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ABSTRACT

hThis paper is a discussion of the development of a new 

illustrative content in the St. Albans Psalter, a twelfth^century 

English illuminated manuscript, by the Alexis Master. The first 

chapter is a general outline of Psalter illustration from the Early 

Christian period through the thirteenth century. The second is a 

description of the new Romanesque style of the Alexis Master and its 

influence on other English manuscripts of the twelfth century.

The second part of the paper deals with the three major 

illustrative contributions of the Alexis Master. It was he who 

developed the Anglo-Saxon prefatory Biblical cycle into a reflection 

of twelfth-century Church doctrine, which became typical of later 

Psalter illustration. The Alexis Master also developed the art of 

pictorial narrative to a high degree, drawing again on Anglo-Saxon 

sources and reinforced by both direct influence from contemporary 

liturgical drama and his ability to translate words into images. The 

Alexis story was included since its iconography had a direct correlation 

in the life of the owner of the manuscript and in addition was an 

element within the entire theme of the illustration.



CHAPTER 1

THE MEDIEVAL PSALTER.

The Psalter was one of the basic liturgical and service books of
1the Middle Ages, along with the Gospel Book and the Sacramentary.

Various scholars have observed that the Psalter was used more than any
2other book in the early Christian liturgy. When the first Christians

met, the singing of Psalms was a large part of the service, in addition
3to readings from other holy books and a sermon by the bishop. Of all

of the books of the Old Testament, Psalms was most often read in church

and, with the addition of the Odes, the Psalter had a part in the Greek
4liturgy surpassed only by the Gospels themselves.

1. David M. Robb, The Art of the Illuminated Manuscript 
(Philadelphia: The Philadelphia Art Alliance, A. S. Barnes and Co.,
Inc., 1973)f p. 333.

2. The two scholars who discuss this in the most detail are 
Adolph Goldschmidt, Per Albanipsalter in Hildesheim und seine beziehung 
zur symbolischen klrchenskulptur der XII jahrhunderts (Berlin; G. 
Siemens, 1895) and J. J. Tikkanen, Die Psalterlllustration im 
Mittelalter (Helsingforsiae: Acta Societatis Scientiarum Fennicae, 
1903).

3. George Galvaris, "Manuscripts and the Liturgy," in 
Illuminated Greek Manuscripts from American Collections, ed. Gary L. 
Vikan (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976)", p. 25.

4. Kurt Weitzmann, ''Die Illustration der Septuaginta^"
Munchner Jahrbuch der bildenden Kunst 3/4 (1952-53/ (reprinted in 
English, "The Illustration of the Septuagint," Studies in Classical 
and Byzantine Manuscript Illumination, ed. H. L. Kessler IChicago and 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1971], p. 59).

1



The Psalter continued to be an important book well into the 

Middle Ages, The reading of the Psalter in its entirety, first daily 

and then weekly, "was a fundamental part of the Benedictine Rule that 

ultimately gave rise to the procedures of worship at the Canonical 

Hours, which became the basis of both communal and private devotions."  ̂

During the later Middle Ages in the West the Psalter played both a 

liturgical and a pedagogic role in the life of monks, used for devotions 

and for learning to read. ̂  Every priest or cleric knew the Psalter by 

heart, and often it was recited every day by churchmen in their private 

devotions.7 From the year 200 the Psalter was used more and more as 

the Christian prayer book par excellence, both in private and public 

devotions, finally to be replaced at the end of the thirteenth century 

by the Book of Hours.

The Psalter Text

The Psalter was generally composed of 151 Psalms; Psalm 151 is

found in the Septuagint but not in the established Hebrew Bible. The

Hebrew origin of the psalm has been confirmed by the discovery of the

original text in one of the Dead Sea Scrolls.8 The Psalter also usually

contained other texts, including songs from both the Old and New
— -

5. Robb, p. 333.

6. Chanoine V. Leroquais, les psautiers manuscrlts la tins des 
bibliotheques publiques de France, vol. 1 (Macons Pro tat Freres,
1940-41), p. viii. '

7. Ibid., pp. yiii-ix.

8. David H. Wright, ed., The Vespasian Psalter (Copenhagen; 
Rosenfilde and Bagger, 1967), p. 46.



Testaments called the Canticles, various prefaces, those texts spoken in

concert such as the Apostles*3 Creed, and other hymns. The number and

type of these additional texts differed from East to West and generally

came to be standardized in certain areas. For instance, the Greek

Psalters often included twelve canticles, while in Western Psalters,

the nine canticles specified in the Rule of St. Benedict were most

often used. Charlemagne adopted these "canticles of Roman use" as part
9of his effort to reform and standardize the liturgy. The Te Deum and

the Athanasian Creed were normally found in Carolingian and later
10manuscripts at the end of the set of Canticles. Many Psalters began

with a calendar, decorated with the occupations of the months and the

signs of the zodiac.

The text of the Psalms themselves vary according to the

locality or to the ecclesiastical jurisdiction within which they were

produced. The Greek Psalters used the Septuagint, the Greek translation

of the Hebrew? Greek was the liturgical language of the Roman church

until about 250, when the number of converts who could read or under-
11stand only Latin grew too large. Various translations of the Bible 

into Latin were made, but they were not uniform. Those Psalters from 

the areas of North. Africa, South France, and Italy most often employed 

these Old Latin versions of the Septuagint with their numerous

9. Ibid., p. 53.

10. Ibid., pp. 32-33.

11. Leroquais, p. xxiv.



, 4
12divergencies. St. Jerome made three Latin translations of the Psalter

text which became the standard versions used, the Roman, the Gallican,

and the Hebraic. The Roman version, from the Septuagint, was completed

in 384 and was more a correction or revision of the Old Latin version
13being used in Rome than a new translation. . The authenticity of the

existing Roman Psalter as St. Jerome's revision has been seriously
„ 14 questioned.

The Gallican version of St. Jerome was completed in 389. This

was translated from the Hexapla of the Old Testament, a text written by

Origen in the second century; this work had six columns that included

the Hebrew text in Hebrew and Greek characters, and the Greek transla-
• 15tions of Aquila, Symmachus, the Septuagint, and Theodotion. It
16eventually came to be included in the Vulgate. Between 391 and 406 

Jerome published a new translation of the books of the Hebrew Bible; the 

Hebraic version of the Psalms is the most accurate of the three, having 

been translated directly from the Hebrew text.

The Roman Psalter was used in all churches in Rome as well as 

elsewhere in Italy down to the time of Pope Pius V (1566-721, when it

12. Dmitri Tselos, The Sources of the Utrecht Psalter 
Miniatures, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: by the author, 19601, p. 24.

13. Leroquais, p. .xxvii.

14. Dom Robert Weber, Le psautier rpmain et les autres anciens 
psautiers latins (Rome: Abbaye Saint-Jerome, 1953), p. ix, and Dom de 
Bruyne, "Le probleme du psautier romain," Revue benedictine 42 (1930),
pp. 101-26.

15. Leroquais, pp. ;xxii, xxvii.

16. Wright, p. 45.



was replaced by the Galilean version, except at St. Peter's in Rome
17where it is still used today. Psalters from England and Ireland used

the Roman version most often, although both the Galilean and the Hebraic

versions were found, occasionally two or three in one manuscript.*^

Since the Roman version was employed in Rome, it was certainly the

version brought to Canterbury by St. Augustine for liturgical use; the

Irish missionaries in Northumbria presumably, brought the Galilean 
19version. The Vespasian Psalter (London, B.M. MS. Vesp. A.I.) from

the early eighth century is the earliest extant Roman version.

Charlemagne and his advisors sought to replace the Roman with the

Galilean version. The introduction of the Galilean into the Vulgate is 
20due to Alcuin. Charlemagne commissioned the luxuriously illuminated

Da gulf Psalter (Vienna, Na t iona lb ibl io thek MS. lat. 1861) as a present

for Pope Hadrian shortly before 795, apparently intending to set a

standard for such a service book. This version of prefaces, psalter,

and canticles did in fact become the norm in those areas influenced by

Carolingian culture. The Roman version remained in regular use in

England through the tenth century when it was gradually replaced by the 
21Galilean. The majority of extant Psalter manuscripts are Galilean.

17. Ibid., p. 46.

18. Tselos, p. 24.

19. Wright, p. 46,

20. Weberf p. viii.

21. Wright, pp. 45^46.



Conservatism in the practice of worship evidently prevented the Hebraic

text from replacing the older versions in public use.

The division of the Psalms varies considerably according to area

as well. The Hebrew division of the Psalter was five-part; sections

began with Psalms 1, 41, 72, 89, and 106. This division carried over

into the Hebraic version of the Psalter but was not popular in the 
22Middle Ages. The three-part division of the Psalter first became

important in Ireland, generally with prominent illustrations for

Psalms 1, 51, and 101. The only early Irish Psalter to survive, the

Cathach of St. Columba (Dublin, Royal Irish Academy), does not mark any
23divisions, but later ones all mark the tripartite division exclusively.

Goldschmidt states that this treatment probably had earlier Roman

beginnings which spread into England and the Continent with the
24missionary activity of St. Columbanus.

Most of the Carolingian Psalters mark the tripartite division,

and many give subsidiary decoration to the liturgical divisions, or
25sometimes only to Psalm 109, the most important of these. This eight- 

part organization is the usual one for the Galilean Psalter, the sec

tions beginning with Psalms' 1, 26, 38, 52, 68, 80, 97, and 109. As a 

liturgical text, the Psalter was designed to be read through by monks 

each week; therefore it was divided into eight sections corresponding

22. Goldschmidt, p. 6.

23. Wright, p. 47.

24. Goldschmidt, pp. 3-4.

25. Wright, p. 48.



to the beginning, of matins for the seven days of the week and the

commencement of the Sunday vespers service. The liturgical system of

division probably originated in copies of the Roman Psalter intended for
26use as a service book. The usual Byzantine division of the Psalter

is two-part, between Psalms 76 and 77.

These divisions of the Psalms were generally marked by

illuminated initials. During the course of the twelfth century,

historiated initials were generally used; a system evolved of using

particular subjects to illustrate these psalms, although, this did not
27become regularized until the thirteenth century. The opening or

Beatus initial traditionally contained a picture of David as the author

of the Psalms. The other initials illustrated either a verse of the
28Psalm or refer to the Psalm's heading.

Illustration.of the Psalter

Although the Psalms was most important during the Christian

era, ixt was not Christian artists who first supplied the illustrations

to it and to other Old Testament books. There is no reason to suppose

that the Hebrew Bible manuscripts intended for official synagogue use
29had any illustration at all. But during the third and second

26. Ibid.

27, C. M. Kauffmann, Romanesque Manuscripts 1066-1190 (London: 
Harvey filler, 1975? Boston: New York Graphic Society, 19751., p. 16.

28. Ibid,

29, A. R. Bellinger, F. E. Brown, A. Perkins, and C. B.
Welles, ed., The Excavations at Dura ̂Europe s, Final Report VIII (New 
Haven? Yale University Press, 1956), vol; 1: The Synagogue, by Carl H. 
Kraeling, p. 396,



centuries B.C. the Old Testament was taken from the category of sacred

literature to that of secular literature, apparently for promotional and

propagandistic purposes on the part of Hellenized Jews, and translated

from Hebrew into Greek. ̂  It appears likely that it was illustrated

soon after, prepared as luxury editions to rival those of illustrated 
31Greek classics.

The presence of the fresco cycle in the Dura Europas Synagogue

implies the existence of an extensive Greco-Jewish illuminated Bible

cycle? "and since only the book permits the full development of

narrative pictorial cycles of the sort excerpted by the Dura artists,

the frescoes lead to the assumption that Jewish manuscript illustration 
32existed. Motifs that have been traced from classical monuments into

medieval Hebrew Bible manuscripts also appear to indicate a tradition
33of Jewish illuminated manuscripts in the classical period. Independent 

evidence for, the existence of such cycles occurs in the presence of 

Jewish iconography in Christian manuscripts; as Weitzmann states, the

30. Ibid.f pp, 396-397.

31. Weitzmann, "Illustration of the Septuagint," p. 75, and 
Bellinger et al.f p. 397.

32. Kurt Weitzmann, "Zur Frage des Einflusses jiidischer 
Bilderguellen auf die Illustration des Alten Testamentes,'• Miillus: 
Festschrift Theodor Klaus er (Jahrbuch fur An tike und Chris ten turn 
Erganzungsband) 1 (19641, pp. 401-415 (reprinted in English, nThe 
Question of the Influence of Jewish Pictorial Sources on Old Testament 
Illustration,v Studies in Classical and Byzantine Manuscript lilumina- 
tion, ed. H. L e Kessler JChicago and London: University of Chicago 
Press, 1971], p. 771.

1 33. Cecil Roth, "Jewish Antecedents of Christian Art,"
Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes- 16 (1953), p. 32.
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most immediate explanation for this is that the picture cycles ultimately
34go back to an archetype produced for the Jews of the Diaspora.

The Septuagint was a compendium or series of books, not one

book? and it appears from a study of extant manuscripts that the

pictorial cycles were created for individual books or groups of books,

such as Genesis or the four Books of Kings, and not for the entire 
35Septuaginto These early cycles appear to have been extensive ones,

illustrating both the major and minor events of the Old Testament 

narrative. Early illuminated manuscripts were papyrus rolls with the 

scenes incorporated directly into the text; this encouraged extensive 

illustration of the text. When the codex appeared in the second and 

third centuries; the format of the column picture incorporated into the 

writing column was well established and not changed until later.^ When 

the various books of the Septuagint were first decorated with, minia

tures, the illuminators had to create hundreds of new scenes, since the

Biblical illustrations must have rivalled the classical models in the
3.7extensiveness of the picture cycles r The demands on the creativity

of the first illuminators was great, since it is. not likely that many 

Biblical representations existed previously in any other medium which

34. Weitzmann, "Illustration of the Septuagint," p e 74, and 
Weitzmann, "Jewish. Pictorial Sources," pp. 82-84.

35. Weitzmann, "Illustration of the Septuagint,n pp. 49-51 *

36. Kurt Weitzmann, Illustrations in Roll and Codex; A Study 
of the Origin and Method of Text Illustration, 2nd ed. (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1970), p , 70.

