THINKING FROM THE MARGINS: OPENING AND
CLOSING ILLUMINATIONS AND THEIR
COMMENTARY FUNCTIONS AROUND 1000
Kristin Böse

Illuminated pages at the beginning of medieval manuscripts rarely
represent commentaries in the sense that they argue the content of
the text they enframe. Nevertheless, they fulfill commentarial
functions because they comment the process of production and
perception of the text as well as the codex. This kind of commenting
or annotating is expressed both in a spatial and a material way. I
would like to exemplify my arguments using early medieval
manuscripts produced around 1000 in three different parts of
medieval Europe. Firstly, I will look at openings containing framed
purple fields without any representation at all, which occur in
Ottonian Gospels. Secondly, I will discuss letter-labyrinths that often
prelude written texts as a typical feature in northern Iberian
manuscripts. And finally, I will consider the relation between
illuminations at the beginning as well as at the end of an EarlyEnglish manuscript from Winchester.1 However, before turning to
the manuscripts, I would like to discuss very briefly the question of
how we can define those illuminated pages that precede a written
text or a manuscript.

I choose ‘Early-English’ and more specific ‘Winchester’ instead of
the term ‘Anglo-Saxon’ because of its problematic use or misuse esp.
since the eighteenth century, and in current political debates. See
among others Catherine A. M. Clark with Adam Miyashiro, Megan
Cavell, Daniel Thomas, Stewart Brookes, Diane Watt, and Jennifer
Neville, “Twenty-five years of ‘Anglo-Saxon’-Studies: Looking
Back, Looking Forward,” in Disturbing Times, ed. Catherine E.
Karkov, Anna Kłosowska, and Vincent W.J. van Gerven Oei (Santa
Barbara: Punctum Books, 2020), 317–46.
1
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Scholarship usually denominates illuminated openings that
mark the beginning of a codex as a ‘frontispiece,’ although this term
was not used earlier than the early modern period to describe full
page images opening a printed book and representing the author or
essential elements from the following text.2 However, unlike early
modern frontispieces, their medieval counterparts are not
superimposed on the text block. Rather, they are themselves an
integrated and material part of it and are sometimes closely
intertwined with written elements.
Medieval openings have hitherto received scant attention in a
systematic way. Mostly, they have been analyzed in the context of
individual manuscripts. Often they represent architectural motifs.
Therefore, they have been understood as an entrance to the codex
in the sense of a “porticus”3 or an “image-porche.”4 In addition, their
role as sites of encounter between individual makers, patrons, and
readers has often been discussed. Jeffrey Hamburger highlighted the
proximity to the medieval prologue, determining structural
analogies such as the programmatic functions of these illuminations
and their articulation of authorial self-consciousness.5 Finally, Joshua

Joachim Möller, “Entrée aus Schrift und Bild: Titelblatt und
Frontispiz im England der Neuzeit,” in Entrée aus Schrift und Bild:
Titelblatt und Frontispiz im England der Neuzeit, ed. Werner Busch et.
al. (Berlin: Lit, 2008), 9–39 (9).
3 Regis Debrais, “The Book as Symbolic Object,” in The Future of the
Book. Conference Held at the University of San Marino (28.–30.7.1994).
Semiotic and Cognitive Studies 3, ed. Geoffrey Nunberg (Turnhout:
Brepols, 1996), 137–51 (143).
4 Martine Dauzier, “L’image-porche ou la premiere page enluminee
dans les romans medievaux,” in From Sign to Text: A Semiotic View of
Communication. Foundations of Semiotics 20, ed. Yishai Tobin
(Amsterdam et al.: Bejamins, 1989), 509–18.
5 Jeffrey F. Hamburger, “Rewriting History: The Visual and the
Vernacular in Late Medieval History Bibles,” Zeitschrift fur deutsche
Philologie 124 (2005): 260–308. See also Jeffrey F. Hamburger,
“Openings,” in Imagination, Books, and Community in Medieval Europe:
Papers of a Conference held at the State Library of Victoria, Melbourne,
Australia, (29.–31.5.2008) in conjunction with an exhibition “The
medieval imagination” (28.3.–15.6.2008), ed. Gregory Kratzmann
(South Yarra: VIC, 2009), 51–129. Here Hamburger analyzes the
2
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O’Driscoll discusses introductory miniatures in Ottonian gospels as
a “moment of pause,” interrupting “the otherwise regular pace of
reading.”6
Following O’Driscoll, I would like to focus on the perception,
but also production process of illuminated manuscripts and discuss
my examples in the way they are placed within the manuscript.
