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¢ THE HOLKHAM BIBLE PICTURE BOOK AND THE BIBLE
MORALISEE
¢ JOHN LOWDEN

tis generally agreed that the Holkham Bible Picture Book (London, British Library, Add. ms
I47682, referred to here as ‘Holkham’) was made in a London workshop, ¢.1320-1330/1340,

perhaps around 1327." It comprises forty-two thick parchment folios of middling format,
285 x 210 mm, gathered for the most part in quires of four leaves. Most of the pages are taken up
with images, to which lengthy Anglo-Norman captions, generally beginning ‘Comment. ., were
added as part of the production process. These texts are in rhyming couplets through folio 14r
and subsequently in prose. The visual narrative begins with the Creation, and continues as far
as the Drunkenness of Noah (fol. 9r), followed by a Jesse Tree and a tree of the Matthean geneal-
ogy (fols. 10r, 10v), a Gospel cycle—remarkable for the inclusion of many apocryphal elements—
ending with the Ascension (fol. 38r), and eight pages of ‘last things’ (fols. 39r-42v). There are
two blank pages (fol. 9v and 38v). Prefacing the Creation is what might be termed a foreword,
comprising three pages with images of the book’s creation (fol. 1r), the wheel of fortune (fol.
1v), and the Creator (fol. 2r). It is this '
foreword that is the focus of the pres- ¢

Fig. 1. London,
British Library, Add.

. . . Ms 47682, fol. 1r
ent enquiry. Michelle Brown has sug- |

gested that the first folio might origi- |
nally have been planned to preface the
Gospel images,” but the present study -I
will bring forward arguments which "
suggest that the current arrangement
of folio 1 makes good sense. j

Folio 1r (fig. 1) is very worn by I
handling, consistent with it having
long been in its current location. De-
spite the signs of wear and tear, the
broad lines of the design and the |
wording of the accompanying cap-
tions can still be made out, both un- |
der normal lighting or with the help |
of ultra-violet. It is divided approxi-
mately in half by a colorfully painted
ogee arch. Above, drawn against the
plain parchment, is a haloed angel
with spread wings and arms. The

angel appears to be holding the top
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edge of a scroll, on which are written two columns of verse, each composed of six short lines.
Beneath the scroll we see the angel’s feet, standing on a leafy crocket at the top of the arch.
Beneath the two texts, on the curving sides of the arch, an ape at the left gazes into a mirror
(a reference to vanity), and a babewyn at the right appears to stare at the ape. The meaning of
the combination of these two figures is unclear. Beneath the arch, in a space decorated by leafy
forms set in a red textile-like diaper pattern, are two larger figures. At the left is a tonsured,
grey-haired religious in a white tunic, white scapular, black hood, cloak, and shoes—seemingly
a Dominican friar? The friar holds what appears to be a chaplet or paternoster cord and a scroll
on which are two lines of verse. He turns to the right and communicates with a seated layman,
whose body faces right towards a lectern, while his head is tilted and turned so that he looks
upwards over his shoulder at the friar. A speech scroll extends diagonally from the region of
the layman’s mouth. The layman turns his attention away from the lectern on which he has
been working; on the lectern we can see a book, in which two sketchy heads on the facing pag-
es are just visible. These have been read by Brown as ‘a fashionably coiffed woman (left) and
a bearded courtly male (right)—aristocrats or perhaps even a queen and king’* M. R. James de-
scribes them simply as ‘two heads (one nimbed)’.S We might expect this detail to reflect in some
way the content or patronage of the book in which the image is found (i.e, Holkham itself), but
it is not clear whether this is the case. James’s cautious identification is more persuasive.

The four short texts on folio 1r are rubricated A to D, but this seems to be an afterthought,
or perhaps evidence of confusion, because the texts have to be read in the order 4, C, B, D, to

make sense. What they say is as follows:®

A[ANGELIC TEXT]

In ceo livere est purtret In this book are portrayed
Meynde miracle que Deux a fet Many miracles that God has done
E dedenz est escryt And within is written

Coment Jhesu de Marie naquyt How Jesus was born of Mary

E tretute sa passioun And all his passion

E sa resurexioun And his resurrection

C[ANGELIC TEXT CONTINUED|

E coment il sufryt la mort And how he suffered death

E meyndes hountes a grant tort And many humiliations most unjustly
E yl tuz yurs le malade garyt He always cured the sick

Por ceo 'en out de luy despyt And for this men hated him

Grant amor yl nous a fet He has shown us great love

Joye avera qui en luy cret. Whoever believes in him will have joy.