37. Ibid. / p. 174.



10
38could be used and incorporated into the miniature cycle. Once the 

scenes were created and associated with a text, new cycles of minia

tures were seldom invented. This explains why all Septuagint repre-
•)sentations in/manuscripts and other media which depend on manuscripts

39can be reduced to a very few archetypes.

The Psalter occupies a special position in the history of 

illuminated Old Testament books, in that the Psalms are full of poetic 

imagery and metaphor, rather than narrative description. Hence their 

illustration presents many problems to the artist because there are few 

concrete events on which illustrations can be based. On the other 

hand, this also gives him considerable freedom in the method and content 

of the illustrations, since he is not bound by long established 

pictorial tradition, and he is freer to draw on his own imaginative 

■resources to create a pictorial cycle.

The content of various Psalter illustrations varies. A popular 

approach in both the East and the West was to preface the book with an 

"author11 portrait of David as he composed the Psalms,. This approach 

later led to the inclusion of other scenes from the life of David. 

Typological parallels drawn between David and Christ by early Christian 

writers also gave rise to including scenes from the life of Christ, 

Particular, verses of the Psalmsimight evoke either historical or 

typological scenes in the mind of the artist. The richest type of 

Psalter illustration, however, was the "literal" method; each verse of

38. Ibid., p. .130.

39. Ibid,, p, 131.
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the Psalms was interpreted literally by the artist and required the 

greatest imagination and ingenuity on his part.

Generally the author portrait or other scenes from David*s or 

Christ's life are found as full page illustrations prefacing the 

Psalter«, Scenes evoked from the chapter or verses of the Psalms 

themselves, whether historical, typological, or literal, might be 

found along the margins before each chapter, interspersed within the 

text itself, or possibly within an historiated initial.

■ The Byzantine Tradition of Psalter Illustration

The tradition of Psalter illustration differed from East to

West. As already noted, the Psalter occupied a major place in the

Byzantine liturgy and was consequently more frequently illustrated than

any other Old Testament book, "despite the fact that the rendering of

its metaphoric lyrics demanded a special kind of imagination not 
■ 40required by narrative texts. The Psalter occupies a special position 

in the history of the illustrated Septuagint; while for the other books

the illustrations were created for the text with which they are
/associated, the picture cycle of the Psalter is essentially a derivative 

one. In his basic work on the subject, Tikkanen has differentiated 

between the two major groups of Byzantine Psalters, each with a 

characteristic type of illustration, the "aristocratic" and the

40. Herbert L. Kessler; "The Psalter," in Illuminated Greek 
Manuscripts from American Collections, ed. Gary L. Vikan (Princeton:" 
Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 31.
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41"monastic-theological." Tikkanen”s categories are fundamentally

correct and useful, but they are too rigid and do not include all the 
42known Psalters. As a general survey of Byzantine Psalters, though, 

Tikkanen5s divisions will be useful.

The first group is called "aristocratic" after the most out

standing. manuscript in the group, the Paris Psalter (Paris, B.N. MS. 

cod. gr. 139), a lavishly illustrated codex of the tenth century from 

the court workshop of Constantinople (Fig. 1). Other manuscripts in 

this group include the Psalter of Basil 1,1 (Venice, Marciana MS. Cod.

Or. 17.4211, the Dumbarton Oaks Psalter (Washington, Dumbarton Oaks MS. 

cod. 3), two Psalters in the Vatican (Vatican, Palat. MS. gr. 381 and 

gr. 752), another in London (London, B.M. MS. Add. 36928), and one in 

Milan (Milan, Ambrosiana MS. 54). The characteristic features of the 

illustration of this group are a varying number of full^page miniatures 

with scenes from the life of David which precede the first Psalm, and 

additional fullrpage miniatures within the text, generally for the 50th 

or Penitence Psalm, the 75th. Psalm with which the second part of the 

Psalter begins, the 151st Psalm, and the Canticles. This method of 

illustration ignores the text of the Psalms and uses illustrations that 

are in the nature of expanded author portraits of David and the 

Canticlers, consisting not simply of standing figures but of narrative 

episodes from their lives. These narrative episodes did not originate 

with, the Psalter itself but were generally copied from other books of

41. Tikkanen, p. 47.

42. Kessler, p. 33.
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AAV) A

Fig. 1. Paris Psalter (Paris, B.N. cod. gr. 139, f. 4v) David and 
Goliath
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the Bible: the David scenes from an illustrated Books of Kings and the
43others from the Pentateuch, the Prophets and the New Testament.

Weitzmann points out that once this set of miniatures had lost its

connection with the basic text of the Books of Kings and formed a new

pictorial cycle in front of the Psalter independent of any text, the

illuminators began to add new scenes whose content they made up them- 
44selves.

The Paris Psalter is illustrated with fourteen full^-page

miniatures, eight from the life of David, two from the life of Moses,

and four others from the lives of the Canticlers Hannah, Jonah, Isaiah,

and Hezekiah. This treatment is fairly typical of the other manuscripts

of the group. However, the Paris Psalter differs from others in the

aristocratic group in a number of ways. Although the Paris Psalter is

a product of the court workshop, the aulic origins of other, more modest
45"frontispiece" Psalters cannot be proven. The relationship of the 

illustrations of Paris Psalter to the archetype is a more indirect one 

than that of many of the other Psalters of this group. Weitzmann has 

exhaustively studied this matter, arid most scholars agree that this 

manuscript is trie result of a creative impulse of the Macedonian 

Renaissance which manifests itself in "an imaginative reinterpretation

43. Kurt Weitzmann, Geistige Grundlagen und Wesen der
Makedonlschen Renaissance (Cologne and Opladen; Westdeutscher Verlag, 
1963) (reprinted in English, "The Character and Intellectual -Origins of 
the Macedonian Renaissance," Studies in Classical arid Byzantine 
Manuscript Illumination, ed. H, L. Kessler' I Chicago and London; ' 
University o£ Chicago Press, 1971] , p. 182).

44. Weitzmann, Roll and Codex, p. 152.

45. Kessler, p. 31.
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of the basic model to which personifications and architectural settings

have been added and in which compositions have been unified to create
46a more classical effect."

A clearer idea can be gotten of the earlier archetype from other 

manuscripts of the group. Since‘ the content of the miniatures them

selves is not original to the Psalter but to other books of the Bible, 

the closer the miniature is to its narrative source, the more faithful 

to the archetype it is likely to be. As Weitzmann has shown, the 

earliest manuscripts appear to have been the most densely illustrated, 

and. later*works excerpted and conflated from these cycles. Therefore 

the episodic quality of the miniatures from Mount Athos, Vatopedi MS. 

cod. 761, now in Baltimore, in which three separate episodes are 

incorporated into one frontispiece, is certainly closer to the basic 

model than are the conflated, monumental compositions of the Paris or 

Dumbarton Oaks Psalters.

Although the extant Psalters of the "aristocratic" group are 

post-iconoclastic, the archetype of the recension is undoubtedly pre- 

Iconoclastic. A set of early seventh century silver plates found on 

Cyprus has scenes from the life of David which are obviously related

to miniatures found in both the Paris Psalter and the Psalter of 
47Basil II. The distribution of narrative scenes over the series of 

individual plates is highly unusual and is more characteristic of 

manuscript illumination. Weitzmann concluded that there was little

46. Ibid. ,

47. Kurt Weitzmann, "Prologemena to a Study of the Cyprus 
Plates, H Metropolitan Miisehm Journal 3 (1970), pp. 9.9-KL05.
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doubt that the archetype on which the plates and the Psalters depend is 

an illustrated manuscript whose miniatures were clearly separated from 

the text, produced prior to the seventh century, although whether the

model was a Books of Kings or an aristocratic Psalter is still an open
48 •question. This indicates that a cycle of scenes from David’s life

had early been formed and removed from the text format and was

available for use by Psalter illustrators. The conservatism of

manuscript illuminators is also demonstrated in their reuse of older

iconography.

The second group of Byzantine illuminated Psalters represents 

an entirely different approach to illustration; Tikkanen called these 

"monastic" Psalters, since the manuscripts of this type were often 

illustrated in monasteries. This group does not have full-page 

miniatures but rather illustrates individual words or verses of the 

Psalms in the margins of the pages (Fig. 2) . Examples of extant 

■monastic Psalters include the Chludov Psalter (Moscow, Hist. Mus. MS. 

129)., the Psalter of 1066 (London, B.M. Add. MS. 19352) , the Barber ini 

Psalter (Vatican, Barb. MS. gr. 372), another Psalter in the Vatican 

(Cod. Vat. gr. 1927),& and another in London (B.M. Add* MS. 40731) .

The illustration of these manuscripts varies in subject matter. 

The Psalter of 1066 has 208 leaves, with almost every margin filled with 

paintings; they include literal and symbolical scenes, scenes from the 

life of David, scenes from the New Testament, from the lives of saints

. 48. Ibid., p. 111.
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49and from the history of the Church. The illustrations were often not 

related directly to the Psalter text but to the commentary which often 

accompanied the Byzantine text? in other cases the miniatures themselves 

formed a sort of visual exegesis, easily recognized since most of the 

scenes are illustrations of well-known passages from the Bible.

Occasionally these illustrations are original literal interpre

tations of the Psalms, but most often they can be shown to have been 

drawn from other texts. In addition to the books already associated 

with Psalter illustrations, the Books of Kings and other books of the

Septuagint, other sources include the Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles
51and even non-Biblical books such as the menologion or the Physiologus.

Compiled in a vast library from diverse pictorial models, these

Psalters are among the richest polycyclic manuscripts and, at the same

time, are elegant witnesses to the ingeneous and creative utilization of
52traditional sources by Byzantine illuminators."

The earliest marginal Psalters are ninth century; they became 

increasingly popular in the tenth and eleventh centuries. The origin of 

the marginal Psalter recension is still being debated by scholars. 

Kessler stated that internal evidence favors a date shortly after the

49. David Diringer. The Illuminated. Book: Its History and 
Production, rev. ed. (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, Publishers,
1967), p. 101.

50. Weitzmann, Roll and Codex, p. 122, and Kessler, p. 32.

51. Weitzmann, 11 Illustration of the Septuagint," p. 62.

52. Kessler, p. 32.
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end of Iconoclasm for the creation of the archetype but that scholarly

opinion does not agree on either this or on the place of origin.

Both of these types of Psalter illustration reflect not only

traditional cycles but contemporary interests as well. As has already

been briefly discussed, the style of the Paris Psalter was a reflection

of the interest in the "classical1* during the Macedonian Renaissance of

the tenth century. During the eleventh century, the influence of the

liturgy on manuscript illumination became very strong, reflected not

so much in a reorganization of the basic cycles but in the additions

which were made in both Psalter recensions. David cycles were often

expanded to include a scene from his birth,, probably inspired by a

desire to have a cycle analogous to those found in illustrated saints*
54lives, which were increasingly popular, or in the life of Christ. In

the marginal Psalters, the representations of saints and scenes from

their lives increased, illustrating those verses of Psalms that were
55chanted on the feast days of the saint. Further evidence of 

liturgical influence can be seen in the more numerous borrowings from 

the menolbgion and more frequent christological references in the 

marginal Psalters.

53. Ibid.

54. Kurt Weitzmann, "Byzantine Miniature and Icon Painting in 
the Eleventh Century," The Proceedings of the Xlllth International 
Congress of Byzantine Studies, Oxford. 5-10 September, 1966, ed. J. M. 
Hussey, D. Obolensky, and S. Runciman (London: Oxford University Press, 
1967), pp. 207-224 (reprinted in Studies in Classical and Byzantine 
Manuscript Illumination, ed. H. L. Kessler I Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1971], p. 286).

55. Galyaris, p* 28.



The Western Tradition of Psalter Illustration

The development of Psalter illustration in the West was differ

ent from that in the East. The Byzantine illustrations are generally 

traditional cycles, the later manuscripts representing fairly accurate 

copies of earlier cycles. Expansion or major change of these cycles 

was caused by very specific impetuses, such as tjie creative impulses 

of the Macedonian Renaissance. The Western tradition was based on 

earlier cycles as well but was also more open to change and expansion, 

responding to a different sort of stimuli than the Byzantine, The 

historiated initial was a commonly used type of illustration that was 

developed in the West. But the most frequent type of illustration was 

the full page miniature.

The earliest extant illuminated Western Psalter is the Vespasian 

Psalter (London, B.M. MS. Cotton Vesp. A.I.), occasionally referred to 

in older texts as the Canterbury Psalter or the Psalter of St.

Augustine. This manuscript was probably executed circa 720 and may be 

the oldest'surviving product of the scriptorium of St. Augustine1 s at 

Canterbury. ^  The Psalter contains the earliest historiated initials 

and is also the oldest surviving Latin Psalter to designate with 

decoration any of the liturgical divisions. The Psalter is illustrated 

with a frontispiece of David enthroned among his musicians (Fig. 3). and 

with two historiated initials showing David and Jonathan and David 

slaying a lion.

56. Wright, p. 79.
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Fig. 3. Vespasian Psalter (London, B.M. MS. Cotton Vesp. A.I., f . 1) 
David Enthroned with His Musicians
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The illustration of David with the musicians is in no sense a

narrative scene, i.e., an actual episode from David8s life, but rather a
57generalized author portrait. Wright discusses various aspects of the

representation which point to David as prophet and in a general sense
58as the precursor of Christ. This is an early visual representation of

the typological relationship between David and Christ. The inclusion of

two minor scenes from the life of David in the initials shows the

existence of an early extensive David cycle in the West. In addition,

the close comparison, between the compositions of David killing the lion

in the Vespasian Psalter and the Chludov Psalter raises the possibility

of an ultimate Greek prototype for this iconography; the exemplar for

the Vespasian Psalter may have been painted in an Italian-center with
59Greek connections during the first half of the sixth century.

Psalter illustration in the West was primarily an English 

development and was the most popular type of manuscript produced there. 

