with bread and wine, whilst another covers his head with oil. Francis Wormald characterises these drawings as ‘extremely calligraphic, with short, scratchy strokes and penwork flourishes. The fluttering outlines of these figures have an extraordinary vitality…Some of the most charming are the drawings of rustic pursuits, such as ploughing, reaping or sowing.’
 There is also a childlike spontaneity in this idiosyncratic penmanship which distinguishes Harley from Utrecht. The representation of verses 16-17: ‘The trees of the LORD are full of sap: the cedars of Leb-a-non, which he hath planted, Where the birds make their nests,’ although Wormald finds in it ‘a charming vivacity’, contains, like much of the illustration, an underlying and disconcerting dread.
 There is a foreboding that all could suddenly change. Nevertheless, the figure of the ploughman sowing in verse 23: ‘Man goeth forth unto his work and to his labour until evening’, is undeniably engaging. The complete illustration embodies the text of verse 24: ‘O LORD, how manifold are thy works! in wisdom hast thou made them all: the earth is full of thy riches.’ The artists can switch from the naïve and charming to the grotesque and demonic with a remarkable versatility. This is manifested as the tone of the Psalm gets darker: verses 25-26: ‘So is this great and wide sea, wherein are things creeping innumerable, both small and great beasts. There go the ships, there is that le-vi-a-than, whom thou hast made to play therein.’ The drawing hints at the doom that could await an inattentive or, perhaps, sinful sailor. Artist D2 draws contorted bodies being dragged from the darkness of hell to be eaten by grotesque creatures, with curiously human visages, to illustrate the  horror of the final verse 35: Let the sinners be consumed out of the earth, and let the wicked be no more…’ These cannot be other than the demons that were omnipresent in medieval minds.
The visual images of the Harley Psalter are not symbolic or open to interpretation; they are literal translations of the text. However, the artists were human and they were Anglo-Saxon, with their own thoughts, beliefs, prejudices and fears, who, whilst following a brief to copy the Utrecht Psalter, could not resist the temptation, like the portrait artists of the renaissance and beyond, to create an image impressing their own innovative stamp, even in translating the words of God.
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