Since in this case the illuminated ‘openings’ form part of a sequence
of whole page illuminations,7 it seems reasonable to approach these
pages by considering recent art historical writing on the spatiality of
the medieval book.8 Therefore, I understand illuminated opening
pages as a liminal zone or a space of transition between the
illumination program and the cover, between the enclosed text and
broader contexts of reception, but also of production, of the codex. 9
PAGES WITH PURPLE-COLORED FIELDS IN OTTONIAN
MANUSCRIPTS
If one opens the Gospels from the Cologne canonry ad Gradus
completed in 1030, a multiple framed illumination appears on the
recto of the first folio (fig. 1).10 Within the frame one’s view falls on
decorated double page as standard type of openings in the medieval
codex.
6 Joshua O’Driscoll, “Visual Vortex: An Epigraphic Image from an
Ottonian Gospel Book,” Word & Image 27, no.3 (2011): 309–21
(311).
7 On visual sequences and the act of turning the page see: Robert
Calkins, “Liturgical Sequence and Decorative Crescendo in the
Drogo Sacramentary,” Gesta 25, no.1 (1989): 17–23.
8 Bruno Reudenbach, “Die Londoner Psalterkarte und ihre
Ruckseite:
Okumenekarten
als
Psalterillustration,”
Frühmittelalterliche Studien 32 (1998), 164–81; Stephan Müller and
Lieselotte E. Saurma-Jeltsch, ed., Codex und Raum, Wolfenbütteler
Mittelalter-Studien 21 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2009).
9 Therefore, “openings” can be understood as “paratext” in the way
Gérard Genette defines it: as a threshold or a vestibule, part of the
neither interior nor exterior. Gérard Genette, Paratexte: Das Buch vom
Beiwerk des Buches, trans. Dieter Hornig, 1st ed. (Frankfurt a. M.:
Passagen, 2008), 10.
10 Köln, Erzbischöfliche Diözesan- und Dombibliothek, Cod. 1001a.
Klaus Gereon Beuckers, Das Prachtevangeliar aus Mariengraden: ein
Meisterwerk der salischen Buchmalerei. Die Handschrift Cod. 1001a der

51

GLOSSATOR 12
a purple-colored field without any representation. The field is not
empty, but there is nothing which draws attention except the purple
color itself. In catalogues as well as in monographs this illumination
has hitherto been neglected, probably because of its non-figurative
character. But the illumination seems far from useless to me. Similar
compositions can be found in other liturgical manuscripts from the
same time. A sequence of three framed purple field froms part of the
decoration in an eleventh-century sacramentary from St. Vitus in
Mönchengladbach, a former Benedictine abbey.11 They do not
appear at the beginning of the codex, but in between the Canon
missae, the Eucharistic prayers spoken during mass, and the prayers
for the Proprium de tempore et de sanctis, those varying prayers spoken
by the priest according to the feasts of the liturgical year. 12 Both
sections belonged to a different quire.13
Obviously, these illuminations set the Canon missae apart from
the rest of the text and emphasize its sacredness. Furthermore, if we
have a closer look at the framing decoration, these three pages
appear as a transitional zone. The frames on the double-page just
following the Canon missae show the same ornaments and colors
within its borders, that is to say a border of half-palmettes, outlined
in gold and blue. In contrast, the frame of the third purple field is
decorated with a ribbon of blue palmettes surrounded by a golden
and an orange line. The Proprium de tempore et de sanctis again is
introduced by a lettered purple field, whose multiple frames
represent a mixture of the previous principles of frame decoration:
a border of half-palmettes in violet outlined by a golden and an
Erzbischöflichen Diözesan- und Dombibliothek Köln (Luzern: Quaternio
Verl., 2018).