The most lavishly illuminated manuscripts of the Carolingian period were 

generally Gospels and Bibles, although some Psalters are known. The 

Gospels contained full-page evangelist portraits, and the Bible illus^ 

trations generally concentrated on Old Testament scenes. Narrative 

cycles from Christ's life did not play an important part in the early 

phases of Carolingian art although there is reason to believe that such

57. Ibid., p. 71.

58. Ibid.

59. Ibid., pp. 74, 76.
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cycles were known in contemporary Anglo-Italian illumination. ̂  The 

Ottonian artists were narrower in their choice of liturgical books to . 

be adorned with illumination. None of the German monasteries 

specialized in the production of decorated one-volume Bibles, as did 

Tours; moreover, there are practically no illustrated Psalters made by 

Ottonian artists.^ In a general way. Old Testament subjects were far 

less in favor with the Ottonians than with the Carolingians, but this 

was balanced by an ever increasing interest in New Testament subjects.^

The most well-known Carolingian Psalter, the Utrecht Psalter 

(Utrecht, Univ. Lib. Cod. 32, script, eccl. 484) from Reims, circa 820, 

is an example of the literal type of Psalter illustration. As pointed 

out earlier, the Psalms do not lend themselves easily to illustration 

since the narrative element is lacking. The artist of the Utrecht 

Psalter has instead made the most of the verbal imagery of the psalmist 

by literally illustrating such words or phrases as were possible and 

combining all such scenes for one psalm in an illusionistic landscape 

prefacing each psalm. To illustrated verse 23 of Psalm 73, "Neverthe

less I am continually with thee, thou has holden me by my right hand, " 

the artist shows God grasping the hand that the Psalmist stretches out 

to him (Fig. 4).

60. Robb, p. 115.

61. Andre Grabar and Carl Nordenfalk, Early Medieval Painting 
fffom the Fourth to the Eleventh. Centuries, trans. Stuart Gilbert 
(.Geneva; Editions d*Art Albert Skira, 1957)7, p. 193.

62. Ibid.•
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The Utrecht Psalter was very influential, both stylistically and

iconographically, particularly in England, where the manuscript came

sometime during the later tenth century and exercised an unmistakable

influence, particularly on the Canterbury school» "Its classically

inspired and dramatic style, producing an illusion of ijitense activity

by the flickering line of the drawing, had a profound effect on the
63technique, character and imagery of Anglo-Saxon painting," The

Harley Psalter (London, B.M. Harley 603) is the earliest of the three

surviving English copies of the Utrecht Psalter. As in the Carolingian

Psalter, the illumination consists of large and spacious compositions,

each with several scenes in literal illustration of the text and set

across the written space before each psalm. The Harley illustrations

are in green, blue, sepia, and. red inks, unlike the Utrecht monochrome;
64they are also less illustionistic and more decorative in effect,

Anglo-Saxon Psalters also employed full-page miniatures as 

illustrations. English additions from the second quarter of the tenth 

century to the ninth century Aethelstan Psalter (London, B eM, Cotton 

Galba A, XVIII) included four full^page miniatures; two represent Christ 

in Majesty, the other two are the Ascension and the Nativity. Common 

subjects for fullr-page prefaces included the Crucifixion (London,

B.M. Harley 2904, fourth quarter of the tenth century). (Fig, 5) or 

Dayid harping (Cambridge, Uniy. Lib, Ff. 1.23), Representations of 

David were more often found on the Beatus page, the first page of the

63. Elzbieta Temple, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts 900^1006 (London: 
Harvey Miller, 1976)_, p. 22.

64. Ibid., p. 82.
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Psalms themselves - An innovation of the Anglo-Saxon artists that was 

widely adopted later in other countries was the addition to the Psalter 

of a set of full^-page frontispiece miniatures, usually with scenes from 

the life of David or Christ. These Old and New Testament cycles will 

be discussed in more detail in Chapter 3. Romanesque and Gothic 

Psalters adopted this convention almost exclusively. It was in the ■ 

twelfth century that this form of Psalter illustration became an out

standing" feature of English illumination; at this period, the main

cycles of full^page Bible scenes occur in Psalters and not in any other 
65manuscripts.

The main products of the twelfth century in England and the 

Continent were varied, including Bibles, Psalters, Missals and other 

liturgical service books, executed in monumental size and in a more 

luxurious manner and with more expensive materials than ever before.66 

The appearance of these sumptuous codices, occupying a special place 

upon the altars of the rich monastic churches, appear to be connected 

with the contemporary monastic liturgical life and the new elaborate 

and colorful ceremonies introduced during the second great reform of 

English - mo nasticism.^ The Bible picture cycles were enlarged, and new 

subjects were introduced, such as the Last Judgment, the Jesse Tree, 

typological scenes and scenes from the lives of patron saints of the

65. Kauffmann, p. 16.

66. Diringer, p. 253.

67. Ibid.
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various monasteries. The choice of subjects illustrated the doctrinal

trend of religious thought at this time.^

At the same time, the increased interest in knowledge and"

education distinctive of the Romanesque period led to a marked change

in the nature and function of books. More books were produced for

private study or reading, particularly in the monasteries. A new

clientele was also arising from ladies of the aristocracy; the

illuminated book became one of the most cherished possessions of every

■woman of high birth, a visible sign both of her rank in life and of her

piety. The Psalter was the first liturgical book intended for the use
69of laymen and as such was the precursor of the Book of Hours. There

is no question that England played a decisive part in the creation of

the deluxe Psalter for private use. After the production of private

Psalters had become the distinctive specialty of French and English

illuminators in the thirteenth century, a steadily increasing number of
70German Psalters made their appearance.

Twelfth^century. Psalters, such as the St. Albans Psalter, were 

generally similar in composition. They began with a calendar, usually 

decorated with medallions representing the signs of the Zodiac and the

occupations of the months; the latter had been used in continental

manuscripts since Carolingian times and continued to be a regular

68. 0. E. Saunders, A History of English. Art in the Middle Ages
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1932), p. 52.

69. Andre Grabar and Carl Nordenfalk, Romanesque Painting from
the Eleventh to the Thirteenth Centuries,, trans. Stuart Gilbert 
(Geneva: Editions d'Art Albert Skira, 1958), p. 170.

70. Ibid., p, 172.
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feature in calendars throughout the medieval period.^ Between the

calendar and the Psalter proper, there were generally inserted scenes

from the Old or New Testament or both. In these the life of Christ

was almost always represented by stories from the Nativity and the

Passion, and only rarely did scenes from the Mission of Christ fill in

the gap. The Nativity scenes often included such minor episodes as the

three Magi before Herod or the angel appearing to them; the Passion

cycle frequently concluded with Christ Enthroned or the Last Judgment,

During this century, the worship of the Virgin became a growing cult, ■

reflected in increased use of scenes of her death and assumption in 
72some Psalters. The Psalms themselves began with a Beatus page, 

almost invariably representing David, often surrounded by musicians. 

Finally, historiated initials designated the division of the psalms 

into its sections.

71. 0, E. Saunders, English Illumination (New York: Harcourt,
Brace and Company, 1928; Florence: Pantheon, 1928), pp. 40-41.

72. Ibid., p. 41.



CHAPTER 2

THE DESCRIPTION OF THE MANUSCRIPT AND ITS IMPORTANCE

The St. Albans Psalter is a twelfth century English manuscript

produced -at the abbey of St. Albans, apparently for the use of
1Christina, anchoress and later first prioress of Markyate. Dodwell

has convincingly argued that it was produced in the early twelfth
2century, most likely completed before 1123. The manuscript is 

currently in the library of St. Godehard's, Hildesheim.

The Psalter contains numerous texts besides the Psalms 

themselves. These include: a calendar and computistical tables; the 

changon of St. Alexis; a passage in both Latin and French from one of 

the letters of Gregory the Great in which he defends the use of images 

and defines their function within the Christian church.; the Canticles; 

the Lord -s Prayer; the Apostles Creed; Gloria in excelsis; the Nicene 

Creed; the Athanasian Creed; the Litany; and various prayers in Latin. 

The. psalms text is the Gallican version.

The decoration of the St. Albans Psalter is extensive. The 

calendar is typically illustrated with the labors of the months painted 

in medallions at the top of each month and the signs of the zodiac. 

There are forty full^page miniatures in full color, found between the

1. Otto Pachtf C. R, Dodwell, and Francis Wormald, The St. 
Albans Psalter (London; Warburg Institute, I960), pp. 5, 29.

2, Ibid., pp. 278-280.

. 30
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calendar and the changon of St. Alexis, representing Old and New 

Testament scenes, scenes from the life of St. Martin, and David as 

musician. Two full-page miniatures at the end of the Psalter represent 

the martyrdom of St. Alban and David with his musicians. There are 

tinted drawings as well, scenes from the life of St. Alexis and Christ 

at Emmatis. Historiated initials illustrate the beginning of each psalm 

with literal narrative illustrations of various verses. The tripartite 

and liturgical divisions of the Psalter are indicated by larger initial 

letters and/or by the use of more elaborate script at the opening of the 

psalm o

The Artist and His Milieu

The chief artist of the St. Albans Psalter was called the
3"Alexis Mas teru by Goldschmidt. He stated that this artist was 

responsible for the preliminary miniatures alone, while another hand was 

responsible for the calendar illustration, all of the historiated
4initials and the two full-page miniatures at the end of the Psalter, 

Goldschmidt also thought that the full-page miniatures derived 

artistically from the initials and were accordingly later and less 

important. ̂  Rickert, on the other hand, maintained that there might 

be three or four hands at work. She saw the most competent as the 

artist of the preliminary miniatures; the calendar pictures* the

3. Goldschmidt* p. 38.

4. Ibid.* p, 39.

5. Ibid., pp. 39^42.



32

initials and the two miniatures at the end of the Psalter "are by two

very similar ungifted h a n d s . R i c k e r t  thought that the artist of the

Beatus initial and the tinted drawings of the preliminary appeared to

work in a style between the other two, although she did state that "all
7the preliminary miniatures may be by the same hand."

But as Pacht pointed out, the differences between the tinted 

drawings and the full painted miniatures can be accounted for satis*- 

factorily by the use of different media.8 His conclusion was that the 

Alexis Master was responsible for all of the preliminary miniatures and 

the Beatus initial, as well as for the planning and designing of the 

majority of the historiated initials; a second artist was responsible 

for the actual painting of the historiated initials and for the
9calendar illustrations.

The question of the origins of the artist remains. Iconographic 

and stylistic analysis indicate that he drew on the pre-Conquest 

English and on various Continental pictorial traditions, especially on 

Ottonian and Italo-Byzantine art. Rickert suggested the artist was an 

i m m i g r a n t . P a c h t  thought that he might have, gone through a period of 

apprenticeship abroad, possibly in Italy since he appeared to have first

6. Margaret Rickert, Painting in Britain: The Middle Ages, 2nd 
ed. (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, Ltd., 1965), p. 64.

7. Ibid,, p. 65.

8 . Pacht et al., p. 49.

9. Ibid.r pp, 49, 147ff,

10. Rickert, pp. 79-80.
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11hand knowledge of the Italo-Byzantine milieu. He also suggested that

the Alexis Master might be identified with the famous metal smith of St. 
12Albans, Anketil.

The abbey of St. Albans, with the work of the Alexis Master,

dominated English book illumination in the 1120s and influenced the

other major centers in the following decades. It claimed for itself the

first place among the Dominican houses of England and may be regarded

with some justice as the house which showed the fullest combination of
13all the characteristics of its order. "In its liturgical observance,

in the splendor of its architecture and decoration, in its encouragement

of learning and the arts within and without its own body, it holds a
14place above all others in the twelfth century." A succession of great 

abbots enhanced and encouraged the prestige of the abbey. It owed its 

rise to Abbot Paul (1077^97) who introduced Lanfranc *s Constitutions 

and began building a new abbey church immediately upon his arrival.

Paul was succeeded by Abbot Richard (1097-1119) and then by 

Geoffrey of Le Mans (1119^46)., a Norman of distinguished birth and an 

outstanding churchman. It was under the abbacy of Geoffrey that the 

Alexis Master created the St. Albans Psalter. Geoffrey made a whole 

series of liturgical and dietary regulations; he founded a hospital for

11. Otto PScht, The Rise of Pictorial Narrative, in Twelfth 
Century England (Oxford; Clarendon Press, 1962)“, p. 23, and Pacht et 
al., p. 73.

12. Pacht et al., p. 177.

13. Dom David Knowles, The Monastic Order in England 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1941)f p. 18 6.

14. Ibid.
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lepers and built a convent; he supervised the greater part of the

construction of the magnificent shrine of St. Albans, made by Anketil,
15and caused the body of St. Albans to be translated in 1129. Under

the abbacy of Geoffrey, the abbey attained an intellectual distinction

which it did not lose even in the second half of the century, when the

monasteries as a whole declined in importance as centers of learning in
16face of the Cathedral Schools.

The Style of the St. Albans Psalter 

The decoration of the St. Albans Psalter is important both in 

style and content. As can readily be seen by comparing Figs. 5 and 6, 

the.' style of the St. Albans Psalter is a complete contrast to that of 

the previous Anglo-Saxon style with its line drawing and pale washes of 

color. The Psalter is the first and most complete expression of a new 

stylistic movement in English taste, the Romanesque, paralleled by 

contemporary styles on the Continent. The miniatures are the first 

fully painted pictures in England since the Winchester s c h o o l T h e y  

are painted in rich but somber colors, olive green, dark brown, graying 

blue "and a somewhat livid purple," all of a harsh and forbidding

nature (Fig, 6) . Little regard is shown for reality in the choice

15. Ibid.

16, Kauffmann, p. 13.

17, Pacht et al., p. 105.

18. T. S. R. Boase, English Art 1100-^1216 (Oxford; Oxford 
University Press, 1953), p. 105.
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Fig. 6. St. Albans Psalter (Hildesheim, St. Godehard’s Library,
p. 37) The Entry into Jerusalem
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of colors. The effect is rich and somber magnificence instead of a

scintillating jewel-like delicacyi,"1*9

The figures are elongated and monumental, characteristic of

Romanesque art in general, clothed in heavy, hanging drapery that

defines the body beneath it (Fig. 6). The drapery is painted in heavy

solid color, with highlights in white lines which often are arranged in

odd cobwebT-like patterns; deep shadows are indicated by heavy dark or

black lines, and the ridges of folds between these deep lines are
20lighter than the foundation color. The figures have been variously

described as ”gaunt, over-anatomized nudes IwhichJ have an archaic
21 22 retrograde appearance" and "singularly devoid of charm."

The style is certainly a heavy and solemn one* The faces,

frequently represented in profile, are heavy with large staring eyes and

rather gloomy expressions (Fig. 6) . The extended index fingers of
23gesturing hands lend expression to a solemn hieratic figure. As

Wormald pointed out, here one is in the presence of an art where the

spiritual effect is not achieved by the impression of burning personal
24passion but rather by an almost liturgical solemnity. , The overriding

19, Francis Wormald, "The Development of English Illumination 
in the Twelfth Century," Journal of the British Archaeological 
Association, 3rd series, 8 (1943)., p. 35.

