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INTRODUCTION




    Anyone fortunate enough to have actually held a medieval manuscript in his hands must have felt excited at this immediate contact with the past. Both famous and unknown authors wrote philosophical, natural scientific and theological treatises, romances about knights and courtly love; humanists and theologists translated and commented upon the classical literature of antiquity; travellers wrote descriptions of their incredible journeys; and ascetic chroniclers recorded and kept alive the historic events of their times for future generations. One can imagine a scribe constantly at work in a shop in some quiet narrow street of a medieval town, or a monk diligently reproducing the words of Holy Writ over and over again in a monastery scriptorium.




    The more elaborate and complicated the history behind a medieval manuscript and the more it was read, cherished and admired, the greater its charm. Often this special charm is enhanced by the joy of seeing a highly professional, exquisite example of the art of book illumination. The emotional impact of each of its components is increased by the alliance of the text, the specific technique of producing medieval manuscripts and a refined design.




    Skilled artists turned the heavy volumes of chronicles and Bibles, works by ancient and medieval authors and small exquisite Books of Hours into tiny picture galleries hidden between the bindings. Fortunately, miniatures by Byzantine, Southern Slavic, Old Russian, Armenian, Georgian, Persian and Indian masters, which play an important role in the history of world art, have come down to us. This book is devoted to miniatures from medieval Western European manuscripts, whose features and importance will be further described.




    Even in those rare cases when a building decorated with frescoes has survived without having been damaged and without having had its murals painted over in the course of successive ages at the whim of changing tastes, fluctuating temperatures and the effects of the atmosphere have substantially altered the original colour of the works.




    The fate of easel paintings is seldom much better: their colours have changed as a result of the effects of light and air, their paint cracks and chips off or they have been painted over or “renewed”. The colours of gorgeous tapestries have also faded, while fragile stained-glass windows have seldom survived historical cataclysms. Only miniatures, protected to a large extent from damp, air, light and dust between the covers of the book, convey the true, unchanged colours of medieval painting.




    The skill and care with which the miniatures were painted also explains why they have remained in such good condition. The monks working in scriptoria were inspired with a profound veneration for the text with which they worked. Secular masters were motivated by the prestige of their workshop, further orders depending on the perfection of their technique. Commissioned by the aristocracy, the clergy, or the growing financial and mercantile bourgeoisie, illuminated manuscripts became luxury items whose skilful execution and expensive materials made them as valuable as precious pieces of jewellery.




    Illuminated manuscripts have also been favoured because they have always been collectors’ items which, before the foundation of public museums, were usually lovingly kept in libraries. But it is more than just their good fortune that determines the significance of the miniatures. In recent years more extensive and profound study of illuminated manuscripts has shown that they have such an important place in the arts that it would be impossible to conceive the artistic culture of the past without them.




    Illuminated manuscripts were, as has been said, mainly intended for the social elite. Illiteracy and the tremendous cost of handwritten books limited the number of people to whom the artist could address himself. This exclusive character of illuminated manuscripts, however, did not lead them to become hackneyed. When manuscript production shifted in the thirteenth century from monasteries to city workshops, it was there that the artistic discoveries having an impact on art in general appeared. Scholars today often call illumination a “research field” for painting and a “laboratory of new inventions”. The new artistic idiom, that is the treatment of space, the rendering of mass, volume and movement, etc., was largely worked out in illuminators’ ateliers. The illustrative function of miniatures accounts for their being more narrative and detailed, and it made their authors attempt not just a representation of space, but one that would show the duration of time as well. “Early French painting,” the French art expert Greta Ring wrote, “is bolder on parchment than on panel.”




    Miniatures also played a significant role in the appearance of new genres, primarily landscape and portrait painting. Given the freedom in the treatment of subject-matter and the considerably broader variety of themes used in illumination compared to easel painting, this was not at all surprising. One cannot help admiring the boldness, creative energy and ingenuity of miniaturists who propelled art forward in spite of the rigid limitations of tradition. Gradually they introduced new elements in drawing, colour scheme and composition, widening the scope of scenes, objects and decorative motifs by employing their observations from life more and more.




