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The Hand and the Angel

Observations on the Holy Book in Early
Ireland and Northumbria*

JouN CAREY

In an account of the marvels of Kildare, based on his own visits to
Ireland in the early 1180s, the Norman cleric Gerald of Wales gave
what is probably the most celebrated description of an Irish manu-
script:

Among all the miracles of Kildare nothing seems to me more
miraculous than that wonderful book which they say was written at
the dictation of an angel during the lifetime of [St. Brigid]. This book
contains the concordance of the four Gospels according to Saint
Jerome, with almost as many drawings as pages, and all of them in
‘marvellous colours. Here you can look upon the face of the divine
majesty drawn in a miraculous way; here too upon the mystical
representations of the Evangelists, now having six, now four, and
now two, wings. Here you will see the eagle; there the calf. Here the
face of a man; there that of a lion. And there are almost innumerable
other drawings. If you look at them carelessly and casually and not
too closely, you may judge them to be mere daubs rather than
careful compositions. You will see nothing subtle where everything
is subtle. But if you take the trouble to look very closely, and pene-
trate with your eyes to the secret of the artistry, you will notice such
intricacies, so delicate and subtle, so close together and well-knitted,
so involved and bound together, and so fresh still in their colourings
that you will not hesitate to declare that all these things must have
been the result of the work, not of men, but of angels.’

Gerald wrote with notable insight and perspicacity, in words on
which it would be difficult to improve today; although in most respects
he had little enough sympathy for the Irish and for his own maternal
kindred the Welsh, his works repeatedly betray a keen appreciation of

* Based on a lecture given at the Temenos Acadeniy on 26 November 1992
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their achievements in the arts. A particularly significant feature of the
passage just quoted is the implicit cormection which it makes between
the bewildering intricacy of the designs and the sanctity of the book
which they adorn, as if a spiritual value inhered in the decoration
itself. But what would have been the nature of this value?

Gerald's formation was that of a twelfth-century ecclesiastic: as
such, he would have inherited ambivalent attitudes toward the rel-
igious use of decorative art. For a sense of this background, we may
consider representative passages from the writings of two men who
lived eatlier in the same century: Suger of Saint-Denis and Bernard of
Clairvaux.

Here is Suger, expressing emotions very similar to Gerald's:

When — out of my delight in the beauty of the house of God —the
loveliness of the many-coloured gems has called me away from ex-
ternal cares, and worthy meditation has induced me to reflect,
transferring that which is material to that which is immaterial, on the
diversity of the sacred virtues: then it seerns to me that I see myself
dwelling, as it were, in some strange region of the universe which
neither entirely exists in the slime of the earth nor entirely in the
purity of Heaven; and that, by the grace of God, I can be transported
fromm this inferior to that higher world in an anagogical manner.?

A sharp contrast is provided by Bernard — himself an outspoken
critic of Trish religious practices, but here denouncing the extrava-
gances of the Romanesque:

In the cloisters meanwhile, why do the studious monks have to face
such ridiculous monstrosities? What is the point of this deformed
beauty, this elegant deformity (deformis formositas, ac formosa
deformitas)? Those loutish apes? The savage lions? The monstrous
centaurs? The half-men? The spotted tigers? The soldiers fighting?
The hunters sounding their homs? You can see a head with many
bodies, or a body with many heads. Here we espy an animal with a
serpent’s tail, there a fish with an animal's head. There we have a
beast which is a horse in front and a she-goat behind; and here a
horned animal follows with hind-quarters like a horse. In short
there is such a wondrous diversity of figures, such ubiquitous vari-
ety (tam multa denique tamque mira diversarum formarum ubique
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diversitas), that there is more reading matter available in marble
than in books, and one could spend the whole day marvelling at
one such representation rather than in meditating on the law of
God. In the name of Ged! If we are not ashamed at its foolishness,
why at least are we not angry at the expense?

‘We may wonder what Bernard would have thought of a manuscript
like the Book of Kells, where the very symbols of the evangelists may
become fantastic hybrids: an eagle with the head of an ox, an ox with
the head of a lion. More generally, the values lying behind Bernard's
outburst suggest a more fundamental question: what is the spiritual
content of Hiberno-Saxon illumination?

The simplest answer is that we cannot know. No treatise expounding
the iconography or aesthetics of early insular culture has survived ~
and indeed it is likely that none ever existed ~ nor does any chain of
living tradition conmect us with the artistic practice of that time and
place. The profound reverence accorded to the holy books and to the
men who made them, the great effort expended to execute their
decoration, and the sanctity of the revealed text itself all testify that
this was indeed a sacred art; but we have lost its key. While our inter-
pretations can never attain to certainty, however, a speculative reading
of some of the same culture’s literary remains may provide us with the
material for fruitful and illuminating reflections. It is in the hope of
opening a door for such reflections that I have brought together the
texts which will be considered in this paper.+

.

