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roduction: From the Earliest 
ibles to Byzantine Manuscripts 

ooks produced during the Middle Ages, before the per- 
fection of printing with movable type by Jbhannes Gu- 

-fifteenth century, were a11 hand- 
lled manuscripts. The study of these 
e of many specialists: paleographers 
ent of various forms of script, litur- 

s who examine the text and its varia- 
o investigate the structare and physical 
d art historians who study the decora- 

pictures. These illustrations are often 
cause of their size but rather after the 

d used in their preparation and in the 
ings or rubrics. Actually, the miniatures 

may constitute only a small proportion of the ornament in a 
manuscript, for frequently the text also contains decorated letters 

7. and penned calligraphic flourishes and is surrounded by elaborate '. borders. All of these elements are present in varying proportions 
., in what is called an "illuminated" manuscript. In the narrow 

sense the term illumination refers to any ornament to which 
gold, silver, or bright colors have been added. In many medieval 
manuscripts, these illuminations take on a major function in rela- 
tion to the book, whether as symbolic ornament, iconic repre- 
sentations of holy personages, or pictorial narration accompa- 
nying and elaborating the text. The scale or lavishness of this 
decoration is usually determined by the importance of the text it 
opens, major divisions having elaborate ornament, and lesser 
subdivisions having less obtrusive accentuation. 

The form of handwriting or script and the motifs of decoration 
and styles of painting in miniatures went through various stages 
of development during the Middle Ages, but the basic format 
and structure of the book was established by the late antique- . 



L U M I N A T E D  BOOKS O F  THE MIDDLE AGES 

early Christian period.' The earliest form of the book that was 
easily portable in the classical world was the scroll or rotulus.' It 
was usually made of sheets of papyrus, which were glued to- 
gether and contained columns of text. As the reader followed the 
text, he unrolled it from one side and rolled it up on the other, 
the direction depending on the language: scrolls containing He- 
brew, which is read from right to left, would have unwound 
from left to right; those containing Greek and Latin, which are 
read from left to right, would have unwound from right to left. 

,Papyrus, a paperlike substance made from a reed that grew in 
the Nile Valley, was fragile, and scrolls were awkward formats 
because the reader had to rewind to find a particular place in the 
text. By the end of the first century A.D., however, it was discov- 
ered that if the skins of animals, usually calves or lambs, were 
properly scraped and cured they would make an excellent sturdy, 
durable, and flexible surface upon which to write. This parch- 
ment or vellum was cut into sheets and folded down the middle 
to form two folios (a bifolio), which could then be inserted with - 
others and bound with other gatherings or quires by being sewn 
along the crease into a binding. The result was the codex (plural 
codices)-the book form that we still use todayS3 (Parchment was 

---- occasiondipmid irr dd ~ t t f ~ ~ ~ s d i m ~  - - 

Codices could contain considerably more text and were signifi- 
cantly easier'to use than scrolls. In the Middle Ages, the leaves, 

L when they were numbered at all, were foliated, that is, each was 
numbered on only one side; the convention of numbering both 
sides of the leaf (pagination) was widely adopted only well after 
the invention of printing. When speaking of a foliated manu- 
script one must distinguish between the right-hand or front sur- 
face (recto of the folio) and the left-hand or back surface (verso of 
the folio). The increasing use of the vellum codex coincided with 
the increasing demand for Christian texts, and as a result the co- 
dex became the prevailing form of the medieval book. 

The Bible, particularly the New Testament, was the principal 
religious text of the Christian Middle Ages in Europe and the 
source of many different compilations of passages for various li- 
turgical purposes. Originally, of course, the Bible had existed 
as two disparate parts, a Hebrew Old Testament, consisting of 
books written between the eighth and second century before 
Christ, and a Greek New Testament written in the first century 
after C h r i ~ t . ~  The contents of both parts varied considerably well 
into the first centuries of the Christian era. 