20, Rickert, p. 65.

21. Boasef p. 105.

22, Saundersf History, p. 67.

23. Kauffmann, p.' 18.

24. Francis Wormald, The Survival of Anglo-Saxon Illumination 
After the Norman Conquest (Oxford; Oxford University Press, 1944), p. 13,
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purple color, the panelled backgrounds and the solid, hieratic figures

are linked with Ottonian illumination, particularly of the eleventh

century school of Echternach, while the architectural backgrounds and

above all, the draperies with their cobwebs of white highlights, betray

the influence of Byzantine art.

The space of the miniatures is determined and defined, unlike

the exuberance of the earlier Winchester pattern.which refused all
25limitations of clearly marked borders. The compositions are thoroughly

symmetrical; even the stylized trees and branches are carefully balanced

(Fig. 6) . The ground on which the figures stand no longer consists of

rocks or a hill but has become an elaborate abstract pattern. Nearly

all indications of physical space have been abandoned as detracting from

the religious drama portrayed. The. frame of the miniatures is treated

somewhat like the border on a carved panel or book cover, with the upper

corners chamfered. The background is often divided into compartments

by the architecture or colored panels (Fig. 7)_; the artist also used

-various types oi divisions, vertical or diagonal, to emphasize certain
27aspects of the composition or to express emotion.

In the Expulsion from Paradise (Fig. 7), the scene has a 

frontality and a static, monumental quality resulting from the division 

of the composition by a flat Romanesque triple arcade and the placement 

of each figure into its own niche. By the use of one small motif, the

25. Boase, p. 105.

26. Kauffmann, p. 18.

27. Boase, p. 105.
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Fig, 7. St. Albans Psalter (Hildesheim, St, Godehard*5 Library, p. 18)
The Expulsion from Paradise
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Alexis Master has enhanced the dramatic character of the narrative, in

spite of the rigid division and limitation of the field of action.

The central figure of the Lord slightly oversteps his compartment as he

pushes Adam and Eve out of Paradise. Movement is here primarily not a

condition of the figures but is expressed in terms of a changeable *
29relationship between two layers of the composition. The narrative

content of the scene is made clear in the tension between the frontal,

seemingly unalterable, organization of the setting and the sliding
30sideward movement of the figures. Adam and Eve are beginning to be 

ejected from the picture itself.

The Influence of the Alexis Master's Style

The St. Albans style was not just confined to the mother house

but became influential throughout England. Possibly the first extant

manuscript to register this influence is a Life and Miracles of St.

Ednvund (New York., Pierpont Morgan 736)_ from Bury St. Edmunds (Fig* 8) .

Thirty-two fullr-page miniatures precede the text, representing the life

of Edmund, an obscure East Anglian king killed by the Danish invaders in

869. The style of the miniatures is similar to that of the St. Albans

Psalter pictures, particularly in the figure style, with the long,

narrow bodies, large feet and hands and drooping mouths. The colors are
31brighter, and the scenes are more violently expressionistic. There is

28. Pacht, p, 27.

29. Ibid.

30. Ibid.

31. Kauffmann, p. 73.



40

Fig. 8. Life and Miracles of St. Edmund (New York, Pierpont Morgan 
736, p. 24) Edmund Scourged and Mocked
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much more interest in decorative detail, not only in the setting of the
32miniatures but in the treatment of pattern on the drapery„ The 

solidity of the St. Albans style has disappeared.

Iconographically, as well as stylistically, the Life of St.

Edmund is dependent on the St. Albans Psalter. In general terms, the

persecution and martyrdom of St. Edmund is paralleled in the Passion
33cycle of the Psalter. Two of these scenes, St. Edmund scourged

(Fig. 8) and his burial, are very similar to the Flagellation (Fig. 9).

and the Entombment in the Psalter. Pacht has convincingly argued that
34the Life of St. Edmund is the work of the Alexis Master.

The manuscript shows a certain coarsening of the style lof
the St. Albans Psalter] which is however partly conditioned 
as well as compensated by the more dramatized treatment of 
the narrative. But although almost every detail in the 
pictures of the Life of St. Edmund can be paralleled in the 
earlier cycle, not one case can be found of slavish or purely
imitative copying. In the later work we have the personal
idiom of the Alexis Master, spoken with a fervent intensity,
an expressionist variant of the earlier style.^

The initials, however, are in a different style and do not belong to the

St. Albans Psalter tradition; many are similar to those in the Bury

Gospels. The close stylistic link with the St. Albans Psalter suggests

a date around 1130, or slightly earlier.

- 32. Rickert, p. 66.

33. Kauffmann, p. 74.

34. Pacht et al., pp. 141f, 166f.

35. Ibid., p. 142.

36. Kauffmann, p. 73.
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Fig. 9. St. Albans Psalter (Hildesheim, St. Godehard's Library, p. 44)
The Flagellation
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The few, uncolored full-page miniatrues which precede the text 

of the Bury Gospels (Cambridge, Pembroke College 120) are also strongly 

dependent on the St. Albans style (Fig. 10). The illustration, con

taining forty subjects from the Gospels, are on six leaves tipped in 

at the beginning of the manuscript. The size of the pages indicates

that the illustrations were later bound with the text and not part of
37the original manuscript. James argued that the drawings were

probably produced for a Psalter, since there was no parallel in the

twelfth century for a Gospel manuscript containing a picture cycle of

the life of C h r i s t . P a r k e r  suggested that the illustrations might

have been made for a New Testament comparable to the sixth century
39Gospels of St. Augustine (Cambridge, Corpus Christi 286).

The ̂ miniatures of the Bury Gospels were probably produced at 

Bury St. Edmunds; the style of them fits with a Bury provenance, for it 

is closely related to that of the St. Albans Psalter, which was intro

duced at Bury with the Life of St. Edmund. Parker has isolated several 

compositional motifs found in the St. Edmund manuscript arid the Bury

Gospels but not in the Psalter, which strengthens the argument for a 
40Bury provenance. The stylistic characteristics are again the 

elongated narrow; figures with flat profiles, staring eyes and drooping

37. Ibid., p. 75.

38. M. R. James, ?,Four Leaves of an English Psalter, Twelfth 
Century,11 The Walpole Society 25 (1936-37), p. 3.

39. Elizabeth Parker, "A Twelfth-Century Cycle of New Testament 
Drawings, " Proceedings of the Suffolk. Institute of Archaeology 21 _ 
(1969), p. 300,

40. Ibid., p, 296.
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Fig. 10. Bury Gospels (Cambridge, Pembroke College 120, f. 2v) Scenes 
from Christ's Ministry
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41mouths and the decorative treatment of the architecture. The figures

have the same hieratic quality and stand rigidly on the page like
42column statues deprived of their architectural backgrounds. The 

patterning, present in the Psalter, is even more emphatic in the 

Gospels. The half-circles on the bodies of the St. Albans figures have

become more important in the Gospels than the body itself, and the
' 43figure is completely submerged beneath pattern. If the Life of St.

Edmund was by the Alexis Master himself, the Bury Gospels, characterized
44by a greater stylization, is by a close follower.. Again the

stylistic link with the St. Albans Psalter suggests a date circa 1130.

Also related to the St. Albans style are four large leaves, now

scattered among three different collections (New York, Pierpont Morgan

724 and 521; London, B.M. add. 37472; and Victoria and Albert .661) .

These four leaves, painted on both sides, contain by far the largest

New Testament cycle produced in England in the twelfth century; the
45Gospels are illustrated with one hundred fifty scenes (Fig. 11). To 

judge from their style, the leaves a,re the work of at least two hands, 

The first artist who produced most of the miniatures, is characterized 

by the use.of profile figures of the St. Albans type with the addition

41. Rickert, p. 67.

42. C. R. Dodwell, The Canterbury School of Illumination 1066^ 
1200 (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1954), p. 46.

43. Ibid.

44. Kauffmannf p. 75.

45. Ibid., p. 94.
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Fig. 11. Psalter (?) Leaf (London, B.M. Add. 37472, recto) Infancy of 
Christ
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46of damp-fold drapery. The second hand is a more sophisticated one,

working in a style linked with the Lambeth Bible (London, Lambeth

Palace MS. 3) in the treatment of faces, hair, and beards and in the 
47drapery folds.

In format, choice of subject, and composition of individual 

scenes, these leaves are similar to the prefatory cycle contained in a 

Psalter (Paris, B.N. lat. 8846).. in the Utrecht Psalter tradition,

written at Canterbury circa 1200; there is a presumption that the four
48leaves occupied a like position. It was long postulated that this

Psalter was copied from the Eadwine Psalter (Cambridge, Trinity College

R. 17. 1); Dodwell argued that these four leaves were originally part
49of the Eadwine Psalter itself. Recently, however, Heimann argued

that the Paris Psalter was not a copy of the Eadwine Psalter but of a

lost manuscript in the Utrecht Psalter tradition.^0 If this were

true, the four leaves could well have belonged to this lost manuscript.

The provenance of the manuscript has not been definitely established,

although a Canterbury origin remains likely, since, all English manu-
51scripts in the Utrecht Psalter tradition were produced there.

46. Ibid., p. 95.

47. Ibid.

48 . James, p. ,3.

49. Dodwell, pp. 99f. .

50* Kauffmann, p. 94.

51, Ibid., pp, 94-95, .
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None of the manuscripts previously cited as influenced by the 

St. Albans style are exact stylistic copies; each uses certain charac

teristics and disregards others. The rigid, vertical lines of the St. 

Albans style, a reaction against the feathery, curving fluency of

Anglo-Saxon art, were too harsh a contrast to be permanently adapted 
52to English taste. In the St. Albans Psalter, the Alexis Master

abandoned the English fundamental love of the continuous pattern for a

style that was based on the representation of the human figure as a

solid, corporeal being; but the vitality that was so expressive in the
53Anglo-Saxon style was diminished. The richness and solidity of the

style appealed to artists so they combined it with the native style and 
54assimilated it. This assimilation is typical of all phases of English 

art.

The way in which the St. Albans style was modified by contact

with the Anglo-Saxon style is best seen in the Shaftesbury Psalter

(London, B.M. Lansdowne 383), which dates circa 1130-40 (Fig., 12).

Some of the miniatures in this book were copied either from the St.

Albans Psalter itself or from its archetype, but their style is much 
55more decorative. The tendency to reduce the composition to a pattern 

which is full of movement, typical of the Anglo-Saxon style, has once 

again asserted itself and, though the artist has gained much in the way

52. Boase, p. 156.

53. Wo maid. Survival of Anglo-Saxon Illumination, p. 13.

.54. Ibid.

55, Wormald, ^Development of English Illumination," p* 38,.
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Fig. 12. Shaftesbury Psalter (London, B.M. Lansdowne 383, f. 13) The 
Three Marys at the Sepulchre
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of solidity through his contact with the style of the Alexis Master,
56the whole spirit is changed to one of psychological activity? The

drapery begins to flutter again, and the heavy expression of the faces

which was characteristic of the St. Albans style is replaced by looks
57which contribute to the interplay of the figures with one another.

The influence of the style of the Alexis Master can be seen

even in the work of a great innovator. Master Hugo. In the Bury Bible

(Cambridge, Corpus Christ! College 2), the use of full-page, framed

miniatures, rare in Bibles of this period, and many stylistic features

betray his debt to the Alexis Master, probably through the intermediary
58of the Life of St. Edmund. The solidity of the figures, the strong 

contours, • the elongated legs, the architectural features, and the green 

and blue panelled backgrounds would be unthinkable without the St.

Albans style.

Influences on the Alexis Master 

The outstanding accomplishment of the Alexis Master and through 

him other English artists of the twelfth century was the development of 

a dynamic figure style, solidly conceived and not based on Anglo-Saxon 

contour line to express form and movement, but changed into linear

pattern by the manipulation and arrangement of drapery folds, poses,
5 9  .and gestures. There was a great increase in the brilliance of the

56, Ibid.

. 57. Ibid.

58. Kauffmann, p. 89.

5.9. Rickert, p. 89.
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colors used, although the often haphazard combination of colors does not

always appeal to the modern aesthetic sensee60 The artist was thinking

in new terms, of severity, dignity, and power.61 Pattern became highly

formalized, in strict harmony with the overall design; movement was
62concentrated o.n a strict purpose. The "charming, flimsy figures" of 

the Anglo-Saxon style were inadequate to express the corporeality 

desired, although they could undoubtedly achieve an illustion of 

activity.63

The question obviously arises, where did this style come from 

and why did it suddenly appear in the St. Albans Psalter. Wormald 

pointed out that by 1060 some English artists were already experimenting 

with a style independent of the typically Anglo-Saxon outline drawing 

style, a style already stirring on the Continent.64 In the Arundel 

Psalter (London, B.M. Arundel 60) (Fig. 13), the artist deliberately 

attempted to represent the solidity of the human form by exaggerating 

the muscles, particularly those of the-torso. The outlines became more 

solid, and movement was reduced. The tradition was therefore at least 

partially established, probably as the result of Continental influence.

