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AHHI7016 – Assignment 2

(b)
Comment on the nature and function of the illustrations in the Luttrell Psalter.
The Luttrell Psalter is one of the treasures of the British Library. Its creation can be narrowed down to some time between the years 1320 and 1345, the year of the death of Sir Geoffrey Luttrell, its patron.
 The book is likely to have been conceived, written and illustrated over a considerable period of time and there was probably a pause or a series of delays during the course of its production. There is even no evidence that Sir Geoffrey Luttrell ever used it as it was not mentioned in his will,
 and is suspected to have passed out of his family by the final quarter of the fourteenth century and into the ownership of Joan de Bohun (d.1419), a member of a family to whom the Luttrells owed allegiance.
 With that in mind, it is worth considering why the psalter was commissioned and, especially, the impact and purpose of the many glorious, bizarre and occasionally repulsive illustrations that decorate its pages.

The psalter contains a collection of psalms along with the addition of a calendar and religious offices. At this period the psalter was a popular book for private worship,
 and this particular psalter is much more than just text.
 Along with very many other books of the medieval era, the psalter was lavishly illustrated with pictures that complement and explain the text as well as horrify and perhaps even amuse its readers. The large size of its text suggests that it was originally designed to be read aloud and perhaps from a short distance.
 However, given the high expense of the item which, according to Michael Camille, would have taken up a sizeable slice of Luttrell’s yearly income,
 it must be construed that the illustrations are most probably those which met the requirements and taste of its patron.
 This does not negate the likelihood that a book of this quality produced with such an outlay of time and money was surely meant to be treasured and enjoyed for many years by others who came after its patron.

The range of illustrations provided for the psalter is truly remarkable and, in the words of one writer, of ‘unsurpassed vitality’,
 and another considers it ‘one of the most intensely personalized’.
 In addition to the historiated initials and line-fillers, and the expected images of biblical scenes and pictorial references to saints, the artists working on this project drew trees and plants and some insects with acute observation.
 They created an array of fine, sometimes humorous, occasionally weird pictures of humans, animals, hybrids of both, and monsters. The hybrids and monsters in particular have attracted much comment as students of the psalter have tried to interpret their meaning. Described as ‘grotesques’ and ‘babewyns’,
 these dominate the pages on which they appear, and they sometimes interact with more normal figures or reflect the warnings and sentiments in the accompanying text because, as L.F. Sandler writes, ‘The purpose of the images is to evoke the words, to redouble or reinforce their meaning’.
 She goes on to provide examples.

A close study of the illustrations gives credence to the idea that they were not independent paintings;
 the task of the artists was to delight the readers as well as to inform and instruct them while clarifying or expanding in picture form the text accompanying the images. Camille has his own ideas as to why the babewyns were included in the psalter.
 These strange other-worldly creatures shown in the psalter offer a window into the imaginations not only of the artists who created them, but into the philosophies of medieval culture as a whole.
 If, as mentioned above, it is to be accepted that this book was likely to have other readers than just its patron Sir Geoffrey, then the images displayed within its pages needed to have some sort of recognition by potential readers who belonged to a much wider society. Clerics and ecclesiastics had their own illustrated books with hybrids and monsters.
 Camille believes that the psalter demonstrates ‘a newly nascent nationalism’,
 and points to the ‘giants and fairies’ in the margins to justify his theory.
 He goes so far as to comment that these babewyns tells us more about reality, in the sense of feelings and fears, at this time than the psalter’s more ‘realistic’ portraits.

Some of those more ‘realistic’ portraits included representations of Sir Geoffrey and his family. It was not unusual for those commissioning such expensive books as the psalter to want their own name to be prominent within it. As mentioned above, the outlay for such a project was large and it comes as no surprise, then, that Luttrell caused himself to be immortalized in its pages with a splendid picture accompanying the declaration that he was the patron of the book. What does make his image unusual, however, is the manner of its fulfilment. Whereas others who have commissioned similar books have themselves shown in devotional poses, often before a favourite saint,
 Sir Geoffrey clearly decided that he wanted to be remembered as a martial figure, one who had experienced the travails of war campaigns. It was true that he had several times been required to serve his king,
 but by the late 1320s, the time the psalter may have been started, Luttrell was in his fifties and probably not in the best of health.

This picture, therefore, was an idealized one born out of Sir Geoffrey’s memories of his past and, most importantly, conceived to convey the image the lord wished to transmit to future generations. It is a large image, and its creation is undertaken with great care; bright colours are involved and it is given a frame which elevates it above the others in the book and draws the eye to admire it. The elements within the picture are also interesting. In common with his peers, Luttrell was proud of his lineage and the psalter contains visual references to his emblems, such as the martlets which were on his arms. There is no shortage of similar references in this illustration. His arms, as well as those of his wife and daughter-in-law are all represented in this picture, driving home the point to the reader that here was a family with good connections, making of the psalter a statement of Luttrell’s gentility, a gentility mixed with warlike valour.

