
Transcription Exercise 

I have chosen 3 images from the book of psalms that appear in a French 

psalter listed as  Yates-Thompson 18, ff.2-201 in the British Library catalogue.​1 

These are psalm one, Beatus Vir; psalm 38, Dixi Custodiam and psalm 80, 

Exsultate Deo. Full size images with their texts have been inserted at the end of 
this essay.  

The psalter includes a calendar and canticles.  A calendar was often 

bound into psalters; it would identify the most​ important ​dates ​in the liturgical year, 

as well as saints’ days. Canticles are songs of praise, using biblical or holy texts, 

but not the psalms, as their lyrics. The catalogue entry describes it as made in 

the last quarter of the thirteenth century, in France. Branner, who has attempted 

to identify manuscript workshops in mid thirteenth century France, suggests the 

artists are members of what he calls the Ste-Chapelle group; and the margins 

and line fillers as from the Guines atelier.​2​ It is written in Latin and French, using 
Gothic script and is 215 x145mm in size. The psalter was probably made in 

Paris, but it is thought that it was intended to be used in Brittany because the 

Breton saints  Melanius II, Corentinus and Maclovius are included. 

Its provenance is interesting.  The British Library catalogue entry suggests it 

might have been owned by Henry VII, who lived in Brittany between 1471 – 

1484. Henry VIII later​ ​owned the psalter)​3 

  

 

 

1Detailed record for Yates Thompson 18, ff 2-20,British Library online catalogue, available at 
https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/record.asp?MSID=8139&CollID=58&NStart=18 
2Robert Branner​, Manuscript painting in Paris During the Reign of Saint. Louis: A Study of Styles 
(Berkeley, University of California Press, 1977) 
3British Library online catalogue 
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Psalm One – Beatus Vir 

The psalm starts with the word ‘Beatus’, which is given an historiated letter B. Inside a 

square gilded frame, in the upper half of the ‘B’,  King David sits,   playing the harp. 
Below  him, a younger David is seen confronting  Goliath with his slingshot, while 

Goliath towers over him with a shield and a sword. This image of David confronting 

Goliath is probably the most famous story associated with the King. 

 There are two more small, decorated letters, an ‘S’ and an ‘E’, starting two lines 

of text. There is a partial border and in the top margin a dog chasing a rabbit. The bas 
de page shows an image of a hybrid, two headed creature – a dragon - with round 

objects in each of its mouths. These are presumably berries from the berries shown in 

the curling decoration above it. There are two line fillers; one has a small hybrid with a 
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human head wearing a hat and a ​creature’s​ ​head on the end of its tail. The other 

one has a fish with another hybrid, this time with an animal’s head with a round 

object in it and a similar creature’s head on the end of its tail. The colours used 

are blue, red and gold. 

In the following transcriptions the following method  has been employed: 

the layout of each psalm in the psalter has been followed, breaking lines where 

the original does and showing this with a red hyphen; abbreviations have been 
expanded, with the missing letters in round brackets. Where the manuscript form 

looks like ‘u’, it has been transcribed  as such; if it looks like ‘v’, it has been 

transcribed as a ‘v’. Capital letters have only been used  where it is clear in the 

text that it should be a capital and any apparent punctuation has been included 

but no ‘extra’ punctuation has been put into the transcription. If the Latin appears 

wrong, the relevant letters have been highlighted in red. 

Transcription of Psalm One 

Beatus 
uir q(u)i 
non a​- 
biit in 
consiili​- 
o impi​- 
orum 
Et in ui​- 
a pecca​- 
torum non stetit: et in cathedra 
pestilencie non sedit. 
Sed in lege domini uoluntas eius: 
et in lege eius in meditabitur die 
ac nocte. 
Et erit tanquam lignum quod 
plantatum est secus decursus a​- 
quarum quod fructum suum 
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Translation of Psalm One   

Blessed is the man who has ignored the advice of the impious and has left the 
way of sin and does not sit in the chair of pestilence but desires the law of the 
Lord and meditates on His law day and night.   He is like a tree which hastens to 
water because his fruit ... 