    When assessing the role of illuminated manuscripts in the history of art, it should not be forgotten that an illustrated book, like many works of applied art, could be easily carried from place to place: upon marriage, princesses took with them the works of their country’s most famous miniaturists; men of noble birth who settled in to new lands received them by inheritance; they were given as trophies to a victor. Illuminated manuscripts circulated all over Europe, introducing new tastes, ideas and styles. There is no doubt that the influence of Parisian art on many countries in the second half of the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries can be explained to a great extent by the spread of illuminated manuscripts.




    Strong and mutually enriching ties can be traced not only with easel painting, but with sculpture as well. In developing the sculptural decorative scheme of Romanesque and Gothic cathedrals, manuscripts served as a source of themes, images and iconography. Representations found in manuscripts were used by enamellers, ivory carvers, weavers, stained-glass window designers and even architects.




    But the opposite trend also existed, sometimes very powerfully, with illumination drawing on the other plastic arts. Here too the study of manuscripts is very helpful in understanding the culture of the past. Up until the middle of the fifteenth century French miniaturists, including Jean Fouquet, were inspired by the splendid sculptures of High Gothic art. Having been strongly influenced by stained glass in the thirteenth century and by Italian frescoes in the fourteenth, in the fifteenth century illuminators incorporated the discoveries of Netherlandish painters, Italian architects and other contemporary sculptors and artists into their works. Significantly, illumination played an independent and important role in the complex and fruitful interaction of different artistic schools, forms and genres.




    The collecting, studying and publishing of book miniatures has proved to be so important for the history of art that some concepts have had to be reconsidered. For example, earlier it was thought that the love of observation, attention to detail and interest in landscape in fifteenth-century European painting north of the Alps mainly resulted from the influence of the great Netherlandish masters, while now it is believed that these features were in fact the legacy of the Parisian school of miniaturists active in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries. Without the illuminated manuscripts that have survived, whole centuries in the history of some countries would have been regarded as being devoid of painting; the names of many of those countries’ artists are known only because of their illumination work.




    It is not only in art historians that illumination arouses expectation and curiosity, for it is more evocative of the past than any other form of representation. As a “secondary art” and an interpretation of a literary work it is a precious record of how a particular text was perceived and understood. It also tells us what kind of images were inspired by the writings of antiquity, how they were incorporated into contemporary thought and in what way they were related to the thinking typical of that stage in the development of artistic culture.




    Still, manuscript illumination deserves attention above all for its artistic merits and it needs to be more fully appreciated as part of our cultural heritage. Illuminated manuscripts are sometimes likened to chamber music, while easel or monumental painting is compared to a symphony. This simile is only partially true. Certainly, illumination is not meant for a large audience; a viewer’s experience of it must be intimate. It necessitates a different understanding of what makes a work of art monumental, of what gives it scope, because in terms of variety and expressiveness of means, and as far as the possibilities for “orchestration” are concerned, illumination is no less symphonic than large-scale art.




    The work of illuminators represents the most important stage in the development of book decoration. The system of adorning a manuscript gradually became more intricate and reached its peak in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The miniaturist had at his disposal initials of various size, character and meaning; textual headings in colours and gold; horizontal ornament determined by the length of the line; borders made of elaborate floral ornaments, often with depictions of real and imaginary creatures or figures of people and monsters; decorations or filigree in the margins; elaborate bas-de-pages; and, finally, full-page miniature illustrations. If a manuscript was to be illuminated, a scribe left room for the initials, miniatures, medallions and for the illustrations covering part or the whole of the page. Sometimes, near these empty spaces reserved for the illustrations (or historiations) to the plot of the manuscript there were written instructions for the artist on what was to be depicted.




