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Comment on the nature and function of the illustrations in the Luttrell Psalter.

The Luttrell Psalter is a 14th Century psalter, or book of psalms, that is held at the British Library (Add MS 42130). It was commissioned by Sir Geoffrey Luttrell, a wealthy landowner from Irnham, Lincolnshire which is thought to have been created between 1325 and 1340. This devotional book contains one hundred and fifty psalms accompanied by an array of illustrations, painted in rich colours embellished with silver and gold. In addition to the psalms, the psalter contains a calendar (fols.1-12), the Canticles and Quicumque vult (fols. 259-83), Litany and Collects (fols. 283-95), and the Office of the Dead (fols. 296-309).
 The Luttrell Psalter is believed to be the work of one scribe and at least 5 different artists, all of which are unknown. It is an unusually large example of a psalter (14 x 9 5/8 inches) which suggests that it was intended for public display as well as for private edification, and perhaps was intended as a status symbol for the Luttrell family. Psalters were often used as an educational tool for the household, as well as being a fundamental part of Christian and Jewish worship. The margins of the psalter are dense with human activity, including examples of rural scenes, and vignettes of everyday fourteenth century life. Furthermore, the psalter contains various biblical scenes, images of saints and many examples of  grotesques and hybrids. These fantastical images of monsters often represent physical or spiritual dangers. Nearly 40 illustrations relate directly to the text, either whole passages, or significant words
,  and are a useful tool for the contemporary audience to remember the messages being conveyed in the text. The images also act to emphasise these messages Christian teachings. For historians, the illustrations are a useful tool for gaining a greater understanding of fourteenth century rural life and pictures from the psalter were widely reproduced in history books. There are a scarce number of contemporary sources available relating to rural life, and the lives of peasants, so manuscripts such as the Luttrell Psalter, are extremely useful to learn about a proportion of society that was often overlooked. However, it is important to remember that Sir Geoffrey Luttrell commissioned the psalter, so it is probable that the images within are his idealised versions of reality. Nonetheless, these images were often used to evidence the 19th Century romantic notion of a ‘Merrie Englande which was an idyllic interpretation of England prior to the industrial revolution.
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Figure 1. Sir Geoffrey Luttrell portrait: with wife and daughter in law, Luttrell Psalter, British Library, Add. 42130, fol. 202v.
In figure 1, Sir Geoffrey Luttrell is portrayed in military uniform, armed, and mounted on his war horse, which bears the Luttrell family coat of arms. He is accompanied by his wife, Agnus who is dressed in a fine gown of gold and is handing Geoffrey his helmet. Next to Agnus is their daughter in law Beatrice, wife of their son Andrew. She carries Geoffrey’s shield which is also decorated with the Luttrell arms. Above the image is scribed Dominus Galfridus Louterell me fieri fecit (Lord Geoffrey Luttrell caused me to be made), leaving the reader in no doubt as to the commissioner of the psalter. This illustration is believed to have been drawn when Geoffrey was much older, so it is interesting that he chose to be depicted as a younger man, likely from the period of 1297 and 1325 when he was summoned by the king to perform his knightly duty.
 Michael Camille describes the image as ‘ a quintessential image of medieval knighthood, showing Geoffrey…depicted as the ideal representative of the warrior class in relation both to those he lorded over and to his own lord, God.’
 It is possible that Geoffrey’s purpose for this image was a way of self-reflection: to look back to the time he was able to answer the call from the king. However, it was usual for the donors of psalters to be depicted with their armour off and praying, so Geoffrey’s choice of image could be interpreted as an act of defiance, as well as a show of his power and influence. However, the psalter also serves to remind him of his Christian duty. The many biblical images and portraits of saints are the most obvious images that serve to remind the reader of their duty to God. However, the psalter also contains images that are more subtle reminders of this duty. An example of this can be seen in figure 2, which shows a rowing boat containing four men, one of which resembles Geoffrey. One interpretation of the image considers the rowing boat as signifying the sins that propel him. It is being pulled by two men, symbols of truth and mercy, who drag the boat towards an image of a snail which is the symbol of humility.
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 Figure 2. A rowing boat pulled by two men:                  a snail, Luttrell Psalter, British Library, Add. 42130, fol.160r.
The Luttrell Psalter contains a sequence of agricultural scenes beginning with the winter ploughing (fol. 170r), followed by the sowing of the seed (fol. 170v), a horsedrawn harrow (fol. 171r), a man and woman breaking up clods with mallets (fol.171v), weeding (fol. 172r) and finally, the harvest (fol. 172v). The images contain terrific detail and document everyday rural life in 14th century England. The images contain useful information for historians regarding farming techniques, the equipment that was used and the people that undertook these tasks. Camille writes, 

The vision of agricultural life in the psalter is not focussed on where and when but on how; it is not invested in a landscape but in properties and things, like people, ploughs, crops…it is a unique site of representation in which the cycle of ordinary human life achieves the same narrative intensity as the story of Christ’s life.