 

Psalm 52 - Dixi Custodiam 

The page has an historiated initial D and there are 4 large initials on the 

left hand side, in gold, with red or blue backgrounds,  in the margin  - I, Q, N, I - 

outside of a decorative frame. At the base of the text is another large initial, P. 

The historiated initial shows a gilded framed miniature of King David, kneeling, 

pointing to his tongue as he looks up to Christ.  Branner describes the figures in 
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the image as having ‘thin figures, flowing draperies, willowy arms and long, 

scowling faces’.​4​ ​It is set on a square blue background, with the letter D outlined 

in what looks to be a pale pink and cream rope decoration; this has a red 

demon’s head at the top of it. The blue background is outlined in gold. The page 
has a hybrid beast in the bottom margin, a cross between a dog’s head and a 

dragon’s tail. 

Transcription of Psalm 52 

et cogitato pro peccato meo. 
Inimici autem mei uiuunt. Et con​- 
firmati (sun)t s(upe)r me: et multiplicati sunt 
qui oderunt me unique. 
Qui retribuunt mala pro bonis. det(ra)​- 
hebant m(ihi): q(uonia)m sequebar bonitatem. 
Ne derelinquas me d(omi)ne; deus meus ne​- 
discesseris a me. 
Intende in adiutorium(m) meu(m) d(omi)ne d(eu)s sa​- 
lutis mee. 
Dixi custodia(m) 
uias meas; 
ut non de​- 
linquam 
in lingua 
mea. Possui o​- 
romeo cus 

Translation of Psalm 52 

And I will reflect on my sins. 
But my enemies live and are 
stronger than me. They who hate me wrongfully have multiplied. 
They that render evil for good have dragged me down, because I followed 
goodness. Forsake me not, O Lord my God, do not depart from me. Attend unto 

4 Branner, p.129 
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my help, O Lord, the God of my salvation. I have said that I will guard my ways 
and not be wanting in my tongue. I have set my mouth  ….. 

Psalm 80 - Exsultate Deo 

This page has an historiated letter E, which encloses a picture of King 

David playing the bells in a gold outlined frame.  There are 5 illuminated letters 
throughout the text - S, B. Q,T and D. There is a fish line filler, another that 

shows two small monsters facing each other and a small one with a monster’s 

head in it. The bas de page has a hybrid of a woman’s head on a winged dragon, 

whose tail has another head at the end of it, eating something circular - possibly 

a fruit. 

Transcription  of Psalm 80 

Adiutori nostro: iubila​- 
te deo jacob. 
Sumite 
psalmum et 
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date tympa​- 
num:psalterium iocundum cum cythara. 
Buccinate in neomenia tuba: in insignia die solemnitatis ves(tra)e 
Quia praeceptum in isr(ae)l est; et uidiciu(m) 
deo iacob. 
Testimonium in joseph posuit illud. 
cum excirent de terra egypti. linguam 
quam non noverat audivit. 
Divertit ab onerib(us) dorsum eius. Ma​- 
nus eius in cophino servierunt. 

Translation of Psalm 80 

Sing unto the lord, our help. Praise the God of Jacob. Begin the psalm and take 
the drum and the pleasant cythera. Blow the trumpet in the new moon for the 
sign of our solemn feast day, which is a command in Israel and the  law of Jacob. 
He ordained a law in Joseph  when he came out of Egypt and heard a language 
he did not understand. He has taken away the burden from his shoulders and 
has delivered his hands from the basket. 

 

Due to the twenty first century plague of Covid 19, it has not been possible 

to go and look at this psalter so I have been limited in the pages I can look at to 

those online. These three pages have a rather elegant simplicity to them. They 

all show King David - hardly surprising, as he was thought to have written them. 

He has a variety of different aspects to his character - he is depicted as a simple 

shepherd, a king, a musician and a brave victor in his fight against Goliath.He 

was also an ancestor of Jesus, which would give him great authority. He is often 

shown playing an instrument - the harp is his attribute and he soothed Saul when 

he was distressed by playing his harp to him.​5​ Bells always have some kind of 

message - perhaps here they remind the reader of the message of this particular 
psalm to praise the Lord. The image of David and Goliath would surely have 

5 I Samuel 16.23, Holy Bible 
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carried the message that with trust and faith in God, the righteous can overcome 

anything. 

