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Comment on the significant features of a visual image taken from a medieval book of hours, psalter, bible etc).

The Gorleston Psalter is a particularly stunning example of an illuminated manuscript from the early 14th century containing many intricate religious miniatures alongside marginalia that ranges from humorous and bizarre to the grotesque. The image I have chosen to focus on here however, is what is referred to as the Beatus page. Typically it is a highly decorated page containing the opening of Psalm 1 in Latin which begins ‘Beatus vir’ hence the term Beatus page.[footnoteRef:1] The Gorleston Psalter is no exception with the words ‘Beatus vir qui’ transformed into an elaborate Tree of Jesse which takes up almost a full page by itself. [1:  The Oxford Dictionary of Christian Art and Architecture, ed. T.D. Jones, P. Murray, and L. Murray (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 57.] 

A Tree of Jesse is a pictorial rendering of the ancestors of Jesus Christ and is the origin of the now customary family tree chart used in depicting genealogy.[footnoteRef:2] The base of the tree stems from the reclining figure of Jesse of Bethlehem, hence the name Tree of Jesse, and is inspired by Isaiah’s prophecy which states ‘There will come forth a rod out of the root of Jesse and a flower will rise up out of his root’. The rod was generally interpreted to mean the Virgin Mary with the flower representing Jesus.[footnoteRef:3] It then branches off into depictions of some of the most notable relations of Jesus Christ, as well as occasionally presenting certain key biblical scenes like the crucifixion and the nativity, both of which appear in the Gorleston Tree. [2:  S.J. Gilmour, Daz Sint Noch Ungelogeniu Wort: A Literary and Linguistic Commentary on the Gurnemanz Episode in Book III of Wolfram's Parzival (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 2000), p. 64.]  [3:  V.A. Kolve, Telling Images: Chaucer and the Imagery of Narrative II (California: Stanford University Press, 2009), p. 154.] 

The number of figures and just who is depicted in them varies from tree to tree, not surprising perhaps given that the Bible itself offers two separate accounts of the genealogy of Christ, one from the Gospel of Luke and one from the Gospel of Matthew.[footnoteRef:4] But just as these two accounts include many of the same names, although not always in the same order, there are some figures that more commonly appear in a Tree of Jesse than others. King David for example, son of Jesse himself, is easily identifiable in Gorleston by the addition of his lyre. Such iconography was important in medieval portraiture to distinguish one figure from another. The Gorleston Tree of Jesse is a good example of this as so many of the figures look exactly the same, and some of the more common signifiers like a crown to signify royalty are redundant when all the main figures are kings. [4:  B. Nesfield-Cookson, The Mystery of the Two Jesus Children: And the Descent of the Spirit of the Sun (Forest Row: Temple Lodge Publishing, 2005).] 

It was widely believed that King David was the composer of the Psalms, which explains why the Tree of Jesse was such a popular illumination chosen to preface Psalm 1 despite the genealogy of Christ having little to do with the contents of Psalm 1.[footnoteRef:5] But while King David’s figure is drawn no bigger than the other Kings and Prophets depicted, it is perhaps notable that he is positioned to the immediate right of the image of Mary and the baby Jesus. If then we were to assume that the figure immediately above King David was his son and successor King Solomon, there may be some significance in his positioning right at the intersection between the upper and lower half of the illuminated B. This may perhaps be a reference to the breaking apart of the United Monarchy into the Kingdom of Israel and the Kingdom of Judah upon his death as a punishment for Solomon’s sins against God.[footnoteRef:6] While Solomon only appears in Matthew’s genealogy of Christ, his inclusion makes a certain amount of sense here as we consider that Psalm 1 is concerned with the contrast between the way of the righteous and the way of the ungodly. [5:  J.F. Nagy, The Place of the Psalms in the Intellectual Culture of the Middle Ages, ed. N.E. Van Deusen (New York: State University Press, 1999), p. 25.]  [6:  S. Weitzman, Solomon: The Lure of Wisdom (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011).] 

