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Comment on the nature and function of the illustrations in the Luttrell Psalter.

The Luttrell Psalter otherwise known as Additional MS 42130 resides at the British Library where it is usually on display in the Treasures Gallery. A quick search of ‘Luttrell Psalter’ on any internet search engine will bring up thousands of images for the public and scholars of history alike to view the now famous images of everyday life that have been placed alongside the more expected religious imagery you would expect in a devotional book such as a Psalter.  A far cry from the first time the manuscript came into the public eye with a single shared image, an engraving of a mounted knight bearing the Luttrell coat of arms. This was reproduced in John Carter’s Ancient Sculpture and Painting (volume 2), published in 1794.[footnoteRef:1]  We can identify this image as Sir Geoffrey Luttrell, the knight who caused the Luttrell Psalter to be made and it will be one of the images discussed later in this essay.  [1:  M. Camille, Mirror in Parchment. The Luttrell Psalter and the Making of Medieval England (London: Reaktion Books Ltd, 1998). p. 25.] 


Psalters, as collections of the Psalms, were used in religious institutions but they were also held as personal books of devotion by the laity.  This particular book of devotion had remained in private hands until it was purchased by the British Museum in 1929. The catalogue for the sale at Sotheby’s where the manuscript was to be auctioned (although it was later sold privately to the British Museum) gives us a detailed provenance for the Psalter and it passed out of the hands of the Luttrell family very soon after it was produced. The male Luttrell line died out in 1419 when Geoffrey Luttrell’s grandson was killed at the Seige of Rouen but by then it was already being held outside the family.[footnoteRef:2] Obits added into the Calendars for Joan de Bohun and her mother Eleanor, Countess of Arundel mother in law to Henry IV who brought the Lancastrian family to the throne, are suggestive that perhaps the Psalter may have been gifted by the son of Sir Geoffrey, Sir Andrew Luttrell to either his patron or his daughter.[footnoteRef:3]  The Luttrells were traditional linked to the Lancastrian dynasty and this would have been a generous gift indeed.  [2:  Ibid., p. 16.]  [3:  M.P. Brown, The World of the Luttrell Psalter (London: The British Library, 2006). p. 33.] 


Considering that the book passed out of the family even before the male line died why then is it referred to as the Luttrell Psalter and named as such in that first engraving that was published?  It is typical of manuscripts of this type that we can identify them with their original patrons by the heraldic imagery that is contained either within the decoration or on particular miniatures.[footnoteRef:4] The image of the mounted knight is displayed prominently in the Psalter, opposite Psalm 109 which would be the first recited on a Sunday at evening prayer.  It depicts the knight bearing the Luttrell Arms which are also found throughout the manuscript.  From that alone we can infer that this Psalter was commissioned by the Luttrell family, but we can take this a step further as the Psalter itself names its creator with the Latin text above the knight ‘Dominus Galfridus Louterell me fieri Fecit’, or ‘The Lord Geoffery Luttrell caused me to be made’.[footnoteRef:5] There can therefore be no doubt as to who commissioned this work. But the miniature tells us more than just who paid for the Psalter.  [4:  J. Backhouse, The Luttrell Psalter (London: The British Library, 1989). p. 5.]  [5:  Ibid., p. 5.] 


While the miniature is a prominent image Backhouse notes that as a dedication image it is in an unusual position and shows Sir Geoffrey as a fully armed mounted knight which is contrary to the more usual dedication miniatures which would show their patron at prayer, most likely on their knees.[footnoteRef:6] The initial of the Psalm on the opposite page is also unusual as the letter D has Christ with a globe and a secular king, not the more usual persons from the Trinity.[footnoteRef:7] As this is a devotional book the king could be representing King David, however Backhouse also suggests that it could be Sir Geoffrey’s own king Edward III.  However, an alternate view proposed by Brown is that the king is Edward I who was Sir Geoffrey’s overload during his younger years and could be showing him off on campaign for his King.[footnoteRef:8]  Regardless of which secular King is depicted this an unusual choice of image for the initial letter beginning the Psalm.   [6:  Ibid., p. 57.]  [7:  Ibid., p. 57.]  [8:  Brown, The World of the Luttrell Psalter, p. 37.] 