Let us begin by returning to Gerald, who follows his description of the
Kildare manuscript with an account of how it came to be written:

On the night before the day on which the scribe was to begin the
book, an angel stood beside him in his sleep and showed him a
drawing made on a tablet which he carried in his hand, and said to
him: ‘Do you think that you can make this drawing on the first page
of the book which you are about to begin? The scribe, not feeling
that he was capable of an art so subtle, and trusting little in his
knowledge of something almost unknown and very unusual, replied
‘No.’ The angel said to him:

“Tomorrow tell your lady, so that she may pour forth prayers for you
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1o the Lord, so that he may open both your bodily and mental eyes
so as to see the more keenly and understand the more subily, and
may direct your hands to draw correctly.’ All this was done, and on
the following night the angel came again and held before him the
same and many other designs. By the help of the divine grace, the
scribe, taking particular notice of them all, and faithfally committing
them to his memory, was able to reproduce them exactly in the suit-
able places in the book. And so with the angel indicating the designs,
Brigid praying, and the scribe imitating, that book was composed.s

There is a good deal to think about in this quiet little story. It closes
vividly with the evocation of a triad: angelo presentante, Brigida
orante, scriba imitante— the angel who reveals, the saint who prays,
and the artist who executes the work. The designs are brought from
another world, and without divine grace are beyond the reach not
merely of an artist’s skill, but even of his comprehension. The intricate
abstraction of transmuted initials and dazzling carpet pages may, the
story suggests, be sacred not so much because of what it shows as
because of what it 4s; the adumbration of a heavenly order, disclosed to
the prayerful contemplations of the scribe.

Another detail seems significant. Saint Brigid comes second in the
triad, not first: the place of prayer falls between revelation and reali-
zation. This has important implications for the view of inspiration
which the tale presents. One need not invoke grace in order to experi-
ence the initial vision: that can come whenever and to whomever it
will. But to understand what he has seen, and to give it adequate ex-
pression, the artist must appeal for God's assistance. True understand-
ing, finally, requires more than a mere grasp of the visible geometry of
the designs: the angel tells the scribe to have Brigid pray that God ‘may
open both your bodily and mental eyes' (sibi tam mentis quam
corporis oculos aperiat). What the eyes of mind were to discern in the
angel's drawings is the riddle which confronts us.

T have dwelt at some length on what Gerald wrote about the book
which he saw in Kildare: his words are perceptive and memorable, and
can I think help us in our own attempts at understanding. But Gerald
was a foreigner, writing hundreds of years after the heyday of illumi-
nation in the seventh and eighth centuries: although his opportunities
were superior to ours he was like us an outsider, peering in at an idio-
syncratic and alien culture. How much did he really understand? And



80 JOHN CAREY

ow faithfully has he passed on to us what his informants told him?

The second question can be dealt with mote easily than the first: Tsee
110 reason to doubt that Gerald's account of the angel and the scribe
reflects a story told to him at Kildare. His versions of Irish legends and
betiefs, when they can be compared with analogous native material,
are generally accurate and reliable; and indeed in the present case a
range of tales from Irish sources parallels Gerald's anecdote in various
ways.

Consider for instance the following episode, from the life of St. Comgall
of Bangor:

A youth was learning to write; but no one could teach him, for it
could barely be determined whether what he wrote was the work ofa
man's hand or of a bird's claw (strum manus hominis aut ungula avis
illud depinxerat). So matters continued for many days. At last he
came to Comgall, and the holy man blessed his eyes and his hands.
fmmediately his writing improved, so that he surpassed the other
scribes; and he was during his life a master and a teacher (auctor et
doctor) inthatart.®

Here we have only two members of the triad which we were just con-
sidering, but their relationship is the same: again the saint intercedes
on behalf of the writer’s eye and hand. This story is concerned simply
with skill, not revelation, and so it is natural enough that there is no
reference to an angel or to the ‘eyes of the mind'

Other elements in Gerald's account find parallels in a secular narrative,
written in the eleventh or twelfth century but set in the period before
the coming of Christianity to Ireland. In this story the legendary hero
Cit Chulainn commands the artisan Mac Enncae to make a shield for
him, and to engrave on it a pattern uniike that on the shield of any other
warrior in the tribe. Mac Enncae objects that he has already exhausted
his ingenuity decorating other shields, only to be told that he will be
Killed if he fails. Left alone with his predicament, Mac Enncae falls into
melancholy. The rest of the story may be given verbatim.