11
Freiburg i.Br., Universitätsbibliothek, Hs. 360a; for a digital
version see: http://dl.ub.uni-freiburg.de/diglit/hs360a/0045/
thumbs?sid=5ac6ee7c4d40f3ffde746ad2331920f7#current_page.
See Harald Horst, “Das Sakramentar aus St. Vitus in
Mönchengladbach (UB Freiburg, Hs. 360a). Die Parallelhandschrift
des Tyniec-Sakramentars im Vergleich,” in: Das Sakramentar aus
Tyniec. Eine Prachthandschrift des 11. Jahrhunderts und die Beziehungen
zwischen Köln und Polen in der Zeit Kasimirs des Erneuerers, ed. Klaus
Gereon Beuckers and Andreas Bihrer (Cologne: Böhlau 2018), 91–
113.
12 Dated between 1070 and 1080.
13 Horst, “Das Sakramentar aus St. Vitus in Mönchengladbach,” 108.
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orange frame. In this way, the empty purple fields form a passage
between different parts of the sacramentary.
Similar to the Gospels from St. Maria ad Gradus, the Gospels
from Bamburg Cathedral, made in Cologne in the second quarter of
the eleventh century also open with a frame purple field on the recto
of the first folio. 14 The reverse shows a portrait of Saint Jerome as
the author of the Vulgata.15 As in the St. Maria ad Gradus Gospels,
the purple field is pointing outwards emphasizing a material
limitation of the codex.
However, the semantics of the color purple can be understood
as a comment on the Gospel content. Usually, purple is related to
ideas of splendor and empowerment. While in the east only the
emperor and his family were allowed to wear and to surround
themselves with purple cloth, in the west the color was connected
with royalty, following Byzantine splendor. Therefore, the first
purple page enhances the codex also through the material semantic
of purple, which in the context of the Gospels could pinpoint to
royalty, but also to the victim, more precisely the blood of Christ –
a symbol so virulent in the theological debates at that time. 16
But why a framed purple field primarily in a position of
transition? Through the framing device and through its dimensions
(22.5 x 15.5 cm), the purple field within the St. Maria ad Gradus
Gospels forms part of a more general pattern of decoration within
the manuscript. Firstly, the purple field is placed in the same way
(and in the same position) as the Maiestas Domini on the reverse
Staatsbibliothek Bamberg, Msc. Bibl. 94, fol. 1r; for the digital
version
see:
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:bvb:22-dtl0000029923. Peter Bloch and Hermann Schnitzler, Die ottonische
Kölner Malerschule, Vol. 1, (Düsseldorf: Schwann, 1967), 80–86.
15 Followed by different preliminaries such as the praefationes of
Jerome, the argumentum (a bref biography of each evangelist) or the
capitulationes (tables of contents of the Gospels).
16 See Patrizia Carmassi, “Purpurismum in martyrio: Die Farbe des
Blutes in mittelalterlichen Handschriften,” in Farbe im Mittelalter.
Materialität – Medialität – Semantik, ed. Ingrid Bennewitz and Andrea
Schindler (Hg.), Bd. 1 (Berlin: Akademie Verl., 2011), 251–73, esp.
252–54, also Christel Meier and Rudolf Suntrup, “Zum Lexikon der
Farbenbedeutungen im Mittelalter. Einführung zu Gegenstand und
Methoden sowie Probeartikel aus dem Farbenbereich ‘Rot’,”
Frühmittelalterliche Studien 21 (1987): 390–478.
14
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(fig. 2). They are located directly on top of each other. Secondly,
other sumptuous text-pages are highlighted as well through a framed
purple background of the same size. These richly ornamented textpages are mainly written in gold and include in particular the Incipit
of the following Gospel as well as a full page initial, which highlights
the beginning of the corresponding text.17 Thus, it becomes clear
that the first illumination of the manuscript is not an isolated feature,
but forms part of an overarching conception. In this sense, the
distinction between a non-figurative decoration without scripture on
one hand and framed purple fields with figurations or scripture on
the other comes into view and has to be further evaluated. While the
Maiestas Domini refers to the visionary appearance of God-Christ,
the lettered colored fields are connected to the beginning of each
Gospel book. In retrospect then, the existence of an ‘empty’ purple
field on folio one makes clear for the reader that something comes
into being if he opens the manuscript.
