
The representation of Astrology in selected Hiberno-Saxon, English Romanesque and English Gothic manuscripts

Throughout this investigation, I explored the different forms of representations of astrology and the different contexts in which they are found, identified aesthetics particular to different eras (Hiberno-Saxon, Romanesque and gothic), and established any features which can be used to consolidate which era the manuscript is from. Astrology is ‘the study of the positions and motions of celestial bodies in the belief that they have an influence on the course of natural earthly occurrences and human affairs’.[footnoteRef:1] Taking this into account, I focused the exact scope and extent of my enquiry by looking into the representation of zodiacal signs and star constellations within a selected group of medieval manuscripts from the ninth to fifteenth century, comparing and contrasting their portrayal and contexts.  [1:  Free Dictionary, Astrology, Free Dictionary.com, Available from https://www.thefreedictionary.com/astrology, Accessed on [05/04/2018].] 

The first manuscript I looked at that was devoted to the representation of star constellations, which consisted of tables that’s main function was to give the locations of different constellations at different times of the year, was a selection found within Arundel 66[footnoteRef:2] (a fifteenth century manuscript), as opposed to a psalter calendar page which is where we would normally assume to find astrological features. By looking at representations of astrology throughout different contexts, I was able to make a conclusive judgment as to whether representations of astrology were found within just one context, or over a variety of presentations. By taking this thematic approach, I was able to focus my enquiry and look at a variety of sources that would be useful during this comparable investigation. I found images of star constellations within Arundel 66, including the illustrations of Ursa Minor and Major (f.33), as well as two other constellations known as Draco (f.34) and Cepheus (f.33v). Within all of these illustrations, I established the features particular to the historical period of art. For example, the gothic illustrations were all drawn with soft lines and curves, as well as the use of shadowing and shading. All of these illustrations had a kind of liveliness to them, and combined the illustration of the constellation to the illustration of the constellations name in one display. The illustrations all enabled to me to make a conclusion to the Gothic aesthetic that they all shared. The consistent use of bright and bold colours that acted as a background to the image, as well as the bright colours used in another Gothic manuscript which I explored (Egerton 3088, f.16v)[footnoteRef:3], support the conclusion that the aesthetic of the gothic art era was bright colours to draw attention to the illustrations on the page. Investigating star constellation illustrations within Arundel 66, allowed me to make a conclusive judgement that the representation of astrology within this text was for educational purposes, acting as a visual aid and bringing the constellations to life. It also allowed me to establish the aesthetic of the era; the use of bright colours to celebrate the illustrations themselves.  [2:  The British Library, Detailed record for Arundel 66, www.bl.co.uk, Available from http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/record.asp?MSID=8695&CollID=20&NStart=66, Accessed on [04/04/2018]. ]  [3:  The British Library, Detailed record for Egerton 3088, www.bl.co.uk, Available from http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/record.asp?MSID=8695&CollID=20&NStart=66, Accessed on [04/04/2018]. ] 

For the Romanesque manuscript, I selected the Hunterian Psalter[footnoteRef:4], produced in 1770 AD. The selected illumination was an example of an October calendar page (f.5v), which I was able to use to identify the features of Romanesque art and establish an aesthetic for that time period. As well as establishing the function of a calendar page[footnoteRef:5], I continued and noted the use of linear illustration and elongated limbs, as well as un-naturalistic images, and established the key features found within Romanesque art. The use of such linear lines also led to conclude that the aesthetic within this era was based on the sculpting of stone. The harsh use of linear artistry found within the signs of the zodiac, as well as within the illustration depicting the labour of the month, is known as a key attribute to Romanesque art, and so it is only fitting that this would be the aesthetic of the time. The Hunterian Psalter acted as a reference to where we would normally expect to see the representation of astrology within medieval manuscripts, and enabled me to establish the features and aesthetics of the Romanesque period.  [4:  J. Gardham, The Hunterian Psalter, Glasgow University Library, Available from http://special.lib.gla.ac.uk/exhibns/psalter/psalterindex.html, Accessed on [04/04/2018].]  [5:  S.J. Biggs, A Calendar Page for January, British Library Manuscripts, Available from http://blogs.bl.uk/digitisedmanuscripts/2011/01/a-calendar-page-for-january.html, Accessed on [04/04/2018].] 

Harley 647[footnoteRef:6], produced in the ninth century, presented an abundance of illustrations which displayed a combination of both constellations and zodiacal signs in one image. Referencing the image of Aries (f.2v) and Pisces (f.3v), I traced back the link between zodiacs and constellations, and their importance within astrological research: ‘The zodiac is closely tied to how the Earth moves through the heavens. The signs are derived from the constellations that mark out the path on which the sun appears to travel over the course of a year’.[footnoteRef:7] This particular manuscript was selected as the artistic style was particularly intriguing, with the aesthetic seen as rather individualistic within Hiberno-Saxon art, and made this manuscript stand out amongst the others that displayed representations of astrology. Establishing the common features of Hiberno-Saxon art, such as the representation artistry and basic shading, I then went on to explore how this aesthetic was unique to this particular manuscript. The use of writing, not only to act as a scholarly aid to enable the reader to understand both the constellation and the zodiac, was also utilised to create the body of each animal, creating a quirky aesthetic which meant the illustrations were written as well as drawn.  [6:  The British Library, Harley MS 647, www.bl.co.uk, Available from http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Harley_MS_647, Accessed on [04/04/2018]. ]  [7:  C. Crockett, What is the Zodiac?, Astronomy Essentials, Available from http://earthsky.org/astronomy-essentials/what-is-the-zodiac, Accessed on [04/04/2018].] 

Noting that the popularity of astrology had increased after the fall of Rome[footnoteRef:8], I chose this topic and enquiry in order to explore the different ways in which the form of astrology is represented within a selection of manuscripts which were produced throughout the medieval period. I focused my investigation by looking only at English manuscripts, as to not make my subject matter too broad. In conclusion, my exploration of Hiberno-Saxon, English Romanesque and English Gothic illuminations enabled to establish different aesthetics of different era and the different contexts in which these illustrations were found, as well as introducing a wider range of material to my manuscript knowledge. I was able to access these manuscripts by using the British Library Illuminated Manuscripts Catalogue, which I found easy to use and which gave me enough detail abouot each manuscript to understand its context and use.  [8:  S. Page, Astrology in Medieval Manuscripts (University of Toronto Press, 2002), p.7.] 
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