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Discuss the range of types of illustration found in medieval bibles. What functions did such decorations serve?


Medieval bibles are among the most precious objects to have survived from the medieval period. Their rich decorations and vivid colours also make them some of the greatest examples of medieval art. The illustrations took on a variety of forms, changing according to the use of the bible concerned and the cultural era in which a particular manuscript was produced.

Medieval bibles contain an array of decorative features, but they can be generally broken down into three categories: Initials, Miniatures and Border Illustrations/Marginalia. Initial letters at the beginnings of books, such as the gospels, began to be enlarged and decorated in a different colour to the rest of the text at a relatively early date.[footnoteRef:1] This method of indicating the start of a holy text became increasingly important, with the first letters (or words) being increased in size until a single word might fill an entire page. In later manuscripts, these initial letters were richly illustrated with scenes from the book in question, sometimes relating to the important ideas or themes of the work. Miniatures were perhaps the most common and, arguably, the most important in terms of communicating with the everyday medieval reader. They usually filled a substantial portion of the page, either as half-page or full-page illustrations, or in smaller items such as medallion portraits set into the text. Miniatures eventually became at least as important as the text, sometimes even eclipsing it. In later Psalters, for example, rich illustrations fill every page and the only words present are summary captions below each picture.[footnoteRef:2] The final type of illustration, border decoration, grew increasingly elaborate over time, particularly in manuscripts produced or influenced by the Insular school. The relatively simple borders of Byzantine works evolved into the striking Celtic swirls and intricate patterns found in later Insular and continental manuscripts. In addition, artists grew increasingly daring and imaginative, including fantastical human and animal scenes in the marginalia that would become known as the grotesque.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Jonathan Alexander, The Decorated Letter (New York: G. Braziller, 1978) p.71]  [2:  Backhouse, Janet, The Illuminated Page: Ten Centuries of Manuscript Painting (London: British Library, 1997) p.23]  [3:  John Harthan, The History of the Illustrated Book: The Western Tradition (London: Thames and Hudson, 1997) p.55] 


In terms of the actual content of these illustrations, the basic categories are human subjects, animals, and objects. In terms of human subjects, the most common (although more divine than human) are Christ, the apostles and the Virgin Mary. Many key aspects of Christ’s life appear in medieval manuscripts, particularly the last supper, the crucifixion, and the resurrection. The apostles usually appear in full-page illustrations showing them in the act of writing the gospels. The Virgin Mary, meanwhile, usually appears with the infant Jesus, or accompanied by angels, as in depictions of the Annunciation.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Janet Backhouse, The Illuminated Manuscript (Oxford: Phaidon, 1979; rpt., 1998), p. 62] 


Generally speaking, there were basically two kinds of purpose in including these elaborate artistic features in medieval bibles: practical and symbolic.

The practical purpose was linked to the everyday observance of religious life and the spreading of the word among the general population. The Church grew into an increasingly centralized institution over the course of the middle ages. It was active in spreading the word of God across the whole of the known world, across borders, cultures and languages. The sacred word became formalized into the ritualized life of the Eucharist, which regulated the life of the monasteries and religious communities that grew up around them. The liturgy was the heart of the monastic community. The daily lives of the monks was based around readings from the bible, particularly the psalms and the gospels. Indeed, illustrated gospel books and psalters constitute some of the most numerous and magnificent surviving biblical manuscripts from the medieval era.[footnoteRef:5] Liturgical readings also followed a set order throughout the year, fitting in with key religious festivals and the changing of the seasons. To assist the abbot and other senior monks responsible for reading during services and mealtimes, illustrations and visual decorations were used to clearly break up the text and help the reader navigate his way to the correct place (particularly useful when dealing with bulky, often massive, manuscripts bereft of contents pages or indices). This dividing feature gradually developed from larger letters to intricately decorated initials.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  De Hamel, A History of Illumination (London: Phaidon Press, 1997), p. 93]  [6:  Ibid] 


