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Introduction

This is a book about visiting important medieval manuscripts and what they tell us and why they matter. As first envisaged, it was to be called ‘Interviews With Manuscripts’, and indeed the chapters are not unlike a series of celebrity interviews. Actual interviews – traditional published interviews with well-known people – usually set the scene and describe the circumstances of how the encounters came to happen at all. They generally attempt to evoke something of the experience of meeting and interacting with the interviewees. You will already have had information in advance, of course, but what are the people like in reality, when they finally come to the door, shake your hand and usher you to a seat? The accounts may say something of their physical presence and perhaps their clothes, demeanour and style of conversation. We may all pretend that a well-known person is really no different from any other human being, but there is an undeniable thrill in actually meeting and talking to someone of world stature. Is he or she, in fact, charismatically impressive, or (as sometimes) rather disappointing? You might seek to discover how people became famous and whether their reputations are deserved. Listen to them and let them speak. A good interviewer may be able to elicit secrets which were entirely unknown and which the famous person had meant to keep quiet. There is even a certain voyeurism for the reader in eavesdropping as these intimate confessions are teased out.

The most celebrated illuminated manuscripts in the world are, to most of us, as inaccessible in reality as very famous people. To a large extent, anyone with stamina and a travel budget can get to see many of the great paintings and architectural monuments, and may stand today in the presence of the Great Wall of China or Botticelli’s Birth of Venus. But try – just try – to have the Book of Kells removed from its glass case in Dublin so that you can turn the pages. It won’t happen. The majority of the greatest medieval manuscripts are now almost never on public exhibition at all, even in darkened display cases, and if they are, you can see only a single opening. They are too fragile and too precious. It is easier to meet the Pope or the President of the United States than it is to touch the Très Riches Heures of the Duc de Berry. Access gets harder, year by year. The idea of this book, then, is to invite the reader to accompany the author on a private journey to see, handle and interview some of the finest illuminated manuscripts of the Middle Ages.

Palaeographers, the general term for those of us who study old manuscripts, become accustomed to working in the reading-rooms of rare-book libraries, but these are sanctuaries as out of bounds to the general public as the tomb of the Prophet in Medina would be to me. Modern national libraries are among the costliest public buildings ever constructed, but few people actually penetrate as far as the exclusive tables set aside for consultation of the most valuable books of all. Some settings for studying manuscripts are stately and intimidating, and others are endearingly informal. Access is a secret of initiates, and formulas for admission and the handling of manuscripts vary hugely from one repository to another. This is an aspect of the history of scholarship often entirely neglected. The supreme illuminated books of the Middle Ages are cornerstones of our culture, but hardly anyone bothers to document their habitat.

Some of these great manuscripts may be known from facsimiles or from digitized images available on-line, as accessible and as familiar as authorized biographies of well-known people, but no copy is the same as an original. The experience of encounter is entirely different. Facsimiles are rootless and untied to any place. No one can properly know or write about a manuscript without having seen it and held it in the hands. No photographic reproduction yet invented has the weight, texture, uneven surface, indented ruling, thickness, smell, the tactile quality and patina of time of an actual medieval book, and nothing can compare with the thrill of excitement when a supremely famous manuscript itself is finally laid on the table in front of you. You do not merely see it, as under glass, but really get to touch it and peer into its crevices. There will always be details which no one has seen before. You will make discoveries every time. Unnoticed evidence may be wrested from signs of manufacture, erasures, scratches, overpainting, offsets, patches, sewing-holes, bindings, and nuances of colour and texture, all entirely invisible in any reproduction. The questions manuscripts can answer face-to-face are sometimes unexpected, both about themselves and about the times in which they were made. There are new observations and hypotheses in every chapter here, elicited by nothing cleverer than engaging the originals. Look closely. Use a magnifying glass, if you like. Sit back: turn the pages and listen quietly to what the books tell us. Let them talk. Apart from anything else, this is enormously enjoyable and interesting. Medieval manuscripts have biographies. They have all survived through the centuries, interacting with successive owners and ages, neglected or admired, right into our own times. We will disentangle provenances which were entirely unknown. Sometimes these histories are very dramatic, as books take their place in European affairs at the highest level, from the bed chambers of medieval saints and kings to the secret hiding-places of Nazi Germany. Habent sua fata libelli. Some manuscripts have hardly stirred from their original shelves since the day they were completed; there are others which have zig-zagged across the known world in wooden chests or saddle bags swaying on the backs of horses or over the oceans in little sailing ships or as aircraft freight, for books are very portable. Many have at some time passed through commerce and the auction rooms, and the prices attached to them as they transited are a part of the changing history of taste and fashion. The life of every manuscript, like that of every person, is different, and all have stories to divulge.

A dozen manuscripts have been selected for interview here. No one really knows how many medieval manuscripts survive throughout the world – maybe a million, perhaps more – and the choice was very wide indeed. They are all potentially fascinating and even the plainest and scruffiest of those manuscripts would have offered up enough material to fill a chapter of this book, but it might have made a less glamorous experience for the reader. We are going to be moving in grand company. As you sit in the reading-room of a library turning the pages of some dazzlingly illuminated volume, you can sense a certain respect from your fellow students on neighbouring tables consulting more modest books or archives, and I hope to share a flavour of that quiet satisfaction of associating with celebrated manuscripts, which for a short while are to become our intimate companions. Join me in a bit of self-indulgent namedropping. Among these titans I have tried to choose a representative range of different kinds of medieval book, not all Gospels and Books of Hours but also texts of astronomy, biblical commentaries, music, literature and Renaissance politics. We could also have opted for liturgy, medicine, law, history, romance, heraldry, philosophy, travel, or many other subjects widely covered in manuscripts of the Middle Ages. I have singled out volumes which seemed to me characteristic of each century, from the sixth to the sixteenth. They all tell us something about their times and the societies which made them.

I have been to see every one of these manuscripts for the purpose of writing this book. I had handled some of them before, but I came now with no particular expectations of what I wanted them to tell us, and any new revelations – and there are certainly some – were offered up by the manuscripts during the course of the encounters described here. The narrative will show this happening.

Manuscripts are not all the same size. The miniature nature of the illuminator’s craft is part of the fascination of medieval manuscripts, but some of these books are enormous. Those who study the history of art exclusively from reproductions, either reduced in textbooks or magnified onto lecture screens, lose all sense of the relative scale of one manuscript to another. Throughout the Middle Ages there was a strong feeling for the hierarchy of things, both in the natural and the human worlds, often expressed by size. The book with the largest dimensions here is the Codex Amiatinus, a pandect (as it is called) of the entire Scriptures, written for public display. The smallest is the dainty Book of Hours of Jeanne de Navarre, made for the hands of a queen. When a manuscript is delivered to your desk in a library, even before you open it, there is often an unexpected realization of how big or small it is. As a trick of design therefore, each chapter begins with a picture of the particular manuscript shown closed. That for the Codex Amiatinus is illustrated as large as the dimensions of this book will allow: the bindings of all others in turn are then shown at the start of each chapter in scale relative to that largest reproduction.

