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Roman style. Proportions are observed in the figures, and drapery is drawn with an effort towards true delineation. 

Successive scenes are represented in compartments of the same painting. 

Of what is properly called illumination, or ornamentation of the text of MSS. by use of gold and colours, 

embellishment of initial letters, and introduction of borders of various designs, the richest examples are not met 

with in Greek MSS. In those of the finest c1ass gold is used for enrichment of the decorated initiaIs; but 

of other ornamentation, only head-pieces are introduced at the beginning of books, consisting of tesselated or 

geometrical patterns, in the earlier times, and from the Ilth or 12th century onwards of coloured foliation set 

in circ1es or lozenges, generally on a gold ground. A deep blue is the predominating colour. 

In Western Europe, the earliest established school of ornamentation is undoubtedly found in Ireland. Whence 

and under what circumstances it had its origin is not exactly determined. The most developed as well as the 

most beautiful example of its character is in the Book of Kells. In this wonderful MS., to which we can 

hardly assign a later date than the end of the 7th century, are combined great taste of ornamentation of the 

most elaborate character and remarkable delicacy of colouring; and in both design and colouring no trace 

appears of other known schools of illumination with which it can be connected. This school seems to be to a 

great extent of native origin, for the spiral patterns peculiar to it are proper to Celtic metal work, from which 

they seem to have been adopted. For out present purpose it is sufficient to notice the existence of the 

ornamentation of the Irish school, and to point out that although it was for a time confined to these islands, 

being imitated in England, it may be looked upon as the origin of systems of illumination which at a 

somewhat later period sprang up on the Continent, and notably of the Carlovingian. 

ln the school of calligraphy under Charlemagne and Alcuin decoration is lavished profusely on the more 

important manuscripts, and especially on copies of the Gospels. In these the tables of the Eusebian canons 

are set in architecturally designed frames in the form of arches, which are usually enriched with various patterns 

of mouldings, the supporting columns being often coloured as of variegated marble, or otherwise decorated. The 

text is enc10sed throughout in coloured borders ornamented with architectural patterns; and the initial letters 

of books and chapters are also elaborately ornamented. A miniature of the Evangelist, with accessories generally 

in the nature of buildings, is prefixed to each of the books. Throughout gold 1S liberally applied to· enrich the 

designs; and in sorne instances the text is written in letters of that metal or of silver, and on purple vellum. 

The Irish influence is shown in the general treatment of the principal initial letters and in the adoption of 

interlacings in the ornamentation. 

In England we find an original school of art developing itself, both in composition of subjects and in 

character of ornament, during the latter part of the loth and the following century. We may point to examples 

in Pll. 47, 144,.98. Energy and exaggeration of expression are remarkable in the action of the figures; with.· 

stiff and conventional treatment of drapery, which in other ex amples has commonly a fluttering motion and 

jagged outline at the extremities (Pl. 145).· Gilding is freely used. 

The influence of the Irish school on Continental practice of illuminating has been noticed; and we may 

calI attention to the remarkable instance given in Pl. 124 of the reaction of Continental on English art. 1 t is 

taken from a series of Bible illustrations painted probably in Winchester, but the particular miniature is the 

exact copy in design of the treatment of the same subject in Greek MSS. of the period. The colouring is 

not at aIl English: it is essentially Italian. What cannot fail to occur in comparing the English paintings of 

the series with this one is, that the artist, though preserving the national characteristics of action and expression 

as weIl as of colouring, has certainly felt the influence of the superior skill and method of the foreign school. 

It is from the latter part of the 12th century that the art of illumination begins to be practised extensively, 

and, in connexion with illustration by miniatures, passes through successive stages of excellence until it gradually 

becomes extinguished by the substitution of printing for the use of manuscript. This cultivation of the art may 

be accounted for by the spread of education and the increasing demand for copies of the Scriptures and books 

of devotion among the laity. These would be wanted in the families of the great and the wealthy, who frequently 

had their private chapels. The growing demand led to the practice of the art by professional painters-no 

longer confined to monastic houses. In the households of princes a miniaturist is among the retainers receiving 

regular stipend. Bibles were made portable, and were greatly multiplied in number: they were rarely without 

decoration, and that of the finest kind. 