However, practical considerations were not only related to the monks in their isolated communities. Churches were established among the general population and there was an increasing demand for bibles that could be understood by the common churchgoer. The majority of the common people were illiterate, and in any case were highly unlikely to understand the Latin text. Indeed, the bible may have been the only book that many ordinary people encountered during their entire lives. The use of illustrations was arguably, therefore, of crucial importance for the growth of the church, as they allowed the illiterate majority to follow church services.[footnoteRef:7] They also allowed the church to consolidate its teachings and reinforce the religious understanding of new converts to the faith. Bible illustrations often portrayed the key events in the text, often in large and striking half or full-page miniatures. Evidence of this crucial role is found in the fact that certain pictures, often related to the Eucharist, were sometimes oriented in the opposite direction to the text itself, allowing the faithful to see a visual representation of the words being read by the priest.[footnoteRef:8] Sometimes, the pictures provided an almost literal, blow-by-blow account of every word in a particular passage. This might take the form of a visual narrative, showing events in chronological order across a whole page. Alternatively, it might be a literal visual rendering of a particular phrase or proverb.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  De Hamel, Christopher, The Book: A History of the Bible (London: Phaidon Press, 2001) p.27]  [8:  Ibid]  [9:  Richard Gameson, The Early Medieval Bible: It’s Production, Decoration and Use (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 86] 


In the later medieval period, illustrated books were used by wealthy, often royal, patrons to assist in the education of princes and other young aristocrats. Heavily illustrated manuscripts, such as psalters, would have been perfect for this purpose.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Harthan, p. 71] 


As Meehan points out, however, in his analysis of the Book of Kells, while there were certainly practical uses for illustrations in medieval bibles, the bulk of the illumination served a “mainly symbolic” purpose.[footnoteRef:11] Indeed, there were several aspects to this symbolic nature of biblical illustration.  [11:  Meehan, Bernard, The Book of Kells (London: Thames and Hudson, 1994), p.94] 


For one thing, the illustrations and other decorative features were intended to show off the power and majesty of the sacred word. This gave the bible special significance, and producing or displaying such a book allowed the monasteries and churches to display their status and prestige in society. The medieval church took over the symbols and grandeur of imperial imagery in creating their glorious bibles, which in their splendor were seen as worthy repositories of the divine message.[footnoteRef:12] They were also, as we have alluded to, meant to impress lay believers and would be converts. The early bibles were produced at a time when the church was far from being a universally established institution. Paganism and heresy were serious challenges for much of the early centuries. The majesty and vivid colour of the illustrated bibles was surely intended to impress recalcitrant pagans, who were more accustomed to idols and stone images. The very word “illuminated”, after all, refers to the gold lettering used in early bibles.[footnoteRef:13] Later in the middle ages, the church came under increasing pressure from within and without. It faced the challenge of Islam and the rise (or, more accurately, re-emergence) of secular power in the form of medieval kingship. It also faced a number of further heresies that constituted a serious threat to its survival. In such a challenging context, the production of lavishly illustrated bibles served a political or diplomatic role, as much as it did a pious one. Indeed, the authority and prestige of the Church was embodied in these books. As one author points out, “Romanesque culture valued ancient authority”.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Gameson, p. 95]  [13:  De Hamel, The History of Illumination, p. 112]  [14:  De Hamel, The Book, p. 57] 


The sanctity of the word was a recurring motif in all medieval bibles and was heavily emphasized in the full page illustrations of the evangelists. They were usually shown at their desks writing the gospels. These illustrations were a standard part of the bible throughout the middle ages and often contained references to the process of producing illuminated manuscripts themselves.[footnoteRef:15] Furthermore, the symbols of the evangelists were often found in other parts of the manuscript, not just the initial gospel pages, in order to remind the reader of the sacred power of divine revelation contained in the text.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Gameson, p.99]  [16:  Meehan, p. 64] 