Certain themes will become clear as we proceed. Chapter One on the Gospel Book of Saint Augustine takes us into the age when a new Christian literacy was emerging from the collapse of ancient Rome. The Codex Amiatinus in Chapter Two is the oldest surviving Latin Bible, sent to Italy from the ends of the earth, as its dedication declares, by those who prided themselves on their Roman learning. The incomparable Book of Kells, forming Chapter Three, is a very different kind of manuscript of the four Gospels and we are immersed in that distant Celtic world where magic and belief are inseparable and eventually have a part to play in the modern sense of Irish national identity. Chapter Four is about copying manuscripts and copying cultures. The headlong race to the millennium and the anticipated apocalypse preoccupied the tenth century and they fill Chapter Five. The far-reaching and sober effects of the Norman Conquest of 1066 can be experienced graphically and first-hand in the manuscripts examined in Chapter Six. The twelfth century marks a major shift from monastic to secular book production, a watershed in the history of literacy and art, and is one of the under-appreciated turning-points of our civilization. In Chapter Seven we will decipher the name of the king who personally owned one of the finest Psalters of the time. In Chapter Eight we pick up a little book in Munich and find the songs of love and lust of the students and wandering scholars of the early thirteenth century. Chapter Nine introduces a delicate Book of Hours made for a king’s daughter, who, like her manuscript, became the pawn of politics, in a tale which then stretches in an unbroken thread of possession from the troubled dynasty of Saint Louis of France to Hermann Göring. Chapter Ten on the Canterbury Tales brings the beginning of recognizable English literature and book publishing, with a sub-text on the responsibilities and dangers of literary scholarship. The Semideus of Chapter Eleven is on warfare and armaments, and modern Russia. We end with Chapter Twelve on luxury and money. Between them, the dozen interviews here tell a story of intellectual culture and art from the final moments of the Roman Empire right through to the high Renaissance and then on again, transmitting these manuscripts from their own times through into our contemporary world.

All these books have certain features in common, apart from fame. They are all manuscripts: the word simply means ‘written by hand’. That was not out of choice. Until the invention of printing in the mid-fifteenth century, all books were necessarily copied by scribes. Nearly all medieval manuscripts are decorated in some way, at the very least with coloured initials and very often with gold and pictures. Most are undated and have no title-pages. Pages of books were rarely numbered in the Middle Ages. The modern convention, which I use here, is to count the leaves, not the pages, and to number each according to its front (recto) or back (verso), generally abbreviated to ‘r’ and ‘v’. Most manuscripts from medieval Europe, including all those described here, were written on animal skin (for most purposes the words parchment and vellum are interchangeable). Oblong rectangles of parchment were folded in half and arranged one inside another to form clusters, commonly but not always of eight leaves or sixteen pages, which could eventually be sewn down their central folds. Each section is called a ‘quire’ or a ‘gathering’, like a signature in a modern hard-bound printed book. A whole series of quires bound in sequence would make up an entire manuscript. I am explaining this in some detail because it is important for what is known as the ‘collation’ of a manuscript, which forms a crucial part of every chapter here. Palaeographers express this in a formula which looks at first sight as impenetrable as a knitting pattern or a sequence of DNA, but which is quite precise and simple in reality. Each quire is imagined as being numbered in lower case Roman numerals, and the number of leaves in each is written in superscript Arabic numbers. Thus, to take an easy example, a manuscript of eighty-six leaves formed of ten quires of eight leaves each followed by one of six leaves would be expressed as: i–x8, xi6. Many medieval manuscripts – probably most of them, in fact, one way or another – are now no longer complete. Say that same manuscript once had eighty-six leaves but is now reduced to eighty-three by the loss of single leaves at each end and one somewhere in the middle. The collation might be given as: i7 [of 8, lacking i, a single leaf before folio 1], ii–v8, vi7 [of 8, lacking iii, a single leaf after folio 41], vii–x8, xi5 [of 6, lacking vi, a single leaf after folio 83].

As will become apparent as we look at each manuscript, the collations prove to be extremely important. They will sometimes reveal gaps in the text or picture cycles where no one had ever expected them. To know a manuscript we need to have a sense of what was once there when it was new. More importantly, a collation takes us back to the separate units in which a manuscript was originally made. It is striking how collaborating scribes and illuminators evidently divided their labour according to assignments of loose quires, and a change of hand very often occurs between one quire and the next. We will see this from the Codex Amiatinus of the late seventh century right through to the Spinola Hours 800 years later. I confess that I love collating manuscripts. It is strangely satisfying to work it out quire by quire and to find that the total adds up reassuringly to the precise number of pages in the book. The answer should be absolute. You peer into the central folds, looking for the sewing threads, and you gradually build up a series of V-shaped diagrams of the structure throughout the volume. This would be entirely impossible from a facsimile or microfilm, and it often furnishes the magic key for the separation of hands and the units of text. I have sometimes thought that if I ever retire I should call my pensioner’s cottage ‘Duncollatin’.

Another feature which is recurrent through all the chapters here is that, unlike a printed book which mostly rolls off a press in a single process, any manuscript was written over time. It may even have been begun at one period and then have been adapted or completed in further phases of activity. A manuscript is a bit like a building or a piece of large hand-made furniture, which can be left unfinished for a while, or it can be partly taken apart again and reconfigured, with additions or removals, forever being adapted to the whims and needs of its successive owners. Some of the apparent mysteries of manuscripts interviewed here are solved by the sudden realization of more than one moment of production.

If there is a single theme which I would try to convey if we were actually undertaking these journeys together, it is what pleasure you can have in looking at manuscripts. I hope that something of the enjoyment emerges from these encounters. Of course I am the most biased person in the world, but I think that medieval manuscripts are truly fascinating at so many levels. I want to know everything about them. I want to know who made them and when and why and where, and what they contain and where their texts came from, why a particular manuscript was thought to be needed, and how they were copied and under what conditions and how these affected the format and size, what materials were used, how long the manuscripts took to make, why and how they were decorated and by whom (if they were decorated, and why not, if they weren’t), and what they cost, how they were bound, who used them and in what way, how or whether they were retransmitted onwards in further copies, what changes were made to them later, where they were kept, how they were shelved and catalogued, how they have survived often against all odds, who has owned them, how they were bought and sold and for how much (for they were always valuable), under what circumstances they reached the custody of their current owners – and, at every one of these questions, how we can tell. We can enjoy ourselves poking impertinently into the affairs of men and women of long ago, and sharing the same original artefacts which gave delight to those people too.

The idea for this book arose out of a conversation with Caroline Dawnay. I had urged her, as I often do urge people without expecting anything to happen, to come to see the Parker Library any time she was in Cambridge. One day she turned up without warning, with half an hour to spare. She had never particularly looked at medieval manuscripts. We got out a volume of the Bury Bible, one of the first English books made by a professional illuminator, written around 1130. The enchantment of that wide-eyed encounter, for me as much as for her, suggested the challenge of trying to convey to a wider audience the thrill of bringing a well-informed but non-specialist reader into intimate contact with major medieval manuscripts.