With regard to the enthroned Christ on the reverse, the empty
purple field raises awareness and could be read as an announcement
of a vision. Concerning the lettered purple fields, with which the
empty field shares a similar design of frame, one can assume that the
text production happened in front of the viewer’s eye by turning the
pages. This production could be related to the manufacture of the
codex, that is the process of writing, but also to the process of
inspiration as well as incarnation.
It is probably not surprising, that only in the portrait of Luke
the evangelist writes on an entire purple parchment scroll (fig. 3).
The scroll is purple possibly due to the fact that the annunciation
and therefore the idea of God’s word becomes flesh marks the
beginning of Luke’s Gospel. Thus, the process of the Evangelist’s
inspirations is here connected to the idea of incarnation. If we are
looking back from here to the beginning of the manuscript, the
framed purple field can also be understood as a device or
announcement for things which will be re-presented on parchment
while we open the codex.18
Supplemented by the argumentum.
On the revealing function of illuminated pages decorated with
‘textile-like’ patterns and their various metaphorical meanings in
Early Medieval manuscripts see Anna Bücheler, Ornament as
Argument. Textile Pages and Textile Metaphors in Early Medieval
Manuscripts (Berlin and Boston: De Gruyter, 2019).
17
18
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LETTER-LABYRINTHS IN NORTHERN IBERIAN MANUSCRIPTS
Letter- or word-labyrinths have a prominent place among the
various types of decorated openings in northern Iberian
manuscripts.19 Comparable pictorial forms, where letters are
arranged in a labyrinthine way, are hardly to be found in
manuscripts from other regions except some examples in
Merovingian manuscripts.20 In northern Iberian manuscripts, wordThere seems to be no definite equivalent term for the German
Buchstabenlabyrinth in English, which could be either letter- or wordlabyrinth. There is not even a medieval term. Only later, in the
sixteenth century, does the term cubus arise: Natalia Rodríguez
Suárez, Ambrosio de Morales y la epigrafia medieval. Biblioteca de
Epigrafia Medieval 1 (Leon: Corpus Inscriptionum Hispaniae
Mediaevalium, 2010), 50. On letter-labyrinths in northern Iberian
manuscripts: Jesus Domínguez, “Exlibris mozarabes,” Archivo
Espanol de Arte y Arqueologia 11 (1935): 153–63; Ulrich Ernst, Carmen
figuratum: Geschichte des Figurengedichtes von den antiken Ursprungen bis
zum Ausgang des Mittelalters. Pictura et Poesis 1 (Cologne: Böhlau,
1991), 406–20; Kristin Böse, “Die Lesbarkeit des Unleserlichen.
Ornamentalität in mittelalterlichen Buchstabenlabyrinthen,” in
Ornament: Motiv – Modus – Bild, ed. Vera Beyer and Christian Spies
(Munich and Paderborn: Fink, 2012), 286–314. The following aspect
has already been discussed in: Böse, Von den Rändern her gedacht.
Visuelle Rahmungsstrategien in Handschriften der Iberischen Halbinsel
(Cologne: Böhlau, 2019); Böse, “In Between, Center, and Periphery.
The Art of Illumination on the Early Iberian Peninsula,” in After the
Carolingians. Re-defining Continental Manuscripts Illumination in the 1011th Centuries, ed. Beatrice Kitzinger and Joshua O’Driscoll (Berlin:
De Gruyter, 2019), 400–32.
20 Augsburg, Universitatsbibliothek, Cod. I.2.4° 2, 2r; Berg,
Burgerbibliothek, Cod. 219, fol. 76v; see: Ernst, Carmen figuratum,
397–406. On one-way labyrinths see: Hermann Kern, Labyrinthe:
Erscheinungsformen und Deutungen, 5000 Jahre Gegenwart eines Urbilds
(Munich: Prestel, 1999); for a discussion of both medieval texts and
representations, see in particular Penelope R. Doob, The Idea of the
Labyrinth: From Classical Antiquity through the Middle Ages (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1990); for medieval book illumination, see
Werner
Batschelet-Massini,
“Labyrinthzeichnungen
in
Handschriften,” Codices Manuscripti 4, no. 2 (1978): 33–65; and
Wolfgang Haubrichs, “Error inextricabilis: Form und Funktion der
19
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labyrinths usually preserve the names of scribes and illuminators of
a codex, as well as of their owners. They therefore have an impact
on the reception process, which nevertheless extends the idea of
memorializing the people involved in the manuscripts’ production.