A concerted effort was made by the Jews to standardize the Ju- 
daic tradition of the Old Testament after the destruction of the 
Temple in Jerusalem by the emperor Titus i w o .  In order to 

05 
' restore the authority and preserve the purity of the text of the 

------------------ 
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order of the books and the language of their 
' 

and codified between A.D. 70 and 
d "Massoretic" or canonical text has sur- 
aged from that time until the present day. 
g Hebrew texts of the Old Testament 

t are the fragments of the Dead _._ Sea Scrolls found 
which are thought to date from between 
efore their discovery in 1947, the oldest 
ere believed ta dat,e,from the ninth cen- 
this significant .-ki&eologhl d i s c q y  

mples of the u m f i e d ,  pxe-h"lwyetic 
he Old Testament. 
the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, surviving Greek 

estament predated those known in He- 
s it, seventy-two schol- 

ted the Hebrew books into Greek in 
lending to this version the name 
-century copies of this translation have 

urth century A . D . ~  The 

Most of these fragments contained OM Testament texts in 
Greek, but there was also a copy of the New Testament contain- 
ing the four Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles. The oldest 
fragment of the New Testament is a passage from the Gospel of 
St. John now in the John Rylands Library in Manchester. 

Major impetus for the production of an inte rated Bible as a 
Christian book was generated by the studies JF1, and trans atlons of 
the Old Testament by Origen of Alexandria (d. 253). He pro- 

! vided a six-column parallel translation in Creek alongside the 
Hebrew text in an edition known as the Hexapla. using manu- 
script sources first at Alexandria and then, after z31,  at Caesarea 
in Palestine, he based his translations on newly discovered and 
more authoritative versions of biblical texts. 

Constantine's Edict of Milan in 3 13, which decreed that Chris- 
tianity be given equal status with other religions in the Roman 
Empire, removed the fear of persecution for the Christians. Al- 
though he was not baptized a Christian until on his death bed in 
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337, Constantine nevertheless threw the weight of imperial pa- 
tronage behind many Christian enterprises, commissioning the 
construction of new vast basilicas for Christian worship and also 
the writing of fifty copies of the Greek Bible in vellum codices 
for his new capital at Constantinople. Although probably not 
part of this imperial commission, the fourth-century Codex Si- 
naiticus and C,odm Vaticanus nevertheless reflect this new burst 
of production of the Bible for Christian purposes. 

The next major event in the development of the Bible in West- 
ern Europe was the translatiofi of the text into Latin. Portions of 
the New Testament had been translated from the Greek into 
Latin by the early second century, and these translations served 
as the basis for further variations. In an effort to resolve inconsis- 
tencies in these "Old Latin" (Vetus Latinurn) versions, as they are 
now often called, Pope Damasus commissioned St. Jerome in 

- - .  _- 
\CI 382 to undertake a revision o ~ e L a t l i i t e x t . n i i E a s h e w a s  

able, Ierome turned to what he considered the most authoritative &y Greek texts, most of which belonged to the Alexandrian family. 
In the case of the Old Testament, he made a new translation di- 
rectlv from Hebrew sources. The resulting compilation was the 
~ a t i i  vulgate Bible, which gradually became the basis for most 
# 

of the Biblical texts in the Middle Ages.' 
The Bible, particularly the New Testament, also served as a 

source of passages that were excerpted and arranged in a variety 
of sequences in separate volumes to suit the developing ceremo- 
nial needs of the early Church. As the rites for various sacra- 
ments became formalized, these texts in specialized liturgical 
books became more standardized, although they were continu- 
ally subjected to further variations throughout the Middle Ages. 