I have tried to avoid using technical terms known only to specialized historians. If these were actual visits to libraries, I would encourage you to interrupt if anything seemed unclear or too complicated. This should be as near to a conversation as a published book can be. For that reason, I have resisted the temptation to scatter the text with footnotes. I, for one, am incapable of reading any footnoted book without holding fingers between multiple pages, which slows the narrative and bores the layman. For those who care, and many will not, there are separate and discursive bibliographies and notes for each chapter. These have had their own problems of composition. I have been on familiar terms with some of these manuscripts, or have known about them, for more than forty years and I do not necessarily recall the sources of everything I have read. Worse than this, I am afraid that people have told me things and have suggested ideas, and I may have forgotten. I have tried to make acknowledgements in the text itself or in the notes. I am indebted too to all the curators who received my visits with good grace and often with information. We who work in palaeography are conscious of whole international networks of like-minded historians and bibliographers, and we gladly help one another when we can. We talk in the vestibules of libraries and gossip at conferences. We ask advice by email. We sometimes stay in each other’s houses. I hope that it will become apparent that a book like this is only made possible by a lifetime of friends and colleagues.

There are two people I would like to single out at the beginning. The first, of course, is my wife, Mette, who has endured the writing for several years and who graciously appears as the subject of several jokes in the text. (This is a trick by me: she will have to read the book to find them.) The other is my old friend Scott Schwartz of New York, who discussed the project with me at its outset and helped define its parameters. Through a period of ill-health, now thank goodness abated, he read the first draft of every chapter as it was finished, and I owe much to his wisdom and perception. It is to him I dedicate this book.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Gospels of Saint Augustine

late sixth century

Cambridge, Corpus Christi College,
MS 286

At the end of this chapter I will recount how Pope Benedict XVI and the Archbishop of Canterbury both bowed down before me, on live television, in front of the high altar of Westminster Abbey. Before reaching that very unlikely moment, however, we must follow the footsteps of a manuscript as it weaves through a millennium and a half of English history, encountering several popes and other archbishops of Canterbury on its journey. One of these archbishops was Matthew Parker (1504–75), who owned the book itself. Parker had attended Cambridge University, and he had been ordained a priest shortly before the Reformation in England. By lucky chance, perhaps through a family connection in Norfolk, he became domestic chaplain to Anne Boleyn, second wife of Henry VIII and queen of England from 1533 until her execution for treason in 1536. It was in Anne’s circle that the first intimations of Lutheran reform had infiltrated the English court, and Parker was evidently caught up in that heady intellectual excitement of the religious renaissance of the time. In 1544, on the recommendation of Henry VIII, he was appointed Master of Corpus Christi College in Cambridge. Parker got married (a radical step then for the clergy), was deprived of his position under the reactionary Queen Mary, 1553–8, and in 1559 was summoned to London by the new queen, Elizabeth, daughter of Anne Boleyn, who made him the first archbishop of Canterbury of her reign, with instructions to make the English Reformation absolute and irrevocable.

[image: image]

The reformed Church of England, as confirmed by Parker in what is known as the Elizabethan Settlement, was at least initially very different from the Protestantism of continental Europe. Martin Luther had looked back to the apostolic times of early Christianity, rejecting the papacy and undermining the Roman Church from behind by fielding a translation of the Bible derived from texts which were older and apparently more authentic than the standard fourth-century Latin Vulgate edition of Saint Jerome. Matthew Parker, by contrast, embraced the very early popes and the traditional line of apostolic succession from Saint Peter. Gregory the Great, pope 590–604, was one of Parker’s heroes, not least because he had sent the first organized Christian mission to England in 596, dispatching a party of Italian monks under the command of one Augustine, prior of the monastery of Sant’Andrea in Rome. Saint Augustine of Canterbury, as he is now called, had then landed in Kent in south-east England in 597 and had convinced Ethelbert, king of Kent c. 560–616, to adopt Christianity. The missionaries from Italy had established a cathedral in Canterbury nearby and they founded a monastery outside the town walls, initially as a burial church, originally dedicated to Saints Peter and Paul, patron saints of Rome. Augustine himself became the first archbishop of Canterbury. The monastery he had set up was later renamed St Augustine’s Abbey in his honour. It survived on the outskirts of Canterbury for almost a thousand years until its suppression under Henry VIII in 1538, in Parker’s lifetime.

Matthew Parker was the seventieth archbishop in what he saw as a line of unbroken continuity back to Augustine. He persuaded himself that those early missionaries had intended to establish an entirely independent English Church, unfettered by Rome. As far as Parker was concerned, the development of religion in Europe was irrelevant after 597. Only England, in his interpretation, had managed to preserve the Christian Church in its primeval purity, as Saints Gregory and Augustine had intended. This, as he saw it, had been corrupted and subverted with the Norman Conquest (1066) and the centralization of the Catholic Church under the initiatives of Gregory VII, pope 1073–85. The Elizabethan antiquaries all looked back with nostalgia to the Anglo-Saxon era as a golden age of English national identity and independence. Parker decided that the supposedly radical practices of sixteenth-century reform, including the use of vernacular language in the liturgy and the central role of the monarchy in the Church, had actually all been established traditions in Anglo-Saxon England. In 1568 he obtained licence from the Privy Council to take into his own custody any original manuscripts in England which would justify the Anglican Reformation in these terms and would provide tangible precedents for the Elizabethan agenda. Parker eventually commandeered about 600 early manuscripts, mostly from the libraries of recently restructured medieval cathedrals or from former monasteries, including many of the oldest books then in England. He was the first truly great collector of the Elizabethan period, well ahead of Sir Robert Cotton (1571–1631), whose manuscripts are now at the core of the British Library in London, and earlier too than Sir Thomas Bodley (1545–1613), whose acquisitions furnished the new Bodleian Library in Oxford, which we will visit in Chapter Six. About thirty early manuscripts were requisitioned by Parker from the abandoned monastery of St Augustine in Canterbury. The oldest of these was the so-called Gospel Book of Saint Augustine himself, the earliest surviving book known to have been in medieval England. It is the subject of this chapter.
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Matthew Parker (1504–74), engraved portrait by Remigius Hogenberg, 1573, showing the archbishop in his seventieth year, reading a Bible as the hourglass on the windowsill runs out of sand
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Matthew Parker’s library at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, in the upstairs room designed for it by the architect William Wilkins (1778–1839)


In 1574, towards the end of his life, Archbishop Parker made arrangements to send his collection from Lambeth Palace, his official residence in London, up to his old college of Corpus Christi in Cambridge. The indenture of the bequest outlined two principal conditions. One was an assumption of public access, which the college has largely ignored, and the other was that there should be an annual audit of the library every August, and that if even a few volumes were unaccounted for or lost through carelessness or neglect, the entire bequest would be forfeit and would revert instead to Gonville and Caius College, further up the street in Cambridge, together with wonderful pieces of Tudor table silver given also by Parker, which are very desirable. It was largely from fear of this awful penalty clause that relatively few outsiders were ever allowed in to see the books. For more than 400 years the Parker Library was notoriously (even scandalously) inaccessible to scholars, or at best it was quixotically and inconsistently available. It is with a certain inverted pride that I report that when I myself first asked to see a manuscript there in the mid-1970s, I was refused permission, and this is still the only library in the world to which I have ever been declined admittance. Excluding readers has meant, however, that every one of Parker’s books remains safely on the shelves, and many are in astonishingly fresh condition, almost exactly as they were at the Reformation. They have been in their current possession longer than any other principal manuscripts we will encounter in this book.