B [TEXT HELD BY RELIGIOUS]

Ore feres been e nettement Now do [it] well and thoroughly”
Kar mustre serra a riche gent. For it will be shown to important people.8

D [TEXT HELD BY LAY CRAFTSMAN]|

Si frai voyre e Deux me doynt vivere So I shall certainly do,'® if God grants me to live,
Nonkes ne veyses un autretel livere. You will never see another such book.
76



The seated layman undoubtedly represents the maker or makers of the book. The friar

instructing him (by means of the imperative verb feres) has been understood in different ways.

For William Hassall, the Dominican was the patron who commissioned and supervised the
work, leaving a layman (or several) to compose its text and images.' For E P. Pickering, the
image could ‘scarcely be accepted at face value’,”> which he took to be (following Hassall) an
artist-author engaged in dialogue with the commissioner of his work’.* For him, the Dominican
was associated ‘more closely with the work of the author’,'* but he worked with a ‘textator
proper’. Recently Brown has proposed a third possibility: ‘The prefatory miniature of the artist
and the friar does not necessarily reflect the actual circumstances of the book’s production, but
rather symbolizes the artist’s inspiration and self-justification for composing his own Bible
picture book.*S According to this reading, Holkham is an example of an artist’s modelbook, and
the friar might even be St Dominic himself.*® This final point seems unlikely, as the friar lacks
a halo. That Holkham might be an artist's modelbook is here left open. But the meaning of the
image can be clarified by identifying the compositional model that was used.

Folio 1v (fig. 2) is in much better condition,
but like folio 1r the architectural framing ele-
ments have not been completed and remain
as pen-drawn lines. The composition uses
more of the width of the page than was the
case on folio 1r, and as a consequence the left
(outer) margin of the illumination has been
trimmed. The whole page is given over to a
single composition: the Wheel of Fortune.'”
Fortune, represented as a queen with a white
veil, stands in the centre and turns the com-
pass-drawn wheel in a clockwise direction by
grasping two of its four spokes. At the top of
the wheel sits a young king holding a scep-
tre in his right hand, and, in his left hand, a
scroll boldly inscribed Regno (I rule).*® To the
right a king with grey hair and beard plunges
down head-first, his sceptre and crown falling
away from him. He holds a scroll on which
is written, upside-down like the figure, Regnavi (I have ruled). Across the bottom of the
page a barefoot, grey-haired, bearded man is stretched out and looks up at Fortune. He has
reached the nadir of his fortunes, and holds a scroll inscribed Sum sine regno (I am without a
kingdom). Finally we see a youthful beardless man ascending with the turning wheel, who
stretches up to grasp a crown with his left hand, while holding a scroll with his right. The
scroll bears the inscription Regnabo (I shall rule). The reigning king is set beneath a cusped
arch, and the architectural frame is surmounted to left and right by large pinnacles with
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Fig. 3. London,
British Library, Add.

Ms 47682, fol. 2r |

Fig. 4. Oxford,
Bodleian Library,
Ms. Bodley 2770b,
fol. 1v

crockets. The extent to which this image may be related to the fall of Edward I in 1327 has
been much discussed.*®

Folio 2r (fig. 3) has no captions, but it is the most finished of the three prefatory pages. It
shows a seated figure of God as Creator. God holds a large pair of compasses in his right hand
and strikes a circle that (literally) encompasses him. Within this shaded blue ring (representing
heaven) are two small yellow circles, located at approximately ten o'clock and two o’clock. They
doubtless represent the sun and moon. The principal circle is extended above and below by
arcs struck on the same radius but from different centres. In the space above are angels. One
angel enthroned centrally is offered a crown. Five angels, three with their hands joined in a
gesture of prayer, appear to kneel before him at the right. Six angels at the left gesticulate in
animated discussion. We are about to witness the fall of Lucifer and the rebel angels, and a
fiery hell mouth awaits them in the lower arc. In the centre, God the Creator is set against a
painted circle, probably intended to represent the earth (compare, for example, the depiction of
earth on folio 3r). Around this circle the ground is decorated with a diaper textile-like design,
such as we saw on folio 11, but in this case the pattern in the upper part substitutes fleurs de
lys for the more generic leaves below. The fleur de lys may have heraldic significance.

After these three prefatory images the main part of the Picture Book begins on folio 2v with
an image of the creation of birds, beasts, and trees, accompanied by six and a half lines of caption.

The image on folio 1r has received much more attention over the years than those of the
Wheel of Fortune or the Creator with the compasses, because of what it reveals or appears
to reveal about the role of images and vernacular texts in communicating with the laity.>°

e
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But it is the argument of this essay that all three frontispiece images are best understood if PART ONE:
taken together. In particular, I shall suggest that the ‘foreword’ of Holkham was composed BOOKS
in the light of knowledge of the frontispiece and colophon images of a Bible moralisée, and
specifically of the manuscript now divided between the Bodleian Library (ms Bodley 270b),
the Bibliotheque nationale de France (ms lat. 11560), and the British Library (mMss Harley
1526-1527) (hence ‘Oxford-Paris-London’ or ‘OPL").