The Gospels were frequently written as a separate book to be 
used in the liturgy because lessons were read from it by the dea- 
con during the celebration of the Mass. Originally these lessons 
were simply read from the chapters of the Gospels in the order 
that they were written, special passages being singled out only 
for the most major of feast days, such as Christmas and Easter. 
After the seventh century, however, it became the custom to as- 
sign specific passages to particular feast days. This practice neces- 

---- 

sitated thGumbering of subunitsoftke~a~er~andtE~mpl- 
lation of a G& list or capitulary with the number and the 
opening and closing words of the lesson. This list provided the 
order oGhe  lessons to be read during the entire liturgical year. 
Fhe numbering 2 these sections is believed to have been done by 
Ammonius and was used by Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea, in the 
fourth century, to compile a concordance of similar passages in 
the four Gospels in tabular form. The prefacing of the text of the 
Gospels with these canon tables; as they are called, soon became 
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c, a& pas adopted by St. Jerome in his revi- 

gas. 
, 7 c  ;'ke& used as a liturgical book, a variety of 

, :rmAdtions was created. All four Gospels were 
PA mLL.cdhdensed in a continuous narrative or harmony, 

. iron, by Tatian in the second century. Various 
four Gospels were intermixed and arranged ac- 

kk seauence of lessons throughout the liturgical year 

Xent, &%'Psalms *- from the Old Testament became a separate en- 
as th6 psalter. Representative examples of major stages of 

:his d&!flapmcnr and specialization are discussed in the following 
:hap&: 

ag&4rly surviving texts of the Bible such as the Codex Sinai- 
14 the Codex Vaticanus contain no major decorations or 

Rres. A fifth-century Greek Bible, the Codex Alexandrinns 
Ian, The British Library, MS Roy. I,D.' V-VIII), does, 

&$vet, manifest a late antique tradition of providing penned 
br8tion around explicits or colophons at the brnpletion of 

- $heh-of its books.8 It also shows a p r e d i d m  for increasing the 
Egize af beginning letters of sentences whieh was gaining in usage 
, -. 
c. m secular manuscripts of the late classical period. 

A major t d t i o n  of diagrams and narrative illwtration did ex- 
terary texts- - 
zmns of text in scr 

assical pe- a they 
served as one of the sources of inspiration fsr the miniatures i f  

7 the codex. Kurt yeitzmann had explored in these early il- 

$$ lus~ations and their transfotmation wheh adapted to the format 
of the codex folio.' Although only a handful of early illustrated 
literary codices survive, puch a manuscript as the early fifth- 
century Vergilius Vaticanus, containing fragments of the Geor- 
gia and Aeneid of Vergil (Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana, Cod. Vat. lat. 32251, may be representative.1° It has 
framed miniatures (PI. I), usually set within the text area, but 
sometimes occupying an entire page. Stylistically the miniatures 
approximate the effect of the monumental mosaic? or wall paint- 
ings of ancient Rome, containing effectively modeled three-di- 
mensional figures placed within convincing architectural or land- 
scape scenes. The frame enhances this spatial effect by defining a 
"window" through%ich we observe the scene-an effect that 
was reintroduced to book illustration in the Renaissance and still 
dominates the modern book, In some later miniatures this illu- 
sionistic style is supplanted by flatter, more patterned figures and 
more diagrammatic and spaceless settings, as in the miniatures of. 

I .  Aeneas, Fatda, and Dido. Vergil, 
Aeneid, fol. 36v (Vatican City, 
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana MS 
Vat. lat. 322s: Photo Biblioteca 
Vaticana) 
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copy "f Vergil, the Vergilius Romanus (Vati- 
a Apostolica Vaticana Cod. Vat. lat. 3867." 
tion of unframed miniatures also appeared in 

rary codices. Not only do some of these unframed 
the title miniature of the Eclogsres in the Yergilius 

ut also in later manuscripts produced during the 
ry in the Carolingian Empire and the tenth century in 

presumably copied a f t ~ r  late antique pmtatypes. 
$le, a Carolingian Phpblogur or bPs&ry .no+ in Bern 
~bliothek, MS 3181, bontdning 7d&itcBy rniniaturi?~ of 
set against the parchment, is bdieved Co haw been 

after a fifth-century manuscript, while a tenth-century 
ntilne copy of a herbal, the De Materia rnedica of Dioscurides 

ew York, The Pierpont Morgan Library MS M. 652), with 
&tifully executed paintings of botanical specimens set against 
e villum page, closely reflects the magnificent early sixth- 

entilry Byzantine copy now in Vienna, which in turn was based 
pon. earlier prototypes. j2 

