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The Functions of Illustrations in the Luttrell Psalter


The nature of illustrations in medieval works has multiple functions. At their most basic, illustrations serve the purpose of explaining the contents of the pages to those who were illiterate. This is quite standard in many cultures and civilizations, especially in those that have a pictorial alphabet such as Ancient Egypt and China. They can also be used in conjunction with words to express concepts that may be difficult to understand with words or for situations where the written language may be lacking in vocabulary for some situations. This would be particularly helpful in situations such as poetic and religious works, where there might be concepts that would be difficult to understand at first glance. Illustrations are used to clearly dictate scenes through compositional choices such as size, color, positioning and symbolism. For example, in medieval art, the larger the figure, the more important they are. Concepts such as perspective and realism were not present in early examples of medieval art as for medieval audiences, symbolism and intention was more important than displaying a realistic form. The Luttrell Psalter is a stunning example of this kind of devotional text, that would have been used for worship in the 1400s and can be used to not only see how medieval people lived but also allows modern viewers to see just how much—or how little—things have changed from then until now.


In the case of psalters, medieval devotional texts that were often tailor-made for a specific user, the images bring on a new sense of meaning. While it was possible to get ‘default’ psalters with the pages’ contents being a standard set of psalms, prayers, material about saints and religious calendars. They would have been commissioned for a specific person, a member of the aristocracy, and made specifically for them and used to be used, among other things, for learning how to read. In these cases, the psalter would have been customized to contain images of the commissioner themselves and contain images relevant to the commissioner’s interests and life. The images would have been drawn in after the book had been written down in the margins and would sometimes pertain to the contents of the page, but not necessarily. Simply put, a psalter would effectively have had the same purpose as a children’s Bible today.


One of the most famous examples of a psalter is the Luttrell Psalter, a manuscript from England, which was made for a Sir Geoffrey Luttrell sometime between 1320 to 1340, shortly before his death. The Luttrell Psalter is notable for its depictions of rural English medieval life and its collections of grotesques, which would have represented evils, sins and fears prevalent to medieval English life in the countryside. In the case of this psalter, it was probably not as a reading guide for Sir Geoffrey Luttrell himself, but as a work to ease his journey into heaven after his death and undoubtedly influenced the kind of content that would have been present in the book otherwise. 

There is a distinct possibility it was made as a reading guide for his descendants however, as the psalter is written in Latin while it is likely that the Luttrell House spoke English primarily. In this sense, the psalter’s images would have been used to aid and help his descendants learn to read Latin which was the language of the church and considered to be very important to know, especially for a family of noblemen. Luttrell probably did not need it himself at this point in his life but he was helping those who came after him to move up in the society they lived in by leaving them something that they could use to learn. With this, Luttrell ensues the continuing line of his family and their status, allowing them to be just as if not more educated than he himself was. 

Art, of course, has the potential to have a very powerful effect on the viewer. It can be used to elicit emotions to the viewer, with both images and colors. This is no different in medieval art. While medieval art is not known for being particularly skilled in terms of realism, it is excellent at capturing symbolism and colors. Illustrations generally do not use perspective, nor are people and objects drawn to scale. This makes it easy to identify the most important parts of an illustration by the size of the subjects in the picture. As a result, when looking at medieval art, it is simple to see what the medieval audience cared about the most. In religious illustrations the composition is based around the subject of most importance. The illiterate masses could look at these pictures on buildings, stained glass and books and immediately understand what was happening in them. The size of the figures depicted indicated who they were and who was important. In stained glass windows, they largest figures would likely be God himself, then Jesus, Mary, Joseph and so on. The positioning, gestures and colors of the figures would have been used to demonstrate this to the viewer so they could understand easily what was being depicted. This is the reason that saints are routinely depicted with halos of some sort in pictures, even before their deaths. Even if the viewer did not know exactly which saint they were looking at (and they likely would have, given the number of churches that were dedicated to a specific saint) they could immediately identify the subject as a holy person.