While he was thus, he saw a man approaching him. “You are sorTow-
ful’, he said. ‘I have reason to be, said the craftsman. 1 will be killed
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uniess I can make a shield for Cit Chulainn.’ The man said to him:
‘Clean your workshop, and scatter ashes on the floor, until the ash is
as thick as a man'’s foot.' It was done as he said. As Mac Enncae stood
there, he saw the man come to him through the opening in the roof.
He had a two-pronged forked stick in his hand, and he traced one of
the shield’s designs in the ashes. That is, ‘ash-engraving’ is the name
of that pattern, as Dubdethba said, ‘I I were Mac Enncae, I would
engrave it thus’; and he also said, ‘It is thus that Dubdethba does’”

Despite its pagan setting, I am struck by the resemblances between
this story and the tale of the Kildare manuscript. Again a supernatural
figure visits a mortal artist, and the latter protests that he is unable to
perform the task enjoined on him. The visitor tells him what he must
do in order to succeed, and then returns when these conditions have
been met to show him designs which he can now execute faultlessly.

No less significant than the similarities are the differences. The story
tells of a craftsman, and of a mysterious being who functions as an
angel; but there is no counterpart to the praying saint. Nor is the inter-
val between Dubdethba’s two visits a time for asking God to strengthen
the artist’s skill and understanding; it is used rather to prepare a
physical environment in which the desired pattern can be revealed.
Mac Enncae needs not skill, but a vision on which to exercise that skill;
and he acts almost like his own priest, performing the acts which are
needful if the inspiring messenger is to return. Does the presence of a
supernatural element in a pagan setting reflect tradition inherited from
pre-Christian times,? or a ‘secularization’ of monastic angelology?
Either is possible, and both may to some extent be true.

Other details suggest that the story may portray some of the actu-
alities of an artist’s creative experience. Mac Enncae is alone, sunk in
depression and the fear of death, when his pagan ‘angel’ first comes to
him: such times of darkness and confusion have again and again
brought the epiphanic moment, from the first lines of the Divine
Comedy to Rilke’s pacing of the battlements of Duino. And in clearing
his work-space, and preparing a surface on which Dubdethba can trace
the compass-curves of his ‘ash-engraving, the artist allows the revealed
images free play, uncluttered by the distractions of habit and anxiety.
In much the same way Irish and Scottish poets lay motionless in light-
less rooms, or wrapped plaids around their heads, in order to arrange
their verses in their minds 2
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Dubdethiba’s name means something like “black smoke’: his being is
in some way associated with the smoke-hole through which he des-
cends, and the ashes in which he works.® It is perhaps also possible to
see him as Mac Enncae’s daimonic alter ego: there is more than a hint
of mutual identification in his sing-song soliloquy ‘If T were Mac
Enncae, [ would engrave it thus; it is thus that Dubdethba does.’ The
idea that the angel is an aspect of the selfis a doctrine far too profound
and far-flung to be dealt with here. We may recall the subtleties of
certain branches of Muslim angelology " or Erfugena's teaching that
‘the angel is made in man, through the understanding of angel whichis
in man, and man is in the angel through the understanding of man
which is established in the angel;” or the ‘totemic identity’ with prim-
ordial creatures which forms so important a part of the religious experi-
ence of the aboriginal people of Australia.

One more observation can conclude this groping exegesis of the
story of Cti Chulainn's shield. The name Mac Enncae means literally
'son of innocence!, It recalls the phrase mac ennac ' innocent boy’, used
commonly in ecclesiastical contexts of a lad who had not yet reached
the years of puberty and of bearing weapons, perhaps a monastic
novice. Such a name seems out of place in a pagan setting: the very
words ennacand enncae are of clerical provenance, deriving from the
Latin innocens. Whatever the background of the tale may be, this detail
gives it a Christian dimension. To the cleared floor of the narrative is
2dded another, implicit prerequisite: a clear mind and conscience. The
craftsman must ready himself for inspiration by moral as well as artistic
discipline.®

Another text couched in pagan rather than Christian terms, but con-
tributing nevertheless to our understanding of the monastic scribal
tradition, is an eighth- or ninth-century treatise on the varieties of
ogam. Ogam was an alphabet consisting of notches and lines, de-
veloped in pre-Christian Treland and used for making inscriptions on
stone or wood.* The treatise attributes its invention to the god Ogma
son of Elatha, who appears in other sources as the champion of the
immortals ~ the latter- tradition being apparently a symbotic affir-
mation of the power of the word s The author then goes on to ask “Who
are the mother and father of ogam?’ and to give the answer *The father
of agam s Ogma; the mother of oganm s the hand or knife of Ogma.*
On the one hand the god, on the other his hand or implement: and
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the formulation is one which both distinguishes (as the two parents
from whose union the script is born) and identifies (for the hand is
Ogma’s own) the members of the pair. Again the work owes its being to
both hand and ‘angel, both material instrument and supernatural
intelligence; and again the two are seen to be on some level the same.
This mingling, to which the ggam tract goes so far as to apply the meta-
phor of a procreative union, provides us with an occasion for pausing
to reflect on the nature of writing itself, and how that act might have
been perceived by the men who wrote and decorated the holy books.