The book of devotions in most common use ln the 12th and two following centuries was the Latin 

Psalter, extant copies of which exhibit interesting examples of the illuminator's art. They are usually preceded 

by the calendar of festivals of saints, in which sometimes illustrations of the seasons are introduced, and the 

names of the principal saints are written in gold; others in red or in blue ink. Following the calendar is 

often a series of miniatures of the life of Christ. As the art grows, the painter's skill is applied to decorate the 

borders with foliage and with figures of animaIs, or grotesques, as seen in Pl. 196; and in the 14th century 

miniatures and slightly-tinted drawings are introduced into the margins and in particular divisions of the text 

(Pl. 147). 

Books of Hours, or Offices of the Virgin and the greater festivals, succeed to Psalters as devotional books, 

and are in many cases enriched with miniatures and borders painted by artists of the first cIass. Truth to 

nature, together with the most refined delicacy of execution, is found in portraits and figures. 

The character of the ornamentation often serves to determine the age and nationality of a manuscript, 

for it varies perceptibly and consistently from time to time, and is generally marked by features peculiar to 
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usage ln particular countries. The chronological progress, as well as the national features, may be conveniently 

traced in the decoration of the initial letters and in the form and ornamentation of the borders. 

In the earliest MSS. no ornamentation is given to the principal initial letter, which is only, if at aIl, 

distinguished by being somewhat enlarged. There is little character, moreover, in the border, which is only 

introduced as a frame to the illustrative drawing, and consists of simple coloured bands. 

In Greek MSS. the practice of embellishing the principal initiaIs cornes into use as early as the 9th 

century, when we find them enlarged and coloured, in sorne degree ornamented and generaIly elongated. In 

the Ioth and 1 ah centuries, the symbolical hand extended from the centre of the letter is a frequent device. 

Borders are not used for the text, and miniatures are often introduced without them. 

Tlie earliest practice in Europe of decorating both border and initial letter, and the finest examples in 

both, may justly be claimed for the Irish school of calligraphy. In its earliest surviving productions, as in 

the Book of Kells, miniatures and pages of text are enclosed within deep borders elaborately ornamented with 

interlacings, dragons' heads, and patterns peculiar to the school (PlI. 58, 89). The principal initial, often with 

sorne of the succeeding letters in combination with it, is formed into a splendidly illuminated design occupying 

the entire page and covered with interlacings of drawn-out animal forms, spirals, and other patterns, generally in 

compartments. The colouring is in red, purple, violet, green, and light yellow, of a fine quality. The smaller 

capitals also throughout the MS. are coloured, and those of chapters are more or less decorated. A 

characteristic of Irish ornament, and of English imitation before the Conquest, is the custom of surrounding the 

design or the ornamented letter with small red dots (PlI. 4, 6, 22). How much the Irish school of ornamentation 

surpassed the Continental before the Carlovingian period may be inferred from its adoption for the beautiful 

Canterbury Psaher in the British Museum. The text is written in finely-formed uncials; but the treatment of 

the initiaIs is entirely after the Irish school, with the addition, however, of gold for the ground. Colour is laid 

on in bands in the line occupied by the ornamented letters. 