In the late 1990s, the governing body of Corpus Christi College resolved to reverse this isolationism and to open up and to exploit their greatest tangible asset. They raised money from various sources, principally the Donnelley Foundation in Chicago, to endow a full-time curator. That same man who had been refused entrance twenty-five years earlier then duly applied and he was appointed in 2000. The fact that the Parker Library has become one of the most accessible and widely used rare-book libraries in the world, both in reality and through comprehensive digitization, is not remotely to my credit, but simply because times have changed and that was an expectation of the new position.

Corpus Christi is one of twenty-nine independent colleges which make up the University of Cambridge. At any one time, it has about 260 undergraduate students. The oldest parts of the buildings date from its foundation in the mid-fourteenth century. Most readers with appointments to study manuscripts in the Parker Library now enter the college up several steps through the over-sized medieval-looking gatehouse in Trumpington Street, usually checking in first in the porters’ lodge on the left, so that the library staff can be alerted. Ahead is what is known as New Court, a large quadrangle of manicured grass, striped by constant mowing, enclosed on four sides by pale stone buildings in regency gothic style built in the 1820s by the architect William Wilkins (1778–1839). (‘New’ in England is always a relative term; the New Forest is eleventh century.) Tourists often gather around under the archway, photographing themselves and peeping in, curious for glimpses of undergraduates and employees of the college who live and work in rooms off staircases around the sides. Straight ahead is the entrance to the chapel, flanked by niches with statues of Nicholas Bacon, benefactor, dangling a purse of money, and Matthew Parker, with both hands on a book. The bursary is to the left of the chapel, Bacon’s side, and the master’s lodge on the right. The college dining hall is behind high lancet windows along the north side of the courtyard. The Parker Library fills most of the upstairs floor on the right-hand (southern) facade. Ring the buzzer at the tall gothic door in the far corner of New Court and you will be admitted into a dark lobby with a choice of a stone staircase rising up in front of you or an entrance immediately off to the right. Members of the public usually proceed in organized groups to the magnificent long high-ceilinged library at the top of the stairs, with walls lined with Elizabethan and later printed books and with bright-lit glass cases down the length of the room, displaying some of the library’s finest manuscripts. Those who have come to study rare books will be let instead into the secure reading-room on the ground floor.

This room is not as large as upstairs. It was formerly the furthest extremity of the undergraduate library. It has pale green walls and a grey carpet. Mullioned windows on the south wall, generally shielded by blinds to reduce direct sunlight, look out over Saint Botolph’s churchyard; those on the north face into New Court. The room is furnished with oak bookcases salvaged from the 1930s and with new purpose-built pale oak tables and fourteen matching chairs all inset with bright scarlet leather, a gift from the manuscript collector Gifford Combs. A glass plaque on the wall, designed by Lida Kindersley, records the opening of the reading-room by Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, on 21 June 2010.

We are about to look at MS 286, the oldest and by far the most precious book in the library. This is a privilege of being escorted by the librarian: the Gospel Book of Saint Augustine is not brought out easily for casual readers. It is immensely fragile and vulnerable and for many people it still has a sacred and spiritual significance. For Archbishop Parker it would have had a primary value in his search for the foundation of Christianity in England in 597. The manuscript is stored in a burglar-alarmed and air-conditioned vault, where it is shelved horizontally in a stout fitted oak box, made in 1993 at the expense of an architect and old member of the college, Roger Mears, whose name is recorded on a leather label. Wait in the reading-room for a moment while I fetch it, carrying the box in with both hands and placing it on the table. We unclip the brass clasps and lift off the heavy lid, relieving the subtle pressure which keeps the book tightly closed when it is not in use. The volume nestles inside in a bed of firm archival thermoplastic grey foam. Lift it carefully out and lay it on one of the orange-covered padded book-rests on the library tables.

Those who meet famous people often remark afterwards how unexpectedly small the celebrated personage was in reality. For all its stature in English history, this is not a large manuscript, and it is even mildly disappointing to some visitors who see it for the first time. It is about 10½ by 8½ inches, about 3 inches thick, quite light, insubstantial, and easy to hold in one hand. It is bound in plain oak boards slightly bevelled on their inner edges, with a spine of creamy alum-tawed goatskin, in the style beloved of the Arts and Crafts movement in England, especially championed and promoted by the binder Douglas Cockerell (1870–1945). The spine, which is now shadowed from handling, is ruled into six rectangles, one stamped in gold “MS 286” and another with a Maltese cross; at the foot are the letters “C.C.C.C.” (for Corpus Christi College Cambridge). There is no other title. The manuscript was rebound for the college at the British Museum bindery in 1948–9 (it was returned to Cambridge in July 1949). The loan to London had one consequence. Attached to an end flyleaf is a standard British Museum note about the number of leaves dated July 1948, in the distinctive handwriting of Eric Millar (1887–1966), then Keeper of Manuscripts. The Assistant Keeper was at that time Francis Wormald (1904–72), who took the opportunity of examining the Gospel Book seriously when it was in the temporary custody of his department. Wormald subsequently gave his Sandars Lecture about it in Cambridge beginning on 29 November that year, a major step in the book’s road to fame in the twentieth century.

[image: image]
The Gospel Book of Saint Augustine, open at the portrait of the evangelist Saint Luke, displayed in the Parker Library


The British Museum binders stitched the gatherings onto the tips of separate and protruding paper guards, fanning them outwards, so that the manuscript can be opened safely at 90° without bending the original parchment. This was fashionable conservation practice at the time, now no longer recommended because it rather unnaturally alters the original integrity of a book and, as the pages are turned, it can result in friction between gatherings. The binding has modern paper endleaves and it responsibly preserves an earlier paper leaf at the back from the previous rebinding in the mid-eighteenth century, together with a number of medieval flyleaves on parchment. The first two of these are plain, perhaps from the late Middle Ages. One, at least, has clearly been transferred from the end, where it served as the last leaf of the book up against the original back cover. Both it and the present final leaf have matching rectangular indentations and small rust holes at the extreme top imprinted from what was must have been a riveted chain-hasp once attached to the upper edge of the lower board of the medieval binding. At some time the manuscript was evidently secured by a chain, with the front cover upwards.