The inclusion of figures representing Sir Geoffrey’s wife and daughter-in-law may reveal a little of how Sir Geoffrey thought, or perhaps how he wanted the world to think. It is believed he married Agnes Sutton probably in the final years of the thirteenth century, but the marriage was called into question some twenty or more years later when his wife Lady Agnes discovered that by canonical law their union could be illegal and thus their children illegitimate,
 and although eventually Geoffrey was granted a dispensation which meant that his marriage was verified by the Church, the worry that this issue must have caused him may have convinced him that his alliance with the Sutton family should be further underlined. Commentators have used the receipt of the dispensation as a possible reason for the commissioning of the psalter in the first place,
 and there is certainly some logic in this.

However, the picture includes not only Lady Agnes, resplendent in her arms of Luttrell and Sutton, who is handing her husband his helmet, but Beatrice Scrope of the influential Scrope family. Standing behind Lady Agnes, Beatrice is holding Sir Geoffrey’s shield. She is also recognizable by the arms she displays on her gown. Married for many years to Sir Geoffrey’s eldest surviving son, Andrew, she is clearly regarded as someone whose presence on the page would enhance its message. With the memory of the tainted marriage still fresh, Beatrice’s marriage to Andrew was a prize that, in the minds of many and probably Sir Geoffrey’s, added an extra layer of validation to his own. Although the younger couple’s wedding had been agreed and carried out in 1320 before any question had publicly been raised over the elder couple’s marriage, it would have been politic to remind the world at large that Beatrice brought the honour of the Scrope family to the Luttrells which in turn would present a positive view of the marriage of Geoffrey and Agnes. The belief of those who mattered would be that the Scrope family would not marry into the Luttrell family if the stain of illegitimacy were present.

There is also the slight chance that it may have been Beatrice herself who suggested that she should have a prominent position in such an image. She was likely a woman of determination and courage,
 and probably fully aware of her family heritage and value. She would want to be remembered as bringing genealogical stability to her husband’s family. She is seen as the next generation; by being the one to hand her father-in-law his shield, emblazoned with his arms, she is symbolically handing him the future of his family, being the conduit through which the Luttrell name will survive. History shows that Beatrice died childless but at the time of psalter’s creation, the prayers said with the psalter may have been believed to be efficacious. An image of Beatrice would have brought the woman herself to mind as the prayers were said. 

Camille has remarked upon the condemnatory nature of some of the images of women in the psalter,
 and it is true that the treatment of women throughout the book varies. Women are to be found gazing in the mirror, having their hair tended, spinning, working in the fields; one woman is beating a cowering man and another is being attacked. These are depictions in the psalter of women connected with vanity, labour and violence both being given and received; but the misogynistic undertones that can be perceived do not disguise other layers demonstrating their obvious influence as typified in the decision to include two women in Sir Geoffrey’s own major picture. Some of the babewyns were women hybrids, one of them possibly an expression of the essence of Queen Isabella,
 widow of King Edward II. Brown thinks that the lady shown balancing on the shoulders of a male player or acrobat is a reference to Isabella’s delicate political situation.
 The fact that the woman here has her back to the reader may indicate Sir Geoffrey’s own personal distaste for the queen although Camille gives this illustration no such interpretation. To him she is a woman in a balancing act, ‘disempowered’, part of an elaborate chain of images that by their depiction ‘allowed the Luttrells to “handle” sin as they turned its pages’.
 Brown too finds a ‘moral commentary’ in ‘scenes, grotesques and vignettes seemingly of everyday life’.

Sir Geoffrey is not likely to have favoured King Edward II if the bloated babewyn-king within the psalter represents that monarch,
 and the inclusion of a picture showing the execution of Thomas of Lancaster after his rebellion can be taken as further proof. Thomas is shown in the attitude of prayer being brutally decapitated by the executioner, an image not so very different from that in the psalter showing the murder of St Thomas Becket. Thomas of Lancaster, however, did not achieve canonisation even though he was locally venerated for supposed saintly qualities.