    Then the artist’s work began. By the time manuscripts were being made primarily in secular shops in towns rather than monasteries, illumination had become specialised. The master of the workshop supervised the whole process, made sketches and painted the most important pieces, or, if the commission was particularly prestigious, executed the whole illumination himself. One of his assistants, guided by his directions and patterns, would draw the design either with a silver or lead point or in ink, another would gild the appropriate parts, a third would paint and so on. Specialisation helped to ensure high productivity and quality, but the invention of new devices, the treatment of a new subject-matter, or technical and artistic discoveries were usually the realm of the head of the atelier.




    The work of a scribe or miniaturist was far from easy. One tonsured craftsman from Corbie Abbey wrote: “Dear reader, as you turn these pages with your fingers try not to damage the text. No one but a scribe knows what hard work is really like. It is as gratifying for a scribe to write the last line as it is for a sailor to come home to his harbour. It was only the master’s three fingers that held the writing cane, but his whole body suffered from the work.” Some old treatises taught that gold must be burnished just lightly at first, then with more pressure and finally with such force that perspiration appears on the forehead. Sometimes seven layers of paint were applied and often the miniaturist had to wait a few days for the previous layer to dry. But the artist’s devoted work was rewarded with wonderful results. “The Psalter of Louis IX seems to be a gem made of gold and enamel,” wrote Émile Mâle, one of the most prominent experts on medieval art. “One does not know if it is the work of an artist or a jeweller. When the king opened his prayer book in the Sainte-Chapelle the miniatures were in complete harmony with the lazuli vaults, translucent stained glass and ornate shrines.”




    It is impossible not to admire the skill of the masters, their clear-cut drawing and the harmony of glittering gold and shining colour. Yet for a modern reader to appreciate the artistic merits of illumination fully, it is not enough to know how it was made, to have an abstract sense of its beauty and value. An attempt must be made to “read” these representations in as detailed a fashion as the people of the last quarter of the twentieth century possibly can. Illuminations not only illustrated a story or conveyed an idea, but gave rise to certain emotions, evoked sensations of joy or sadness, beauty or ugliness, love or fear. The language of religious symbols and poetical allegories was fully comprehended by contemporaries, and manuscripts and the miniatures in them were examined unhurriedly and seriously.




    The art of illumination, which is inseparably linked to handwritten books, has a specifically intimate nature making it difficult to present to viewers. There is no way to exhibit manuscripts so that all their miniatures can be seen at one time, and direct contact with the manuscripts is restricted to a narrow circle of specialists. Art lovers, then, must rely on reproductions in books. Illumination is particularly well suited to this, for, unlike easel or monumental painting, the dimensions of miniatures allow them to be reproduced life size. Furthermore, such a presentation enables the closest approximation to the way in which miniatures were appreciated in the past: seated in solitude in a quiet room near a window or a lamp one can look leisurely through an art book and study the illustrations as if it were an old manuscript. Your patience and attention will be rewarded by a new world opening before your eyes.




    The splendid collection of Western European manuscripts possessed by the Public Library has made it possible to arrange the present book historically. Not all national schools or periods are equally represented in this collection: there is no Ottonian illumination and the Romanesque period is represented only by English and German manuscripts. However, it is possible to reflect many of the principal stages of the long history of illumination from the first achievements in the British Isles to the last, sixteenth-century, examples of this art.




    The Gothic period, in the course of which France became the leading European centre of book illumination, features most prominently in our collection. The following commentary was written taking particular account of the history and composition of the St Petersburg collection. Rather than being a brief review of the development of illumination, it is meant to be a guide of sorts, which — it is hoped — will help the reader to better appreciate each manuscript and miniature from an artistic and historical point of view.




    Unlike Byzantium, where a tradition of decorating books had persisted from Classical antiquity, manuscript illumination in Western Europe did not actually appear until the sixth century. The first manuscripts in which the text was accompanied by decoration came from Italy and from the territory of present-day France where the Merovingian culture (named after the ruling dynasty) existed between the late fifth and mid-eighth centuries.