It is worth noting that word labyrinths not only precede liturgical
texts, but also occur in legal or scientific manuscripts and in Bibles.
In particular, letter-labyrinths frequently open biblical
commentaries – a type of text already dealing and sometimes also
struggling with a correct and truthful understanding of the biblical
books.
From the combination of fields filled with letters on the one
hand and colors or ornaments on the other there results a
labyrinthine form that hinders comprehension at first glance. A
good example is a letter-labyrinth which precedes a manuscript
written and illuminated in 945 by the monk Florentius for the
Castilian monastery Valeránica.21 It contains Gregory’s the Great
commentary on the Old Testament book of Job. The word-labyrinth
on folio 3 recto represents a grid filled with Visigothic letters and
multicolored fields surrounded by a rectangular interlace frame. The
Labyrinthabbildung in mittelalterlichen Handschriften,” in: Text und
Bild: Aspekte des Zusammenwirkens zweier Künste in Mittelalter und früher
Neuzeit, ed. Christel Meier et al. (Wiesbaden: Reichert, 1980), 63–
174.
21 Madrid, BNE, MS 80, fol. 3r; digitized at http://bdhrd.bne.es/viewer.vm?id=0000206931&page=1.
On
the
manuscript’s illumination, see John Williams, “A Contribution to the
History of the Castillian Monastery of Valeránica and the Scribe
Florentius,” Madrider Mitteilungen 11 (1970): 232–48; Williams, “The
Moralia in Iob of 945: Some Iconographic Sources,” Archivo Español
de Arte y Arqueologia 45–47 (1972–74): 223–50. On the activities of
Florentius and the scriptorium of Valeránica, see Justo Pérez de
Urbel, “El monasterio de Valeránica y su escritorio,” in Homenaje a
Don Agustín Millares Carlo (Madrid: Caja Insular de Ahorros de Gran
Canaria, 1975), 71–89; Barbara A. Shailor, “The Scriptorium of San
Pedro de Berlanga” (Ph.D. diss., University of Cincinnati, 1975);
Manuel C. Díaz y Díaz, Códices visigóticos en la monarquía leonesa
(Leon: Centro de Estudios e Investigacion San Isidoro, 1983), 323–
24; Elena García Molinos, “Florencio de Valeránica, calígrafo y
notario del siglo X,” El reino de León en la alta edad media 11 (2004):
241–431.
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alternating pattern disturbs the expectations of the reader, since the
text, evoking the name of the scribe and illuminator, can be read
starting from only one particular point.
In the Moralia-Codex, this particular point is the letter F in the
middle of the upper line. From here the hidden content may be read
with and against the left-to-right direction of Latin along the central
vertical or horizontal axis. In addition, other directions of reading
allow for further solutions, although the access point as well as the
central vertical axis always determine the first steps. In combining
the lines in Florentius’s word-labyrinth, a T appears before the inner
eye, which may be read as a tau cross. However, in most wordlabyrinths the decoding of the hidden text originates from the center
of the grid. Thus, the text radiates out in four directions, creating the
form of a cross. Therefore, the reader or viewer has to relates texts
to symbols such as the cross, which illustrates that letter-labyrinths
are spatially organized figures.
From the perspective of the production process, the wordlabyrinths could be used by scribes and illuminators as a way to
display their skills and to surprise the book’s recipient, because no
two are exactly alike. This is especially the case when multiple
designed labyrinths occur in sequence like in the so-called “Codex
Aemilianense,” a law collection from San Millán de la Cogolla (fig.