At first glance, Holkham would seem to have little or nothing to do with this or any
Bible moralisée** Oxford-Paris-London is a vast three-volume work, in which every page is
laid out with eight medallions accompanied by short texts. Every biblical image and text
is accompanied by a moralising image and text that seeks to explain the significance of the
preceding image and text. Whereas Holkham was made for unspecified ‘riche gent’, Oxford-
Paris-London, it would seem, was made for the king (Louis IX) or, more probably, the queen
of France, Marguerite of Provence. The Oxford-Paris-London Bible moralisée is known to
have been in England by c.1280, when it was copied in a manuscript now British Library,
Add. ms 18719. Very likely, however, it had already reached London as a gift to Henry III
and/or his wife, Eleanor of Provence, by the 1250s, when it seems to have played a crucial
role in prompting the production of the illustrated Anglo-Norman Apocalypses that suddenly
became fashionable at this time.?? As evidence that the makers of Holkham looked at OPL, we
can first compare the frontispiece images of the Creator with the compasses in both (figs. 3, 4).

Unfortunately, this image (fig. 4) and its relatives have long been misunderstood by art
historians, and termed images of ‘God as Architect (of the universe)’** It has been assumed
that they illustrate God measuring the universe. There is a visual formula to represent God as
architect measuring the universe, but this involves a crucial difference: God as architect uses a
pair of dividers to measure, not a pair of compasses to draw.** The distinguishing feature is the
arc between the legs of the compasses (absent in dividers) which ensures that the circle will
be true. The first time God was represented with this type of compasses was in the prefatory
image to the first Bible moralisée, Vienna, Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Ms 2554. I have
argued elsewhere for the self-reflexive nature of this image, and its extraordinary richness.>’
In short, the artist who created Vienna 2554, in which every page was composed of eight
compass-drawn circles, himself drew the frontispiece image of God as creator fashioning the
universe by circumscribing it with his compasses. The compasses in God’s hand were those
of the artist, and the artist created the image of God as creator. The artist of Holkham, too,
can hardly have been unaware of the significance of what he was doing by drawing an image
with his compasses of the Creator with his compasses, even though compass-drawn images
elsewhere in the book are relatively few. The source of the image of God as Creator with the
compasses in Holkham must therefore have been a Bible moralisée. But was this Bible mor-
alisée source consulted directly by the artist of Holkham, or merely reflected at some remove
from the original? Consideration of the other two prefatory images in Holkham can provide
an answer to this question.

Here we have to spread the net a little wider to understand the evidence. Oxford-Paris-
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Fig. 5. New York,
Pierpont Morgan
Library, Ms m.240,

fol. 8r

London has a single full-page frontispiece, which—like that of Vienna 2§54—reflects the
making of the book. Originally it also had a visual colophon page at the end of its third volume.
Unfortunately, at some date this was removed together with the cognate half of the bifolio,
which would have been located between what are now folios 147 and 148 of British Library,
Mms Harley 1527. But we know what these two folios must have looked like because a twin
manuscript to OPL still survives in the treasury of Toledo Cathedral in Spain, and although it
is missing its entire final quire, this was carefully preserved and is now in the Pierpont Morgan
Library in New York (Ms M.240).2¢ The latter part of volumes 3 of Oxford-Paris-London and
Toledo, like all of volumes 1 and 2 of both books, were produced in an unparalleled fashion:
the underdrawings of all the images were traced into both books from a workshop model.*” So
pages that are now missing in one manuscript can be reconstructed by reference to the other. It
is on this basis we can deduce that OPL originally had a visual colophon page, and that it was
closely related to the corresponding page of Morgan m240 (ie, Toledo).

The colophon page of Morgan m.240 (fig. §) is divided into four fields linked together

by an architectonic frame. In the upper register
are a seated queen and king. The queen wears a
white veil and appears by her gesture to instruct
the king. The youthful beardless king holds a
scepter and a small gold disk. Most probably the
pair represent Louis IX and his mother, Blanche
of Castile, but the lack of inscriptions leaves
their identities open. In the lower register are
two further seated figures, a tonsured religious at
the left and a layman at the right. The religious
instructs the artist with a commanding gesture.
His instruction is recorded on the book on the
lectern. I have reconstructed the partially flaked
text to read: Laist ci a foy teindre, ‘Let it be left
here to faith to paint.”® The layman works on a

Bible moralisée, immediately recognisable by its

characteristic layout. Viewed in its totality, the
colophon page suggests that this Bible moralisée was made at the command of the queen,
and that its craftsmen—we see only one representative figure—were working under religious
supervision.

