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

The Luttrell Psalter is a highly celebrated manuscript, first commissioned by Sir Geoffrey Luttrell, a wealthy owner of land in the early fourteenth century.[footnoteRef:1] It is regarded as holding some of the most visually informative illustrations displaying life in fourteenth century England due to its frequent images of mundane life working the land. Though the Luttrell Psalter is not noted as the first manuscript to display such scenes of contemporary rural life, it is one of the most famous, as the detail found in such illustrations provides an almost documentary effect on the viewer.[footnoteRef:2] Of all manuscripts commissioned by patrons in this time period, Psalters are seemingly the most common. Normally containing one hundred and fifty Old Testament Psalms alongside a liturgical calendar, Psalters were ideal for the everyday household.[footnoteRef:3] Psalters were ideal for private reading and contemplation, leading to most households who could only afford one book, most likely choosing a Psalter.[footnoteRef:4] The Luttrell Psalter is an example of one of these family owned manuscripts, often used in everyday medieval life, and most likely an important feature in the Luttrell household for their religious devotion. The Luttrell Psalter is rich in colour and highly influenced by Sir Geoffrey Luttrell’s own hand, many believing he had a hand in illustrating many of the figures depicted throughout.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  British Library, British Museum, Available: https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-luttrell-psalter [Accessed: 26.07.2020]  ]  [2:  ibid.]  [3:  A. Bovey, Monsters and Grotesques in Medieval Manuscripts (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002), p.47.]  [4:  ibid. ]  [5:  British Library, British Museum.] 


A highly used theme throughout the illustrations in the Luttrell Psalter manuscript, is the ordinary life of the land’s workers and the agricultural acts partaken in. This aids in providing basic information on life in fourteenth century rural England, on plots of land owned by wealthy men such as Sir Geoffrey Luttrell. The Luttrell Psalter is widely known for its images of agricultural labour and husbandry, where across its folio pages are depicted multiple workers for Sir Geoffrey’s land in colourful clothing, working the land.[footnoteRef:6] The illustrations seemingly follow the harvest in a chronological order, from ploughing the fields to carting the harvest away, thus creating a full scene of the agricultural process of the Luttrell estate.[footnoteRef:7] Each process is depicted in “fascinating detail”[footnoteRef:8] considering the time period they were created in and thus providing a beautifully complex illustration of the craft of the Luttrell estate. [6:  E. K. Rentz, ‘Representing Devotional Economy: Agricultural and Liturgical Labour in the Luttrell Psalter’, Studies in Iconography (2010), p.1.]  [7:  ibid.]  [8:  British Library, British Museum.] 


When analysing the illustrations throughout the Luttrell Psalter as an entire series, the technical details of the cultivation of the land is seemingly an accurate record for the fourteenth century.[footnoteRef:9] Historians often liken the events depicted in the illustrations to that described in Walter of Henley’s Le Dite de Hosebondrie, written circa 1280, the century before the Luttrell Psalter was commissioned, which provides a reliable basis for the accuracy of the illustrations as useful agricultural information.[footnoteRef:10] The agricultural trade changed very little over many centuries to come, as no great leap in technique occurred until mechanical alternatives were introduced in a more modern time, thus once more highlighting the use of the illustrations in the Luttrell Psalter.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  J. Backhouse, et al., Medieval Rural Life in the Luttrell Psalter (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000), p.24.]  [10:  ibid.]  [11:  ibid.] 