The centre of the B is taken up by the scene of the crucifixion. Mary and another figure, perhaps the unnamed ‘Beloved Disciple’ mentioned in the Gospel of John, stand at either side of an emaciated and bloody Jesus on the cross. This image fits in neatly with the late medieval preoccupation with the sufferings of Christ as the dying martyr, as opposed to his depictions before the twelfth century when he was usually shown whole, alive and triumphant.[footnoteRef:7] Directly above the crucifixion scene is an image of Jesus in heaven, seated, haloed and holding a ceremonial orb, very much in the style of a King. We see then in a straight line a succinct, visual representation of the life of Jesus, from childhood with his mother Mary, through the crucifixion, and finally to the ascension to his seat in heaven. [7:  T.P. Rausch, Eschatology, Liturgy and Christology: Toward Recovering an Eschatological Imagination (Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2012), p. 58.] 

Below these images, and on either side of the trunk of the tree as it emerges from Jesse’s side, are two angels. Each angel holds a cup or chalice and in it they collect the blood of Christ as it flows from his wounds at the crucifixion. This is a clear reference to the Eucharist, otherwise known as the Holy Communion, where sacramental bread and wine are consumed by the practitioners as metaphorical representations of Christ’s body and blood. The Eucharistic wine is presented in a chalice and by consuming it the practitioner was supposed to attain a oneness with Christ, with some denominations of Christianity even believing that the bread and wine actually transformed into the literal body and blood of Christ through a process of transubstantiation.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, eds. F.L. Cross, and E.A. Livingstone (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 1648.] 

Another important feature to note about Gorleston’s Beatus page is the colours used. The vivid reds and blues all accented with gold, are not only beautiful and eye-catching for the reader, allowing them to easily locate Psalm 1 amongst the other Psalms, but also function as an obvious display of wealth for the owner of the Psalter. What is more is that the colours also correspond with the English and French arms, with the central ‘B’ bordered by an alternating pattern of a red background with golden lions for England and a blue background with golden fleur-de-lis for France.[footnoteRef:9] This is particularly useful when it comes to dating the manuscript, and historians have cited this image as evidence that it cannot have been written before the marriage of Edward I of England to Margaret of France in 1299 which secured the truce between King Edward and King Philip after five years of war.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  W.M. Baumgaertner, Squires, Knights, Barons, Kings: War and Politics in Fifteenth Century England (Indiana: Trafford Publishing, 2009).]  [10:  J.A. Wagner, Encyclopaedia of the Hundred Years War (Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 2006), p. 210.] 

In addition to the Tree of Jesse, somewhat distinct but still in the same style, are two marginal scenes. One of these is at the bottom of the page and depicts the scene of David and Goliath. This is not perhaps an unexpected inclusion given that the story of David and Goliath is arguably the most famous story featuring King David who, as mentioned, was believed to have authored the psalms. The fact that the scene is set apart from the main image is interesting though, and leads one to wonder whether it, like grotesques and other marginalia, was simply included to fill in the blank space or if there was a deeper meaning to it.
The connection of David and Goliath to the Tree of Jesse is however more obvious than the other marginal scene, which depicts a hunt seemingly led by a monkey. One reason for including an illumination of a hunt is to show the wealth of the owner, as is the case in the Luttrell Psalter.[footnoteRef:11] But another reason the illuminator may have chosen to include it here is as a reference once again to the ungodly mentioned in Psalm 1, here represented by the simian-esque huntsman, attacking the soul symbolised by the stag.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  C. Westwell, ‘The Luscious Luttrell Psalter’, The British Library, (2013), [Online]. Available at http://blogs.bl.uk/digitisedmanuscripts/2013/09/the-luscious-luttrell-psalter.html. Accessed on 15th August 2018.]  [12:  S. Gillingham, Psalms Through the Centuries, Volume Two (New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, 2018).] 

One other possible explanation for including these marginal scenes may be as a sort of reference aid for the reader. Psalters were after all commonly used to teach people, namely the wealthy who could afford to own one, to read and understand the Psalms. The inclusion of marginal but related scenes therefore provide a kind of visual footnote to other stories that the reader may already be familiar with, like the inclusion of David and Goliath. Otherwise they might be used to place passages of the text into a context that makes more sense to the reader, like the inclusion of the hunt as a metaphor as described above.
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