    The few works in the collection from the mid-seventh and the second half of the eighth century show that Merovingian illumination was dominated by a linear, graphic style reflecting the influence both of late Roman art and the style of Lombardy and Northern Italy (the depiction of figures and architectural motifs), and of the East, mainly Coptic Egypt (ornamental designs and colour). Manuscript production was centred in the monasteries of Fleury and Tours (Loire Valley), Luxeuil (Burgundy) and Corbie (Picardy). A page from the Epistles of St Jerome (1) showing a depiction of a man, something extremely rare in the Merovingian period, is a very good example of Corbie illumination. It is the earliest miniature in this book and it reveals one of the main merits of Merovingian illumination: quick, free and emotional drawing.




    The most vivid and original illumination, which, according to Carl Nordenfalk, “sheds light on the ‘dark ages’” better than any other kind of art, took shape in the British Isles after their conversion to Christianity in the early seventh century. The term “insular art” is used to designate works of this region and period — a felicitous settlement of the dispute between the advocates of Irish, Celtic and Anglo-Saxon primacy as regards the origins of this major phenomenon in the history of European culture.




    Using and developing the local ornamental traditions existing in the decorative and applied arts, insular illumination successfully subordinated an endless variety of geometric, plant and animal designs, as well as the dynamic evolution and variation of interlaced patterns, to the rectangular pages of manuscripts. The main sources of this art were the monasteries of Ireland and Anglo-Saxon Northumbria, whose scriptoria produced the first masterpieces of Western European illumination.




    The Northumbrian monasteries of St Peter in Wearmouth (founded 674 AD) and St Paul in Jarrow (founded 681 AD) were among the most original centres of manuscript decoration. Manuscripts brought back to Northumbria (together with relics) from Rome by Abbot Ceolfrith included what was known as Cassiodorus’ Codex Grandior (sixth century). Scribes striving to follow the Italian pattern made the Wearmouth and Jarrow scriptoria the main source of the Mediterranean influence in insular manuscripts. It was there that the St Petersburg Bede was executed in the middle of the eighth century. The importance and uniqueness of this manuscript in the history of illumination is not just a result of its being one of the earliest decorated non-liturgical works, but is mainly due to its being the first known European manuscript to have a historiated initial, i.e., an initial containing a figure and with some sort of narrative purpose.




    The creative energy of the Irish and Anglo-Saxon craftsmen was most strongly and fully expressed in the adornment of the Evangelistary. The scribes’ veneration for the Scriptures manifested itself in their desire to embellish them and make them into works of art. Early medieval Western European illumination’s leading principle was thus maintained, with the goal of embellishment replacing the classical idea of illustration. Ornaments, as the principal means of decoration, were taking up more and more space on the parchment pages. In general, the most heavily decorated were the opening pages, known as “carpet pages” since they were completely covered with multicoloured interlace patterns. These bright pages, along with initials, indicate the beginning of each Gospel.




    The small, austere initial letters of antiquity gradually developed, became larger and more elaborate, eventually including the following letters of initial words in an ornamental design, so that finally they evolved into whole title pages on which the word itself was an object of art.




    With truly boundless imagination, the craftsmen invented ornamental compositions, coming up with endless ways of alternating and joining rectangular and curved forms, the fragments and “panels” which, like pieces of tile, made up mosaic designs. There was also a mosaic-like quality in their use of colour.




    The famous Durham Gospels (Cathedral Library, MS.A.II.17; with initials of modest size), the Gospel Book of Durrow (Ca 675; Dublin, Trinity College Library, 57; with initials occupying a third of the page), the Lindisfarne Gospels (ca 690; London, British Library, Cotton MS. Nero D.IV; its initials nearly the size of the entire page) and the Book of Kells (ca 800; Dublin, Trinity College Library, 58; showing the ultimate development of this tendency) marked each of the stages in this main, “classical” trend within insular art.