Moving on to the pictures in the psalter itself, Luttrell was a knight who wanted to be known for his military exploits. While it was not uncommon for psalters to contain at least one image of the person it was being made for, the image is almost always done to show the commissioner in question in prayer or devotion to God. Luttrell’s psalter is an incredible exception to this rule as it does not only show him not in prayer in his picture, but in full armor atop a horse, complete with his wife and daughter-in-law attending him. His wife and daughter-in-law are also depicted in colors that display their heraldic titles indicating that Luttrell was not only a soldier but also a very successful one. The image is brightly colored and very beautiful, taking up a good portion of the page in question. This seems like a rather odd thing to put into a psalter, which should be a devotional text to help the owner get into heaven after they die. Not much is known about Luttrell’s life aside from some information that states that he may have waged a war on some monks at Sempringham Priory earlier in his life. Taking this into account, the image of Luttrell as a strong, brave knight may have been put in to emphasize that Luttrell believed that his battles were just and wouldn’t be met with divine judgement, or perhaps as Luttrell’s way of defending himself against accusations that he was a warmongering knight. We cannot know for sure, but it is doubtless that he was very proud of his accomplishments.


As what would be expected from this kind of manuscript, contained in the text are many depictions of characters from the Bible and saints. As this was a custom work, the relevant figures depicted would be connected to Luttrell in some way, customizing and humanizing the Bible for its reader. For example, a psalter made for a woman in mind might have more depictions of female saints or focus on stories that revolve around women. In the case of the Luttrell psalter, not including the armored depiction of Sir Luttrell himself, the psalter also contains images of Sir Luttrell and family members breaking bread and in religious processions, allowing them to truly feel like they are part of the text. In a way, this practice is like having a festival or church service held in one’s honor. The art helps the reader feel like they are present in the procession and that it is for them, and not anyone else. A common criticism of the Church today is that they cannot reach out to others in a way that satisfies them or lets them feel they are included, and psalters would have been a way to counteract that in a very intimate way. 

For people in the medieval times, feeling closer to God and the scriptures was paramount to salvation and sponsoring works such as psalters and reconstructing churches was not only a way to show off their wealth to others, but also to immortalize themselves in the kingdom of God. It was believed that during this time the amount of money you paid would lessen your time in Purgatory and hasten your journey to Heaven. It is no mystery as to why the Catholic Church is one of the wealthiest organizations in the world to this day for this reason. Upon their deaths, it was commonplace for nobles to leave most of their wealth to local parishes and clergymen in the area, often mentioning the donations in their wills before mentioning their own families. (For an example, the will of Richard Roos, cited below.)


The psalter also depicts many scenes from rural England, such as crops being cared for, peasants doing manual labor, farm animals and many more. These scenes would have been commonplace in the area where he lived. Given that this psalter was made shortly before his death, it is probable that Luttrell would have wanted to see images that he found soothing or nostalgic while he was attending mass to better put his heart at ease. The other possibility is that once he became too old to walk on his own that these pictures could have served as a substitute for the real thing if he could no longer look out his own window. Ironically, the images of the farmers and laborers are used much in the same way today, allowing viewers to feel nostalgic for a past that they never truly had. 


The images of the rural countryside also serve the purpose of letting Luttrell and his descendants look at the pictures and know that his land was truly prosperous. The idyllic scenery would be immortalized and shown for generations to come to show what the Luttrell family had done for the people of the land: keeping them safe and plentiful. Similar to before, this would have had as similar effect on Luttrell himself, the pictures reminding him of all the good things he had accomplished in his life. Given the combination of these images and his miniature of him in fully armor, one can imagine he felt conflicted about some of the actions in his life. Much like a scale, these images were intended to balance things out for him and his descendants. 


With the exceptions that have been previously stated, this psalter would be considered a somewhat unique, if not mostly standard manuscript. The Luttrell Psalter contains a multitude of different unique illustrations known as the grotesques and their additions can be found in the margins at random points in the text this psalter becomes one that is truly odd. While the depictions of rural countryside life and unique portrait of the commissioner could be assumed to be at the whim of a somewhat eccentric nobleman, the grotesques add a different layer of strangeness to analyze the script by. The grotesques are a variety of strange monsters, beasts and demons that appear from time to time in the margins, sometimes connected to the page contents and sometimes seemingly not. Often the grotesques appear to be humanoid but with animal parts or as animals but with human faces or appendages. Given the belief that beauty equals goodness, the partially transformed grotesques would be the personification of those who fell into depravity or their vices. They would have served for a poignant reminder for what sin could do not only to the body but to the soul after death and how they would appear in the afterlife. They alone are worth extensive study not just for what exactly they are supposed to be but also for their symbolism, some of which is still not completely understood today.