The image of David in the historiated initial of psalm 52 is interesting. 

David is kneeling before Christ, and pointing to his (David’s) mouth. Savage has 
pointed out that King David appears frequently in the Index of Medieval Art 

database, and draws attention to  the number of images that feature him pointing 

to his mouth or sticking out his tongue and pointing to that. She suggests that 

these images, often appearing in psalm 38 ‘suggest the speaking and offending 

capabilities of the tongue’.​6​ This is entirely plausible given the words of the psalm 

here; ‘I have said that I will guard my ways and not be wanting in my tongue’.  

At the bottom of each of the three pages from the BL psalter is a hybrid 

creature, half dragon half something else. The most interesting one  is that on the 

page with psalm 80 - half dragon, half woman. She wears a barbette - a chin 

band - which is attached to a coif and her hair is worn in a net. She does not look 
particularly happy!  

The question of the meaning and purpose of these weird marginalia has 

been considered by many authors.​7​ Perhaps worth noting, however,  is Binski’s 

assertion that in fact these marginalia were really about fun and amusement. He 

argues that the medieval age did not operate with the nineteenth and twentieth 

century binary opposites of good/bad; serious/frivolous etc, but rather saw things 

as all part of a whole. He argues that marginalia must be seen in the context of 

the medieval viewer; that they  were often about wit, puns and humour, all part of 

a nonsense world made to create delight, which often directed the reader of the 

6 Jessica Savage, David’s Emoji, Index of medieval art,  (25 February, 2019), available at 
https://ima.princeton.edu/2019/02/25/davids-emoji/ 
7 See for example, Michael Camille, Image on the Edge, (1995) Reaktion Books, London; Lillian Randall​. 
Images in the Margins of Gothic Manuscripts​. (Berkeley, ​University of California​ Press​, ​1966)​, ​to 
name but two. 
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text to ask questions.​8​ However, it is beyond the scope of this essay to delve into 

the fascinating question of what marginalia were all about.  

On the 3rd December, 2015, Christies sold six  leaves from ​an illuminated Bible 

thought to have been made in Paris c.1280-90, three of which had historiated initials. 

Christies described them as being in the style of the Ste.-Chapelle group. Their 
catalogue details stated that ‘In previous discussions the style has been taken to 

correspond more closely with the 'Henry VIII' sub-group, active slightly later in the 
grouping, making a date for the present leaves of c.1280-90 most plausible.’​9​ One initial 

shows David in the waters, asking God to save him. Another page has a scribe’s 

scribbles in the margin - one says ‘habet’ - he has; the other reads: 

Q(u)i no(n) h(abe)t filium 
dei non ha​- 
bet ui​- 
tam 

He who does not have the son of God does not have life. 

They appear to be corrections.  (See p. 13 for the full size image.) 

8 Paul Binski,​ Images on the Edge​, Churches Conservation Trust talk, 11 June 2020, 
https://www.facebook.com/ChurchesConservationTrust/videos/1525458017636598​ accessed 23 
December 2020 
9h​ttps://onlineonly.christies.com/s/script-illumination-leaves-medieval-renaissance-manuscripts/three-histo
riated-initials-one-illuminated-initial-six-leaves-bible-13/22920 
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Three leaves with historiated initials from the six sold by Christies in 2015 
 

 These lovely pages are still appreciated and still being bought and sold. 

The reasons for their still being a valuable commodity may have changed from 

those of the middle ages, but they are still the preserve of the wealthy, unless 

bought by, or given to, a museum. 

 

(See below for larger images of the pages transcribed and translated.) 
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Beatus Vir page
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Dixi Custodiam page
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Exsultate Deo page 
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One of the Christie's pages, with corrections in the margin 
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Historiated initially showing David in the waters, from the set sold by Christies. 
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Pages wit​h historiated initials from the Christie’s catalogue 
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