    The Lindisfarne Gospels, from the Northumbrian monastery on the island of Lindisfarne, was the first manuscript to open with a visually impressive introduction — the canon tables (Canones Evangeliorum). These were compiled around 330 by Eusebius of Caesarea and later employed by St Jerome. Although they had always been presented in the shape of an arcade, it was only in the British Isles that they became a source of a striking decorative effect. The arcades of insular manuscripts can be compared to a slender portico or grand portal leading to the “building” of a book. The embellishment of the Evangelistary (282–284) now in the Public Library, including the arcades of the canon tables and the initial pages, was executed applying the aesthetic discoveries made in the Lindisfarne scriptorium. Judging by its structure, high quality and calligraphic style, the manuscript is an example of the mature stage of insular illumination, from roughly the same period as the Book of Kells.




    Insular manuscripts were not merely a local episode in the history of Western European art. Miniaturists from the British Isles, bringing with them both their ornamental motifs and techniques of decoration, played an important role in the development and sometimes in the foundation of monastery scriptoria on the continent. Insular influence continued to be felt even in the Carolingian period, the next major stage of quests and revelations in the history of illumination.




    For more than 150 years, from the late eighth to the early tenth centuries, in the Frankish Empire established by Charlemagne and extending over what is now France, Germany and southern Flanders, there was a flourishing of art referred to as the Carolingian Renaissance. The empire’s political and ideological programme sought to follow the traditions of the Roman Empire and to rival Byzantium. Culturally, this manifested itself in a strict aesthetic code which included an attempt to revive antiquity. Of all the surviving examples of Carolingian art, it is illumination that most fully and vividly expresses the artistic ideals of the era.




    Compared with their predecessors, Carolingian miniaturists strove for greater unity and harmony in their books. They achieved a better balance between the decorations and the text, and reined in the abundance of ornamental motifs found in Merovingian and insular works, subordinating them more strictly to the shape of a page or a two-page spread. The value of individual miniatures also grew, and a tendency towards rendering the three-dimensional quality of figures emerged. A desire to compete with Byzantine imperial codices and even to surpass them in ornateness led to the wide use of gold and silver in manuscript decoration. It seems that Byzantine manuscripts written in gold and silver on purple-coloured parchment — a tradition dating back to the Carmina Figurata, a luxurious manuscript created for Constantine I by his court poet Publius Optatianus Porphyrius — were especially highly prized. Golden backgrounds also appeared. In the Carolingian period, then, the foundation was laid for some of the basic artistic principles underlying Western European illumination.




    Despite common aesthetic premises, the manner and style of Carolingian illumination differed depending on where and when the manuscript was produced. During the reigns of Charlemagne and his successors (amongst whom Charles the Bald was particularly fond of beautiful manuscripts) the art of illumination developed not only in the workshops of Aachen and other places in the Rhineland, but also in Tours, Rheims and Metz. The illustrations in this book show the ways in which the styles of some of these schools and trends varied.




    The Evangelistary known as the Purple Gospelbook (21) is a good example of a striving for lustre and opulence, of a manuscript being made not just to glorify the Holy Word but also to praise a patron and satisfy his vanity, is. Artistically, it echoed the work of the court workshop of Aachen that produced the Coronation Gospels (Vienna, Weltliche Schatzkammer), which for centuries was used for swearing in the emperors of the Holy Roman Empire.




    The origins of the artists of that workshop — who were active in the early ninth century and displayed an especially closeness to Hellenistic traditions — are still a subject of conjecture. The manuscripts that experts group together in the “Coronation school” and which kept appearing until the end of the ninth century, all display “Greek” modelling, a specific technique and silver and golden lettering on purple parchment. Possibly, this trend was indeed started by Greek artists who fled the iconoclasm in the East and found refuge at Charlemagne’s court.




    The Sacramentarium Gregorianum (22) was made at the Monastery of St Amand, which produced manuscripts for the court of Charles the Bald. Because of its use of ornamental motifs from the British Isles, this particular trend in Carolingian illumination of the second half of the ninth century is sometimes referred to as Franco-insular.