An illuminated manuscript was an expensive undertaking and one which Sir Geoffrey would have taken pains to ensure represented his views, beliefs and allegiances.  No image would have been placed in the manuscript by accident. The artist will have taken significant direction from their patron as to what was meant to go in, and what was to be left out.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  J. Backhouse, ‘Devotions & Delights, The illuminated books of Gothic England’, History Today, Vol 37 (1987), 25-31, p. 26.] 

In linking himself to a king from either his past or present Sir Geoffrey is overtly both emphasising his own social standing as well as honouring his overload.  Smith tells us that book ownership and artistic patronage were “fundamental to the patron’s self-conception and self-expression and richly suggestive and even constitutive of their sense of familial and social ‘place’”.[footnoteRef:10] What is clear is that Sir Geoffrey by choosing to portray himself in this way, rather than in the more traditional devotional pose, is promoting himself. [10:  K.A. Smith, ‘A viewing community in Fourteenth-century England’ The Social Life of illumination. Manuscripts, Images and Communities in the late middle ages, Coleman, J., Cruse, M., and Smith, K.A. ed, (Belgium: Brepols Publishers, 2013), 121-176, p. 123.] 


Sir Geoffrey appears again in the Psalter as the Lord of the Manor at a feast in his house. This image accompanies Psalm 115, a Psalm of thanksgiving for rescuing the Psalmist from death and despair.  Verses three and four are above Sir Geoffrey’s head which say ‘The sorrows of death compassed me, and the perils of Hell have found me; I met with trouble and sorrow and called upon the name of the Lord.’[footnoteRef:11]  Camille uses this image to aid the dating of the manuscript, citing Sir Geoffrey’s ill health in 1325 (which had prevented him from taking up the post of commissioner of array in Kesteven) and linking this to the words of the Psalm.  He also refers to the larger tradition of the Psalms being used to directly reflect the personal life and issues of their patrons when used in English manuscripts and when taken with the deliberate positioning of the dedication miniature alongside Psalm 109 we can see that careful thought has been given to which images are being placed alongside which Psalms.[footnoteRef:12] By 1325 Sir Geoffrey has suffered the loss of his eldest son Robert and also a sexual scandal that had surrounded his daughter Elizabeth in 1309 (also alluded to in the manuscript). Combining this with their discovery that he and his wife were related to within the third and fourth degree, making their relationship incestuous in the eyes of the church and his children illegitimate, this was surely a painful and difficult time for Sir Geoffrey. It is not unreasonable to date the commission of this manuscript to the mid 1320’s at a time when Sir Geoffrey’s family was threatened.  He would be seeking a significant symbol and a physical manifestation of legitimization.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  M. Camille, ‘Labouring for the Lord: The ploughman and the social order in the Luttrell Psalter’, Art History, Vol 10 No. 4 (1987), 423-454, p. 440.]  [12:  Ibid., p. 441.]  [13:  Ibid., p. 441.] 


This image can also be used to demonstrate the difficulty in knowing what we are meant to understand from an image.  A later verse of the same Psalm refers to the chalice of salvation and calling upon the Lord.  Camille has noted this has Eucharistic overtones as has Brown who notes that the scene is reminiscent of the last supper with Sir Geoffrey taking the central role of Christ with the rest of the gathered company as the Apostles.[footnoteRef:14] Brown takes the analogy further referencing the figure with the Jewish scarf who could be meant to refer to either Judas genuflecting to Christ or alternatively asks “was there perhaps a ‘Judas’ in the Luttrell household?”[footnoteRef:15] Camille, only notes that his fringed napkin is being worn backwards like a liturgical stole, and so does not make the same connection as Brown.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Ibid., p. 440 and Brown, The World of the Luttrell Psalter, p. 44.]  [15:  Brown, The World of the Luttrell Psalter, p. 44.]  [16:  Camille, Labouring for the Lord, p. 440.] 