Arguably, however, the central purpose of bible illustrations in the middle ages, at least with regards to the monasteries and individuals that actually produced the manuscripts, was to reinforce the Christian message and promote the main tenets of Christian life. In a similar fashion, the producers hoped to create a link between the ancient biblical world and contemporary medieval society, particularly as it existed in the Christendom of their day. They wanted to definitively establish the central place of God/Christ in the world, as its central pillar, just as pagan imagery had used the world axis to suggest the unity of nature as well as the supremacy of heaven over earth.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Bryce, Derek, Symbolism of the Celtic Cross (Lampeter: Llanerch Enterprises, 1989), p.61] 


Christ himself was, perhaps unsurprisingly, the most common subject of illustration in medieval bibles. In early manuscripts, particularly Byzantine ones, he is often presented as the Christ in Majesty, magnificently robed, sitting in a position of divine power over the world.[footnoteRef:18] However, he was also presented in a much greater variety of ways in later manuscripts. As the question of the poverty of Christ became an important issue in the central middle ages, with the emergence of new monastic and millennial movements that challenged the wealth and power of the Church and its leaders, Christ was often portrayed in a more humble, human manner.[footnoteRef:19] He was often shown suffering on the cross, dressed only in a simple loincloth, to emphasize his sacrifice for humanity as a whole and his separation from worldly possessions. It also stressed his human aspect in a way that must have been in striking contrast with the overwhelming power and magnificence of the increasingly elaborate stone churches of the Romanesque and Gothic eras.  [18:  Harthan, p. 70]  [19:  Michael Camille, Gothic Art (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1996), p. 128] 


However, he was not just portrayed in human form. A multitude of animal symbols were used to represent Christ, some being clear and obvious, but others requiring the viewer to ‘know the code’ in order to fully understand the connection. Most viewers would readily appreciate the image of the lamb to refer to Christ, and we find this image used throughout the middle ages. It often occurs in pictures of the Lamb of God, or the adoration of the lamb, referring to the “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” mentioned in the Gospel of John.[footnoteRef:20] In addition, there were more subtle and allegorical representations. In the Book of Kells, according to certain scholars, Christ appears throughout the book in numerous animal guises, often in the marginalia or as part of a wider decorative element. The image of the snake, usually a diabolical symbol, appears regularly throughout the text as an emblem of Christ, comparing his resurrection with the story of Moses lifting the serpent in Exodus. Christ also seems to be represented as a fish, which appears to refer to the Messiah’s redemptive mission as a “fisher of souls”.[footnoteRef:21] Alternatively, we might see it as an older, more traditional symbol of the spirit guide, steering people’s eternal souls safely through the troubled waters of the world to the spiritual godhead.[footnoteRef:22] Many similar symbols and themes of Christ’s life and resurrection can be found in the stone decorations of medieval cathedrals. [20:  De Hamel, The Book, p. 83]  [21:  Meehan, p. 75]  [22:  Bryce, p.63] 


Along with the gospels and massive complete bibles, psalters were also extremely common in the ecclesiastical libraries of the middle ages. They held an important place in the way of life and spiritual identity of the medieval church. Indeed, they are among some of the most richly illustrated manuscripts to be passed down to us in the present day.[footnoteRef:23] The reason for their significance is that the illustrations in the Psalters played a crucial symbolic role, acting as a bridge between the ancient world of the Old Testament and the life and teachings of Christ and the Christian church. Through juxtaposition of parallel or similar events from the Old and New Testaments, usually in the form of a pair of miniatures, the reader is invited to find connections between the life of David and the life of Christ. In a sense, the psalters helped to reinforce the ‘universal truth’ of the Christian church.[footnoteRef:24] In addition to narrative scenes, symbols of David, such as the harp or lyre, were common in psalters, and indeed can be found in gospel books and bibles too, such as the Book of Kells.[footnoteRef:25] However, perhaps the most dramatic visual representation of the supposed connection between David and Christ was the Tree of Jesse, which was often used to decorate Psalters, as well as books dealing with prophecy or the lineage of Christ, such as Isaiah or the relevant sections of the gospels. This symbol of the prophets was, according to some, largely created in northern Europe in the golden age of biblical illumination.[footnoteRef:26] We might argue that this gives us a prime example of how medieval thought, in this case the crucial importance of blood lineage for the purposes of legitimation and status, was blended with existing biblical tradition and presented in a newly developed visual form. It also reminds us of the complex nature of bible illustration in this period.  [23:  Backhouse The Illuminated Manuscript, p. 69]  [24:  Gameson, p.92]  [25:  Meehan, p.77]  [26:  De Hamel The History of Illuminated Manuscript, p.108] 