    The Evangelistary (23) from Tours demonstrates how firmly the traditions of the Carolingian Renaissance had taken hold by the tenth century. Tours possessed, at the St Martin and Marmoutier Abbeys, what was then probably the most prolific scriptorium. It was established during the abbacy of Alcuin (796–804) and reached its height under the abbots Adalhard (834–843) and Vivian (844–851). The Tours school was able to recover after the Norman raids in the middle of the ninth century without losing its main features of its illuminations — a lucid, logical composition, a use of ornamental motifs that sought to imitate those of antiquity and a balance of the pure outlines of the initials and borders with the text. An illumination from another Evangelistary (20) probably made in the Ottonian period, in the eleventh century, still shows the strong influence of the traditions of Charlemagne’s court.




    The Romanesque period can be said to comprise the golden age of illuminated manuscripts. History probably never again saw such a fine fusion of all the component elements: the book format and the proportions of lettering and text, page texture, two-dimensional miniatures and historiated initials, the black text on white parchment with polychrome illumination which became more and more dominated by gold, especially glittering gold leaf. Certain general features of Romanesque art helped this harmony: simple, expressive silhouettes, local colour, fixed compositions with a monumental rhythmical organisation, and a tendency towards symmetry. It was a period when artists, harking back to Carolingian and Byzantine patterns, developed their own idiom using an invariable set of stereotypes and symbols that could be employed at all times. It was this that prompted Focillon to speak of the “eternal immobility of Romanesque art”. Page decoration, with increased economy and concentration, became drawn, so to speak, into separate miniatures and particularly into initials that came to form the main type of illumination in Romanesque manuscripts. The historiated initials of monumental Bibles, which were copied in scriptoria in large letters and sometimes extended over many volumes, began featuring the figures of acrobats and various fantastic beasts incorporated into the ornament (the Weissenau Bible).




    The Romanesque period also saw an increased variation in the themes of illuminated manuscripts. Greater numbers of classical stories of saints and chronicles were being copied. Different legal, didactic, geographical and natural philosophical treatises also appeared. The St Petersburg Bestiary (3), produced at the height of English Romanesque illumination, was one such work. In it the use of old iconographic patterns was enriched to some extent by the artist’s actual experience in watching creatures well known to him, although they are still treated in a heraldic manner and seem to be pasted on to the parchment pages. Sometimes very expressive movements were captured, giving a typically Romanesque impression of “moving immobility”. A single approach, determined by the format of the page, governed both the miniatures, which were in rectangular borders, and the text.




    The chronology of the Romanesque period in manuscript illumination differs for the various national schools. In England and France the style covered the eleventh and twelfth centuries, with the Gothic appearing in the early thirteenth century; while in Germany the eleventh century was still closely connected with the Ottonian Renaissance, and masterpieces of Romanesque illumination were produced in the thirteenth century. One of them, the Bible from Weingarten Abbey (5), was illuminated in the first quarter of the thirteenth century by the artist known as the Master of the Berthold Missal. Romanesque book illumination was almost exclusively produced in monastery scriptoria; manuscripts, to use the phrase of Jean Porché, were major “instruments of monastic culture”. Therefore, their embellishment not only bore the imprint of general religious ideas, but also of the traditions of the particular order and abbey, the taste of the abbot and the type of manuscripts available in the monastery library. However, such influences were no more than an impetus to the strong individual gift of the best artists. The powerful talent of the craftsman from the Swabian monastery of Weingarten and the strong plastic quality and sense of drama in his depictions of the prophets made Carl Nordenfalk see him as both a follower, “possessing almost a hypnotic force”, of the traditions of the two-century-old Reichenau school, and a distant forerunner of Claus Sluter and Michelangelo.




    While the early periods in the evolution of illuminated manuscripts are illustrated only by separate and disjointed examples, St Petersburg’s rich collection of French works, which comprise the main part of this book, makes an extensive and chronological presentation of the Gothic manuscript possible. The history of illuminated manuscripts in France as a cultural phenomenon of national scope started in the tenth century with the Capetians, because prior to that time there were only separate, though prominent centres of illumination (such as Rheims and Tours) in the region of present-day France. From the thirteenth century, manuscript illumination flourished in France, and it undoubtedly became the leading school in Western Europe, dictating the style of other national schools.




