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Evangelist Portrait of Saint Luke – St Augustinian Gospels, Parker Library Corpus Christi College, Cambridge[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 286 Gospels of St Augustine, MS 286, fol. 129v. <https://parker.stanford.edu/parker/catalog/mk707wk3350> [accessed 4 December 2023].
] 


This essay is intended to offer brief commentary and analysis of an image from a medieval manuscript. The image chosen for this work is from one of the earliest illustrated gospel books still in existence, the St Augustine Gospels. Currently in the possession of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, the manuscript is of continued national (and international) importance. The manuscript today only contains 2 pages of artwork/imagery; the Corpus Christi library confirms that there were ‘probably eight’[footnoteRef:2] pages of images when it was first created, but only the image of Saint Luke and a page with images from the gospels remain intact today.   [2:  Parker Library On the Web, Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 286: Gospels of St Augustine, <https://parker.stanford.edu/parker/catalog/mk707wk3350> [accessed 4 December 2023] (para. 9 of 9).] 

The St Augustine Gospels was created in Italy in the 6th Century (500-599)[footnoteRef:3]. It is not possible to date it more specifically or to specify from this image the exact date that this document was created as surviving documents from this period that may shed more light on its creation are rare. It is also unclear precisely when this was brought to England from Italy for similar reasons. This image within the manuscript is contemporary with the rest of the manuscript and can be therefore dated to the same period. The manuscript as a whole is representative of where it was created, as the scribes writing it and creating the artwork would have been influenced by architecture, fashion and familiar sights in their lives. However, it is notable that despite being created in Italy the manuscript was sent to England in the Middle Ages, proving that long-distance travel in the medieval world was certainly possible.  [3:  Parker Library On the Web, para. 9 of 9.] 

The image of Saint Luke was almost certainly created by members of the Roman Church. As listed in A History of Book Illustration: The Illuminated Manuscript and the Printed Book by David Bland, ‘By the seventh century the Church… has almost a monopoly of book production and until the middle of the thirteenth Century books were nearly all written in the religious houses’[footnoteRef:4]. It is plausible that the act of creating these gospel books was an act of worship in itself, as the care and dedication taken to producing the detailed artwork is clear’; there are no mistakes in the image, nothing that looks like it has been replaced or otherwise removed at first glance. [4:  David Bland, A History Of Book Illustration: The Illuminated Manuscript And The Printed Book (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974), p. 40.] 

The entire manuscript is written/drawn on vellum. This is common for the period as paper was not commonly used in Italy until 1276 as explained by Dard Hunter in Papermaking; The History and Technique of an Ancient Craft[footnoteRef:5], which this document predates by some time. The image was created with ink, and while parts of the image have faded over time (notably the top left and bottom right smaller images of religious story from the gospel) the image overall is still clear.   [5:  Dard Hunter, Papermaking; The History And Technique Of An Ancient Craft (New York: A.A. Knopf, 1947), p. 232. ] 


The image forms the introduction or title page for Luke’s gospel. The Corpus Christi library describes the image as ‘a picture of Luke as a scribe under an arcade’[footnoteRef:6], and the pillars around him are reminiscent of Roman architecture.  [6:  Parker Library On the Web, para. 9 of 9.] 

Saint Luke is the intended focal point of this image. He is centred in the scene, dressed in a white robe and is depicted with white hair and a white beard. He holds a book in his hand and his feet are visible underneath him. Depicting Saint Luke as a bearded older scribe with white hair is an attempt to show Luke as a source of wisdom, a learned man at a time when almost all learning and literacy was controlled by the Church. It may have been intended to add legitimacy to Luke’s Gospel which follows in the manuscript.
Surrounding the figure of Luke there are other parts of the image that are also important to the overall image. An element of this are the frescos shown in between the pillars that surround him. These illustrations were likely intended to be looked at alongside the text itself, as an additional way to pass on the knowledge within the gospel. C.R. Dodwell in The Pictorial arts of the West 800-1200 explains that Pope Gregory ‘considered [images] a valuable tool in the work of evangelization, as did St Augustine’[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  C.R. Dodwell, The Pictorial Arts Of The West 800-1200 (London: Yale University Press, 1993), p. 34. ] 