The earliest surviving example of the adaptation of the narra- 
e miniature to a Christian biblical codex is the Set of six leaves 
the fourth- or fifth-century Quedlinburg Iwla fragment, con- 

d taining illustrations to the Book of Kings (Berlin, Staatsbiblio- 
thek Preussischer Kulmrbesitz, Cod. theol. lat. 601. 485) and 
same accompanying passages of the .Old Latin, pre-Vulgate 
text,I3 Two to five scenes are grouped together in adjacent - frames on a single folio, removed from the text, and are painted 

I in the free illusionistic style of the late classical manner. Thus, al- 
though the style and narrative quality of these illustrations re- 
main close to classical prototypes, the separation of picture and 
text allows the illustration to develop a decorative validity and 
iconographical importance of its own. ~ h r &  examples will illus- 
trate the developing modes of narrative embellishment in biblical 
books in the sixth to seventh centuries. 

The Vienna Genesis (Vienna, ~sterreichische Nationalbiblio- 
thek, cod. theol. gr. 31), believed to have been produced in 
%ria in the sixth century, shows a close affinity with the manner 
of late antique manuscript illumination.14 Although the manu- 
script now consists of only twenty-four folios with miniatures, 
scholars have conjectured that originally it. possessed about nine- 1 
ty-six folios with 192 illustrations. Written in silver uncials upon 
purple2yed parchment, even in its fragmentary state it is the 

, most sumptuous manuscript to have survived from the early 

I Christian-early Byzantine period before the iconoclastic contro- 
versy of the eighth century. All of the miniatures appear at the 
bottom of the text pages (PI. 2), reminiscent of some of the pages ' 

1 of the Vergilius vaticanus, but they are of both the framed and 

'0 BYZANTINE MANUSCR 
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2. Joseph and Potiphar's Wife. Vienna Genesis, fol. 16r (Vienna, ~sterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Cod. theol. gr. 
3 1) 

the unframed type. The text, which follows the Septuagint ver- 
sion, is frequently abbreviated, and the accompanying miniatures 
have been shown to contain incidents and figures not mentioned 
in the text of Genesis. Thus in one of the most remarkable minia- 
tures in which Joseph struggles away from the persistent ad- , 
vances of Potiphar's wife, leaving his garment in her hand, an j 
enigmatic lady in blue at the right examines a string. She is 
thought to be the-er mentioned in Jewish commentaries 
who foretold that Joseph would become the father of the children 
of Potiphar's wife. In the sec6nd scene below, the women and 
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erhaps reflect that at the time of this incident none of 
~d were present. Since most of the figures 

in these scenes appear to be based upon popular elabora- 
it has been suggested that they were derived 

se of the text. The form of this earlier 
model, it has been conjectured, must 
otton Genesis (London, The British Li- 

y, ~ s ~ g p t t o n  Otho B. VI), a sixth-century manuscript be- 
ed to ] ipe  been made at Alexandria which was unfortunately 

laigely _d@trbyed in a fire in 1731.'~ The few surviving frag- 
ments &&&%tha t  this manuscript was copiously illustrated with 
framec$iniatures interspersed throughout the text. 