4-6).22 Here similarities can be identified to the medieval prologue,
which offered medieval authors the chance to play with tropes and
expectations in order to surprise the recipients. It seems very likely
that scribes and illuminators were conscious of letter-labyrinths as a
long-standing tradition already flourishing in the eighth-century

El Escorial, Cod. D.I.1. P. Guillermo Antolín, Catálogo de los codices
latinos de la real biblioteca del Escorial. 5 Bde. (Madrid: Imprenta
Helénica, 1910–1923), Bd. 1, 320–68; Arturo García de la Fuente,
La miniatura española primitiva. Biblioteca “Pax” 16 (Madrid: Arte
Español, 1936), 120–35; Otto Karl Werckmeister, “Das Bild zur
Liste der Bistümer Spaniens im Codex Aemilianensis,” Madrider
Mitteilungen 9 (1968): 399–423; Díaz y Díaz, Codices visigoticos en la
monarquia leonesa., 155–62; María Soledad de Silva y Verástegui,
Iconografía del siglo X en el Reino de Pamplona-Nájera (Pamplona:
Institución Principe de Viana, Institución de Estudios Riojanos,
1984).
22
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Austurian kingdom.23 This is not surprising at all as the monasteries,
where the manuscripts were produced, were in most cases founded
in border zones of the Asturian and Leonese kingdoms as well as the
nascent kingdom of Navarre with the purpose of laying cultural and
economic claim to recently conquered lands. Therefore, the book
illumination with its recourses to interlace decoration known from
early medieval book illumination as well as late antique traditions of
visual poetry bear witness to processes of identity formation.
Since the labyrinths mostly precede the text, another meaning
should be added. A common feature of northern Iberian wordlabyrinths is the regular alternation of letters and boxes of color or
ornament. This leads to the idea of a harmonious and perfect
structure, which could be interpreted as an expressions of God’s
work. In this vein, Ernst understands the medieval examples of
visual poetry as a reflection of the ordo mundi. Moreover, since I do
not believe that the decoding of all possible readings was intended,
word-labyrinths should be considered as a model of coding and
decoding, conceptualizing the relation between human existence
and the divine order of the world – or, more precisely, the divine
order of knowledge.
The patterns of word-labyrinths, arising from the rhythmic
arrangement of letters and boxes of colors and ornaments, works
against the linear process of reading and, therefore, result in an effect
of disorientation. Moreover, in some cases colored boxes or
ornament together built an overarching diamond-shaped pattern.
These patterns evoke the Maiestas Domini compositions in both
Carolingian and Ottonian manuscripts, where square or diamond

Within manuscripts culture: Etymologies for Alfons III., king of
Asturias, ca. 900, Escorial, Cod. P.I.7, fol. 1v; Isidorus Hispalensis,
Sententiarum, dated last quarter of the ninth century, Escorial, T.II.25
(Q.II.25), fol. 1v. Paolo F. Alberto, “Venancio Fortunato en la
Hispania visigotica,” in Sub luce florentis calami: Homenaje a Manuel C.
Diaz y Diaz. Homenaxes, ed. Manuel Dominguez Garcia (Santiago de
Compostela: Universidade de Santiago de Compostela, 2002), 251–
69 (261–62); an epigraphic example also survived, memorizing the
name of Silo, king of Asturias, as constructor of a church in Santianes
de Pravia: Achim Arbeiter and Sabine Noack-Haley, Christliche
Denkmäler des frühen Mittelalters vom 8. bis ins 11. Jahrhundert. Hispania
antiqua 4 (Mainz: Zabern 1999), 103–105, Taf. 8c.
23
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framings refer to the sovereignty of God over the cosmos. 24 Within
the word-labyrinths those overarching diagrammatic forms make
the decipherment more complicated. In other examples, the
labyrinth creates the perception of being incomplete in the way that
the border cuts off the underlying pattern. Thus, the impression of
order and disorder, the whole and the fragmentary within the
perception process conveys the idea of a structure not entirely
comprehensible. With their dazzling designs, the word-labyrinths
are playing with the limits of the readers’/viewers’ interpretive
abilities at the beginning of the manuscript or, more precisely, the
text.
This seems especially evident to me in manuscripts provided
with a sequence of word-labyrinths, as in the Codex Aemilianense.