There is also the winged ox above Saint Luke’s head, this is the Evangelist symbol for Saint Luke and is inked above him to further ensure the viewer is aware that this is Saint Luke’s gospel and a portrait of the Saint himself. This is further reinforced by the Latin inscription above Luke’s head, which reads ‘Iura sacerdotii Lucas tenet ore iuuenci’[footnoteRef:8] – this is a quote from the poet Sedulius in his work Carmen Paschale. Carl Springer translates this line to read ‘Luke holds the office of the priesthood with the face of an ox’[footnoteRef:9]. This is interesting that even in this image, which were used as tools to help convert others to Christianity, reference to other artistic work was being made. It evidences the importance of the written word being used to legitimise the Church during the early Christian era.  [8:  Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 286 Gospels of St Augustine, MS 286, fol. 129v. <https://parker.stanford.edu/parker/catalog/mk707wk3350> [accessed 4 December 2023].]  [9:  Sedulius, Sedulius, The Paschal Song and Hymns trans. by Carl Springer (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2013), p.21.] 

Upon close inspection of the image, it is possible to locate the drypoint marks made to help line the text parts of the manuscript through the middle of the image including St Luke’s face. While more of an aid for studying the text in the manuscript this does form a notable part of the image visible on close inspection and it does highlight the reality that medieval images must be considered both on their own merit as well as the way they provide inter-textual clues for other areas of study. 
Bland describes this as a classical image, which we can see from the pictures of Christ as a young man within the frescos from Luke’s Gospel to either side of the seated figure of Luke. For identification purposes the figure of Christ is the only one with a halo in the frescos. Bland explains classical art displays the figure of Christ as ‘young and clean-shaven’[footnoteRef:10] as opposed to later art styles portraying him as a more mature adult.  [10:  Bland, p.35.] 

The pigments used in this manuscript are still clear and mostly intact, aside from the fading on some areas. It is plausible that the blue colour used in this image on the highly decorated pillars and plinth is a pigment known as Egyptian blue which was commonly used on early Medieval artwork and sculpture to almost the exclusion of all other blue pigment. This was studied by Maria Carolina Gaetani, Ulderico Santamaria and Claudio Seccaroni in ‘The Use of Egyptian Blue and Lapis Lazuli in the Middle Ages’ and they explain this pigment of Egyptian blue has been identified ‘on two English mediaeval polychrome sculptures and an Anglo-Saxon capital from St Augustine’s Abbey at Canterbury’[footnoteRef:11]. This shows us that even in the early Medieval era England was connected both to Europe, where this manuscript was created, but more widely with other areas of the world through trade routes for things like pigments from Egypt.  [11:  Maria Carolina Gaetani, Ulderico Santamaria and Claudio Seccaroni, ‘The Use of Egyptian Blue and Lapis Lazuli in the Middle Ages: The Wall Paintings of the San Saba Church in Rome.’ Studies in Conservation, 49.1 (2004), 13–22 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/1506927> [Accessed 4 Jan. 2024].] 

While this is considered early Christian era art the artwork in this manuscript is often considered to be a forefather or inspiration to other manuscripts created in the later Middle Ages. It is possible to see the details from this image which later have influenced other art styles, particularly when comparing them to other art from later documents- for example, the use of the decorative detail on the pillars to either side of the figure of Saint Luke.  Bland describes the image as having a ‘certain influence on Anglo-Saxon illumination’[footnoteRef:12] and the Corpus Christi website also refers to the impact and inspiration that this image holds for later illustration and illumination in medieval England[footnoteRef:13].  [12:  Bland, p. 30. ]  [13:  Parker Library On the Web, para. 9 of 9.] 