Every art stands miraculously on the frontier between spirit and
matter, making possible — however imperfectly — the incarnation of the
mind's contents in the external realm. In every work of art the world’s
substance is shaped to mirror an unbodied form: a bringing together of
the planes of being analogous to the prodigies of alchemy.

Of all the arts, it may be that writing most vividly expresses the
tension between the poles it joins. It is not like a carved or painted face,
bearing a greater or lesser likeness to what the artist's eyes perceive.
The flat, black, silent letters on a page are utterly unlike the words they
represent — invisible and evanescent children of the voice —even as
words are utterly unlike the objects and ideas which they signify. Who
could imagine, before the thing was dome, that a word could be
grasped or seen? With the very qualified exception of the pictographic
scripts, all writing is an abstract art.

This is what the scribe does: to bind and reveal the most insub-
stantial of mankind's creations in visible permanence. And one who
transcribes the Gospels gives a material being to the Word of God, fixes
revelations from beyond all worlds within the finite solidity of a codex.
The Word is made flesh.

A particularly striking illustration of the idea that writing mediates
between the material and immaterial is afforded by De Abbatibus: a
Ppoem written by an English monk named Aethelwulf early in the ninth
century, which sketches the history of a daughter-house of the monas-
tery of Lindisfarne. From the time of its establishment this unnamed
community had close links with Ireland: its founder sought advice as to
the best site on which to build from Ecgberht, a celebrated cleric living
in self-imposed Irish exile; and we are told that one of the monks was an
Irishman, a skilled iltuminator named Ult4n. In the poet's words,
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He was a blessed priest of the Irish race, and he could ormament books
with fair markings, and by this art he accordingly made the shape of
the letters beautiful one by one, so that no modern sctibe could equal
him; and it is no wonder if a worshipper of the Lord could do such
things, when already the creator spirit had taken control of his
fingers, and had fired his dedicated mind (to journey) to the stars
(cum digitos sanctus iam spiritus auctor/ et accendit sacratam ad
sidera mentem). Now this man came to the cell of the beloved
father ... and moulded the morks in holy living, being of keen intel-
lect, and chaste in feelings, words, body, and mind. He taught the
brothers, so that they might seize the lights above (rapiant ut luming
celsa), and be zealous to serve God at all times, while they might have
this present life in the body.”

‘The combination of skill in writing with the ability to lead and incul-
cate a virtuous life is itself noteworthy: this is a standard feature of
insular hagiography, although the aesthetic factor is not generally
emphasized. Even more intriguing though is Aethelwulf's statement
that Ultdn’s excellence in his craft derived from two things: the Holy
Spirit's guiding of his fingers, and the zeal of his mind for heavenly
light. We are very close to the scribe of Kildare, who needed skill in his
hand and the opening of the eyes of his mind in order to copy the
figures shown him by the angel: again —and now from within the
tradition'® — we seem to be reading that the illuminator's designs are in
some sense copied from the celestial realm. These immortal forms
were the ‘stars’ to which Ultdn’s mind was turned, the ‘lofty lights’
which his disciples learned to grasp.

Aethelwulf goes on to relate that Ultdn eventually died and was
buried. After his body had been for some time in the earth, the breth-
ren decided to exhume his remains so that his bones could be placedin
areliquary. The poet continues:

Then the bones were washed, and the remains were carried in clean
vestments in the light of the sun. Suddenly two birds came in the
beams (cum luce) and settled on the cloths. The backs of both these
awe-inspiring creatures shone, various colours mingling in them
(nario permixto colore / terga ueranda nitent), Modulating songs
with their beaks, they sang beautifully to the wondrous joy (miranda
ad gaudia) of all, and they alsq covered the skull of the holy man
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Thus they ceased not all the day to offer this pious office to the
bones, and to pour forth songs with very lovely music, until the sun-
tight removed all moisture, and dried the remains from water.

When the bones were at last enshrined, ‘Then the musical birds
mingled with the lofty clouds, and kept out of mern’s sight for ever more.’