One of the more famously known images from the Luttrell Psalter is the regularly reproduced illustration of the ploughman. Many scholars have likened this figure to the character of Piers, in Langland’s Piers Ploughman, who is said to have a peculiar relationship with the audience. Piers had a personal relationship with both male and female audiences and many felt a personal connection to the figure.[footnoteRef:12] Rentz in their analysis of the Luttrell Psalter, likens the ploughman illustrated throughout to Piers, as a nuanced and metaphorical figure of spiritualised meaning.[footnoteRef:13] However, further in this argument is the ability to take the Luttrell Psalter’s ploughman and visualise him with the further intent of the entire farming scene illustrated throughout the manuscript, the ploughman is surrounded by other trades and farming activities, such as sowing, sheaf gathering and weed pulling, lending him to a wider scene being depicted.[footnoteRef:14] Due to the collaborative nature of the manuscripts illustrations, a customised design to impact the religious words of the Psalter is likely, therefore illuminating to a connection between the figures displayed and the spiritual.[footnoteRef:15] Sir Geoffrey Luttrell in his commissioning of this artwork for his personal Psalter is likely to have aimed to reflect the cultural, political, economic and devotional prowess of his family, thus creating a sequence of events within the Psalter’s illustrations which metaphorically represents the growth of these aspects of his life.[footnoteRef:16] When considering the greater impact of these illustrations in the Luttrell Psalter, the context of the images is important to represent the further metaphorical reading of illustrative content. The Luttrell Psalter’s religious nature and subject matter further sustains the argument of a spiritualised reading of the series of images found within its pages.[footnoteRef:17] [12:  K. M. Hewett-Smith, William Landlang’s Piers Plowman (New York: Routledge, 2013), p.61.]  [13:  Rentz, ‘Representing Devotional Economy: Agricultural and Liturgical Labour in the Luttrell Psalter’, Studies in Iconography, p.1.]  [14:  ibid.]  [15:  M. P. Brown, The World of the Luttrell Psalter (London: British Library, 2006), p.27.]  [16:  ibid. ]  [17:  Rentz, Studies in Iconography, p.1.] 


The illustrations in the Luttrell Psalter are often referred to using the term speculum, meaning mirror.[footnoteRef:18] This term is used to discuss the role of the Psalter as a mirror of real life in the fourteenth century and in the case of this manuscript, real life as experienced by the Luttrell family. The illustrations directly linking to figures such as the workers and farmers of the Luttrell’s land are not the only images that provide this mirrored look into the family, but also the marginal images prove valuable as an insight into the inner workings of the family and estate also.[footnoteRef:19]  The scenes shown surrounding the Luttrell family play into the theme of “merrie Englande”,[footnoteRef:20] a nineteenth century motif which basis itself in a romanticised version of Medieval England, where people play as hard as they work. The pages of the Luttrell Psalter are filled with a woman feeding chickens, food being cooked and eaten, musicians, a dog doing jumping tricks and a wife beating her husband with a distaff tool,[footnoteRef:21] all playing into the motif of a fun and whimsical life of simplicity on the Luttrell estate.  [18:  L. Freeman Sandler, ‘Review: The World of the Luttrell Psalter by M. P. Brown’, The Catholic Historical Review (2008), p.353.]  [19:  ibid.]  [20:  British Library, British Museum.]  [21:  ibid. ] 


Though many of the illustrations in the Luttrell Psalter depict ordinary life, there is also the portrayal of the bizarre. Throughout the Psalter hideous monstrosities are interspersed in a complete contrast to the mundane and realistic scenes of the Luttrell grounds. Due to the hands on nature it is believed Sir Geoffrey Luttrell had with the illustrations of the Psalter, many scholars believe him to have been a bizarre man, with Bovey recounting that he “can hardly have been normal”[footnoteRef:22] to deliberately include such peculiar creations. These monsters are deliberately placed within the average medieval scene on the pages of the Luttrell Psalter, for example there is a depiction of a young boy stealing the cherries off of a tree while the farmer looks on, unable to do anything to stop the boy. This is a humorous but relatively normal scene of medieval England, however also illustrated along the margins of the page are hideous monsters, blended into the scene as if supposed to be there. Depicted there is a hybrid of a man with a chicken’s feet and no arms, which seemingly has little to do with a moral of picking cherries. However, the motif depicted here surrounding the text of Psalm 106: 23-33, is unusual anyway, as the psalm itself has nothing to mention regarding thieving boys and cherry trees, lending the images to be entirely fantastical, whether ordinary or mystical.[footnoteRef:23]  [22:  Bovey, Monsters and Grotesques in Medieval Manuscripts, p.47.]  [23:  ibid., p.50.] 