Following a full-page depiction of a cross composition (fol. 16v), the
first word-labyrinth represents a pattern built by diamond shapes in
different colors which form a cross sign at the very center. While in
the labyrinth on folio 17 verso knot ornaments alternate with
colored squares (fig. 4), in the following on folio 18 recto the pattern
evokes the technique of weaving (fig. 5). The labyrinth on folio 18
verso represents an interlace pattern, which was partly imitated in
the margins, probably by a recipient. At the end of the sequence the
reader/viewer is confronted with an astonishing full-page
composition (fol. 19r), which was not composed as a word-labyrinth:
an irregular pattern with golden crosses of different sizes interwoven
in an interlace pattern (fig. 6).
This irregular and far more inaccessible composition sets this
non-figurative illumination apart from its precedents. Here the
concept of encoding and decoding seems not to be the purpose at
all. Rather, the illumination confronts the reader/viewer with his or
her comprehension abilities on a further level, suggesting that he or
she should be fully aware of the complexity of the following text and
that for the reception process both are necessary, reading as well as
seeing. Certainly, the sequence discussed here also serves the idea
Bianca Kühnel, The End of Time in the Order of Things: Science and
Eschatology in Early Medieval Art (Regensburg: Schnell und Steiner,
2003), 225–35. For the depictions of the Maiestas Domini in
manuscripts from Tours: e.g., the First Bible of Charles the Bald
(Paris, BnF, Ms. lat. 1, fol. 329v) see Trésors carolingiens: Livres
manuscrits de Charlemagne à Charles le Chauve, ed. Marie-Pierre Laffitte
et al. (Paris: BnF, 2007), 104.
24
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of a divinely inspired legal text. But if we consider that sequences of
word-labyrinths precede different types of texts, they likewise give
the idea of divine order of knowledge, for which every codex could
provide a key.
OPENINGS AND CLOSINGS WITHIN THE BENEDICTIONAL OF ST.
ÆTHELWOLD
The examples shown here clearly demonstrate how strongly
the codex was understood as a well-organized and structured object
that had to be activated by the viewer/reader, to correlate different
times and spaces. This is also the case in my last example, which
focuses on illuminations at both the beginning and the end of a
codex. These illuminations mark the codex as a place where
different times and spaces can be linked together. When early
medieval manuscripts are given an elaborate visual design at the
beginning, it is often arcades that open the codex and thus invite the
viewer to enter the book in a metaphorical way. In the example of
the Benedictional of St. Æthelwold († 984), Bishop of Winchester,
which was probably written shortly after 971, the arcades are
somewhat different. The codex opens with a series of seven full-page
miniatures, each framed by columns covered by wide arches.25
Under each of these arcades, different groups of saints are gathered,
which together figure the heavenly hierarchies. However, the groups
of saints are placed in relation to the arcades in such a way that there
is simply - figuratively speaking - no space for the viewer to enter.
The saints stand closely packed next to and behind each other,
London, BL, Ms. Add. 49598; for a digital version see
http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Add_MS_495
98. Francis Wormald, The Benedictional of St. Ethelwold (London:
Faber and Faber, 1959); Jonathan G. Alexander, “The Benedictional
of St. Athelwold and Anglo-Saxon Illumination of the Reform
Period,” in Tenth-century Studies. Essays in Commemoration of the
Millenium of the Council of Winchester and Regularis Concordia, ed.
David Parsons (London: Phillimore, 1975), 169–83; Robert
Deshman, The Benedictional of Æthelwold (Princeton: Princeton Univ.
Press, 1995); Andrew Prescott, The Benedictional of St. Æthelwold: A
Masterpiece of Anglo-Saxon Art. A Facsimile (London: The British
Library, 2002); 290-91, cat. 114; Cat. Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms: Art,
Word, War, ed. Claire Breay and Joanna Story (London: The British
Library, 2018), cat. 114.
25
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giving the impression that the main purpose here is to represent an
almost infinite mass in an infinite space. This impression is
underlined by the fact that the exact location of the saints remains
in suspension: in front of the arcade, between the columns or even
behind them?