More of Sir Geoffrey’s affiliations are evident in the inclusion of a drawing of one of the Eleanor crosses, monuments set up by King Edward I to commemorate the resting-places of his wife’s body as it was brought back to London for burial. In the past Geoffrey had been part of a contingent escorting Edward’s sister-in-law, as a widow, back to France after the death of her husband Edmund Crouchback, earl of Lancaster, in 1298. An episode such as this must surely have made a deep impression on Sir Geoffrey, and may account for a curious but splendid covered waggon appearing in the psalter; it is possible that this was meant to highlight the occasion for Geoffrey and revive happier memories of glorious service. We can see four crowned females in the waggon which, it has been speculated,
 represent four queens with whom Geoffrey had come into contact. 

Some of the most famous illustrations in the psalter are those showing the agricultural processes that were carried out on the Luttrell lands. It must be remembered that scenes of this nature are common in religious books such as these, but Patricia Basing regards those in the Luttrell psalter as ‘the finest set of agricultural scenes in a medieval manuscript’.
 They are often reproduced as representations of medieval cultivation even though they are usually taken out of context and sometimes offered as isolated figures inside history books on medieval husbandry or to illustrate medieval literature.
 The agricultural images in the psalter form part of a narrative that runs over several pages. They have been placed to appear chronologically as if to demonstrate how a household uses the land to support itself. There is a windmill and a water-mill and an eel-trap, although curiously no representation of a barn, as Camille points out.
 However, there are pictures showing the fields being ploughed and sown and the crop being harvested by both men and women; the food is in the kitchens being prepared in one image, and being served at the lord’s table in the next. The complete narrative underlines the importance of what Backhouse called ‘the unending quest for food’,
 and brings into focus the main purpose of the household and the lands that served it. 

It is, however, dangerous to assume that these illustrations are true to how life was at the time. Camille has observed anomalies such as the dress of the ploughman which seems to be too fine for such a class of man in that position.
 A detail such as this lead to the possibility that the Luttrell psalter artist was simply creating an image that nominally represented what the patron wanted, ‘not a product reflecting its time’ but ‘a nostalgic vision’.
 This would therefore reduce the chance that any of the peasants depicted were actually portraits of labourers Sir Geoffrey employed. The psalter was not meant for their eyes and self-recognition; they were within its pages because they formed part of the Luttrells’ version of how their lands produced the wherewithal to keep them alive, and the workers’ presence, rather than their individual identities, made them more ‘profitable assets’ than the land itself.
 Sir Geoffrey was keen for the world to appreciate his wealth as manifested in his ability to pay for the psalter which showed these objects in the first place. The book could be described as a product of the working of the land as drawn in the images.

There are more pictures of peasants playing than of working,
 so therefore we can entertain the idea that Geoffrey wished to have portrayed for posterity a life that was not all hardship and toil for his people.  His will reveals that he was anxious to reward good service, and there are many bequests to members of his household,
 some of whom were part of his extended family, and so it is not unreasonable to assume that the pictures in the psalter where they touch on the peasants’ games and their antics amused him enough for them to be included in his book to be seen frequently as integral to the world that surrounded the lord. They took their place beside images showing archery, hunting rabbits, and mounted knights clashing. Each of these has a strand of story for the life behind the psalter; the baiting of the bear, for example, could be another reference to Sir Geoffrey’s past when he was involved with the English army at Berwick.

In a book such as this, given its expense and the care and artistry lavished on it, there can be no real conviction that the illustrations were for the unlettered so that they could somehow ‘read’ the pictures and gauge their meaning. Sandler has shown that single words and even parts of words, especially where they are divided across lines, sparked the imagination of the artist and the result is a play on those words.
 These images would not have been of much use to an illiterate reader. The purpose behind these illustrations in the psalter, according to Sandler, was to intensify the experience of reading.
 If we are to accept that this was the aim of the artists, then the huge variety of the illustrations is understandable. The pictures would seek not only to provide examples of what the text itself said, and to deepen the reader’s own comprehension of scripture and the various requirements of Christianity, but to bring to life a panoramic view of Sir Geoffrey’s own life as he perceived it through his experience both on his lands and as a knight owing service. In doing this, the artists provided their master with a kaleidoscope of ideas that encompassed a rich slice of his life, including his responsibility of giving to those less well off as in the image of the beggar who receives alms. This supplicant is being pushed in a wheeled litter that is in concept not unlike a wheelbarrow which was at that time in England a relatively new development.

Ultimately, the psalter’s pictures should be seen not as a frozen representation of medieval life as it was in the fourteenth century but as something else entirely. When we look at Sir Geoffrey Luttrell’s image at his feasting table we see him staring right back at us, the best way for anyone to gain someone else’s attention. As Camille observes, we only remember Sir Geoffrey Luttrell for his psalter.
 The illustrations function as a monument to his life and experience and to urge succeeding generations, whenever they look at the book, to remember him and probably, in the light of the provisions made in his will for his obsequies,
 to pray for him.
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