On the Continent, after the classical period, the disposition to decorate a manuscript shows itself in the 

ornamentation of the principal initiaIs. These are greatly enlarged, and are composed of designs introducing 

dragons' heads and forms of fish, birds, and other animaIs. The style prevails from the latter part of the 7th 

through the 8th centuries, and is worked with much variety of invention and great skill. Fanciful forms also 

are given to letters composing the words of titles or colophons. The establishment of the new school of 

calligraphy and ornamentation of MSS. under Charlemagne, already referred to, introduced Byzantine treatment 

of borders, with the addition of interlacing and other Irish forms of decoration of initiaIs. 1 t was imitated at 

the time and in subsequent· centuries in other Continental states, but died out in France itself and in the 

Netherlands during the Ioth century. At this period ornamentation of borders and initiaIs made no progress 

in those countries. In England, however, the taste for 'ornamentation survived, and late in the century a very 

effective style of border to the miniature is developed, consisting of conventional foliage intertwined on gilt 

bars ln very bold designs. The illuminated initial generally retains the interlacing pattern borrowed from 

Irish MSS. 

Under Continental influence, the use of this peculiar character of border is dropped in England, late in 

. the IIth century; and, in the following century, the border to a miniature is a narrow frame, carrying a scroll 

pattern or architectural moulding. During the same period progress is shown in the treatment of the initial, both 

in this country and on the Continent. The practice grew of introducing miniatures into the larger initiaIs, as is 

seen ln the fine example given in Pl. 97. The letter itself continued to be treated as a subject for designs of 

various devices, sometimes grotesque, and generally bold and effective. Interlacing was still used, and the 

letters were often foliated at the extremities. For less handsomely illuminated MSS. of late 1 ah and early I2th 

. centuries, initiaIs are simply coloured and ornamented with a few dots or pearls at intervals. In the large folio 

Bible of the '1 2th century the principal initial and sorne of the succeeding letters are formed into a bold 

design ornamented with interlacings of branches with foliation, and introducing figure illustrations: the whole on 

a large !?cale and" enriched with gilding. A notable ornament of the Psalter at the end of the I2th and in the 

earlier part of the 13th century is that of the initial B of the first psalm, presenting itself in a very elaborately 

executed design of interlacing in which miniatures are sometimes introduced, red and blue predominating in 

the colouring. 

Rapid progress is made in illumination generally, and particularly in the ornamentation of the principal 

initial letters in the 13th century. In the finer MSS. the letter is outlined in gold on a coloured or diapered 

ground, and within it is frequently introduced a miniature having reference to the text. Sometimes it is extended 

into the margin, throwing out a pendant, generally foliated at the end. Examples occur of a principal initial 

being greatly widened, so as to fill the margin, and made the frame of a series of miniatures (Pl. 73). 

Smaller initiaIs are embellished with delicate scroll patterns, lines, and flourishes, leading from them upwards 

and downwards, in blue and red and sometimes green ink. This species of ornamentation commences, ln a 

simple form, in the 12th century, and is further developed in the I4th and I5th centuries. 

The practice of decor.ating an initial letter with a pendant, taking the form of a leafy branch, gradually 

extended to the introduction of a complete border to the page. In the 13th century, the branch becomes a 

narrow stem en ding in a bud or cusp. At the end of the century, a stem with foliation extends along the 

margins and fonns the border to the page. It is a frequent practice to introduce figures of animaIs, and subjects 

generally grotesquely treated, on the limbs of the branching stem (Pl. 196). Gold is much used for this style 

of illumination. 
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Early in the I4th century, the stem connected with the initial letter is carried round the page as a solid 

border, and made to throw out slender branches with buds or leaves, as in the beautiful example in Pl. 99. 

In English MSS. of this period the daisy is often introduced as an additional ornament. The ivy-Ieaf is 

ordinarily used for the foliation, but in sorne instances many varieties of leaf are selected, and are represented 

with truth to nature. As in the previous century, figures are introduced for further ornamentation; and the 

lower margin of the page is sometimes used for a series of drawings, often of legendary subjects or human 

pursuits, no way connected with the text. In French MSS. the motive of the branching stem is further developed 

until, at the beginning of the I5th century, the margins are closely covered with a delicate tracery of tendril 

and ivy-Ieaf, which becomes a simple filigree work sprinkled with gold spots (Pl. 224). 