It is clear from this image and our discussion of the dedication miniature that while much can be inferred from a picture, we have also seen that one person can see something different, or take different meaning, from another.  Backhouse and Brown have differing views on the King pictured in the initial letter opposite the dedication miniature and Camille and Brown place a different emphasis on the figure at the feast with the scarf.  How then can we be sure that we are describing the images as they were meant to be seen, or indeed know that we are taking their function or meaning as they were originally meant to be understood?

Caruthers in her work The Book of Memory, says that “Images are themselves words of a sort, not because they represent words in our sense of ‘represent’ but because like words they recall content to mind”.[footnoteRef:17] She goes on that the images are not there just as a representation of the text but are to be considered alongside so that the meaning is taken from the whole and are necessary “..to its proper meaning”.[footnoteRef:18] We can take from this that to read a medieval illuminated manuscript it is not enough just to read the words, or view it as a picture book. One must view the manuscript in its entirety to understand its purpose and realise that the illustrations are there to “provide a heightened and intensified experience of reading”.[footnoteRef:19] As a modern reader this is made more difficult as we must be careful not to lay our own bias regarding religion or social standing, onto what we are seeing or reading.  Take for example the illustrations of everyday life, and farm work for which the Luttrell Psalter is famous.  Dyer notes that “the intensity of pre-mechanised harvest work has been recorded by nineteenth-century observers and the illustrator of the early fourteenth-century Luttrell Psalter, with his eye for the grotesque, has captured in the bent backs and strained faces of his figures some of the harsh toil involved”.[footnoteRef:20]   As a resource for information on medieval rural life the Luttrell Psalter is rich with imagery particularly given the lack of other contemporary source material available to the historian who is making a study of the ordinary medieval man or woman. It is not unreasonable to agree that working the fields, for example, at this time was back breaking work and a tough way to live and so these images could just be taken at face value.  Backhouse in her book Medieval Rural Life in the Luttrell Psalter even states in her introduction that she would be “..taking the marginal scenes…at their face value, as representations of episodes of daily life as it was lived in England early in the fourteenth century”.[footnoteRef:21] However there is more to these images than just a visual record of the workings for the Luttrell family lands and estates. [17:  M. Caruthers, The Book of Memory. A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). p. 276.]  [18:  Ibid., p. 278.]  [19:  L. Freeman Sandler, ‘The Word in the text and the image in the Margin: The Case of the Luttrell Psalter’, The Journal of the Walters Art Gallery, Vol. 54, Essays in Honor of Lilian M. C. Randall (1996), 87-99, p. 97.]  [20:  C. Dyer, Everyday Life in Medieval England,(London: Hambledon & London, 2000), p. 78.]  [21:  J. Backhouse, Medieval Rural Life in the Luttrell Psalter (London: The British Library, 2000). p. 5.] 