It is possible that the intended original recipient for this text was King Aethelberht of Kent and his court. St Augustine’s mission to England was designed to convert the King to Christianity, and this mission was incredibly successful, leading to the successful spread of Roman Christianity. As the Corpus Christi website states later additions to the manuscript mean we can state that it had been brought to England by the 7th Century[footnoteRef:14]. This text was clearly intended to demonstrate skill and credibility to the reader, this is clear in the detail of the art style, the rich colours used in the image and the reference to the Carmen Paschale which the artist made. The design of the image does demonstrate typically Roman architecture with pillars and the archway above Luke, which does help to identify where it was created alongside other textual clues in the same document.  [14:  Parker Library On the Web, para. 9 of 9.] 

As this image was vital to the early Church and the Gregorian Mission it continued to be an object of interest and study long after its creation. In the later Middle Ages the manuscript had a wider audience, Otto Pächt in Book Illumination in the Middle Ages: An Introduction confirms ‘until the late Middle Ages it was kept not at the Library at Canterbury but actually lay on the altar; it belonged, in other words, like a reliquary or the Cross, to Church ceremonial’[footnoteRef:15].  [15:  Otto Pächt, Book Illumination in the Middle Ages: An Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 10. ] 

This shift from a document which may have been intended as a gift to impress the monarch to becoming part of the ceremonial element of the Church continued throughout the Middle Ages. Even this however gives us further information as the manuscript being elevated to this position following St Augustine’s death indicates the importance it had overall, including the imagery contained within the document. 
Certainly the importance of the artwork can also be traced throughout the Medieval period by its impact on later artwork and art styles. Dodwell conducted a study of later manuscripts and states they ‘shared a common source thought to go back to Early Christian times’[footnoteRef:16], referring to the image of St Luke and the other artwork in the gospel book.  [16:  Dodwell, p. 79. ] 

In Illuminated Manuscripts in Classical and Mediaeval Times: Their Art And Their Technique John Henry Middleton also refers to a later illustration of another Evangelist’s portrait being a copy from an earlier text ‘such as that which Saint Augustine received from Pope Gregory or brought from Italy to Canterbury’[footnoteRef:17]. Each of these studies shows the lasting effect this manuscript had on the religious world, in particular the creation of art to reinforce the teachings of the Roman Church.  [17:  John Henry Middleton, Illuminated Manuscripts In Classical And Mediaeval Times: Their art And Their Technique (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982) p. 107. ] 

The significance of this image therefore cannot be overstated from an historical perspective. This image as part of the wider manuscript was vital to influencing early English Christianity as an easily accessible part of the manuscript that even a non-literate audience could appreciate, and helped in Augustine of Canterbury’s mission to spread Christian worship throughout England. 
The manuscript, including the image of Saint Luke, still holds huge importance for the United Kingdom even today, and this can be evidenced in several ways. It is closely linked to the position of the Archbishop of Canterbury, which remains one of the highest-ranking roles in the Anglican Church. The Corpus Christi Library details that ‘since the Second World War it has been used in the enthronement of archbishops of Canterbury’[footnoteRef:18]. This is largely due to its historical links to Augustine, who is a well-known Christian saint.  [18:  Parker Library On the Web, para. 9 of 9.] 

More recently still, King Charles III requested to use the St Augustine Gospels in particular as part of his recent Coronation following his accession to the throne. As part of the wider coverage of this historic event the popular tabloid newspaper The Tab stated that the manuscript’s use in King Charles III’s coronation proves its ‘status as the most pertinent manuscript in England‘[footnoteRef:19]. Among the images used in the article to provide context to the article is the image of Saint Luke, proving that it is still an immediately recognisable image that still forms part of the cultural consciousness in England to this day. While the United Kingdom may no longer be majority Christian in terms of worship, the impact of this image can be traced throughout history up to the modern day. [19:  Patrick Dolan, ‘Augustine Gospels from Corpus to be used in the King’s Coronation’, The Tab, 3 May 2023. Available at: https://thetab.com/uk/cambridge/2023/05/03/augustine-gospels-from-corpus-to-be-used-in-the-kings-coronation-169129 (accessed 3 January 24).  ] 
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