"The new stylistic elements characteristic of twelfth-century 

art derive not from western monastic centers in France and Germany as in

60. Saunders, English Illumination, p. 35.

61. Walter Oakeshott, The Sequence of English Medieval Art
(London; Faber and Faber, Ltd., 1949), p.. 17.

62. Ibid.

63. Wormald, "Development of English Illumination,^ p. 36.

64. Wormald, Survival of Anglo-Saxon Illumination, pp.. 5, 6.
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SCAMAMA-'

Fi'g. 13, Arundel Psalter (London, B.M. Arundel 60, f.l2v) Crucifixion
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the preceding period both before and after the Conquest, but from 

further east, from Byzantine art in Norman Sicily and from Constantinople 

itself through contacts opened up by the C r u s a d e s . T w o  characteris

tics of Byzantine art in particular can be applied to the St. Albans 

Psalter, the monumentality of the figures, and the use of framed

compositions with gilded or painted backgrounds and within this frame,
* 66 a well-defined and elaborated arrangement of figures (Fig. 14). The

stress on the representation of the human figure as a corporeal being

in the work of the Alexis Master was based upon the art of the

Mediterranean, but the style was modified in order to maintain the love

of expressive outline and of reducing everything to terms of pattern.6^

The delicacy of the Byzantine originals is lacking in the Alexis

Master's style, which may indicate a German intermediary between
68Byzantium and England. It has been recognized for some time that one

of the constituent elements of the new painterly style which the Alexis
69Master introduced into England was Ottonian art. There are many 

stylistic similarities between Ottonian art and the St. Albans style 

(Fig. 15) . • Ottonian art is rigid, stern, and monumental; the hands are

65. Rickert, p. 62.

66. F. Saxl and R. Wittkower, British Art and the Mediterranean
(London: Oxford University Press, 1969), p. 24.

67. Wo maid,. Survival of Anglo-Saxon Illumination, p. 13..

68. Saxl and Wittkower, p. 26.

69. Saunders, History, p. 67.
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(y

Fig. 14. Bible of Leo the Patrician (Vatican, Bibl. apost. Reg, gr.l, 
f .155v) Moses Receives the Law
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Fig. 15, Book of Pericopes of Henry II (Munich, Bayerische Staats. 
cod. lat. 4452, f. 152v) St. Peter Receiving the Keys
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clumsy, the heads large and globular, and the eyes staring. The

compositions are often severely symmetrical while the individual

figures are vigorously expressive. The simplification of the back-
71ground increases the effect of movements and gestures*

An impetus toward acceptance of these influences can be found in

the intellectual climate of the times. This was a period of great

learning for the Middle Ages, when translations of classic works from

the Greek became available in great quantities, and the universities

rose to their greatest power. In the second half of the eleventh

century a change took place in man's concept of himself and of God; the

change took the form of a greater concentration on man and on human
72experience as a means, of knowing God. Twelfth-century humanism was

characterized by a strong sense of the dignity of human nature, a

recognition of the dignity of nature itself, and the intelligibility of
73the universe to human reason. The intellectual inquiries of the 

period made God, man, and nature intelligible and coherent. If interest 

is focused on man as man, it will soon become important £ox art to 

reflect that interest. The art most likely to assist this was "un

doubtedly Byzantine, because it was rooted in the traditions of

70. Ernst Kitzinger, Early Medieval Art in the British Museum 
(London: British Museum, 1963), pp. 66-67.

71. Ibid., p. 70.

72. R. W. Southern, Medieval Humanism and Other Studies 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1970), p. 33.

73. Ibid., pp. 31-32.
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74classical art which was an artistic expression of humanism* The 

damp-fold style and the desire to portray man's body in more naturalis

tic terms were expressions of twelfth-century humanism, which dis

tinguish it fundamentally from the more abstract tendencies of earlier 
75 \medieval art.

The solemn and hieratical aspect of Romanesque art was en

couraged by the increasingly elaborate and solemn liturgical ceremonies 

of the Church. More than ever the Church had taken book illumination

into its own hands, for it had come to realize that the source of its
76power and influence lay in its superior intellectual attainments.

Art served as a means of bringing home to the faithful the binding

force of the Christian dogma, and that is, perhaps, the root of the

monumental character which it then began to assume through the 
77Christian world. . The formal arrangement of the compositions, the

' >

feeling of calm dignity and absolute finality which was created, were

expressions of a profound desire to represent the world as subordinated
78to the supreme and eternal power of Christ and the Church.

It is clear that the St. Albans Psalter represented an entirely 

new phase stylistically in the history of English illumination and that 

it had a far reaching influence. The content of the miniatures is in

74. Worraald, "Development of English Illumination," p. 39.

75. Kauffmann, p. 46.

76.. Grabar and Nordenfalk, Romanesque Painting, p. 145.

77. Kitzinger, Early Medieval Art,, p. 78.

78. Ibid.
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many cases just as new; these will be discussed in detail in the 

following chapters.



CHAPTER 3

THE OLD AND NEW TESTAMENT CYCLE

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the majority of Psalters of the

Romanesque and Gothic periods were illustrated with a prefatory cycle

of Old and New Testament illustrations. The St. Albans Psalter is the

earliest extant Romanesque Psalter to employ this technique, and it

greatly influenced other manuscripts, not only in style but in imagery

as well. The majority of the representatives of this type of Psalter

illumination are of English origin, such as the. Shaftesbury Psalter or

the Psalter of Henry of Blois (London, B.M. Cotton. Nero C. IV); the

known Continental examples, such as the Fecamp Psalter (The Hague,

Royal Library 76 F 13) or the Ingeborg Psalter (Chantilly, Mus. Conde

lat. 1695), invariably come from northern French centers that were
1saturated with English influence.

Anglo-Saxon Precedents for the Cycle

The idea of a biblical cycle as prefatory miniatures for a 

Psalter is not a new one in twelfth-century English illumination. An 

earlier Anglo-Saxon Psalter had biblical miniatures included in its 

illustration, and another Anglo-Saxon Psalter had prefatory miniatures 

which included biblical scenes,

1. Pacht et al., pp. 51-52.
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As mentioned in Chapter 1, the ninth-century Aethelstan Psalter,

imported from the Continent, was enriched at the Winchester scriptorium

with a calendar, various prayers and a litany, and four full-page
2miniatures between about 925 and 939. The miniatures included two

scenes of Christ Enthroned, surrounded by the implements of His Passion

and choirs of angels and prophets in one and with choirs of martyrs,

confessors, and virgins in the other (Fig. 16) . The inscriptions and

the placement of the two miniatures of Christ Enthroned in the text

suggest a liturgical significance? the second miniature is placed

before a series of prayers invoking various holy persons, John, Mary,

the martyrs, the confessors, and the virgins.'5 Since the choirs in the

miniatures are labelled with invocations of the litany, it appears that

the prayers for intercession were a likely source of iconography for

the two miniatures. The details appear to derive from Last Judgment

iconography, which is understandable since the choirs of the litany and

the Last Judgment have the common function of intercession with Christ
4for the salvation of mankind. This iconography' is apparently a

5revival of indigenous Insular subject matter.

The other two miniatures added to the Psalter were the Ascension /

of Christ and the Nativity (Fig. 17) . The Nativity was detached from 

the Psalter at an unknown date and is currently in Oxford (Bodl. MS.

2. Grabar and Nordenfalk, Early Medieval Painting, p. 178.

3. Robert Deshman, "Anglo-Saxon Art After Alfred,11 Art
Bulletin 56 (.1974), p. 178.

4. Ibid., p. 181.

5. Ibid,, p, 178.
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Fig. 16. Aethelstan Psalter (London, B.M. Cotton Galba A.XVIII, ff.
2y, 21) Christ in Majesty with Angels and Prophets; Christ 
Enthroned with Martyrs, Confessors and Virgins
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Fig. 17. Aethelstan Psalter (Oxford, Bodl. Lib. Rawl. B. 484, f . 85
and London, B.M. Cotton Galba A. XVIII, f , 120vX The Nativity 
and the Ascension
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Rawl. B.484, f . 85) . These last two miniatures have exceptional

interest as being the first depictions of biblical scenes in tenth
6century Anglo-Saxon illumination. The Nativity with the two midwives

/washing the baby below was originally placed before Psalm 1, as shown by
7the offprint of the Beatus initial on the top of the page. The

Nativity is thus the earliest example of the adoption of a scene from

the life of. Christ as a prefatory miniature in a Psalter,8 Several

features of the Nativity are Western, but the motif of washing the child

is Eastern. This theme became common in Byzantine art in the seventh 
9century. The iconography of the Ascension is even more Byzantine; the 

enthroned Christ in a mandorla carried by angels with the frontal orant 

Virgin and two symmetrical groups of apostles below is reminiscent of 

the sixthrcentury Rabula Gospels (Florence, Bibl. Laur. Plut. I. 56). 

This indicates that early sixth or seventh century East Mediterranean 

models may have been available to the artist.

A mid-eleventh century Anglo-Saxon Psalter (London, B.M.

Cotton Tiberius C.VI) is the earliest surviving example of a Psalter 

which contains a prefatory pictorial cycle of sixteen full-page 

drawings, with explanatory inscriptions, illustrating the lives of

6. Grabar and Nordenfalk, Early Medieval Painting, p. 178.

7. Temple, p. 37.

8 . J. J. G, Alexander, Anglo-Saxon Illumination in Oxford 
Libraries, Bodleian Picture Books Special Series, No. 1 (Oxford;
Oxford University Press, 1970), p. 6.

9; Deshman, p. 186, „ .

10. Temple, p, 37,



64
11David and Christ, In addition there are two fully colored miniatures 

of Christ in Glory and David and his musicians at the end of the series, 

various groups of diagrams, and three drawings within the Psalter text, 

preceding Psalms 51/ 101, and 109. These last three indicate the tri

partite division of the Psalter as well as the liturgical divisions at 

the first Psalm for Sunday vespers. The three-part division is the most 

important, indicated not only with miniatures but with full-page 

colored ornamental initials and full bordersf the eight-part division 

is indicated by smaller colored initials. An unusual feature of the 

Cotton Psalter is the division of the text at verse 40 in Psalm 77 with

a two-line colored initial; this appears to be a peculiarity of
12Winchester Psalters of the Anglo-Saxon period.

The David cycle consists of four scenes from the life of David

(Fig. 18) and one of him enthroned. The presence of a David cycle

current in both early Byzantine and eighth-century English art has been

shown already. The Christological cycle contains eleven scenes,

beginning with the Third Temptation of Christ, continuing with scenes

from the Passion and Resurrection, and ending with the Pentecost.

Wormald pointed out that this appeared to be a liturgical cycle
13beginning with Lent and ending with Whitsun. There are two places 

in the inscriptions where some sort of liturgical influence is 

suggested; with, the Entry into Jerusalem (Fig. 19)_ a clear reference

11. Ibid., p, 115.

12. Francis Wormald, vAn English Eleventh-Century Psalter with 
Pictures, The Walpole Society 38 (1960-62) , p. 2.

13. Ibid,, p, 6.
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Fig- 18. Cotton Psalter (London, B.M. Cotton Tiberius C.VI, ff. 8v, 9) 
Davi'd and Goliath
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Fig. 19. Cotton Psalter (London, B.M. Cotton Tiberius C.VI., f. 11)
The Entry into Jerusalem
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is made to Palm Sunday, and with the Washing of the Feet the word

"mandatum” is used in a liturgical sense of the ceremonial washing of
14the feet on Maundy Thursday.

There is no proof or even reason to believe that such a cycle

was invented specifically for inclusion in a Psalter. It appears that

the cycle itself goes back to a model earlier, than the direct archetype
15which may have been made at the end of the tenth century. The earlier 

source was undoubtedly Mediterranean? the three David episodes reflect a 

Byzantine David cycle of the type known from the Paris Psalter, The 

particular composition of David and Goliath found in the Cotton Psalter 

(Fig. 18) appears to derive from a type preserved in the seventh (?)
16century fresco at Bawit, which itself reflects early Byzantine cycles.

There are early extant Christological cycles with liturgical 

connotations in the historiated initials of the Drogo Sacramentary 

(Paris, B.N. lat. 9428)., a Carolingian work of 850-55 illustrating 

various feasts of the Sacramentary, or in the full-page miniatures of 

the Benedictiona1 of St. Aethelwold (London, B,M. Add. 49598), dating 

971t84, a collection of episcopal blessings arranged in the sequence of 

feasts throughout the liturgical year. Compositional analysis indicates 

a wide variety of sources for the Cotton Psalter miniatures?

Iconographic analogies between the Benedictiona1 and various sources 

point to Carolingian art as the main source of inspiration and

14. Ibid,

15. Ibid. f p. 7, and Francis Wo maid, English. Drawings of the 
Tenth, and Eleventh Centuries (New York; Praeger,. 1953), p. 68.

16. Saxl and Wittkower, p, 22,
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Byzantine art as the secondary source, either transmitted through
17Carolingian intermediaties or directly through Greek models.

Since the Cotton Psalter is the only extant pre^Romanesque

example of a Psalter starting with a cycle of christological pictures,

there seems to be a strong case for considering the appearance of this

form of pictorial introduction in the St. Albans Psalter as a survival,
18or revival, of a Pre-Conquest Insular custom. This idea is reinforced 

by the fact that the direct ancestors of the miniature of David playing 

the viol in the St. Albans Psalter are found in the Cotton Psalter.

The development of such biblical cycles in England was inter

rupted by the influence of Continental illumination after the Norman 

Conquest of England in 1066. As a consequence of the political and 

social upheaval, representational art seems to have suffered an 

e c l i p s e . T h e r e  is no sign that narrative cycles continued to be

produced, although Anglo-Saxon illumination certainly did not come to 
20an abrupt end. The survival of at least part of the Insular tradi

tion was not so much due to the continued activities of a few artists

of Anglo-Saxon stock, but to the fact that Norman illumination was
21itself strongly saturated by Anglo-Saxon influence. The distinctive 

feature of the Norman illuminated book was the inhabited scroll which

17. Temple, pp. 49-^53,

18. Pacht et al., p. 51.

19. Pacht, p. 12.

20* Wormald, Survival of Anglo-Saxon Illumination,, p. 14.

21. Dodwell, pp. 21-40. ,
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implied that figures and scenes had to make shift with‘the space
22afforded them by a densely woven scroll initial. "How could stories 

be understood if they had to be read between the windings of twisting 

coils or if they had to be pieced together like a charade from ele^ 

ments hidden in the meshes and inlets of an ornamental thicket?

The Development of the Biblical Cycle

Twelfth century art was much richer and more varied in subject

matter than Christian art had ever been before. . The motive power

behind this expansion was the desire of the Church to represent Christ
24and His plan for redemption. This led toward the establishment of 

complex iconographical cycles, with subjects chosen for their symbolic 

significance rather than for their intrinsic interest. A new Biblical 

iconography was developed in the typological system which interpreted
2 5the scheme of Redemption by parallels from the Old and New Testaments. 