The visual colophon of Morgan m.240 is now a very well-known image, frequently repro-
duced (like the Creator with the compasses), but it is important to note that the situation in
the Middle Ages was completely different.** The composition and iconography of the image
are characteristic but highly unusual. The lack of parallels, I have argued elsewhere, is because
the Bibles moralisées were quintessentially royal books, rarely seen by anyone except those for
whom they were made and their descendants. Until now, the only exception that had come to
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my attention was the frontispiece in the treatise on kingship by Walter of Milemete (Oxford, PART ONE:
Christ Church, Ms 92), directed to Edward III and made in London in 1326-1327.3° This BOOKS
miniature seems to display knowledge of the upper half of the (lost) visual colophon page of
Oxford-Paris-London (as reflected in Morgan m.240). In Holkham, on the other hand, it is

the lower half of the OPL composition that appears to have been reflected. Its meaning is that

Holkham (like the Bible moralisée) was made under religious supervision.

If two of the three prefatory images of the Holkham Bible Picture Book are explicable by
reference to the Oxford Paris-London Bible moralisée, what of the third, the Wheel of For-
tune? Certainly there was no such image in any Bible moralisée. But the upper register of the
visual colophon page of M.240 (reflecting OPL) bears some striking analogies to the Holkham
Wheel of Fortune. The enthroned scepter-bearing king in Holkham (captioned Regno) bears
a strong similarity to the king (Louis IX) in Morgan mM.240. Even the palette of both is simi-
lar. And the white-veiled queen of m.240 (Blanche of Castile) is strongly reminiscent of the
white-veiled queen (Fortune) who turns the wheel in Holkham. The Holkham image of the
Creator with the compasses, on the facing page, was adapted to include the prelude to the fall
of Lucifer—who is offered the crown—and his companions. This would seem to be a deliberate
echo of the narrative pattern of Fortune’s wheel, only in this case it was by implication God
himself who would turn the wheel and cast Lucifer and his angels from their pre-eminent
position into the abyss of hell. The juxtaposition of the two pages in Holkham enriches the
meaning of both, meaning that would be diminished, however, if folio 1 were moved to the
start of the New Testament.’

The Holkham Bible Picture Book, by general agreement, was made within a few years of the
overthrow and murder of Edward II. A medieval viewer after 1327 could hardly have failed
to see in the image of Fortune as a queen a representation of Queen Isabelle, the widow of
Edward II. As Fortune turned the wheel, so Queen Isabelle had engineered the downfall of
Edward II (Regnavi), and brought his successor, Edward III, their son, to the throne (Regnabo,
Regno). Those who have studied Holkham have tended to see this historical connection as
causative with regard to the image of the Wheel of Fortune. To this discussion we can now add
the evidence of the Oxford-Paris-London Bible moralisée. The use of a quintessentially royal
book as a pictorial source increases the likelihood, I suggest, that the makers of Holkham were
referring knowingly to the fall of Edward II. The facing image of the Creator was then adapted,
perhaps, to represent how the fate of Lucifer awaited any who sought to wrest the crown from
Edward III and his mother, Isabelle. The relationship of Isabelle to Edward III was in some
sense a reflection on that of Blanche and Louis IX.

So, what does identification of the pictorial source of the foreword of the Holkham Bible
Picture Book add to our understanding of that book, of the Oxford-Paris-London Bible moralisée,
and the making of illuminated manuscripts more generally? When Jonathan Alexander
came to discuss the role of craftsman and ‘iconographer’ in the preparation of illuminated
manuscripts with complex programmes, he reproduced the colophon image of Morgan m.240

and the frontispiece of Holkham side by side.** He described the Morgan m.240 image, noted
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the similarity of Holkham, but did not draw attention to the lack of further comparanda. We
can now see that the reason why Holkham resembles Morgan mM240 is because it seems to
have taken that manuscript’s twin, OPL, as its direct model. This suggests that the Holkham
image should not be accepted at face value as a documentary record of the making of that book
or of medieval books more generally. (The ape and the babewyn in Holkham might also be
seen as a different kind of warning against too literal a reading of the image.) The Holkham
image shows, or makes the claim, that this picture book was made under religious supervision.
Perhaps a Dominican friar was involved. But perhaps the image was merely intended to claim
for the picture book a degree of religious authority that was in fact largely spurious. Holkham
was indeed, as its craftsman claimed on folio 11, a book like no other. But that, too, was a partly
spurious claim. The image in which the craftsman boasted of making a book ‘like no other’ was

itself dependent on an image in a Bible moralisée.

NOTES

1. ML.R. James, An English Bible-Picturebook of the Fourteenth Century’, Walpole Society, 11 (1922-1923), pp.
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bibliography see Brown 2007.

2. Brown 2007 (above, note 1), p. 25.

3. Not an Austin friar (contra Brown 2007 [above, note 1], p. 30).
4.1Ibid, p. 30.

§.James 1922-1923 (above, note 1), p. 3.
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11. Hassall 1954 (above, note 1), pp. 23, 54
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