The many-coloured, sweetly singing birds which appear ‘suddenly,
with the light' (cum luce repente) evidently belong with the radiant
and often angelic bird-flocks familiar from Irish visions of Heaven and
of the secular Otherworld;* I find it striking that, of all the saintly men
whose deaths are described in De Abbatibus, it is only Ultin who is
thus honoured by celestial messengers. Might it be because in his life
his work had attained to some reflection of their beauty — for beauty is
all the message that they bring?

Ultdn's bones were the instrument of a miracle before they were
enshrined. One of the monks, near death from an illness, told another
of the brethren to ... run and bring from the tomb the father’s hand,
with which he once had it granted him to paint the Lord's mystic words
(pingere quo domini meruit iam mistica uerba), that I may avoid the
present danger by making a sign with it, or that at least Christ may
deign to wash away my sins by the merits of the saint .’

And indeed the ‘divine virtue’ of the hand heals him instantly of his
sickness. Here, with the concreteness of legend, the ideas which I have
been sketching are made tangible. Both hand and angel are present in
this story, even when the scribe himself is dead and departed. Each
mediates between heaven and earth: the birds as spiritual presences
made physically manifest; the skeletal hand which once traced holy
pictures as the material vehicle of God's energies.

The same elements appear yet again in a passage from a life of St.
Gregory the Great. Gregory, a saint much venerated in England for
having sent the first mission to the pagan English in 597, was also an
important figure for the Irish, who claimed with magnificent audacity
that his father had come from County Kerry. Traditional iconography
shows him in the act of writing, with a dove speaking into his right ear:
this is the Holy Spirit, said to have come to him in that guise to inspire
him when he was writing his homilies on Ezekiel  Here is the form
given this anecdote by the Irish:
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It is related that an angel of the Lord was always at Gregory's right
hand, and that it was he who used to chant in his ear, and to dictate
every pronouncement which he uttered. And it is related that the
light of the sun, and the shining of every other light, could be seen
shining through the holy Gregory’s hands as if through glass, such
was their radiance and etheriality.®

The divine bird has become the inspiring angel; as 1 have men-
tioned, revelatory, psalm-singing, angelic birds are common in Irish
tradition. And again, the descent of the spiritual is complemented by
the transfiguration of the material: the writing hand becoming, in a
wonderful image, a sort of window to the light of heaven.

Consideration of the ways in which writing mediates between matter
and spirit should be informed by awareness of another circumstance,
one from which we have been distanced by our adoption of paper and,
more important, by the myriad ways in which our economy secludes
us from the sources and methods of production. Each vellum codex
was the fruit of violence, violence upon no paltry scale. Every bifolium
of a large-leafed manuscript cost the life of the calf from whose skin it
was made: an animal usually in the first months of its life, which would
be stunned and then slowly bled to death to ensure the colourlessness
of the capillaries in the skin. In the case of the Lindisfarne Gospels at
least 129 calves, butchered doubtless not far from the scriptorium
walls, went to provide a surface on which to write Christ’s good news.*

A vivid awareness of the link between violence and the written word
is reflected in an Old English riddling poem preserved in the Exeter
Book:

An enemy ended my life, deprived me of my physical strength: then
he dipped me in water and drew me out again, and put me in the sun,
where I soon shed all my hair. After that, the knife’s sharp edge bit
into me and all my blemishes were scraped away; fingers folded me
and the bird's feather often moved over my surface, sprinkling mean-
ingful marks; it swallowed more wood-dye and again travelled over
me leaving black tracks. Then a man bound me, he stretched skin
over me and adorned me with gold; thus I am enriched by the won-
drous work of smiths, wound about with shining metal s
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The answer to the riddle is of course ‘a book': the gold cover suggests
abook for liturgical use. It may well be no more than coincidence, but I
nevertheless find it suggestive that the process of making a book, as
here described, should in various ways resemble the treatment
accorded to the remains of Ultan in De Abbatibus. In both there is a
sequence of death, burial or immersion, exposure to the sun, and
enshrinement; and at the same point in the sequence where the riddle
places the covering of the page with a bird's quill, Aethelwulf describes
the heavenly birds covering Ultan’s skull with their wings. Is there in
fact an implicit homology here, identifying the bones of the scribe with
the books which he wrote? It can only be a hesitant suggestion, but the
idea has attractions. It adds a further dimension to our understanding
of the birds: brilliant plumage and beautiful songs, their two distinctive
traits, can both be associated with the pen, a feather which pours forth
words. And what of the likening of hallowed remains to the stretched
skin of a slaughtered calf? Perhaps in both cases the pain and destruc-
tion of mortality are redeemed by an opening into a higher realm, and
by the promise of resurrection.