This therefore leads to the question of their inclusion in the Luttrell Psalter. Its quite likely that perhaps Sir Geoffrey Luttrell merely had an over imaginative mind, or since the Psalter is thought to have had up to five different artists, excluding any influence from the family, though with only a single scribe,[footnoteRef:24] it is also plausible that one, or multiple of the illustrators accredited, though unnamed and unknown, to the Luttrell Psalter could be responsible for the creation of the monstrosities. Since the manuscript was commissioned by Sir Geoffrey Luttrell, the images would have to be to his satisfaction, therefore even if the creations were not of his own mind and completion, they were still commissioned by him, and therefore can be used as an insight into the workings of the Luttrell family mindset and mentality.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  British Library, British Museum.]  [25:  Bovey, Monsters and Grotesques in Medieval Manuscripts, p.50.] 


However, there is a possibility that these monstrous creations could have a purposeful function within the Luttrell Psalter. Bovey discusses in Monsters and Grotesques in Medieval Manuscripts the possibility of the monstrous creations, in this example being the ones surrounding the thieving child, as a visual device of the Devil.[footnoteRef:26] The marginal image of such a creature as this could perhaps be a warning of the motive of the Devil, included in this scene as the young boy displays less than desired qualities as he thieves from the farmer.[footnoteRef:27] As we know that Sir Geoffrey Luttrell commissioned this manuscript for his own home and land, he could have included the mystical and devilish as a warning against the staff and workers he employed to not thieve and throw away his good will. Grotesque imagery was often deployed by illustrators for clerical conventions in order to stage a point against the plot, or in this case the scene, depicted and therefore the plausibility of the horrific nature of these illustrations having a function in the manuscript is high. [26:  ibid.]  [27:  ibid.] 


Grotesque imagery in religious texts has been widely debated for many years, the obscure nature of the illustrations and their tendency to have little resemblance to the text lends for a further insight into their uses. Saint Bernard famously asked the question of what purpose these images fill to show ridiculous monsters, and therefore what purpose in Christianity did they serve?[footnoteRef:28] Saint Bernard believed that these monstrous decorations were fascinating in such a way that could turn a monk from their proper devotion to the law of God, thus disliking their inclusion in regular religious texts.[footnoteRef:29] A more modern perspective lends in favour of the illustrations, branding them as meaningless and harmless pieces of decorative flair, almost comical in their inclusion and not always with specific intent.[footnoteRef:30] Though this type of illustration in texts such as the Luttrell Psalter were perhaps disapproved of by some religious figures, their inclusion in a family based, commissioned Psalter is more than likely harmless, void of temptation and perhaps even humorous,[footnoteRef:31] though not without the possibility of serving a greater, intended purpose of opposing any evil or wrong doing, intended to “inculcate Christian morality by visualizing its evil opposite”.[footnoteRef:32]  [28:  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 (1996), p.87.]  [29:  ibid.]  [30:  ibid., p.88.]  [31:  Bovey, Monsters and Grotesques in Medieval Manuscripts, p.50.]  [32:  Freeman Sandler, The Journal of the Walters Art Gallery, p.87.] 


[image: ]The contrast of such grotesque images, often found adjacent to the ordinary or mundane portrayals of fourteenth century life on the Luttrell estate (see fig.1), lends itself to a fanciful depiction of life. Though not all mystical illustrations are monstrous, the continued inclusion of the supernatural counteracts any argument for the Luttrell Psalter being an accurate portrayal of medieval life. The scenes of agricultural prowess, which span across multiple pages of the Luttrell Psalter’s manuscript are interjected by fanciful beings, diminishing any importance those images had in a chronological scene of events. Though the scenes still remain important and insightful on their own, they are halted in their storytelling ability by the interjection of the grotesque.Figure 1. an example of the ordinary medieval worker depicted alongside a mystical creation.