Typological parallelism had been a favorite subject of the early Church 

Fathers, but it was not until the • Romanesque period that a full and 

consistent typological system was worked out. Early Christian and 

Carolingian artists had been most interested in bringing to life the 

individual Bible story; to the Romanesque artist, however, the story is

22. Pacht, pp. 12-13.

23. Ibid., p. 13.

24. Kitzinger, Early Medieval Art, p. 90.

25* David Bland, A History of Book Illustration; the Illuminated 
Manuscript and the Printed Book, 2nd rev. ed. (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1969), p. 57.
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often of importance only in so far as it can be used as an element in

the construction of the doctrinal scheme. ̂

The Old and New Testament scenes which illustrate twelfth

century Psalters fell into cycles grouped around the principal festivals

of the Church, Christmas, Easter, and the service of the Mass, and

illustrated the doctrines which they commemorated, the Virgin Birth,
27the Redemption, and the presence of Christ in His Church. The series 

of Nativity and Passion scenes such as those found in the St. Albans 

Psalter are almost universal. Intermediate episodes from the Mission 

of Christ appear more rarely, the most usual being the Baptism, . the 

Raising of Lazarus and the Marriage at Cana. The Baptism is of obvious 

doctrinal significance; the Raising of Lazarus foreshadowed Christ•s 

final victory over death in His own resurrection; and the Marriage at 

Cana was no doubt chosen as symbolizing the transubstantiation of the 

elements in the Mass*

If the Christological cycle of the Cotton Psalter had, as

Wormald felt, a liturgical connection, the Alexis Master may have been

making a conscious return to Anglo-Saxon sources in hi.s own illustra

tion.' Robb pointed out the special role of the Psalter as a liturgical

book in the twelfth century in addition to its traditional identifica-
29tion as the principal text for private devotions. " The liturgical

26. Kitzinger, Early Medieval Art, pp. 90-91.

27. Saunders, History, p. 55.

28. Ibid.

29* Robb, p. 196.
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aspect of the Church, solemn and hieratic, was now emphasized, both in

style and in subject matter.

A combination of other elements is no doubt significant in the

association of the Biblical cycle with the St. Albans Psalter. David

was seen by medieval theologians as the precursor of Christ, and the

idea behind the introduction of New Testament episodes into a Psalter

was to reveal the prophetic import of the P s a l m s . A n o t h e r  reason,

particularly in. the case of a Psalter made for private devotions as

this was, would be to provide the reader with a starting point for

themes of pious meditation.

It was early recognized by Saunders that one of the constituent

elements of the new painterly style introduced by the Alexis Master was 
32Ottonian art. This has undoubtedly influenced the subject matter as

well. As previously mentioned, the Ottonian schools specialized in

depicting Christ's life as a continuous series of scenes in both

monumental painting and in illumination, and by drawing on extensive

early Christian cycles, they enriched considerably the store of
33Biblical narrative in Western religious art. Without the new 

emphasis on the drama of Christ's life and the newly awakened interest 

even in minor episodes with no particular liturgical significance, the 

English twelfth century artist would simply not have been in a position

• 30. Grabar and Nordenfalk, Early Medieval Painting, p. 186.

31, Grabar and Nordenfalk, Romanesque Painting, p. 172.

32, Saunders,. History, p. 67.

33, Pacht et al., p. 57.
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to compose the story of Redemption in a sequence of no less than
34thirty-eight pictures.

This new type of Psalter illustration found in the St. Albans

Psalter appeared in the Latin Orient only slightly later than in the

West. The text of the Melisende Psalter (London, B.M. Egerton 1139).,

probably executed for Queen Melisende of Jerusalem between 1131 and

1144, is preceded by 32 pages of miniatures with scenes from the life

of Christ. In addition it includes twelve medallions with the signs

of the zodiac in the calendar, eight full-page initials marking the

liturgical divisions of the text, and nine portraits of saints

accompanying the prayers at the end.. Buchthal felt that the use of the

prefatory Christological cycle was a Western element incorporated into

crusader art, rather than a Byzantine one, although the single
35miniatures were all derived from Byzantine prototypes. New Testament

subjects illustrated in Byzantine Psalters were as a rule distributed

throughout the text; in the rare case when they were assembled in a

historical cycle in front of the text, the scenes were much reduced in

size, not monumental.36 Since the makeup of the Melisende Psalter is

that of a Western liturgical -manuscript, and since it has a purely

English calendar, some connection with Western tradition seems 
37probable.

34. Ibid. '

35. Hugo Buchthal, Miniature Painting in the Latin Kingdom of 
Jerusalem (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1957), p. 2.

36. Ibid, .

37. Ibid.
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PScht felt, however, that the probability was equally strong

that the illuminator of the Melisende Psalter was familiar with the

Eastern lectionary tradition prevalent at the time, in which extensive
38Christological miniature cycles appear. The lectionary, a derivation 

of the continuous Gospel text, was the chief liturgical book of the 

Eastern Church., The illuminators simply took over existing Gospel 

cycles for its illustration; the earliest extant lectionaries illus

trated with Christologica1 cycles are tenth century, a period when its
39present form was already firmly established. The lectionary became

so important for New Testament illustration that the canonical Gospels

themselves, as well as various other texts, took over illustrations 
40from it. Pacht pointed out the existence of twelfth and thirteenth 

century Syriac lectionaries made in the regions near Jerusalem and the 

Oriental parentage of Queen Melisende, both facts which indicate an 

equal source in Eastern as in Western tradition for the appearance of 

the Chris tological cycle.4"**

38.. Pacht et al., p. 52.

39. Kurt Weitzmann, 11 The Narrative and Liturgical Gospel 
Illustration,11 in New Testament Manuscript Studies, ed. M, M, Parvis 
and A, P. Wikgren (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 19501, pp. 
151^74 (reprinted in Studies in Classical arid Byzantine Manuscript 
Illumination, ed. If. L. Kessler I Chicago and. London? University of 
Chicago Press, 1971], pp. 249, 250).

40. Ibid., pp. 264-265.

41. Pacht et al., p. 52.
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The St. Albans Psalter Cycle

The cycle of fullt-page miniatures in full color in the St.

Albans Psalter comprises two Old Testament scenes, the Fall of Man and

the. Expulsion from Paradise, and thirty-six New Testament scenes,

starting with the Annunciation and ending with the Pentecost. See

Appendix A for a complete listing of the .miniatures. A miniature

illustrating scenes from the Life of St. Martin interrupts the

Christological cycle, placed between the scene of Doubting Thomas and

the Ascension. Pacht did not find a satisfactory explanation for this

interpolation; Martin of Tours held no exceptional position in the
42liturgy of St. Albans. The whole set of full-page miniatures ends 

with a representation of King David as Musician.

An unusual feature of the cycle is the omission of the
43Crucifixion, which is the central action within the Redemption theme.

The miniature itself does not appear to be missing for there is no sign

of it. Pacht speculated on the slight possibility that a Crucifixion

miniature was once pasted onto the blank page facing the first minia-
44ture, the Fall of Man, thus anticipating the redemption from sin. The 

scene of the Deposition from the Cross takes the place of the Crucifix 

.xion. Some cases a,re known where the composition of the Deposition
4cassumed the function normally assigned to the theme of the Crucifixion.

42. Ibid., p. 50.

43. Ibid.

44. Ibid, -

45. Ibid.
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No narrative cycle, either Eastern or Western, is known in which the
■■ 46Deposition replaces the Crucifixion«

Another anomaly of the narrative sequence is the three tinted - 

drawings relating the story of Christ at Emmaus (Figs. 20 and 21) ,

These scenes follow the changon of St. Alexis, rather than being 

included in the full^page miniatures in the prefatory cycle. They 

were considered by Goldschmidt to be an appendix of the Christological•
47cycle, added to fill the three blank pages before the Beatus Vir. But

Pacht has shown that the Alexis Master had a clearer purpose. His

ic o nographic a 1 analysis led him to conclude that the Alexis and the

Emmaus miniatures were planned as complementary themes. The Alexis

story is one of a saintly man who leaves home to go on a pilgrimage to

the Holy Land and who returns unrecognized to his. father' s mansion to

live in the shelter of the staircase. A parallel appears to have been
48drawn between the Emmaus pilgrim and Alexis. The pilgrim of Emmaus

and of Edessa share the quality of anonymity? both are unrecognized

until they have left this world. The Emmaus story was meant as a pre^

figuration of the peregrination of Alexis and has to be read as a kind
49of pictured gloss on Alexis.

The separation of the Emmaus pictures from the rest of the New 

Testament scenes underlined the fact that they belonged to the life of

46. Ibid.
47*. Goldschmidtfl p. 37.

48. Pacht et al., p. 138.

• 49. Ibid., p. 78.
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Fig. 20. St. Albans Psalter (Hildesheim, St. Godehard's Library,
p. 69). Christ on the Road to Einmaus



Fig. 21. St, Albans Psalter (Hildesheim, St. Godehard's Library, 
p. 71) Christ Disappearing from the Table at Emmaus
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Christ and to the Alexis theme. "It was for the sake of this confronta

tion that the Enrmaus story had been separated from the c hr is tologica 1 

sequence and had been treated as an appendix to Alexis, linked to the 

latter also by the adoption of the same tinted drawing technique.11 ̂

By its inclusion between, the preliminary cycle and the Emmaus story, the 

Alexis section also became subordinated to the Christian theme of 

Salvation as presented in the Christological sequence. The three 

sections appear to be a planned and deliberately selected complex.^  

Other aspects of the inclusion of the Alexis miniatures and story will 

be discussed in Chapter 5.

The Psalter miniatures represent three scenes from the Emmaus 

story, Christ and the disciples on the road to Emmaus, Christ breaking 

bread, and Christ disappearing from the table. This three-part cycle is 

the earliest known in Western art; the story of Emmaus is comparatively

rare and the few existing pictorial cycles confine themselves to the
52Road to Emmaus and the Supper at Emmaus. Everything points to the 

fact that the pictorial treatment of the moment of Christas dis

appearance at Emmaus was an original contribution of the Alexis Master; 

all known representations of the subject except one are derivations of 

the St. Albans Psalter composition.^

50. Ibid., p. 138.

51. Ibid., p. 139.

52. Ibid., p. 73.

53. Ibid.
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The final miniature of the prefatory cycle is David enthroned,

playing a viol, instead of the customary harp, and is a variation of a

pictorial type often used as a frontispiece or one of the frontispieces

to a Psalter (Fig. 22) . It serves in early Latin Psalters from the

eighth to the eleventh centuries mainly to illustrate the preface to

the Psalter. There is a peculiar aspect to the St. Albans composition,

the addition of a sheep and goat on either side of David1 s throne. This

may represent an allusion to Christ*s prophecy of the Last Judgment in

Matthew 25:33, "And he shall set the sheep on his right hand, but the
54goats on the left. n The customary positions of the sheep and goat are

reversed in the composition. However, since the Alexis Master stated

in his marginal commentary to the Beatus Vir initial that for him the

main theme of the Psalter is the fight between good and evil, this
55interpretation may be correct. Such a reference to the Last Judgment, 

however indirect, would suitably terminate the pictorial account of the 

story of Redemption. ̂

The substitution of the viol for the harp is unusual. The viol 

was known in the East before the Christian era; the oldest representa

tion of it in Eastern art is in the Byzantine Psalter of 1066. The 

earliest Western representation is in the St. Albans Psalter. The 

direct ancestors of this scene are found in the Cotton Psalter,, where 

David is shown playing music three times. The St. Albans Psalter

54. Goldschmidt, p. 36.

„ 55. Pacht et al., p., 50.

56* Ibid., p. 51.
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Fig. 22. St. Albans Psalter (Hlldesheim, St. Godehard's Library,
p. 56) David as Musician
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composition combines iconographic features of two of the three Anglo-

Saxon miniatures, but as a whole corresponds most closely to the

miniature illustrating the inspiration of David by the Holy Ghost. The

major difference between the two is that David is seated on a throne in

the Cotton Psalter, and not a folding stool, as in the St. Albans

Psalter. The motif of the folding stool is found elsewhere in the
57Cotton Psalter, however. The inference is that the Alexis Master 

drew for his David picture largely on the Anglo-Saxon pictorial tradi

tion, <and this strengthens the thought that he borrowed the idea of his
58whole pictorial prelude from the same source.

There are two miniatures at the end of the manuscript, the

Martyrdom of St. Albans and David and His Musicians. It is highly

probable that these miniatures were intended originally to come before

the Psalter, but when, the full-page miniatures and the life of St.
59Alexis were introduced, they were placed at the end. The miniature of

St. Albans appears to be the earliest surviving representation of the 
• 60saint's martyrdom.

The inclusion of Old Testament scenes with the Christological 

cycle is logical within the overall context of the message of the 

miniatures. Old Testament scenes are not, of course, given as much 

prominence as they were for instance in the Carolingian Bibles. The

57. Ibid.

58. Ibid,

59. Ibid,, p. 9.

60. Ibid., p. 8.
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Old Testament illustrations are generally confined to the narrative

of the Fall, or occasionally the Sacrifice of Isaac, those themes

chosen as leading up to and foreshadowing the Redemption. The two Old

Testament scenes from the St. Albans Psalter, the Fall of Man.and the

Expulsion from Paradise, would logically precede the New Testament

cycle, since taken together they recount the Fall and Salvation of man.

The Old Testament miniatures of the St. Albans Psalter derive

from the Cotton Genesis recension. This can be clearly seen in the

scene of the Expulsion from Paradise (Fig. 7). In most representations,

an angel or cherub is expelling Adam and Eve? in the St. Albans Psalter

the Lord himself is driving them out. This same treatment is-. seen in the

San Marco mosaics of the Genesis cycle (Fig. 23) , copies of the Cotton 
61Genesis, The St. Albans miniature also shares with the San Marco 

composition the anachronism of combining the two parts of the scene in 

the wrong sequence. ̂  The Bible narrative reads "So he drove out the 

man, and he placed at the east of the garden of Eden Cherubims and a 

flaming sword . . ." (Genesis 3:241. In both the San Marco mosaic and 

the St. Albans miniature, the guarding flame is seen, first at the left 

and then the Lord expelling Adam and Eve.

In twelfth century England, New.Testament illustrations form a 

coherent group. Three related picture cycles of 1120-40, the St.

Albans Psalter, the Bury Gospels, and the four picture leaves,

61, Pachtf p, 24.

62, Ibid., p. 26.
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Fig. 23. San Marco, Venice; Mosaic from the Narthex; Expulsion from 
Paradise
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influenced all subsequent New Testament illustration in England.63 In

the pictured leaves the Gospels are illustrated with one hundred fifty

scenes, the largest series of pictures of the three manuscripts

(Pig. 11) . They share thirty-three illustrations with the St. Albans

Psalter and twenty-six with the Bury Gospels (Fig. 10), and in each

manuscript about half the scenes shared, both common and rare, are very
64similar in composition. The relationship between the Bury Gospels and 

the St. Albans has long been recognized. The pictured leaves cannot be 

dependent on them since the cycle is so much more extensive. It is 

therefore most likely that all three cycles were derived directly or 

indirectly from a common model.^

In such compositions as the Entry into Jerusalem, the Bury . 