With regard to the initial, it may be mentioned that a characteristic of early I4th century treatment 

is the architectural outline, representing the section of the mouldings of a column, generally coloured red and 

blue. The letter is filled within with foliage, flowers, figures, or formaI patterns. 

A character of ornamentation to the border peculiar to England, and prevailing from the close of the I4th 

to the middle of the I5th century, is seen in Pl. 101. The border stem, springing from initiaIs, is ornamented 

at the corners with brpad foliage and flowers, out of which, and from the sicles of the stem, spring delicate 

branches throwing out thin twisted tendrils, with sprinkling of gold buds. The hair-like charÇl.cter .of ·the tendrils 

is characteristic. BIue and red are chiefly used, with sometimes gold for the stem. In later examples· the· borde'r 4 

is deeper and continuous, and the sprigs less fine and without twisted tendriIs. 

In French MSS. in the I5th century, vignettes and figures of animaIs and flowers are introduced inta 

the fine filigree work of the border; and this is gradually superseded altogether by patterns of flowets and 

foliage. In Flemish MSS. of the period, pearls and jewels, or medallions variously set, and other devices, are 

painted on a giIt or coloured ground. 

In Italian MSS. the border is not a feature of ornamentation until, in the I4th century, we find it ln 

the form of a single stem with foliation twining round it at intervals and en ding in broad leafage. . The 

introduction of gold spots here and there characterises the school. In the middleof the I5th century a 

prevailing design is an interlacing of branches or delicate sprigs in white, after the manner of the I2th 

century, intertwined on gold stems, and sprinkled with gold buds. As the century advances, the design is 

extended and fills the margins. At the end of the century the white interlacing becomes a closer pattern' of 

delicate tendriIs, and the gold spots throw out fine hairs; and portraits and vignettes, cameos, vases, and other 

objects, are introduced, the whole border being exquisitely coloured, and the designs heightened with gold. 

Another character of l talian border ornamentation of this later period is that of a simple flower pattern, 

carried in a broad band down the margin, or in a narrower strip between ,the columns of the . text, most 

artistically treated in the colouring. 

It would be out of place to follow more minutely the varieties of design in which the Italian gemus IS 

fruitful at the time of the Renaissance. Nor would it be advisable to attempt to follow the characteristics 

of manuscript ornamentation in other states not noticed in this sketch, the niceties of distinction being difficult 

to represent without the help of examples. Of German art" however, it may be briefly said that, although a fine 

school was developed in the IOth century under Byzantine influence, it faiIed to sustain itself; and that through 

the I2th, I3th, and I4th centuries both miniatures and decorations are wanting in finish and delicacyof colouring, 

and are altogether a century behind the standard attained in France, Belgium, and England. 

In studying the history of the ornamentation and illumination of MSS., attention should also be glven 

to the painting, in respect to quality, selection, and mode of application of the colours. These often serve 

to indicate both the age of a MS. and the country in which it was produced. But the niceties of variation 

which may guide the judgment in decisions on the evidence of colour cannot practically be discussed without 

the help of examples. The use of gold, too, varies at different times. In the earlier periods it is laid on 

flat, and IS used in a liquid state for writing. At a later time it is raised on cement. Late in the 

I2th and ln the following centuries it is laid on ln the leaf and burnished, and is often pricked or stamped 

with a pattern. In the I5th century it is often used in the powder. 

The quality and preparation of the vellum also give evidence of the age and country of MSS.: as, the 

extreme thinness of that of the earliest times; the stained or coloured skins of the Charlemagne period; the 

thickness and dark colour of those of Irish MSS.; the delicacy of the uterine vellum of the I3th century; 

the white and polished surface of ltalian vellum. These and other features in the material, whether vellum 

or paper, are only distinguished' by long famiIiarity with MSS. of various ages and countries. 
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