Even the holiest of books, then, was inextricably enmeshed in the
bloodstained mortality which it summoned its readers to transcend.
Reflection on this paradox may, I think, further our understanding of
the manuscripts themselves. A question which has preoccupied me as I
have looked at the great illuminated Gospels has been the significance
of their use of animal and human ornament, first appearing in the Book
of Durrow (written probably early in the seventh century), and used
with increasing inventiveness and extravagance thenceforward.

Its historical origins seem relatively clear. Like spiral designs and
tibbon interlace, animal ornament is ubiquitous in early insular metal-
work. Some instances are known from pre-Christian Ireland, but the
knotted beasts most characteristic of medieval decoration had Anglo-
Saxon and perhaps Frankish jewelry as their point of departure, while
the greater flamboyarnce and contortion to be seen in the Book of Kells
should probably be associated with developments in Merovingian
illumination. But the tracing of influences, important though it is,
should not distract us from the problems posed by the Gospel books
themselves. When the animals appear there, is there a reason for their
presence?

I would like to suggest that the book’s ornament echoes its being.
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The book is an artifact made of the skins of slaughtered creatures, the
product of prolonged toil conditioned at every point by peculiarities
and limitations of material and technique; but it is also the vehicle of
the Holy Spirit, silently uttering mysteries from beyond time and space.
There may be an analogous mingling of struggle and sublimity in its
decoration, which shows innumerable animals writhing and biting,
together with elaborate abstract patterns whose harmony of balance
suggests an immutable perfection. But these two elements are not
merely juxtaposed. They are fused; and here I think we may discern a
potent symbolism.

For all the turmoil of the entangled, bent, contending bodies is a
consequence of their subordination to & higher pattern: when we step
back from the animals we almost lose them in the elegant calm of
panels, spirals, and sweeping curves. And the pattern itself is subordin-
ated to the holy text, especially on the pages which bear the great
illuminated capitals.

Such a view of things may disturb us, as we are disturbed when
Plotinus compares the creatures suffering in his divinely ordered
cosmos 1o a tortoise trampled beneath dancing feet. And indeed both
visions are terrible ones —as must any vision be which seeks to find a
place for both beauty and horror within the sphere of Providence.

These reflections can be illustrated by considering three examples of
animal ornament, from the three great Gospel books of the Hiberno-
Saxon tradition: the Book of Durrow, the Lindisfarne Gospels, and the
Book of Kells.

We may begin by looking at the carpet page which introduces Saint
Johm's Gospel in the Book of Durrow (Plate 2). A disk of ribbon interlace
occupies the middle of the page, and in the middle of that disk there is
a small roundel marked with a cross. All around the central space are
borders filled with beasts, loosely and almost dreamily entwined. This
is the only animal omamentation in the book and, as noted above, the
earliest specimen known in an Trish manuscript. Stylistically the beasts
most closely resemble creatures found in Anglo-Saxon jewelry, but art
historians are generally agreed that they have more formal coherence
than their Germanic models.

Three elements are present: animals; abstract patterns of a type
found elsewhere in the manuscript; and the symbol of the Christian
God. Whether by coincidence or design they are arranged concen-
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trically, and can be read almost as a diagram.

At the centre is the white roundel of the Deity. Three more white
roundels disposed around it, themselves bearing cruciform designs
and joined together by a single white rim running within the outer,
yellow one, may represent the persons of the Trinity or perhaps (if the
central cross is taken specifically to represent the person of the Son),
the energies of Godhead.

The interlace corresponds to the angelic realm of the divine ideas,
situated both outside God (ranged around the central roundel) and
Jatent in his mind (contained by the white rim and the three outer
roundels). Like the rim and roundels it consists of inanimate, abstract
form; and its three colours are arranged in three overlapping triangles,
reflections of the triangle whose corners the outer roundels define. But
its colours also link the ribbon with the beasts on the borders, as does
its woven entanglement: its timeless geometry is the celestial model
for the confusions and conflicts of the world below. It gives the
appearance of multiplicity, but all its twistings and turnings are the
path of a single strand.

Ablank separates the disk from the beasts. It is a gap which separates
a circle from a square: shapes which in many traditions denote respec-
tively heaven and earth, eternity and time, infinity and finitude. But, as
we have seen, the very entanglement of the creatures reflects the more
harmonious intricacy within the disk; and a link of another kind may
connect the square border with the fourfoldness of the central cross —
emblem of the saving anomaly of the incarnate Absolute.

Was any of this in the artist’s mind? Again, who can say? But let us
remember that this page faces the opening of the Fourth Gospel. As we
look at it, we may call to mind the familiar words:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the
Word was God. The same was in the beginning with God. All things
were made by him: and without him was not anything made that
was made. In him was life: and the life was the light of men. And the
light shone in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not.