The series at the beginning of the codex (fol. 1r-4r) is answered
by the representation of a church at the end (fol. 118v). This is the
last almost full-page miniature which precedes the episcopal blessing
on the occasion of a church consecration. Instead of a frame made
up of individual architectural elements, as marks the appearance of
the saints at the beginning of the manuscript, the architecture of a
church is drawn here, which invites the gaze into the interior. Below
a centrally placed arcade stands a bishop who could certainly be
identified as Æthelwold. Unlike the saints at the beginning of the
manuscript, he is shown communicating to the right. He turns away
from an altar, which is vested with a purple altar cloth and equipped
with a chalice and a paten, towards a hierarchically ordered group
of monks and lay people. His hands and arms cross the column,
drawing attention to his actions: for the bishop is about to give the
blessing from a golden book. That this book could be the
Benedictional is obvious.
But it is not only through the golden book that a connection is
made between the last illumination of the Bendictional and the
representation of the community of saints at the beginning of the
codex, all of whom are also equipped with a golden, heavenly book.
In terms of its color scheme, the last illumination does not appear to
be complete at first glance. Since the manuscript, richly decorated
with pictorial representations, does not otherwise give the
impression of having been incomplete, it was probably about
something else. Because of the unfinished character of the depiction,
essential elements of the representation receive a special emphasis –
the arcade framing the bishop, the bishop himself, the altar prepared
for the Eucharistic mass, and the book. The colored highlighting of
these parts of the composition emphasizes the idea of considering
the concluding miniature and the initial full-page depictions
together. The final miniature of the codex is therefore not only an
illustration of the consecration of a church. The relation between
beginning and end of the codex pinpoints to the idea of the mass as
the celebration of the community of the faithful together with the
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saints in an unifiying space, a sacred space. 26 In this sense, the
codex, the Benedictional, proves to be an instrument through which
relations between the heavenly and the earthly Church could be
established by the recipient.
To sum up, the illuminated openings discussed here are not a
commentary in the strong sense, but rather an element of the
paratext, meaning attached elements, through which a text becomes
a book. Nevertheless, they comment its content on a metatextual
level. They refer to the multiple authorship of the text, whether it is
the divine author, the scribe, the book-painter, or the recipient. They
offer the possibility of drawing analogies between different processes
of production. This is the case in some liturgical manuscripts made
in the Ottonian realm with the objective of bringing to mind
incarnation as well as inspiration within the process of reception.
Furthermore, they reflect the problem of the reception of the text as
they invite the reader to be aware of as well as be prepared for the
complexity of a divinely inspired text and therefore support the
monastic lectio. But above all, they mark the book as a place where
the recipient experiences how different times and spaces, the earthly
and the spiritual, the infinite and the finite are connected in multiple
ways.

See Eric Palazzo, “Art Liturgy, and the Five Senses in the Early
Middle Ages,” in Viator 41, no. 1 (2010): 25–56 (39), on the idea of
the “activation” of the liturgical book during mass “providing access
to a ‘sacred space’ – the space of revelation.”
26

62

BÖSE –THINKING FROM THE MARGINS

Figure 1: Gospels from St. Maria ad Gradus, Cologne,
Erzbischöfliche Diözesan- und Dombibliothek, Cod. 1001a, fol. 1r
(Erzbischöfliche Diözesan- und Dombibliothek)
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Figure 2: Gospels from St. Maria ad Gradus, Cologne,
Erzbischöfliche Diözesan- und Dombibliothek, Cod. 1001a, fol. 1v
(Erzbischöfliche Diözesan- und Dombibliothek)
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Figure 3: Gospels from St. Maria ad Gradus, Cologne,
Erzbischöfliche Diözesan- und Dombibliothek, Cod. 1001a, fol.
122r (Erzbischöfliche Diözesan- und Dombibliothek)
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Figure 4: Codex Aemilianense, Escorial, Cod. D.I.1, fol. 17v, letterlabyrinth, unfilled (author’s archive)
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Figure 5: Codex Aemilianense, Escorial, Cod. D.I.1, fol. 18r, letterlabyrinth, unfilled (author’s archive)
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Figure 6: Codex Aemilianense, Escorial, Cod. D.I.1, fol. 19r,
ornament page (author’s archive)
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