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Comment on the significant features of a visual image taken from a medieval psalter
This commentary will consider a visual image from the Luttrell Psalter and offer an interpretation of its significant features, within the context of fourteenth-century medieval England. 
The Luttrell Psalter, created during the second quarter of the fourteenth-century, is much more than a lavishly illuminated prayer book, illustrating aspects of rural life.
  As a focus of much research and debate, scholarly opinion proposes it to demonstrate a ‘close collaboration between the patron and producers’, who sought to create a ‘programme of illuminations reflecting the devotional, cultural, political, economic and dynastic needs of Sir Geoffrey and his family’.
 Illuminated manuscripts from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries allow us to appreciate, not only the development of liturgical books for private use, but of the emerging industry for scribes and illuminators as craftsmen.
 As discussed by Lucy Sandler, the Luttrell Psalter was not exclusive in its use of marginal imagery. Any contemporary illuminated manuscript of this period would contain marginal images representing, albeit sometimes indistinctly, the meaning or essence delivered behind the text.
  She suggests that whilst some images within the Luttrell Psalter are pictorial illustrations of the text, others deliver more obscure meanings that contribute to the underlying significance of the manuscript. These she considers to be imagines verborum. The Luttrell Psalter was created fundamentally as a prayer book for personal devotion. Embellished with symbolic references and illuminations featuring biblical allusions, plants, animals, farming tools, figures and a wealth of fantastical elements, it conveys aspects of its owner’s status, principles and religious devotion that arguably, restructures reality to deliver an ambitious stylised version of the patron’s beneficence.
 
The selected illustration is the portrait of Sir Geoffrey Luttrell on folio 202v, mounted on his warhorse, with his wife and daughter in law in attendance. Its impact, in respect of his conviction as lord and knightly champion, can only be truly appreciated, when viewed in the context with which he chose strategically to place the image. Set immediately before the initial to psalm 109: Dixit dominus domino meo, within which sit King David and God the Father [the heavenly lord and the earthly lord], the intention appears that Geoffrey perceives himself as representing the third lord. Reinforcing this imagery is the text, inscribed with the words ‘Dns Galfridus louterell me fieri fecit’, The Lord Geoffrey Luttrell caused me to be made.

Sir Geoffrey’s decision to characterise himself in full armour, mounted on a destrier, with all the trappings of a knight, and emblazoned with his coat of arms, was clearly symbolic and designed to create an impression. His wife, who wears both the Luttrell arms and those of her family, the Suttons, is offering him his helm and lance. His daughter-in-law holds his shield and is also robed in both the Luttrell and Scrope arms. It could be argued that this image of familial heraldic symbolism, embodied much more than one mans desire to ensure his perpetual association with this book. One view posited by Camille, proposes that the manifestation of a nostalgic and illusionary characterisation of fourteenth-century England, as portrayed within the psalter, contributed to the concept of chivalric identity.
 Was Sir Geoffrey attempting to reconstruct an ideological representation of himself in his youth as a chivalric knight? History judges failure on the medieval battlefield of mounted knights, to have been largely as a consequence of the unwieldy nature of the armour, particularly if they became unseated. Military success was gained only after fighting was undertaken on the ground. Therefore, one must assume Sir Geoffrey’s image was not only symbolic, but also historic, and possibly a tribute, not only to the notion of chivalry, but to his ancestors, as well as his future bloodline and lineage. As an aside, it is of note, that in fourteenth-century England it was not uncommon for fiction to masquerade as truth, so the representation of Sir Geoffrey, whilst incongruent with reality, being that he was well into middle age when the psalter was commissioned, and had not achieved personal glory in battle, would not be remarkable.
 The psalter was not written as a chronicle of history, it was created as a book of prayer, and as such, the illustrations therein were created to embellish the significance of the text. Sir Geoffrey commissioned this book; some may suggest narcissistically, giving a lasting visual representation of himself, his family and lineage.  The composition of the image, with Sir Geoffrey as young, powerful and head of a dynasty, was prominently placed at an important juncture in the psalter. According to Camille, he positioned the image at a major text division before psalm 109, sung at Sunday vespers, clearly an auspicious position.

Deeper exploration into the chivalric qualities of knighthood, suggest not only was the status of a knight high, particularly on horseback at the time the psalter was commissioned, but also the role of the knight was exemplified as ‘protector of those who prayed and those who ploughed’. Camille suggests this resonates with Psalm 108v.31, situated directly above the image.
 The psalm refers to God aligned with the weak and the poor, however; Sir Geoffrey demonstrates a singular lack of such tolerance and compassion toward the vulnerable in his community. According to a collection of registered disputes during 1320 Sir Geoffrey is alleged to have persecuted a number of people on a variety of occasions, possibly in retribution for misdemeanours occasioned upon his Mother whilst he was absent from the country. His behaviour was somewhat uncharitable and he was not averse to exacting a somewhat marauding behaviour against the clergy, involving in one instance, the prior of Sempringham, from the Gilbertine monastery.
 This again reinforces the construct of the image of a chivalrous knight as being illusory, even hypocritical, and in contrast with his actual character.
Psalm 108 v9-13 warns that ungodly men will make widows and orphans of children. This may have had relevance to Sir Geoffrey, with his younger son and his Scrope bride Constance dead, his lineage and dynastic ambitions were dependent solely upon the remaining Scrope bride, Beatrice. This is symbolised with Beatrice holding his shield, a powerful and symbolic representation of his family crest and hoped for lineage.

The detail surrounding his family arms was clearly an issue worthy of great attention, not least because it denoted the Luttrell status and standing. It is believed that the illuminator of this image was known as the Luttrell Master. He is thought to have begun work on the psalter half way through its commissioning and according to Camille was the leading illuminator.
 His work is recognised by the detail with which he illustrates. His use of colour to highlight combined with his skill in developing textures, and detailing patterns, sets him apart from the other illuminators.
  He has used the colour blue to great effect along the border of the image, and in the decoration of the trapper. The swirling floral patterns create a rich and luxurious impression which he enhances by revealing the lining and dappled flanks of the warhorse. Silver [Argent] picks out the shoes of the destrier and the tip of his lance. The illuminator also details the edges of the martlets of Sir Geoffrey’s arms in silver creating a rich and striking image. Blue was a popular colour used in illuminations and most commonly used was azurite, a hard European stone, ground laboriously to powder.
 The robes worn by both his wife Agnes and daughter-in-law emphasise the Luttrell Arms, being embossed with the family martlets. These signify both ownership and family unity. The ceremony of arming a knight, according to Camille was, a major ritual for defining chivalric identity.
 Great emphasis seems to have been given to the whole image of chivalric identity. His interaction with Agnes, handing him his helm, in a representation of a knight departing for battle, is an elaboration of the concept played by Agnes, of an obedient wife. Combined with Beatrice offering him his shield it suggests a uniting of the three, signifying the future of a dynastic relationship.
This essay has attempted to discuss the image of Sir Geoffrey Luttrell with his wife and daughter-in-law on folio 202v of the Psalter, and offer an interpretation of its meaning. It is evident that Sir Geoffrey placed great importance upon his status, ensuring that the illustrator captured both a chivalric association through which to illustrate his power and authority, together with a sense of humility and connection to God. As with many gentrified families throughout history, the continuation of his bloodline was of great importance. The illustrator utilises this knowledge to represent a sense of unity and lineage by robing the women in his arms whilst holding the symbols of his armour. Sir Geoffrey is the focus of attention within the image; however, careful observation provides much greater detail as to the meaning behind this image.
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