We will come back later to a more detailed description of MS 286, but no one could resist a preliminary look inside the book itself. This is a chance which will not recur often. The manuscript comprises the four Gospels from the New Testament, in the Latin translation of Saint Jerome, taken from the original Greek of its four authors and rendered by him into the spoken language of Western Europe. The term ‘Vulgate’, which since the Reformation has carried critical overtones of being arcane and inaccessible to the common people, originally simply meant that it was the normal vernacular of the period. When this manuscript was made, Latin was still generally spoken, and Jerome, who died in 420, was then no more distant in time than (say) Walter Scott or Emily Brontë are to us. The Roman Empire had recently imploded. Rome had been sacked by the Visigoths in 410 and again by the Ostrogoths in 546, within living memory. It saved its identity by reinventing itself as a Christian empire. Saint Augustine’s mission to England was the first conscious imperial initiative of the Roman papacy.

The manuscript opens mid-word in the capitula list preceding the Gospel of Matthew. These lists are tabulated headings or chapter summaries (although the early-medieval chapter divisions are different from the modern numbering, which was not devised until the thirteenth century). The first surviving words in the book are “[nine-]vitarum signum pharisaesis tradit”, referring to Christ giving the Pharisees a sign from the men of Nineveh (in our numeration this is told in Matthew 12:41). There is quite a bit more missing in the manuscript before this, as we will see. The full text of Matthew’s Gospel begins on folio 3r, “Liber generationis ih[es]u xp[ist]i filii david …”, ‘The book of the generation of Jesus Christ, son of David …’ (Matthew 1:1). Its first two words are written in red (which is why I have given them in italics), faded to pale orange which is almost brown, and the opening ‘L’ is slightly taller than the next letter. It is restrained and subdued, without any exceptional ornament or emphasis for the opening of the Gospels, quite unlike the flamboyance of later manuscripts such as the Book of Kells.

The writing of the Gospels of Saint Augustine is in two columns of small and neat Latin uncial script. There is much uncertainty about the derivation of the word ‘uncial’, a term first used disapprovingly by Jerome who regarded it as a frivolous affectation. Ironically for him, it became a script most widely disseminated through its general use in manuscripts of his own translation of the Latin Scriptures. It is sometimes associated with the word ‘uncia’, an inch (of which the adjective would be uncialis), large letters exaggeratedly thought to be an inch high, which they never were in reality. Uncials became the formal handwriting of early Christianity, as rustic capitals were for secular texts (see Chapter Four). Uncials are curved capital letters, with a few forms like their modern lower-case equivalents, such as ‘h’ with a high ascender, ‘f’ extending down below the line, and a graceful round-backed ‘d’. The script was written with a broad quill or possibly a reed, with clear contrast between thick and thin strokes. It is spacious and easy to read, especially given the extreme age of books which use it. In the Middle Ages, uncials were associated with antiquity and authority. The Corpus Glossary, a kind of alphabetical dictionary from around 800, also from St Augustine’s Abbey and now too in the Parker Library, defines the word “antiquarius” as “qui grandes litteras scribit”, one ‘who writes large script’: an antiquarian was one who used uncials.

In MS 286 the words are laid out in the pattern which was called ‘per cola et commata’, meaning something like ‘by clauses and pauses’, in which the first line of each sentence fills the width of the column and any second or subsequent lines are written in shorter length. The format was almost certainly that of Jerome’s original manuscript of the Vulgate and it is characteristic of the very earliest copies. Each unit is probably what a person would read and speak aloud in a single breath. Thus Matthew opens, ‘The book of the generation of Jesus Christ, son of David, son of Abraham’, pause, take a breath, glance down silently at the next phrase, ‘Abraham begat Isaac’, another intake of breath, look back again at the text, ‘And Isaac begat Jacob, [and] Jacob begat Judah and his brothers’, breathe again, and so on. Winston Churchill typed his great speeches like this, so that they could be read at a glance and his famous oratorical pauses were graphically preordained in the layout of his script. It is an arrangement prepared primarily for reading aloud, which itself tells us something about the Gospel Book of Saint Augustine, which comes from a time of oral culture when most of the audience for the Scriptures was illiterate.

[image: image]
The first surviving page of the Gospels of Saint Augustine, opening in the list of chapter headings to Matthew’s Gospel, with the earlier Parker Library shelfmark ‘L.15’ at the top


The second gospel, that of Mark, begins on folio 75r with its prologue and capitula list, and the text itself six pages later. The prologue and capitula list for the third gospel, Luke, are preceded by a full-page painting showing twelve scenes from the Passion within a grid of square frames (folio 125r). The actual opening of Luke faces a full-page portrait of the evangelist himself seated below an arch with his symbol of an ox above his head and scenes from his gospel in columns down the sides (folio 129v). This is the page we usually exhibit when the manuscript is on public view, since it is the only opening with both picture and text facing each other. It is not difficult to locate, for the exhausted manuscript now naturally flops open at this point. The final Gospel of John begins on folio 208r, similarly preceded by prologue and capitula lists. The whole book ends with the words “D[E]O GRATIAS” (strictly, that first word could probably also be expanded as “D[OMIN]O”) and, further down “SEMPER AMEN”. This is probably based on the formula ‘Thanks be to God’ used in the Mass at the end of any Gospel reading, but it is also applicable to the sentiment of the scribe himself, grateful and relieved to have finished single-handedly writing 530 pages of text. The words here are written in rustic capitals rather than uncials, since they are not part of the Scriptures, rather as we might use italics to differentiate other kinds of text. Blank pages at the very end of the manuscript are filled with copies of later charters and monastic records, including an interesting twelfth-century relic list.

There is a rather shocking souvenir of a previous visitor on the paper flyleaf at the back. It is a patronizing statement in Latin, informing the world that the manuscript so closely resembles the Codex Amiatinus that it can be confidently assigned to the sixth century. It is signed “Const. Tischendorf”. The Codex Amiatinus, which is the subject of the next chapter here, actually dates from a hundred years later and is not very much like this at all, except for being also in Latin uncials. Constantin Tischendorf (1815–74), of Leipzig, discoverer in 1844 of the Codex Sinaiticus, the primary copy of the Greek Bible, struts boldly and immodestly through nineteenth-century biblical scholarship. On the day he signed and dated his attribution, Thursday, 9 March 1865, he was in Cambridge to accept an honorary LLD from the university. The first times I looked at the manuscript I had not paused to read this crabbed inscription at all: it was pointed out to me ruefully by Archimandrite Justin Sinaites, librarian of the monastery of Saint Catherine on Mount Sinai, where Tischendorf is remembered today not as a hero but as the double-crossing purloiner of their greatest treasure, the fourth-century Greek Codex Sinaiticus.