Gospels composition appears to be directly dependent of the St. Albans 

Psalterf both iconographically and stylistically; compare Figs. 6 and

10. Yet the Bury Gospels also share a whole series of scenes with the 

four pictured leaves which are not included in the Psalter. In scenes 

shared between the three manuscripts, such as the Last Supper, the 

compositions in the Gospels and the four leaves differ from that in the 

St. Albans Psalter. This appears to indicate that the artist of the 

Bury Gospels had access to the same cycle, or a very similar one, as

63. Kauffmann, p. 31.

64. Ibid.

65. Ibid.
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the artist of the four leaves.^ This argues for a Bury provenance for

both manuscripts.

For the Bury Gospels and the four leaves, the most important

single source of iconography is that of Ottonian art. Parker has

demonstrated the close link existing between the Reichenau and
67Echternach cycles and the Bury Gospels. The rarity of the Parables

and Miracle scenes that the Bury Gospels have in common with the four

leaves strengthens the Ottonian connection, for these scenes are

particularly characteristic of manuscripts produced at Echternach in

the 1040s. Kauffmann suggested that the archetype of the three

manuscripts might be seen as one of more Echternach manuscripts,

possibly circulating in England at the time of the marriage of

Matilda, daughter of Henry I, with the German Emperor Henry V in 
681114. No extant Ottonian manuscript, however, contains as extensive

a series of pictures as the four pictured leaves. The possibility that

even longer Early Christian cycles, such as the Gospels of St.

Augustine, were known in twelfth-century England should certainly not 
69be excluded.

66. Ibid.

67. Parker, p. 270.

68. Kauffmann/ p. 32.

69. Ibid.



CHAPTER 4

PICTORIAL NARRATIVE IN THE ST. ALBANS PSALTER.
AND THE INFLUENCE OF LITURGICAL DRAMA

As discussed in Chapter 3/ Norman illumination practiced on 

English soil did not revive the art of Anglo-Saxon pictorial narrative 

that was eclipsed as a consequence of the social and political up

heaval of the Norman conquest. Norman illuminationf characterized by 

the inhabited scroll, actually precluded the rise of narrative art. 

Suddenly, however, around 1120, a sharp break with the illumination of 

the. past occurred, characterized by the appearance of complete stories, 

told exclusively in pictures, and of miniatures separated from the 

written page. Some of the reasons for the development of a picture 

cycle in the St. Albans Psalter were discussed in Chapter 3. Not only 

was the concept of tlie prefatory cycle developed by the Alexis Master, 

but the use of narrative within each separate miniature as well.

''Wherever" in twelfth century England we come across a sequence 

of narrative scenes their iconography and style invariably points back 

to St. Albans as the fountainhead of the pictorial tradition . . . St. 

Albans was the birthplace of a new art of pictorial story-telling and it 

was evidently this revival of an art that had been extinct or dormant

since the days of the Norman Conquest which made itself gradually and
1irresistibly felt oyer the country." In comparison, contemporary

1, Pacht et al., pp. 170-171.

86
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illumination at Canterbury reveals an extreme lack of narrative imagery

2among a prolific artist output. The Alexis Master appears to have been

the primary impetus behind this new tradition.

It is this narrative quality in the work of the Alexis Master

and the sources for it that made him unique. He seems to have been

aware of the revolutionary character of this emancipation of figure

art, for he included in the Psalter a passage from Pope Gregory's

letter defending the use of images, apparently as a verbal defense for 
3his work. From the foundations laid by the Alexis Master, English 

pictorial narrative moved on in unbroken continuity until the end of the 

Middle Ages.

What were the artist's sources for the use of pictorial

narrative?. Pacht suggested that the artist had first-hand knowledge of

Continental achievements in pictorial narrative and even of the latest

trends in Byzantine narrative, possibly through a period of apprentice- 
4ship. This exposure would enable him to rediscover the stock of 

narrative imagery available in Anglo-Saxon art.

The Alexis. Mas ter es narrative technique can also be related to 

liturgical drama of the time. Male maintained that in some cases 

twelfth century iconography was enriched by the liturgical drama and 

that the new experience of the dramatic enactment of the Gospel story 

had had the effect of freeing artistic imagination from the tyranny of

2, Bodwell, p. 14.

3, Pacht, p, 22,

4, Ibid., p, 23,



iconographic conventions and of bringing the artist face to face with 

life.5 The dramatized narrative of the St. Albans picture cycle is a 

most unusual form of pictorial art; the primary creative impulse seems 

to have come from the talking rather than the visual world.^

The Emmaus Miniatures

In the three Emmaus miniatures of the St. Albans Psalter, the

details of costume appear to have been influenced by contemporary

liturgical drama. In the scene of the Road to Emmaus (Fig, 20), Christ

is wearing a pointed bonnet, a furry cloak, a wallet with the sign of

the crossf and a double staff, which Male felt were borrowed from the
7stage practices of the Peregrinus play. The Peregrinus play, one of a 

series of medieval plays about the appearances of Christ to his 

followers after the Resurrection, dramatized the journey to Emmaus, 

based on Luke 24:13-35. This narrative was appropriately used as the 

liturgical gospel for the Monday following Easter; the dramatic version 

was also commonly performed on that day.^ The costume details of Christ 

in the St* Albans Psalter closely correspond to the stage description 

given in the St. Beno11-sur-Loire Peregrinus (Orleans, Bibl. de la 

Ville 201), "carrying a wallet and a long palm branchf well equipped as 

a pilgrim, a pointed cap on his head, clothed with a furry cloak and a

5. Emile MSle, L'art religieux du XII siecle en France, 4th 
ed. (Paris: A. Colin, 1940)., p. 125.

6. Pacht et al., p. 58.

7. Male, pp. 137-138.

8 . Karl Young, The Drama of the Medieval Church, vol. 1 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1933)., p. 452.
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9tunic, barefoot,11 ■ The disciples in the Psalter do not wear the 

appropriate theatrical costumes; yet in the Bury Gospels, a manuscript 

closely connected with the Psalter, the pilgrim*s habit is worn by 

Christ and by the disciples (Fig. 24).

The actual pictorial narrative of the St. Albans Psalter 

demonstrates a more important influence of liturgical drama on the 

Alexis Master. The enlargement of the iconographic repertory of the 

Emma us cycle was symptomatic of the narrative trend; many scenes appear 

to have been directly influenced by liturgical drama, As previously 

mentioned in Chapter 3, the St. Albans Emmaus miniatures are the earliest 

example of a cyclical treatment of the Emmaus story. Other Emmaus 

miniatures from the work of the St. Albans school show similar expan

sion. The first scene of the Road to Emmaus from the four pictured 

leaves is divided into two moments, Christ meeting the Disciples and 

the Disciples inviting the stranger to the inn (Fig. 25),. In the Bury 

Gospels, on the other hand, the closing moment is enlarged by including 

the Return of the Disciples from Emmaus (Fig. 24) . The sudden expansion

of the Emmaus sequence offers an opportunity to observe how' the twelfth

century artist found pictorial expression for subjects that had not 

been treated before.

Three different versions of the scene of Christ* s disappearance 

at Emmaus are presented in the three manuscripts already discussed. The 

Alexis Master made use of the pictorial formula already available for

9.„ Ibid. r p a 471, • »

10, Pachtf p. 39.
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ail

Fig, 24. Bury Gospels (Cambridge, Pembroke College 120, f. 4v) Scenes 
after the Resurrection
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Fig. 25, Psalter (?) Leaf (London, Victoria and Albert 661, verso) 
Scenes from the Life of Christ, det. Emmaus Scenes
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the Ascension; the motif of the Disappearing Christ, the body already

mostly withdrawn from sight, became a standard type of Emmaus
11iconography (Fig. 21). The Disappearing Christ is a specifically

12English treatment of the Ascension. Male incorrectly derived this

type from the performance of later mystery plays in which a figure

could be observed ascending from the s t a g e I t  appears to be an

original concept of the eleventh century, closely tied to English

interest in the church of the Ascension built on the Mount of Olives

where the pilgrims could stand in the footprints of Christ and look up

through the open roof in a reenactment.of the Ascension; this experience

is described in the work of Adamnan of Iona of the late seventh century,
14paraphrased by Bede, and in the tenth century Blickling Homilies. In 

the scene of the Ascension in the Hereford Troper (London, B.M.

Caligula,A, XIV), the mountain is outlined beneath the feet of Christ 

and also is inscribed Mons Oliveti, revealing the artist-s knowledge of 

the traditions of the holy places of the East, since the narrative found 

in Acts does not refer to the Mount of Olives as the scene of the 

A s c e n s i o n . T h e  originality of the Disappearing Christ is in its 

conception as the real vision of the apostles which replaces the 

visionary and theological image of the triumphantly ascending Lord

11. Ibid., p. 40.

12. Meyer Schapiro, "The Image of the Disappearing Christ," 
Gazette des Beaux-Arts, 6th series, 23 (1943), pp. 140-141.

13. Male, p. 53.

14. SchapirOf pp. 140-142.

15. Ibid., p. 142.
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typical of earlier traditions, such as found in the Aethelstan Psalter

(Fig. 17).*^ In his choice of the Disappearing Christ motif for the

Disappearance at Emmaus, the Alexis Master seems to be echoing the

.realistic and dramatic motivation that had inspired the earlier hew

concept of the Ascension,

The other two manuscripts treat the scene in a more original

manner. The artist of the Psalter leaf uses the continuous method to

describe Christ*s disappearance. 11 Christ is drawing up His leg, as

about to rise and on right He is leaving the Building and looking back 
17to left." James * factual description is supplemented by two Latin

rubrics from two twelfth century Peregrinus manuscripts which could have

served as instructions to the artist. In the Rouen manuscript (Rouen,

Bibl, de la yille 222)., the stage direction reads "'while breaking the

bread He is recognized by them and withdrawing suddenly He should vanish 
18from their eyes.” The St. Benoit^sur-Loire manuscript reads "after

these words and while they were eating of the wafers. He should steal
19away furtively, unnoticed as it were."' Since the Gospel text says 

^merely that "Christ vanished from their eyes," it appears that the

dramatized version was the starting point for the English twelfth .

16. Ibid., p. 150.

17. James, p. 15.

18. "In fractione panis agnitus ab illis subito recedens ab 
pculis eorum evanescat," Young, p, 462.

19. "His dictisfl illis manducantibus de nebulis, ipse
latenter discedat quasi illis nescientibus," Young, p. 472*
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20century illuminators. The Bury Gospels also used a similar sort of 

continuous narrative, with Christ represented twice, at the table and 

leaving to the right.

In each of these manuscripts the style of the narrative appears

to have been activated under the influence of the drama. The artist in

each case is trying to present the transition from visibility to 
21invisibility. The Alexis Master chose to use a format already 

established for a similar scene? the other artists were more directly 

inspired by the dramatic impersonation of the event. In each case the 

enlargement of the Emmaus cycle has been under the influence of the 

narrative in the Peregrinus plays.

Regeneration of the old themes was a symptom of the narrative 

trend as was the expansion of the cycle. Again in the Emmaus minia

tures, the scene most often represented in both the East and West is 

Christ overtaking the two disciples on their journey and addressing 

them (Luke 24:17). In the St. Albans Psalter, the two disciples point 

to the sun and address Christ, the bearded disciple apparently drawing 

his attention to the advanced hour, the younger using Christ*s staff as 

a pointer toward the sun (Fig. 20).. The passage in Luke 24?29 reads 

"Abide with us for it is toward evening and the day is spent." In the 

abridged text of the Emmaus story which the illuminator wrote above 

the heads of the figures, the passage reads "Abide with u s ? Look at the

20* Pacht, pp. 40~41.

21. Ibid., p. 41e
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22sun, it is towards the evening." The phrase "aspice solem" has been

taken literally and translated into pictorial form in the manner of word

illustration. Passages mentioning the sun occur in several of the

Peregrinus plays; in the manuscript from Saintes (Paris, B.N. lat.

16309) one disciple says "the sinking sun urges you to accept our 
23hospitality. Since certain iconographical details of the miniatures

correspond to the Peregrinus text, it can be deduced that the inscrip

tion follows the word of the dramatic text and is not a paraphrase of 
24the Gospel text. The pointing to the sun by the disciples and the

use of the long staff as a pointer are also borrowed from contemporary 
25stage practice. An important aspect of the representation of this 

scene, is the concentration on an individual narrative moment, not just 

the generalized representation of the pilgrims*1 conversation.

Other Examples of the Influence of liturgical Drama 

There are other instances in the St. Albans Psalter of direct 

influence from contemporary dramatic liturgy. Of the three scenes that 

are thematically allied to the Emmaus scenes by their central theme of 

the mystery of Christ*s Resurrection, The Three Harys at the Sepulchre, 

Mary Magdalen Announcing the Resurrection to the Apostles, and the 

Incredulity of Thomas, two are directly linked to dramatic practice.

22. "Mane nobiscum. - Aspice solem quoniam advesperascit, v 
Ibid., p. 43.

23.. '-Sol vergens ad occasum saudet ut nostrum velis hospiciumfV: 
Youngf .p. 453.

24, Pachtf p. 44.

25, Ibid.
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The scene of Mazy with the apostles is a rare one in medieval 

imagery; only the most extensive Byzantine Gospel cycles included it. 

Byzantine influence is undoubtedly partly responsible for its appear

ance in the St. Albans Psalter, but the motive for the choice of the 

scene can be found elsewhere. The dialogue was inspired by an eleventh 

century poem Victimae paschali composed by the monk Wipo of St. Gall; 

the disciples ask "Tell us, Mary, what did you see on the way" and Mary 

Magdalen answers "X have seen the tomb of the mortal Christ and the 

glory of the risen C h r i s t . T h e  verses were soon incorporated into

the dramatic Easter ceremonial and then quickly into the Peregrinus 
27play. The picture was in all probability inspired by the same 

28 'source.