Next, let us consider a carpet page from the Lindisfarne Gospels (Plate
3). Al of the script and illumination in this manuscript are the work of
one remarkable man: Eadfrith, bishop of Lindisfarne from 698 to 721.
Eadfrith was an Englishman; but Lindisfarne (like its unnamed off-
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shoot celebrated in De Abbatibus) was a monastery shaped by Irish
influence: it had been founded by missionaries from Iona in 635, and
had only shifted its allegiance from lona to Canterbury a generation
before Eadfrith became bishop. His work is perhaps the ‘supreme ex-
pression of Hiberno-Saxon artistic unity; later products of the Lindis-
farne scriptorium, although full of interest, reflect a progressive
ditution of the insular vision.

Lindisfarne uses the same stock of motifs as Durrow; but here they
are deployed with far more technical mastery, and are moreover com-
bined rather than simply set beside one another. Again we see white
roundels bearing crosses — the central roundel, however, bears not g
cross but an eight-lobed rosette — but now a larger cross fills the entire
page. And this cross is in fact made of twining beasts, as is the
background against which it is set: beasts bent, curled, and knotted far
more elaborately than the animals of Durrow. Ribbon interlace appears
on this page also, but only in panels and figures set around the border:
the most ambitious interlacing is that of the animals themselves. The
three levels arranged concentrically on the Durrow page are present
here almost as aspects of one another: the animais are the substance of
the pattern, the pattern is the substance of the cross. The dazzling
multiplicity of the design is resolved in an essential unity — and that
unity is defined by the central Christian symbol, the cross which brings
together earth and heaven, torment and beatitude, death and God.

Lindisfame is without question the most formally sophisticated of
the insular Gospel books: Eadfrith worked with a meticulous precision,
and a sense of integrating symmetry, which never waver through
hundreds of pages. The book’s microcosm is a world of consummate
order, subjugating its flocks of interwoven birds and beasts to a serene
geometry; and every curve of every pattern displays the artist's total
mastery of his techniques. The execution of such a work was surely a
feat of spiritual as well as of artistic discipline; that this was in fact the
case seems confirmed by the fact that Eadfrith, the insular illuminator
whose surviving work displays the closest approximation to perfec-
tion, introduced deliberate irregularities into his designs. There is an
example on this page, more easily discernible in enlarged detail. The
bodies of the elongated beasts change colour at a single joint, por-
trayed in a single way throughout the lower portion of the page. On
the left, however, the joint has been replaced by a triple spiral — a tiny
variation, surely intentional on the artist’s part (Plate 4).
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Finally, let us turn to the Book of Kells, and the ‘Incarnation page’
which opens Matthew’s Gospel with an extravagant, glorified Chi-Ro
(Plate 5). The style here is less disciplined, but also richer, than that of
Lindisfarne: an explosion of inventiveness which fills the page and
almost sweeps away the letters which it ornaments. The spirals and
grids and living creatures of earlier Hiberno-Saxon art are here again,
but so is a new decorative element: the human being. Human forms
are scattered throughout the design: angels stand stiffly along the left
of the Chs; disembodied heads stare from the Rko and from atop a pile
of spirals on the upper edge of the page; little men, almost indisting-
uishable, huddle knee to knee in the rectilinear border at lower right.

Here, and throughout the manuscript, the identity of the creatures
is not wholly circumscribed by the patterns which entrap them. They
struggle, stare, and grimace, feeling and suffering as individual entities
among the harmonies they cannot see —one is almost tempted to
suggest that an existential quality can be discerned in the illumination.
Ido not wish to make too much of this, or to read too much into it; but
it seems to me that the men who decorated the Book of Kells — at work
perhaps just as the Vikings first descended upon the monasteries of the
shores and islands—-had a sense of the tension between fallen
mortality and the perfection of the ideal which Eadfrith’s masterpiece
does not convey. The artistry of Kells is supremely beautiful; but there
is room in it as well, in a way which does not I think appear before, for
the bizarre, the anguished, and the humorous.

Tt is in these terms, perhaps, that we can best approach the pictures
of animals at the bottom of the page (Plate 6). The little black shape
below the Iis an otter with a fish in its mouth; to its left, two rmice tug
ata communion wafer, watched by two cats on whose backs perch two
more mice. The wafer is a little white disk marked with a cross, such as
we saw in the centre of the St. John carpet page in the Book of Durrow:
but now it is not surrounded by an elegant tracery of interlace, and
separated by a void from beasts which writhe on the periphery; nor do
we find, as in Lindisfarne, that the cross is a shape dominating all else,
to whose lines the creatures docilely bend and conform. No: tiny and
helpless, the flesh of God has tumbled into the depths, to be gnawed
by vermin. What can be the point of this apparent blasphemy, nestled
at the foot of one of the most splendid realisations of the monogram of
Christ ever to be executed by a human hand?