[image: image]
A picture page of the Gospels of Saint Augustine with multiple scenes from the Passion of Christ, from the Entry into Jerusalem through to the carrying of the Cross


Many who see the manuscript exhibited now either venerate it piously, or laugh at its credentials, often with the Puritanical scorn still reserved for a supposed relic of any saint. (It is curious how people will accept that a medieval manuscript belonged to a secular celebrity – the Bible of Charles the Bald, for example – but the moment a saint is involved, they dutifully scoff at the credulity of others.) There are also those for whom the Gospel Book of Saint Augustine is still a religious relic of the highest spiritual value. There is a new book about it by the Episcopalian bishop of Arizona, written from the perspective of its religious significance to Christians today. When the manuscript was exhibited in the Fitzwilliam Museum in 2005, a visitor was seen by Stella Panayotova, curator of manuscripts there, weeping and kissing the ground in front of its glass case. These things matter to people, and we clearly need to weigh the evidence for Saint Augustine’s ownership as objectively as we possibly can.

Humfrey Wanley (1672–1726), antiquary and early Anglo-Saxonist (and certainly no credulous Catholic), first made the post-Reformation case for identifying the volume in the Parker Library with Saint Augustine of Canterbury. He was one of the few early scholars allowed free access to Parker’s bequest in Corpus Christi College, which he visited in 1699. He describes the Gospel Book succinctly but accurately in his account of the ancient literature of Northern Europe, published in Oxford in 1705. Wanley drew attention to Bede’s account of Gregory the Great having sent Augustine from Rome, following this up with a gift in 601 of all the paraphernalia necessary for the use of the English Church, including “codices plurimos” (‘very many books’). He cited the descriptions of two Gospel Books which an early fifteenth-century text from St Augustine’s Abbey associated with Gregory’s bequest, and he suggested that these two manuscripts must surely be this volume here in Cambridge, and another similar but undecorated Gospel Book in the Bodleian Library in Oxford. The identification of both books as having been brought to England by Saint Augustine was accepted unquestioned by other early antiquaries, including Thomas Astle (1735–1803), who published an engraving of our manuscript in 1784. It was already beginning its journey into the public eye.
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The note added by Constantin Tischendorf (1815–74) when he inspected the Gospels of Saint Augustine in 1865, comparing it with the Codex Amiatinus
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The portrait of Luke in the Gospels of Saint Augustine, set between scenes from the Gospel narrative and below the evangelist’s symbol of a winged ox


The Bodleian manuscript was clearly owned in Anglo-Saxon England but it has no recognizable association with medieval Canterbury. Its previous history is unknown before its gift to the Bodleian in 1603 by Sir Robert Cotton. An early note in a lower margin suggests that a reading from the adjacent chapter 9 of John’s Gospel was suitable for the feast of Saint Chad, which may indicate that the manuscript was used in Mercia, perhaps at Lichfield, where Chad is buried. Evolving scholarship since Wanley’s time has slowly weakened the likelihood of its identification with one of Augustine’s own books. The case for MS 286, however, has gone from strength to strength. It was undoubtedly at St Augustine’s Abbey. It was provably in England by the late seventh century, for it has corrections to the text and captions to the pictures both inserted in a distinctively southern English script of that period. Blank pages were later used to record charters and possessions of St Augustine’s Abbey itself. The earliest of these is copied in a tenth-century hand onto the page facing the opening of the prologue to Mark. It is the bequest in Old English of a woman called Ealhburg in the mid-ninth century granting to the abbey various pieces of produce from her property at Brabourne in Kent, including a bullock, four sheep, hens, bread, cheese and wood, in exchange for which the monks would sing psalm 20 daily on behalf of her and her husband, Ealdred. Another is in an upper margin opposite the beginning of Mark’s Gospel itself: it is a land charter in the name of Wulfric, abbot of St Augustine’s 989–1005. Further documents mentioning the abbey are on the flyleaves at the end, including a beautifully written grant of land in Plumstead, now in south-east London, datable to 1100, for it says it was transacted during Lent in the year when King Henry gave his daughter (Matilda) to the emperor (Henry V, to whom she was betrothed that year). It is by the same scribe as a Missal from St Augustine’s Abbey also in the Parker Library, MS 270. At the top of the next page is a twelfth-century list of holy relics kept in a little black box in the abbey, including many crumbs of the True Cross, pieces of the cloak of the Virgin Mary and of the hair of Saint Cecilia, and a finger of Saint Gregory the Great. There is therefore no doubt whatsoever that the manuscript was in the possession of St Augustine’s Abbey from Anglo-Saxon times and that it was probably in the custody of the keeper of the relics. The fourteenth-century Customary of St Augustine’s Abbey describes the curatorship of relics as one of the duties of the sacristan.
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The opening of the prologue to the Gospel of Mark, with a document in Old English added on the formerly blank page opposite, recording the bequest of Ealhburg to Saint Augustine’s Abbey
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A list of relics owned by Saint Augustine’s Abbey, including pieces of the True Cross and a finger bone of Saint Gregory, added in the Gospels of Saint Augustine


There are two principal medieval sources for the treasures preserved by the monks of that monastery in the belief that they had been entrusted by Pope Gregory the Great to Augustine at the time of the conversion of England. The first of these witnesses is the chronicle of St Augustine’s Abbey by Thomas Sprott from the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century. It is known in two copies. Sprott mentions the Bible of Saint Gregory together with his Gospel Book (“et evangelia euisdem”) among other relics, which included vestments sent by Gregory from Rome. The second text is a much more rambling anti-quarian survey of the abbey dated 1414, the Speculum Augustinianum of Thomas Elmham, monk of the abbey. His original manuscript now belongs to Trinity Hall in Cambridge. Elmham writes at length about the venerable books which he calls the ‘first fruits’ of the entire English Church. He provides a sketch of the high altar of the abbey with six closed books drawn in red shown propped up on display on either side of the reliquary of King Ethelbert, with a caption above “libri missi a gregorio ad augustinum” (‘books sent by Gregory to Augustine’). He describes the individual volumes, not all of them on the altar. Their number has now increased to include two Gospel Books. This was the reference cited by Humfrey Wanley in 1705. One of these manuscripts was described as shelved in the library, where it was stored with the two-volume Bible of Saint Gregory (now lost). Elmham says that its companion Gospel Book opened with ten canon tables and a prologue beginning “Prologus canonum …”. These volumes, the Bible and Gospel Book in the abbey library, are clearly the same manuscripts as those mentioned by Sprott a century earlier. The second Gospel Book among the ‘first fruits’ listed by Elmham in 1414 was kept in the vestry, where it was known as the Gospels of Saint Mildred, on which (he says) a certain peasant in Thanet had sworn falsely and lost his eyes.
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Drawing by Thomas Elmham in 1414 of the high altar of Saint Augustine’s Abbey, with the books sent by Saint Gregory propped up on either side of the reliquary of King Ethelbert