The scene of the Doubting Thomas is even more closely linked

with liturgical drama (Fig. 26) . The composition is a contraction of

two episodes in the Gospel text, the first appearance of Christ to the

Apostles, when He showed them His wounds in the absence of Thomas, and

the scene eight days later when He invited Thomas to test the wound in

His side. The Peregrinus play deviated from the account in the Gospels

in exactly the same way, combining unhistorically the two different
29events in a single moment. Peregrinus reads "0 Thomas, thrust your

26. vDic nobis, Maria, quid vidisti in via?" "Sepulchrum 
Christi viventis let] gloriam vidi resurgentis,v Ibid., p R 46.

27. Young, p. 481.

28. Pacht, p. 47.

29., Young, p. 481,



Fig. 26. St. Albans Psalter (Hildesheim, St, Godehard's Library,
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finger into my side and behold my hands and my f eetP a synopsis of

the two scenes from Luke and John, In the St. Albans scene, Christ

raises His hands to show His wounds as Thomas thrusts his finger into

Christ*s side. In other representations of the Doubting Thomas scene, .

Christ is shown drawing aside His robe; in the St. Albans miniature,
31there is a ready-made slit in His tunic. Again the spoken words of 

contemporary liturgical drama, not the Scripture text or a traditional 

pictorial model, have provided the starting point for the pictorial 

representation.

The presence of specific influence from the liturgical drama is

evident in many of the illustrations of the St. Albans Psalter. The

impetus for this may have come from the Alexis Master himself, who was

certainly an innovative and talented artist, but must also have been

aided by the presence at St. Albans of Abbot Geoffrey. The St. Albans

chronicle, Gesta Abbaturn Monasterii Sancti Albanl, recounts the story

of Geoffrey, who had set up a school at Dunstable, near St. Albans,
32while waiting to take up a position at the monastery itself. He

organized or composed a miracle play about St. Katharine and borrowed

vestments from the abbey to produce the play; while they were stored in
3 3this house a fire destroyed them. To atone for his negligence, 

Geoffrey offered his life to God. The Gesta Abbaturn goes on to add

30. "0 Thoma, infer digitum tuum hue, et uide manus meas et 
pedes meos,” Young, p. 480.

31. Pacht, pp. 45r-46.

32. Knowles, p. 187.

33. Ibid.
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that this was why he was so diligent as abbot to provide new copes for

. the choir,^ His interest in .stagecraft may have been influential on

the work of the abbey artists. The evidence for interest in liturgical

drama in the four pictured leaves is one more reason to connect them

with the St. Albans milieu; the miniatures belong stylistically and

iconographica 1 ly to the school of St. Albans, regardless of where the

illuminators actually worked.

The trend in manuscript illumination of this time was to

achieve a balance between the narrative and the ritual element; the

problem was to give solemnity and an aura of liturgical significance to

a wide range of narrative material previously considered episodic or
36incidental in character. Dramatized liturgy had a great deal to offer

in this area, since the aim of the drama was to transform ritual into a

coherent narrative. A realistic approach was neither evolved nor

desired. The real contribution of the drama was in a specific spoken

dialogue rather than a generalized scene as the actual subject of the

picture. Representations of dialogues themselves were not new in

medieval art, but before the twelfth century, the situation in which the

dialogue took place was rarely individualized nor was an attempt made to
37pictorially specify the topic of discussion.

34. Pacht, p. 51.

35. Ibid., p. 50.

36. Ibid., p, 51.

37. Ibid., p._ 54.
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Use of Pictorial Narrative by the Alexis Master

The pictorial invention of the Alexis Master was not only

inspired by liturgical drama. Early medieval art had used the system of .

word illustration to find pictorial equivalents for speech, often

taking figures of speech literally or exploiting the image value of

certain words. This technique was particularly used in Insular art

from the tenth century on. Those of the St. Albans miniatures in which

the focal point of the action is a dialogue used the technique of word 
38illustration. As he had for the cycle itself, the Alexis Master

used elements from the English past to create an entirely new style.

In the scene of Pilate washing his hands (Fig. 27), there is no
3 9iconographic precedent in any country nor has it any successors. The

original aspect of the miniature is that Christ is absent and that the

Jews are no longer bystanders but play a major role. Pilate is having

water poured over one of his hands; with the left hand he sprinkles a

crowd of excited Jews whose leader points to the drops descending on

them. Both Pilate and the Jewish leader have their mouths wide open.

The dialogue is obviously Pilate's speech, "I am innocent of the blood

of this just person; see ye to it, " and the reply of the Jews, "His

blood be on us, and on our children" (Matthew 27:24, 25) . The words

"His blood be on us" were made visible by Pilate's gesture in literal
40translation of the metaphor. The artist's attention was so closely

38. Ibid., p. 55.

39. Ibid., pp. 56^57.

40. Ibid., p. 57.
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Fig. 27, St, Albans Psalter (Hildesheim, St. Godehard's Library,
p. 45) Pilate Washing His Hands
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on the dialogue itself that he either forgot to include Christ's

presence at the dispute or did not feel it necessary.

Another example of the Alexis Master's use of word illustration

is in the scene of the Agony in the Garden. "And he was withdrawn from

them about a stone's cast, and kneeled down, and prayed. Saying, Father,

f if thou be willing, remove this cup from me: nevertheless not my will,

but thine, be done . . . . And there appeared an angel unto him from

heaven, strengthening him" (Luke 22:41-43). Judging by extant material,

the artist was the first in the West to introduce into the scene of the
41Agony the detail of the angel mentioned in Luke (Fig. 28).. This

motif was not given pictorial recognition in the East before the middle

Byzantine period; the Alexis Master used the new Byzantine version as a

starting point but carried the narrative further. He made visually

manifest for the first time Christ's prayer, "Remove this cup from me,"
42by externalizing the simile and showing a chalice in front of Christ.

The content of Christ's dialogue with God is made explicit and articu

late. It was commonly believed that the development of the Prayer of 

the Chalice from the Agony in the Garden was a creation of the Gothic

period, but it seems now that this innovation has to be credited to the

St. Albans artist as his original contribution to the imagery of the
__ . T 43Passion cycle.

41, Ibid.

42, Ibid., p ? 58.

43, Ibid,



Fig. 28. St. Albans Psalter (Hildesheim, St. Godehard's Library, 
p. 39) The Agony in the Garden



CHAPTER 5

THE CHANCON OF ST. ALEXIS AND ITS ILLUSTRATION

The Changon of St. Alexis is a poem in the French vernacular of

the life of St. Alexis, originally written in Latin and originating in
1the Greek circles of Rome at the end of the tenth century. The St. 

Albans Psalter version of the vernacular is considered generally to be 

the best version of a poem which stands with the Changon de Roland at
2the very beginning of the vernacular literature in the French language. 

This version appears to be a copy of a lost original of the eleventh 

century.

The inclusion of a vernacular poem within a Psalter is peculiar,

A cult of St. Alexis existed at St. Albans during the twelfth century,
3evidently enjoying only a short vogue. The Gesta Abba turn of St. Albans 

mentions a chapel of the new abbey church dedicated to St. Albans during 

the abbacy of Richard, indicating an active cult at least between 1115, 

when the new church was consecrated, and 1119, when abbot Richard died. 

The cult may have been introduced to St. Albans through the Norman abbey 

of Bee, the only other place in western Europe with a proper cult of

1. Pa’cht ,et al., p, 138.

2. Ibid,

3. Ibid., p. 135.
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Alexis; the first Norman abbot of St. Albans, Paul, came from Bee to
4England.

Goldschmidt considered that the Alexis poem was an insertion,
5not provided for in the original plan of the Psalter. He did recog^ 

nize the special interest in Alexis of St. Albans which would make the 

inclusion of the changon partly understandable, but he also felt that 

the combination of the poem and the Psalter text was accidental.^ In 

view of later evidence, however f it seems clear that the Alexis poem was 

included in the original plan of the manuscript and that there was a 

specific reason for its inclusion.

As Wormald convincingly showed, the St. Albans Psalter was made 

for and belonged to Christina, first anchoress and later prioress of 

Markyate. A fourteenth century Life of Christina based on contemporary 

documents provides details of her early life that may partly explain the 

inclusion of the Alexis poem. Christina, a daughter of wealthy parents, 

had early taken a vow of chastity at the relics of St. Albans but was 

later compelled by her parents into marriage. On the eve of her 

wedding, she was able to escape from her husband and family, finding 

asylum at the cell of the saintly hermit Roger at Markyate where she 

became an anchoress. Her case was put before the archbishop of 

Canterbury who decided to dissolve the marriage and to allow Christina

4. Ibid.

5. " Goldschmidt, p. 34.

6. Ibid.
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7"to enter into Religion." She then lived four years under the 

spiritual guidance of Roger and inherited his hermitage at his death.

She later became prioress of the nunnery founded at Rlarkyate by Abbot 

Geoffrey.

The parallelism with the early part of the life of St. Alexis is 

striking. Alexis was the son of wealthy parents, forced into marriage; 

he also left his spouse on the wedding night to obey a higher calling, 

clandestinely going on a pilgrimage to the East to live the life of an 

ascetic and a pauper? It can be inferred that the story of Alexis was

introduced as a suitable parallel to Christina *s own life, taken from
\ 8one of the paradigms of Christian life. This seems especially likely 

in view of the medieval attitude that all events experienced or wit^ 

nessed in one's own life had their prefiguration in the lives of
9biblical persons or of saints.

Another piece of evidence to show that the insertion of the 

Alexis poem was not due to chance copying of an item of interest to 

the St. Albans community is found in the manuscript itself. The St. 

Albans Chang on of Alexis is the only copy extant in which the poem is 

preceded by a short prologue epitomizing its content and proclaiming the 

glorification of the chaste life as its principal theme."L° This seems 

to draw a clear parallel between the life of Christina and of Alexis.

7? Pacht et al., p. 136.

8 o Ibid., p. 137.

9. Ibid.

10? Ibid.
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The artist illustrated the Alexis poem with three scenes from 

his life, placed above the preface (Fig. 29). The scenes selected by 

the artist again seem to confirm the idea of a deliberate parallel 

drawn between Alexis and Christina. It is the later scenes from.Alexis’ 

life that are commonly depicted, his return from the Holy Land to his 

father’s home, his life under the staircase as a nameless beggar, and 

the discovery of his identity by the Pope after Alexis’ death. In late 

medieval art the scene of the staircase became the standard illustration 

of the legend. In the Psalter, however, the scenes chosen for illus

tration represent the beginning of Alexis’ wanderings, his rejection

of wealth, worldly pleasures and particularly earthly love, the very
11scenes which were of topical interest in a book made for Christina,

The Alexis miniatures in the St. Albans Psalter are illustrated

in continuous narrative, an exceptional style in the work of the Alexis
12Master which points to the influence of an Italian model. The logical 

work with which to compare the St. Alexis miniatures is the late 

eleventh century fresco cycle of the saint’s life in the lower church 

of San Clemente in Romef particularly since there too it is in a 

continuous sequence. Unfortunately the scenes represented in San 

Clemente are from the last part of Alexis ’ life, and no iconographical 

comparisons are possible. The pictorial tradition may have originated 

in miniature rather than in monumental painting. There is evidence 

suggesting that in Italian literature the earliest renderings of the

- 11. Ibid., p. 140. •

12. Ibid.
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Fig. 29. St. Albans Psalter (Hildesheim, St. Godehard1s Library,
p. 57) Scenes from the Life of St. Alexis
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Alexis poem in the vernacular had some kind of pictorial aide-memoire

as obligatory accompaniment.’**3 The English Alexis illustrations may

echo this Italian tradition.

This seems even more likely when considering the many-sided

connection of the Alexis poem with Italy. The text of the St. Albans

Changon of Alexis was based on a Monte Cassino type."*"̂  The cultural

background of the cult of St. Alexis was ultimately Italian; the two

great late eleventh century abbots of Bee, Lanfranc and Anselm, were of

Italian extraction which helps to explain the transplantation of the1
15Alexis cult from Italy into No m a n y . If the Alexis cult were intro

duced into St. Albans by Paul, the genealogical line would be complete 

from Italy to England. Pacht has even suggested that there is a strong 

possibility that the Alexis Master had been in personal contact with 

Anselm, the abbot of Bury St. Edmunds, since he appears to have been 

one of the patrons of the St. Albans artist.16 Anselm, an Italian by

birth, was a great advocate of Greco-Roman ideas and customs during his 
.17stay ±n England. Each, of these aspects emphasizes a direct correla

tion with Italy,

13. Ibid., pp. 140-141.

14. Ibid., p. 134.

15. Ibid., p. 135.

16. Ibid., p. 141.

17. Ibid.



APPENDIX A

LIST OF FULL—PAGE MINIATURES

lo P. 17. The Fall

2. P. 18. The Expulsion from Paradise (Fig. 7)

3. P. 19. The Annunciation

4. P. 20. The Visitation

5. P. 21. The Nativity

6. P. 22. The Annunciation to the Shepherds

7. P. 23. The Magi Before Herod

8.. P. 24. The Magi Guided by the Star

9. P. 25. The Adoration of the Magi

10. P. 26. The Dream of the Magi

11. P. 27. The Return of the Magi

12. P. 28. The Presentation in the Temple

13. p. 29. The Flight into Egypt

14. P. 30. The Massacre of the Innocents

15. P. 31. The Return from Egypt

16. P. 32. The Baptism

17. P. 33. The First Temptation

18. P, 34. The Second Temptation

T9. P* 35. The Third Temptation

20.. P. 36. Christ in the House of Simon the Pharisee

21. P. 37. The Entry into Jerusalem (Fig. 6)
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22. P. 38. The Washing of the Feet

23. P. 39. The Agony in the Garden (Fig. 28)

24. P. 40. Christ and the Sleeping Apostles

25. P. 41. The Last Supper

26. P. 42. The Betrayal

27. P. 43. The. Mocking

28. P. 44. The Flagellation (Fig. 9)

29. P. 45. Pilate Washes His Hands (Fig. 27)

30. P. 46. The Carrying of the Cross

31. P. 47. The Descent from the Cross

32. P. 48. The Entombment '

33. P. 49. The Harrowing of Hell

34. P. 50. The Three Marys at the Sepulchre

35. P. 51. Mary Magdalen Announces the Resurrection to

36. P. 52. The Incredulity of Thomas (Fig. 26)

37. P. 53. The Legend of St. Martin

38. P. 54. The Ascension

39. P. 55. Pentecost

40. . P, 56, David as a Musician (Fig. 22)
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