The grotesques are depicted alongside others and people, but also by themselves sometimes directly in alongside the text. They are most likely supposed to be depictions of sins and fears, creeping up on the reader as he reads through his psalter for the day. This contrasts with the other images of saints, farmers and the other depictions of day to day life, indicating that the evils of humanity are always there, watching and waiting to strike on the unsuspecting sinners. Their purpose would be to remind the reader that evil is always present, even among the good things in life such as farming and religion and that they must always be kept at bay. Given that Luttrell commissioned this near the end of his life, he must have felt the fear of death and what would happen to him once he died more acutely than one would normally. 

The grotesques would serve as warnings to both him and his descendants to stay on the path of virtue and faith. This usage of freakishly and horrifying imagery would not have been strange or unheard of in the slightest during this time, as many churches employed similar motifs and imagery when decorating their own buildings. Excellent examples of these would be the tympanum of Saint Faith, which is a highly detailed depiction of the afterlife, both Heaven and Hell, that pilgrims would have seen upon coming into the abbey for worship. The vivid images of saints alongside angels, just inches from the boundaries of Hell where sinners are being tortured by demons are similar in practice to the grotesques depicted in the Luttrell Psalter. The more odd and strange grotesques remind of Rosslyn Chapel, a small chapel in England known for its mysterious and pagan imagery alongside Christian symbolism. It is possible that some of the grotesques, especially the one on f. 194v which looks like a pagan Green Man, may have come from some of this early symbolism, but now detached from the original meaning.


There are also grotesques that are of demons punishing people. For example, the grotesque on f. 52v does not appear to be a shapeshifted person, but a demon that has consumed a sinner. These images are also not out of place for this time period, and similar images appear in the tympanum of Saint Faith and many other religious depictions of Hell. For these situations their fate is clear: sinners will be swallowed up by demons and have no chance to atone for their sins in Purgatory. The frightening imagery would have been used to capitalize on their fears and likely cause the parishioners to commission their own psalters if possible or donate money to the Church in an effort to be free of damnation.


There are also multiple depictions of music in the psalter. During this time, music would have been considered integral to worship and displaying one’s faith. There are several depictions of humans and half-human creatures singing their devotion to God. These creatures are not the same as the grotesques. These creatures would be considered part of God’s kingdom as well and thus would have participated in celebrations of faith. It is possible that they were considered mythological creatures or simply representations of animals and what people believed were their best traits, such as an owl is considered wise.


Music is also occasionally displayed alongside the grotesques and demons, demonstrating that it can also be used for evil and witchcraft. As much as it was important to worship, music could also be used to seduce one to commit sins. This belief was prominent in the Puritan culture and once again not an alien concept today, as there are still criticisms of music, especially rock and metal that claim that they are gateways to sin despite no evidence for this. Combined with images, music would have carried a lot of sway with the people of the time. But like all things, things can become dangerous if used to excess so while the Luttrell Psalter does show both good and bad sides of music it is possible that it is simply trying to warn the reader against doing good things in excess.


In conclusion, the Luttrell Psalter is an excellent example that not only tells us how important religion was to medieval people, but also an interesting look into how society would have interpreted these texts. Its use of colors, symbolic composition, and arrangement of images around the page not only leads the reader to a religious and engaging experience, but also helps us see what they valued as people and what they feared. While in some ways the Luttrell Psalter is different from how Christianity is practiced today, it is also striking in that in some ways very little has changed from its creation as a devotional text. While the images used today in churches have skewed to a far-more realistic tone, many of the visual tropes such as halos remain despite near-universal literacy rates. There can be no doubt that while the practices of the Church have changed, many of the core values have remained the same and this can be seen in the art itself.
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