Another common theme found in medieval bible illustrations, which is also connected closely to the idea of the blood sacrifice of Christ, is imagery related to the Eucharist. Grape vines and drinking chalices are often featured, especially in the marginalia, to stress the sacred right that lay at the heart of church ritual. This is particularly prevalent in the Book of Kells, where we find several examples of this motif.[footnoteRef:27] The Eucharist had been a source of controversy for much of the early Christian period, so its visual representation suggests the bible makers were keen to stress its central and established place in legitimate Christian worship. [27:  Meehan, p. 77] 


We might also argue that the diversity of illustrative styles and features found in medieval bibles, particularly those produced in the Insular tradition, can also be seen as an assertion of cultural legitimacy. The bibles produced in Anglo-Saxon England drew on a variety of influences in terms of decoration, especially with regards to the intricate border patterns, blending Celtic and continental styles with long-established Byzantine techniques. Some commentators argue that this was a conscious choice on the part of the makers of the Lindisfarne Gospels, because it made it easier for the native Celts to accept the authority of the recently Romanized British church.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Harthan, p. 125] 


The illustrations in medieval bibles were not just designed to reflect the glory and doctrine of the church though. Increasingly, as time passed, splendid illuminated bibles were commissioned by or dedicated to secular rulers, including the most powerful emperors and kings of Christendom. Patronage of such works reflected the status and power of the ruler, usually immortalized in a full-page portrait of the patron himself (and sometimes his queen or other members of his family).[footnoteRef:29] However, the motivation for such patronage and the interpretation of the ruler’s image by a medieval audience are problematic issues for the historian.  [29:  De Hamel, The History of Illumination, p. 35] 


For example, the Carolingian Empire was a great producer of massive bibles, particularly in the 9th century. In the 870s, Charles the Bald lent his patronage to the production of a sumptuous bible now known as the Bible of San Paolo fuori le Mura. At the end of the book is a magnificent full-page portrait of Charles the Bald, who is surrounded by soldiers and his queen, with personifications of the four virtues, flanked by angels, above him. How are we to interpret this scene? In his astute commentary on the portrait, William Diebold argues that the meaning would shift depending on the receiver. Charles may have intended the portrait as a form of self-aggrandisement and a general symbol of his legitimate right to rule. However, as Diebold points out, the bible was probably commissioned by Hincmar, Archbishop of Reins. If we accept that Hincmar was the driving force behind the portrait and intended Charles to be the principal viewer, the portrait takes on the nature of a ‘speculum princip’, designed to remind and educate the newly crowned emperor of his duties towards the church and his realm. This would seem to fit in with the placement of the portrait at the end of the book, suggesting the responsibility of the monarch now he has studied and digested all the lessons of the scriptures. However, the ultimate recipient of the San Paolo bible is generally accepted to be Pope John VIII, who is said to have received the book as a gift from Charles at the imperial coronation in 875. In this case, the meaning of the picture shifts again. It is meant for the contemplation of the pope, who was presumably meant to be impressed by Charles’s virtuous nature and satisfied that he had chosen the right man to rule the Holy Roman Empire.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  William Diebold, The Ruler Portrait of Charles the Bald in the S. Paolo Bible, Art Bulletin, 76 (1) (March, 1994), p. 14-17] 


In conclusion, the illustrations found in medieval manuscripts were extremely diverse and were included for a variety of reasons, ranging from pious motivations to political and personal ones. Decorations added to the lustre and prestige of these books, making them extremely precious objects of immense value. They offer us a window onto different aspects of medieval culture, reminding us of the complexity and artistic sophistication of Europe in the middle ages.
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