The mice are only acting according to their nature. The hunger
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which drives them is the same as that which makes the cats Prey upon
them, the otter upon the fish. That this is the import of these juxta-
positions appears to be confirmed by the incidental decorations ¢n
another page, where another picture of a mouse stealing a wafer whije
a cat looks on is followed, a few lines below, by a picture of a dog
attacking a rabbit (Plate 7).

The vision is essentially the same as that which can be read in the

the ineffable, we can think of the cosmic vision which brings peace o

How can a book contain a voice? How can words mean? How can we be
both mortal and immortal, our eyes straining for the invisible? How can

ite Perfection be bomn as a man, subject to limit and the victim of
our fallenness? These mysteries are aspects of one another, culminating
in the questions which stand at the heart of Christianity. It is doubtfy]
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Notes on the plates

1. THE BooX oF DurrROW (Dublin, Trinity College M5 57), carpet
page, folio 3v. 7

This ornamental page probably stood at the head of the Gospel ac-
cording to Matthew. The border is a skilfully executed example of
interlace, a motif of Mediterranean derivation; but the spiral patterns
dominating the central panel reflect the survival into the Christian
period of the La Tene tradition of pagan Celtic art. The juxtaposition of
the two styles - and the use of La Tene elements to decorate a book of
the Gospels — serve as a particularly striking illustration of the way in
which the Irish remained rooted in their inherited culture at the same
time that they embraced the new religion.
By permission of The Board of Trinity College Dublin.

2. THE BooK OF DuRROW (Dublin, Trinity College Ms 57), carpet
page, folio 192v.

This page stands at the beginning of the Gospel according to John.
The decorative use of knotted animals, borrowed from Germanic art,
appears here for the first time in an Irish manuscript. Further discus-
sion of the design, and suggestions regarding its possible symbolism,
are provided in the text.

By permission of The Board of Trinity College Dublin.

3. THE LINDISFARNE GOSPELS (London, British Library Ms Cott.
Nero D. iv), carpet page, folio 26v.

This page introduces the Gospel according to Matthew; of all the
carpet pages in this manuscript, it is that in which zoomorphic oma-
ment most fully permeates the design.

By permission of the British Library.

4 THE LINDISFARNE GOSPELS (London, British Library Ms Cott.
Nero D. iv), detail from the preceding page.

An example of the iregularities which Eadfrith deliberately intro-
Guced into his ornament: in the array of animals which provide a back-
ground to the central cross, a double spiral replaces a joint at lower left.
By permission of the British Library.
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5. THE BOOK OF KELLS (Dublin, Trinity College mMs 58), Incarnation
initial, folio 34t.

Here, as in other insular manuscripts, a special page marks the begin-
ning of the account of Christ'’s conception at Matthew 118, To the
repertoire of La Téne spiral patterns, interlace, and knotted beasts,
human figures and angels are now added. The magnificence of the page
as a whole is offset by images of mortality: two moths face each other at
upper left; and other devouring animals appear in the lower border.

By permission of The Board of Trinity College Dublin.

6. THE BoOK OF KELLS (Dublin, Trinity College Ms 58), detail from
the preceding page.

At right, an otter seizes a fish. That the fish is here (as elsewhere in
the manuscript) a symbol for Christ appears to be confirmed by com-
parison with the curious group on the left: two mice, their tails gripped
by cats, fight over a eucharistic wafer.

By permission of The Board of Trinity College Dublin.

7a and 7b. THE BoOK OF KELLS (Dublin, Trinity College Ms 58),
details from folio 48r.

Again, parallelism serves to identify the passion of Christ with the
violence of nature. In the margin of a single page, a mouse’s theft of the
host is juxtaposed with a dog seizing a rabbit.

By permission of The Board of Trinity College Dublin.

8. THE Book oF KELLS (Dublin, Trinity College ms 58), illuminated
initial from folio 26r.

Use of the triskel or triple spiral, a figure already found carved on the
walls of the Neolithic tomb at Newgrange (c. 3000 BC), was continued
by Celtic artists both before and after the coming of Christianity
{instances in Plates 1, 5 above): an example with terminals ending in the
heads of birds is found on a bronze disk of the first or second century
AD. Here, in a brilliantly understated display of the Irish synthesis of
native and Christian cultures, the dynamic of the triple spiral is fused
with that of the Roman uncial A. Note that the heads of the dragons
evolve and come alive if the eye follows the sequence of the spiral’s
counter clockwise rotation.

By permission of The Board of Trinity College Dublin.
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