The care taken by the artists to create such detailed images highlights the importance of farming activities to the Luttrell estate and to the wider rural society. Emile Male states that ‘the Middle Age was not only an age of contemplation; it was also the age of work accepted and conceived not as servitude but as enfranchisement.’
 In a feudal economy, it was advantageous for a lord to encourage mutual responsibility amongst his tenants. The images in the psalter appear to suggest that this was achieved. However, details such as the peasant’s unrealistic fine clothes suggests an idealised version of reality, designed to please Sir Geoffrey rather than his workers. However, the images do not just serve as documentation, they also have a spiritual function which is the Christian ideal of  labour as devotion. Ellen Rentz argues ‘ while images of a productive harvest and heraldic splendour feature prominently in the farming and feasting sequences, the dominant theme engineered is one of labor as devotion.’
 The ploughing scene in the Luttrell Psalter (figure 3) is the most famous scene of the agricultural sequence and ‘the psalter’s plowman and ox driven plow mobilise biblical agricultural metaphors that appear elsewhere in contemporary literature and art.’
 

[image: image4.jpg]B ans: qui fingis laboier in pieepro. §
Olaptabunt manimam wih:tfan 2\




               Figure 3. Ploughing, Luttrell Psalter, British Library, Add. 42130, fol. 170r.
The scene has been likened to the ploughman in William Langland’s Piers Plowman,
Grace gaue Piers a teme · foure gret oxen /Þat on was Luke a large beste · and a lowe-chered /And marke & mathew þe þrydde · myghty bestes bothe /And marke & mathew þe þrydde · myghty bestes bothe /Þe prys nete of Piers plow · passyng alle other (19.263-67)

In this passage from Piers Plowman and in the ploughing image from the Luttrell Psalter, the plough is being pulled by four oxen. This is significant because the ox plays an important role within the bible. Ezekiel describes cherubim, unearthly beings who serve God, as having four faces: ‘The form of their faces was human, but each of the four also had the face of a lion to the right, the face of an ox to the left, and the face of an eagle behind them.’ (Ezekiel 1:10) Each of the faces is said to relate to each of the four evangelists: the face of the man symbolises St Matthew, the lion symbolises St Mark, the ox symbolises St Luke and the eagle symbolises St John. Furthermore, the four creatures express the virtues needed for salvation. Male writes, ‘each Christian on his way to divine perfection must be at once man, ox, lion and eagle …he must be ox because the ox is the sacrificial victim, and the true Christian by renouncing worldly pleasures sacrifices himself.’
 The peasants, themselves, could been seen as oxen in the literal sense that they may have made personal sacrifices to fulfil their duty to their lord. The labour images within the psalter may not have been intended to serve a political purpose, but the psalter was created at a time when agricultural crises and famines caused increasing peasant unrest, which lead to revolts. One such revolt occurred in Bury St Edmunds on 15th January 1327, when approximately 3000 people forcibly entered the Abbey, looting properties including the town charters. The townspeople were angry that the Abbey exercised considerable power and administered controls of land and tithes.
It seems unlikely, due to the idealised aspects of the agricultural images that Geoffrey Luttrell intended them to highlight the plight of the peasant class during this time. However, subtle aspects of the image, like the expressions on the faces of the peasants, may be an indicator that the artist was aware of the intense unease in this world and had concerns about the impact of poverty and bad politics on the peasants.
Over one thousand monstrous images of grotesques and hybrids peer out from the margins of the Luttrell Psalter. Some are terrifying, but others are humorous. They highlight the incredible imaginations of the artists who created them. Eric Millar’s view is that, ‘it is not easy to do justice to the powers of imagination displayed, even if of a decidedly morbid tendency. The mind of a man who could deliberately set himself to ornament a book with such… hideous creatures… can hardly have been normal.’
 . One theory for the grotesque images is that they could be a result of hallucinations caused by ergot poisoning from eating rye bread containing the poison.
 However, there were few reports of ergot poisoning in England so this seems an unlikely cause. The images may have been a result of the medieval fear of death and hell: the monstrous images acting as a mirror to the medieval psyche perhaps. This fear is depicted in figure 4, which shows a naked man (the standard representation of a remorseful soul) standing above the Mouth of Hell. The Hellmouth
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Figure 4. Hellmouth, Luttrell Psalter, British Library, Add. 42130, fol. 157v.
was a common image during the middle ages which depicts a terrifying beast, whose massive open jaws are the gateway to hell. The image remained common in depictions of the Harrowing of Hell and the Last Judgement until the end to the medieval period. The Hellmouth image in the Luttrell Psalter accompanies the words, ‘for my soul is filled with evil; and my life hath drawn nigh to hell…’
 In this instance, the image is a direct representation of the text and emphasises the medieval fear of death and hell. However, Contemporaries such as Bernard of Clairvaux often dismissed such images as anything other than a distraction from the teachings of God,