We have already seen that Sir Geoffrey has used his dedication miniature to emphasise his social standing and ties to royalty, and if we agree with Camille’s method of dating the manuscript by using the image of Sir Geoffrey at his feast, then this suggests he was putting significant resources into producing this lavish manuscript as an aid to add legitimacy to his family and family name. This was a not a Psalter that was going to be used just for his own benefit, for personal quiet reflection. This was to be a public document and was designed to be seen. Sir Geoffrey was creating a narrative about his family, his wealth and connections and the Psalter was being specifically designed as a book to be viewed by others. Backhouse comments “the scale of both the script and decoration in the Luttrell Psalter suggests that it was intended to be seen by more than its owner along”[footnoteRef:22] Given the expense of producing the manuscript no images would have been left to chance, the inclusion of the farmworkers, musicians, entertainers and beggars must all have been to his personal taste, just as he had decided exactly how he wanted to appear in his dedication miniature.[footnoteRef:23]  The marginal imagery of the peasants and workers complimented the text and so when Sir Geoffrey was reading about the ‘Lord of all Earth’ or ‘Let the fields exault’ the margins would be a visual reminder of the wealth being created on his own land.[footnoteRef:24]  The decision to refer to his daughter’s scandal from 1309 must also have been his choice. An image of a young woman, with her hair unbound, and a jewel box at her side could be Sir Geoffrey’s daughter Elizabeth. She had been abducted by a young man in clerical orders, (a young man with a scruffy tonsure is also shown catching a bird in a net on the same page) and although Elizabeth was later restored to her family and married, clearly this would have been a scandal at the time.  She is pictured in the Psalter with her dress pooling around her like a mermaid’s tale, and since mermaids were the symbol of seduction this image was possibly added as a cautionary warning to younger members of the family who were expected to view the Psalter and learn from it.[footnoteRef:25]  [22:  Backhouse, The Luttrell Psalter, p.52.]  [23:  Ibid.,, p. 50.]  [24:  M. Camille, Images on the Edge. The Margins of Medieval Art (London: Reaktion Books Ltd, 1992). p. 118.]  [25:  Brown, The world of the Luttrell Psalter, p. 46.] 


We have established that this Psalter was intended to be a status symbol, promoting the Luttrell family and Sir Geoffrey. With the inclusion of so many everyday images, and scenes from life, we could be forgiven for thinking that the Psalter had little value to Sir Geoffrey as a devotional object. However, there are images that suggest he had a concern for redemption for example scenes of the Annunciation, the life of Christ and the Last Judgement.  It is also possible that Sir Geoffrey’s daughter Isabella is the nun pictured receiving absolution from her confessor.[footnoteRef:26] On their own however they are not enough to suggest a particularly devout man.  [26:  Ibid., p. 12-13.] 


We must be cautious when using contemporary primary sources and we must be careful not to use a manuscript in insolation.  We should look for other evidence before making judgements as to the content and meaning. Sir Geoffrey’s last Will and Testament (which survives and is recorded in Lincoln) was very detailed with lists of bequests to both family, members of his household and his neighbours. Some received not only money, but items linked to their positions so in the example of his cook John of Bridgefood, he inherited items from the kitchen. Despite all the detail in the Will the Psalter is not mentioned explicitly, however Sir Geoffrey did leave 40 shillings to the clerks who were to recite from the Psalter and it may also have been intended to be used by the twenty chaplains that were to recite masses for his soul.[footnoteRef:27] It is entirely possible that the Psalter referred to in the Will is what we now refer to as the Luttrell Psalter.  The Will demonstrates Sir Geoffrey’s preoccupation with his own soul and salvation and Brown even comments that perhaps his funeral feast may have been represented in the Psalter’s feast scene.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Ibid., p. 24.]  [28:  Ibid., p. 24.] 


This essay has focused mainly on the images in the Psalter central to its Patron. While the scenes of rural and village life were certainly placed deliberately at the request of Sir Geoffrey, the images of Sir Geoffrey are the ones that provide us with the best insight into the man and why he may have had the Psalter created and chose to use the variety of images that he did.  The images span the social scale and Sir Geoffrey clearly had a pre-occupation with his family and ensuring its status and legitimacy and he was in a position to fund a lavish and large illuminated manuscript, the function of which was to promote his family.  It is clear that as Backhouse says in summing up in her commentary on the Luttrell Psalter “if Sir Geoffrey’s purpose in commission his grand Psalter was to provide a permanent memorial to the status enjoyed by his family in his lifetime he succeeded beyond his wildest dreams. The manuscript has outlived his own branch of the family…and become familiar to thousands..”[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  Backhouse, The Luttrell Psalter, p. 61.] 
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