A +*ant of this mode, employing full-page miniatures that 
sometirn& combine several scenes, appeared in another early 
manuscript, the Ashburnham Pentateuch (Paris, Bibliothcque 
Nationde, MS n.a. lat. 2334).16 Believed to have been pro- 
duced,':in northern Africa in the late sixth or early seventh cen- 
tury, it briginally consisted of the first five books of the Bible but 
is now missing Deuteronomy. It now contains nineteen illustra- 
tions although originally it may have had as many as sixty-eight 

]';age miniatures. Serving as a frontispiece to Genesis is a full- 
ge cable containing the names of the books in Latin and Latin 

literations of Hebrew names enclosed within a curtained 
perhaps symbolizing an unveiling of the Word. Some min- 

iatures, such as that of the Flood (fol. gr), occupy the entire page, - 
as in the single illustration devoted to this theme in the Vienna 
Genesis. Others, such as the story of Adam and Eve after the Fall 

' (PI. 3), place a variety of incidents in horizontal registers with 
each scene set against a different colored background. This device 

I for depicting an expanded narrative, perhaps also stemming from 
the tradition of using two registers of scenes in some of the Vi- 
enna Genesis miniatures, was to become a major pictorial ele- 
ment in later Byzantine, Carolingian, and Romanesque manu- 

A second system of illustration is found in a Syriac Bible now 
in Paris (Bibliothhque Nationale, MS syr. 341), believed to have 
been made in northern Mesopotamia in the sixth or seventh cen- 
tury." In this case miniatures set within one of the two columns 
of text per page introduce each book of the Bible. Most of these 
are full-length portraits of the authors, particularly the prophets, 
a reflection of a long tradition in classical scrolls. Some of the 
miniatures, however, depict principal figures or incidents in the 
ensuing book, such as Job seated on a dung heap preceding the 
Book ofJob. Another, before the book of Proverbs, shows an al- 
legorical group of the Virgin and Child flanked by Solomon, 

1 personifying the wisdom of the Old Testament, and by Ecclesia; 
C - 
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3 .  Adam and Eve after the Fall. 
Ashburnham Pentateuch, fol. 6r 
(Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale, MS 
n.a. lat. 2334: Photo Bibl. Nat., 
Paris) 
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tian Church. Although large sections of 
ns are missing, and only one New Tes- 

the Apostle, survives, the variety of 
per of miniatures suggests that they were derived from several 
urces. ThisT&f)le is the earliest surviving example of a full Bi- 

gram of illustrations. The practice of 
Bible with a miniature or, later, of 

the'srst half of the seventh century soon became uniform in ar- 
raniement, appearance, and scribal tradition.18 The Western Old 
p t in ,  pre-Vulgate copies contained only the Gospel texts, while 
those of eastern Mediterranean origin normally contained a pref- 
itory gathering with the canon tables of Eusebius and a letter 
From Eusebius to Carpianus explaining their use. When St. Je- 
iqme completed his revision of the Gospels, he not only prefixed 

I; the Eusebian canon tables from this earlier tradition but also in- 

rial for the Old Testament. 
Many of the early Gospel books, however, did not contain 

miniatures, although some of them did have embellished explic- 
its (colophons) as mentioned above. Thus the Rossano Gospels, 
in the Cathedral Treasury at Rossano in southern Italy, is of con- 
siderable importance, for it is the earliest surviving illustrated 
Gospel book.19 Believed to have been produced in %a in the 
sixth century, it is written in .Greek in gold and silver uncials on 

,S T O  BYZANTINE MANUSCRIP 

purple dyeil-parchrnent. Only the G O S ~ ~ S  according to Matthew 
and Mark with twelve miniatures survive. The Gospel of St. 
Matthew is prefaced by eleven miniaturei following not the nar- 
rative order found in the text but the litur ical order according to 
the lessons read during ~ e n T 0 l d  1"- estament prophets appear - - 

with some of the narrative scenes, and their accompanying quo-' 

4. Christ before Pilate, Suicide of 
Judas. Rossano Gospels, fol. 8r 
(Rossano, Archiepiscopal Treasury 
Photo Giraudon) 
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,,, *.. --- r --- -- 

contai_& passages from theSBible arranged according 

-.,- . 
iniahes are similar to many of those in the Vienna 

F.% els, in that the miniatures are unframed and are some- 
Fgnted in two horizontal  tier^.^ The folio with Christ 
gtitk contains this scene in the upper register (PI. 4), and * 8 -  , 