Mildred Budny (note her first name), who prepared a very long account of the decorated Anglo-Saxon manuscripts in the Parker Library published in 1997, suggested that MS 286 was probably to be identified with the Gospel Book of her saintly namesake. The earlier Mildred, who died around 700, was the daughter of a Kentish princess; she became abbess of the convent which her mother had founded at Minster-in-Thanet in Kent, some twelve miles north-east of Canterbury. Saint Mildred was reputedly a great-great-granddaughter of Ethelbert, the king of Kent converted by Augustine, which might have provided a line of descent for an Italian manuscript brought to England in the Augustinian mission. The problem, however, is that if her Gospel Book was at Thanet (as it clearly was, since it took cruel vengeance on a perjuring peasant there), then it would have come to St Augustine’s Abbey around 1030, when the all relics of Saint Mildred were translated across to Canterbury, whereas our manuscript was demonstrably already in St Augustine’s by the tenth century at the latest. In short, if MS 286 is one of the two books described by Elmham, then it was surely the former, kept in the library. This may be consistent with the offset from a chain-hasp described above, since the library books were chained whereas liturgical books in the vestry were not. The Gospels of Saint Mildred, in turn, might then be a mutilated manuscript now divided between the British Library in London and the Parker Library, sometimes called the ‘London–Cambridge Gospels’, recorded independently on both portions as having been among the books sent from Gregory to Augustine but in reality made in England around 700, which makes it possible, just, that it could indeed have been owned by Saint Mildred.

In summary, then, the claim of MS 286 to be the Gospel Book of Saint Augustine depends on four facts. They are: (1) Bede records that Gregory sent books to England with Augustine, and it is extremely likely that he did, and these would necessarily have included a copy of the Gospels; (2) a Gospel Book purporting to be one of those books sent by Gregory was recorded twice at St Augustine’s Abbey in the Middle Ages where it was preserved with a Bible, also believed to be a relic of their founder; (3) MS 286 in the Parker Library was certainly in England by the late seventh century and was demonstrably at St Augustine’s Abbey by at least the tenth century; (4) it had to have reached the abbey somehow, and it is of the right date and origin to have been sent from Italy in the late sixth century. That is generally as far as the evidence has ever been taken – very likely, on balance, but ultimately unprovable. The devil’s advocate would argue that it might have come to England second-hand from anywhere in Southern Europe up to a century after its manufacture.

There is, however, another piece of evidence. A very interesting analysis of the text of the manuscript was published in 1933 by Hans Hermann Glunz (1907–44), of Frankfurt. He reaches a conclusion which is so astonishingly relevant to this discussion that I cannot understand why it has for so long been overlooked. Although Jerome’s Vulgate translation gradually became standard in the Middle Ages, it replaced an earlier and less fluent version known as the Vetus Latina or ‘Old Latin’ text, which had circulated among Christians in the Roman Empire. The more accurate Vulgate had a slow start, and for several centuries many conservative users in Europe still preferred the familiar and homely Old Latin, which for a time survived in tandem. MS 286 in the Parker Library is recognized as more or less the oldest substantially complete copy of Jerome’s new translation of the four Gospels in existence, no small claim. It has the siglum ‘X’ as primary witness in the family tree of the text. However, even Wanley noticed that it has many unexpected discrepancies from the standard Vulgate. Glunz documented these systematically, tabulating approximately 700 variants. Most are exceedingly slight or insignificant, comprising negligible differences of word order or spelling. In others the scribe has opted for readings taken from the Old Latin and not from the text of Jerome at all. Listen carefully, because here is where this gets very important. Gregory the Great, reputed donor of the Gospel Book to Augustine (and one-time possessor of the finger in the relic box at St Augustine’s), was also a notable author of biblical commentaries. In the Moralia, his exposition on the book of Job, Gregory explains that both the Vulgate and the Old Latin were simultaneously in use in the Apostolic palace in Rome in his time, and that in his commentary he himself will be using the Vulgate, except where the wording of the earlier text seems better suited to his particular line of argument. Medieval pictures of Saint Gregory often show him writing while the Holy Dove whispers in his ear: it is as if Gregory received supernatural authority to his sometimes arbitrary editorial decisions.
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The narrative of the shepherds in the field in the Gospels of Saint Augustine, with the Old Latin variant ‘a son is born to us’ corrected later to the Vulgate version ‘born to you’


Gregory also compiled homilies on the four Gospels, issued in 593, four years before the mission to England. One of the oldest manuscripts of that text is also in the Parker Library, MS 69, copied in the late eighth century. Here, then, is the crucial observation. Every time wording from the Old Latin appears in MS 286, it is also the reading substituted by Gregory in his homilies on the Gospels. The conclusion, although Glunz does not draw it explicitly, is that this is a text which can only have emanated from the household of Saint Gregory himself in Rome.

Let us look at some representative examples in the manuscript itself. On folio 134r is the famous account of the angel appearing to the shepherds in the field near Bethlehem. In column 1, line 16, the original scribe wrote, “natus est nobis hodie salvator” (‘today a saviour is born to us”); a later hand corrects this in darker ink to the standard Vulgate reading “natus est vobis …” (‘a son is born to you’, Luke 2:11). The manuscript originally used Gregory’s variant, derived from the Old Latin, which he chose, he says, because it still applies at a theological level in our own time, to us now and not just to the shepherds in history. Here is another. In the second column of folio 235v is the passage from John 10:11 in which Christ declares himself to be the good shepherd who will lay down his life for his flock. The scribe uses the Old Latin verb “animam suam ponit pro ovibus suis” (this is lines 20–21; a corrector changes it back to the Vulgate ‘animam suam dat’). Gregory in his homily on the Gospel retains the older ‘ponit’, places his life for his sheep, rather than ‘dat’, gives, because, he explains, it implies a more conscious sacrifice by Christ. A third example is in the last line of folio 262r running on to the very top of folio 262v. It is the story of the moment after the Resurrection when Mary Magdalene first encounters the risen Christ and mistakes him for the gardener (John 20:15). Jerome’s Vulgate wording reads, “illa estimans quia hortulanus esset”, with the verb in the subjunctive, ‘she, believing that he might be the gardener’. The manuscript in the Parker Library and Gregory’s homily on the text both preserve the present tense, from the Old Latin, “quia hortulanus est”, ‘that he is the gardener’, because Gregory interprets it in a spiritual sense as an actual reality and not as an abstract possibility.

[image: image]
John 10:11 in the Gospels of Saint Augustine, with the old Latin variant whereby the Good Shepherd ‘places’ his life for his sheep, corrected later to the Vulgate reading ‘gives’


Glunz hints that the Gregory must have prepared a kind of edition of the Vulgate, salted with Old Latin variants in order to be read in parallel with his own commentaries. Even if it were not as deliberate as this, perhaps Gregory simply used a manuscript of mixed parentage then available to him in his household. In either case, the coincidence is too great. MS 286 can only have descended from Gregory’s scriptorium in Rome. For that reason alone, I think we can drop the cautious ‘so-called’ and can identify the manuscript with some confidence as having been among those known to have been sent to England from Saint Gregory himself.