what is the point of this ridiculous monstrosity, this shapely misshapenness, this misshapen shapeliness? What is the point of those unclean apes, fierce lions, monstrous centaurs, half-men, striped tigers, fighting soldiers and hunters blowing their horns?... In short, so many and so marvellous are the various shapes surrounding us that it is more pleasant to read the marble than the books, and to spend the whole day marvelling over these things rather than meditating on the law of God.

Saint Bernard protested that the grotesque decorations in Romanesque cloisters would be detrimental to the law of God because they would distract the monks for God’s teachings. However, grotesque images became a standard feature in many devotional books, such as psalters. This suggests that the images were commonly believed to have a value and purpose within the manuscript. Jeremy Lowe argues that the images ‘bring the reader into immediate personal contact with the text, continually raising the possibility that the reader can perceive the truth in ways that are particular to the individual and do not necessarily depend upon perceived wisdom.’
 Lowe concludes that, ‘The marginalia in the manuscript do not oppose or transgress the ideology of the psalter, then, they energise it: through them, the viewer participates immediately and vitally in the manuscript, provoked by laughter, horror, or even familiarity.’
 The dynamic and sometimes chaotic images often appear to reflect spirituality. Furthermore,  as well as reflecting Geoffrey Luttrell’s ideology, they act as a helpful tool to enable the viewer to interpret the text using their own ideology.  The Luttrell Psalter contains a combination of identifiable creatures and hybrids derived from ancient mythology such as centaurs (figure 5), merpeople (figure 6) , and unicorns (figure 7). The significance of these creatures changed in the
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Figure 5. Centaur, Luttrell Psalter, British Library, Add. 42130, fol. 164r.
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Figure 6. Mermaid, Luttrell Psalter, British Library, Add. 42130, fol. 70v.
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Figure 7. Unicorn, Luttrell Psalter, British Library, Add. 42130, fol. 15r.
Medieval period from that of the Ancient world and became an instrument for Christian teaching. The centaur, for example, ‘represented the sin of hypocrisy in the Christian tradition.’
 Considering that these creatures were used in Christian teaching, it seems appropriate that they feature in the Luttrell Psalter and provide further evidence that images played an important role in conveying Christian ideology. However, it is probable that this was not the only function of the grotesques within the psalter. The psalter contains various images of monsters eating others (figure 8). Considering that the psalter was made during
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                     Figure 8. Grotesque, Luttrell Psalter, British Library, Add. 42130, fol. 146v.
a period of famine, these images may have been a political statement to highlight that food was central to life, and there were many that were starving. However, if this was the purpose of such images, the artists had to be careful not to inflect gluttony, a deadly sin, in them. Due to the uniqueness of many of the grotesque images within the psalter, they are open to interpretation by whoever views them. Meyer Schapiro writes,
Apart from the elements of folklore and popular belief in some of these fantastic types, they are a world of projected emotions, psychologically significant images of force, play, aggressiveness, anxiety, self-torment and fear, embodied in powerful forms of instinct-driven creatures, twisting, struggling, entangled, confronted and superimposed. Unlike religious symbols they are submitted to no fixed teaching or body of doctrine.

Considering that the Luttrell Psalter is fundamentally a devotional book, it is extremely likely that the bulk of the grotesque images were intended to support the teachings within the psalter, either by being direct representations of the text, or by more nuanced representations that encouraged the viewer to interpret them using their own ideology. Furthermore, they act as a warning of the physical and spiritual dangers that the viewer of the psalter could possibly encounter.
The nature of the illustrations in the Luttrell Psalter vary from biblical scenes and portraits of various saints, to vignettes of 14th Century rural life and a plethora of bizarre and incredible monsters. The variety of illustrations, seemingly unconnected, all have the primary function of devotional tools. They act as reminders and emphasisers of the devotional text and the viewers Christian duty, and they provide warnings of possible spiritual danger. Furthermore, the illustrations, that appear to be an idealised documentation of  life on the Luttrell estate, serve to promote the Luttrell family and highlight Sir Geoffrey Luttrell’s power and influence, as well as his success. The psalter, as a whole, is perhaps a physical representation of this success. 
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