, ,,,- ,-g&ipting to give back the thirty pieces of silver and com- e,=.;' , rnittinr.$hicide in the bottom scenes. Below another miniature 

, g the parable of the Good Samaritan-in which the Sa- 
.----_&i is shown as Christ-Michah, Sirach, and David (shown 
rwiF& are represented above relevant passages from their prophe- 

*- 

,-efa.cing the Gospel of St. Mark is a representation of the 
itda Evangelist poised to write and receiving instructions from 

&d manuscripts. St. Mark sits within an architectural frame, two 
r--- marble columns supporting a gold entablature with blue triangu- 

&. lar elements at each end and a semicircular lunette with multicol- 

representation of the enthroned writing evangelist in an architec- 
tural setting became a standard miniature prefacing the Gospels 
in Byzantine and Western manusckpts throughout the rest of the 

f -  Middle Ages. 
In style the Rossano miniatures are also closely related to those 

of t hn i enna  G s i s  and Sinope Gospels, with softly modeled 

ing way to more awkwardly rendered, schematic forms. Thus 
the Rossano Gospels marks an important link between the natu- 
ralism of the classical, Hellenistic style of late antique painting 
and the more stylized representations developing in the Byzan- 
tine east. 

Manuscripts produced during the ensuing centuries in the By- 
zantine Empire continued the developments. briefly sketched 
above, adapting the form of figural art, narrative miniatures, and 
exegetical juxtapositions to the demands of the developing lit-. 

4' 
5 .  St. Mark. Rossano Gospels 
121r (Rossano, Archiepiscopal 
sury: Photo Ciraudon) 

, fol. 
Trea- 
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rations of divine personages were for- 
uous years of the iconocla,%ic contro- 

, classical traditions of painting survived 
and mythological texts and may have 
emarkable revival of classical motifs, 
le in the religious manuscripts of the 

the tenth century. The most fre- 
ose of the Evangelists. Normally 

pels or lectionaries, they usual2y. depicted seated 
as in the St. Mark of the Wo,mno &F&, although 

such as those found in &he illustrations of tho 
Syriac Bible, were also used. Scholars have also 

ed between profile and frontal portraits, and both of 
found their way into the repertoire of Western manu- 

s in the Cindisfarne Gospels discussed below, 
res continuing the frieze effect of early 

ns predominate in Byzantine Gospkl books, 
ons, particularly those of St. John 
Nazianzus. In some manuscripts 
MS gr. 139) of the tenth century, 

scenes closely dependent upon 
text, while in a copy of the ninth- 

tury homilies of Gregory Nazianzus (Paris, Biblioth2que 
ale, MS gr. 510) full-page miniatures conta%.three hor- 
registers and multiple scenes are used.= Frequently, par- 

cenes are placed in the margins 
'; >adjacent to the relevant texts. Representations of patrons or im- 

"' - perial personages also became frequent. An early example, the 
; . portrait of Juliana Anicia, a Evzantine princess, in a copy of 

, Dioscurides' De Materia medica dated 512, follows the formula for 
Later examples, such as the 

cephorus 111 between St. John 
aris, Biblioth8que Nationale, MS 
hieratic style derived from Byz- 

Most of these developments are posticonoclastic and the spe- 
cial forms of Byzantine manuscripts and their illumination fall 
outside the scope of this book. But the books of the Byzantine 
Greek world manifest a close continuity with what must have 

\ I  

been formulated in the early Christan period and constitute, 
therefore, the best indications bf the nature of these early devel- 
opments. Byzantine illuminations may also have exerted consid- 
erable influence on the development of manuscript illustration in 
the Latin West, particularly in the Ottonian and Romanesque pe- 
riods, and therefore cannot be dismissed from any discussion of 
Western medieval art." 

,ES TO BYZANTINE MANUSCRIPTS 