However, the illustrations in the Luttrell Psalter are bound by the artist’s hand, and therefore not necessarily drawn from direct reference. Throughout the Psalter is seen recognisable humans in roles easily distinguished, such as the ploughman, but also horrific and otherworldly beasts, not of direct reference to the immediate world of Sir Geoffrey Luttrell. These grotesque forms could easily be the “disguised”[footnoteRef:33] antagonists of the Luttrell estate, threatening the carefree world created, and therefore true in their own way, however their ability to mirror the world of the Luttrell family is hinged on mystery and metaphor.[footnoteRef:34] These beautiful images of a happy harvest and workforce on the Luttrell estate, therefore, is potentially an idealised version of the true events. Today, most historians are more inclined to believe the Psalter’s scenes to be fanciful and romanticized versions of events, especially considering the impact Sir Geoffrey himself had on the illustrations.[footnoteRef:35] While taking into account the accuracy of the illustrations at representing ordinary medieval life, it is important to remember where the information fuelling the images is coming from. The human actors depicted in the drawn scenes are the peasants of the Luttrell estate, as seen through the eyes of their employer, Sir Geoffrey Luttrell, who is not included in the scenes, the illustrations therefore were designed to entertain Sir Geoffrey himself, and not his workers, thus allowing the images to be the workers as seen by Sir Geoffrey.[footnoteRef:36] These illustrations nevertheless are still useful in the functionality of viewing Sir Geoffrey’s world, though there is not certainty in the accuracy of the world overall, as there is no account of the actual conditions, roles or attitudes of the workers themselves, there is still the overall depiction of the world as Sir Geoffrey views it. Or perhaps, as he wishes other people to see it. Either way, the illustrations of agricultural roles and workers throughout the Luttrell Psalter provide a viewpoint into the Luttrell estate, though likely romanticised for the sake of the Luttrell family. The basic level of agricultural informative pieces of art serves a fundamental insight into the life of the Luttrell family and those who live and work on their land, an egotistical nature of such inclusion lends sight to the purpose of the Psalter’s creation as a family manuscript, commissioned for the Luttrell estate.  [33:  Freeman Sandler, The Catholic Historical Review p.353.]  [34:  ibid. ]  [35:  British Library, British Museum.]  [36:  ibid.] 


Alongside being quite grotesque, and informative the nature of the illustrations in the Luttrell Psalter is also humourous. The cooperative nature of the Psalters creation lends itself well to the collaboration of wit and humour of the man who commissioned the piece. The inclusion of monstrosities and hybrid creatures promotes the ideology that there is a humourous nature to the piece, alongside playful scenes such as that of the young boy stealing from a cherry tree.[footnoteRef:37] These illustrations go against the governed idea of design as seen in other manuscripts from the same time period and therefore creates a mutually displayed humour between the manuscript’s five or more artists, and Sir Geoffrey Luttrell himself. It is confirmed that Sir Geoffrey tidied up the work of some of the other painters, leaving his own handiwork on the manuscript, his images display acute attention to detail and skilful handiwork to rival that of the incredibly gifted artists commissioned for the piece.[footnoteRef:38] Sir Geoffrey Luttrell’s humour is displayed, therefore, in the fine lines of the Luttrell Psalter’s artwork, its grotesque monsters and romanticised, playfully depicted scenes show a gentle wit and humour, carried throughout the entirety of the manuscript.[footnoteRef:39] [37:  Bovey, Monsters and Grotesques in Medieval Manuscripts, p.47.]  [38:  British Library, British Museum.]  [39:  ibid.] 


To conclude, the delicate and intricate illustrations of the Luttrell Psalter offer much in the way of addition to the manuscript’s religious words. The Psalter’s collaborative nature, and thus sheer size, allows for the inclusion of many motifs of art, all with their own function and purpose for the text. On a fundamental level the manuscript allows for an insight into the Luttrell estate through the inclusion of images of an agricultural nature, providing evidence for the work load and type carried out by the Luttrell family. The further inclusion of illustrations of a humourous and playful nature feeds into the motif of average life in the fourteenth century, whether romanticised or true to events the art details happy workers and playful days, a welcome scene in the Psalter. These beautiful illustrations, contrasted with the monstrous and grotesque depictions of hybrids and beasts allows for further metaphorical analysis of the Luttrell Psalter’s illustrations. Though there are many interpretations of such grotesque images, such as the metaphorical devil or demons they represent, or the more humourous approach, the inclusion still begs an explanation and insight into the Luttrell world. 
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Figure 1:
A Manuscript Page from the Luttrell Psalter, as found in the British Library, MS 42130. Available: https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-luttrell-psalter [Accessed: 28.07.2020]
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This celebrated manuscript was commissioned by a
‘wealthy landowner, Sir Geoffrey Luttrell, in the first half of
the 14th century. It is one of the most striking to survive
from the . Painted in rich colours embellished
‘with gold and silver, with vitality and sometimes bizarre
inventiveness of decoration, this manuscript is unlike
virtually any other.