The manuscript is still lying on its bookrest on the long table in the Parker Library. Like many late-classical manuscripts, its parchment is very thin and sometimes almost weightless. Not every leaf is exactly the same size, which suggests that we have something not so different from the book’s original dimensions. Because the book is usually kept tightly closed in a vault in conditions of optimum temperature and humidity, its release into a room warm enough to be comfortable to humans causes the parchment to absorb moisture rapidly from the air and, unless checked, the pages begin to curl up alarmingly under our eyes, as if they were alive, a bit like those paper fish one used to buy in joke shops, which you placed on the warmth of your open hand and which then curled to indicate whether you were in love (they always did, causing ribald merriment when we were ten). Curiously, the pages of the manuscript curl towards the darker, former hair-side of the skin, precisely the opposite of the natural curve of the skin when it was around the animal. That, I am told by conservators, is because the fibres on the outer surface of any pelt are denser and less flexible whereas those on the softer pliable flesh side expand rapidly as they take in moisture. It is not a permanent curl; a page flattens out again quite harmlessly as we turn to another.

Jiří Vnouček, specialist in parchment from the Royal Library in Copenhagen, tells me that the manuscript is mostly or entirely made from sheepskin, which seems coincidentally appropriate for Gregory, whose chosen name is a pun on greges, ‘flocks’, and who wrote the Pastoral Care and constantly defined himself as a shepherd. The pages are scored with guide lines into two columns of 25 lines each. As with almost all manuscripts, the person preparing the ruling has pricked the measurements through several pages at once for ease of consistent duplication: in this manuscript, unusually, the vertical line of prickings runs down the centre of each page rather than in the margins. The fact that there is only a single line of holes indicates that the pages must have been ruled before they were folded, since the prickings had to be joined up across a double opening.

The collation of the book is given in the footnote, according to the formula explained in the Introduction.* The pairs of leaves were arranged into gatherings which are, or were, mostly of eight leaves each, although single leaves are now missing at various points, as shown in the collation. In the right-hand corners of the last leaves of gatherings ii–x are original marks by the scribe for assembling the book in the right order. These are written as a letter ‘Q’ (for “quaternum”, usually meaning four pairs of leaves) followed by a Roman numeral between ‘IIII’ and ‘XII’. Therefore most of three quires – numbered ‘I’ to ‘III’ – are now missing at the beginning, probably twenty-two leaves altogether, assuming that each was of eight leaves. This would be about right for the general prologues, the ten canon tables described by Elmham probably with their usual explanatory letter from Eusebius to Carpianus, together with the preface to Matthew and the first pages of the capitula list for Matthew. There was also clearly once a full-page picture of the evangelist Matthew under an arch, like that of Luke still surviving, for it left unambiguous red offsets imprinted onto the leaf which once faced it. Whether there was also once a page of multiple narrative pictures for Matthew, as for Luke too, is unknowable, but it is very possible. There was certainly a portrait of Mark facing folio 78r, where there is a leaf missing and faint offsets also appear. A text leaf is missing after folio 130r, with Luke 1:17–33. The lost portrait of John, unexpectedly, was not apparently opposite the opening of his Gospel, where there are no marks and no gap in the collation, but instead it faced the prologue, leaving slight marks on the adjacent page. A further page of multiple pictures, however, was at the very end, leaving ghostly traces of its presence on folio 215v. Those apart, the collation shows the manuscript to be intact.

The inclusion of integral pictures, even if only two now survive, is of importance too in assigning the manuscript to an origin under the patronage of Gregory the Great, since Gregory himself made a famous defence of the value of religious illustrations, writing to Serenus, bishop of Marseilles. Pictures, he said, are useful for teaching the faith to the unconverted and for conveying sacred stories to the illiterate. That would be exactly what Augustine would have needed. According to Bede, Augustine made an initial appointment with King Ethelbert of Kent, and showed him a picture of Christ painted on a panel, and then proceeded to preach.

Let us now look more closely at the two remaining full-page pictures. The first is the series of twelve little square scenes, set within a trompe l’oeil frame of red-veined marble. This is on folio 125r. It comprises four rows of three square pictures each, showing incidents from the Passion of Christ. To describe it as resembling a comic strip would be banal, but this is indeed a succession of graphic images telling a story in pictures. The subjects are, briefly, the entry into Jerusalem, the Last Supper, the Agony in the Garden, the raising of Lazarus (oddly out of sequence, and if there is a reason for this I cannot think of it), Christ washing the feet of the disciples, the kiss of Judas, the arrest, Christ before Caiaphas, the mocking of Christ, Pilate washing his hands, Christ led out to be crucified, and the carrying of the Cross. You will notice that the Crucifixion and Resurrection, the central events of the Passion, do not appear. I would guess that the subsequent sequence of pictures, now lost from later in the manuscript, would have completed the story. On the same principle, the earlier page of scenes attached to Matthew’s Gospel probably showed the life of Christ from his nativity to adulthood.

The second picture is the large portrait of Saint Luke, nine pages later. The evangelist resembles a white-bearded Roman senator, seated on a throne with his legs crossed, resting his chin on his hand and holding an open book on his lap. He is not shown in the act of writing, as he might have been in a Greek Gospel Book, but is listening thoughtfully for divine inspiration. The composition here may reflect some late-antique prototype showing a philosopher rather than an author. On either side of Saint Luke are marble columns, alternately red and green, with white marble capitals supporting a lintel and a great arch, all as if straight from a stately throne room in imperial Rome. Within the tympanum at the top is a half-length figure of a winged bull, the symbol of Saint Luke in art. Across the lintel are words about the ox, quoted from the Carmen Paschale of the fifth-century poet Sedulius; echoes from the corresponding verses on the symbols of the other evangelists (a man for Matthew, a lion for Mark, and an eagle for John), or sketches of the symbols themselves, occur on folios 2v, 78r and 207v, and are part of the evidence for similar portraits once present in the book. This is very early usage of these pictorial symbols, which derive from Ezekiel’s vision of the throne of God (Ezekiel 1:10 and Revelation 4:7). The man, lion, ox and eagle will reappear in the Book of Kells (Chapter Three) right through to pictures of the evangelists in the Spinola Hours (Chapter Twelve). Between the pillars on either side of Saint Luke here are vertical rows of tiny pictures, six on each side, showing incidents from Luke’s Gospel, from the annunciation to Zacharias (Luke 1:11) to Zacchaeus up the sycamore tree (Luke 19:4). The scenes are all identified precisely in the margins in an eighth-century English hand. Given that the minute scenes have little to distinguish them, the caption writer either had access to some larger and less generic version, such as a panel or a fresco, or he was simply inventing likely identifications wherever the subjects were unclear.
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Modern Ethiopian religious paintings on panels are often curiously similar in format to the multiple images in the Gospels of Saint Augustine and may preserve an ancient tradition


There is a considerable literature on the iconography of the pictures in the Gospels of Saint Augustine, which need not detain us now. The style is entirely classical, almost three-dimensional, and painted
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