    The thirteenth century was marked by more than just a transition from one style (Romanesque) to another (Gothic). It was a time of decisive changes in illumination, when monasteries were giving way to court workshops and secular town shops as the main centres of manuscript production. For obvious reasons, Paris became France’s dominant cultural centre: it was the seat of what was then Western Europe’s main research and educational institution, the University of Paris, as well as of a royal court that was pursuing a successful policy of unification and was for quite some time the principal commissioner of the most luxurious manuscripts. It was in Paris that such typically “French” traits as high skill, clear-cut drawing, a harmonious colour scheme, based on the use of gold in combination with red, blue and white, and carefully balanced decor started to take shape. They are exemplified by this Psalter (24) produced by a Parisian workshop in the first half of the thirteenth century.




    The tax records for Paris in 1292 mention — along with architects, painters, sculptors, stained-glass artists, jewellers, carvers and tapestry weavers — seventeen illuminators. They were familiar not only with the inventions of different Parisian masters, but also, through merchants and travelling artists, with the most recent achievements in other countries. Having assimilated and reworked these innovations, they returned to their countries of origin enriched and stamped with incontestable Parisian taste. Dante described the work of the artists of Paris, while in the second half of the fourteenth century Petrarch complained that the whole world was dependent on the whim of Parisian fashion, that “one has to use their scribes and illuminators.” As a result of Paris’s centralising role, French illumination became a uniform artistic phenomenon in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.




    Social and cultural changes, as well as the appearance of new readers and patrons put an end to the hegemony of religious literature and led to the production of more secular works, such as romances, treatises and historical writings which introduced new themes, often of a secular and true-to-life character, into illumination. From this point and for a long time to come, the development of French court culture was determined by an increased tendency towards romantic chivalry. Roland, the hero of the past, gave way to Tristan and Isolde. The Virgin became the main object of religious veneration: whole poetic works were devoted to her (see 26), as well as extensive series of miniatures (Life and Miracles of the Virgin) in which, for the first time, each episode of the story was depicted separately.




    In brief, the changes undergone by Gothic illumination by the end of the thirteenth century can be summed up as a shift from the strict and relatively simple ornamentation of the first Gothic manuscripts, with their lucid drawing and large surfaces of colour, to exquisite lines and refined and gracious figures.




    The ensemble of all the elements of the miniature and the text was becoming more and more elaborate; John Ruskin aptly compared the new Gothic “well-illuminated Missal” to a “fair cathedral full of stained-glass windows”. The Rheims Missal (25) is such an ensemble. In was executed at the transitional stage from Early to High Gothic, and is stylistically similar to the works of Honoré, the first Parisian miniaturist whose name we know and whose manner we can trace to some extent by comparing archival records with the surviving manuscripts of the late thirteenth century. By that time French illumination had already achieved the combination of balance and elegance which would in the future be an important distinctive feature of its national school and, as early as the beginning of the fourteenth century, determine the style even of less flamboyant manuscripts (see Joseph of Arimathaea or The Holy Grail; 27).




    The transition from Early to High Gothic was marked by a decisive change in the artists’ attitude towards the margins into which ornamental design was increasingly expanding. Sprays started to sprout from the initials into the margins and between the columns of the text, gradually turning into more elaborate foliate ornaments that eventually occupied all empty spaces, becoming lavishly decorated borders and frames. Drolleries — fantastic creatures and acrobats that in the Romanesque period began inhabiting historiated initials — were randomly dispersed in the margin, leaving more room in the initials for narrative episodes. These figures were balanced on stalks, interlaced with designs of ivy, vines, flowers, leaves and berries, or composed separate scenes. The origins of these entertaining motifs and decorative studies from nature still remain a subject of dispute. Some find the sources of these “menageries” and “botanical gardens” in the experiments of Italians, others connect them with elements in English illumination, while still others trace them to the Netherlandish interest in the surrounding world or consider them “a realisation of the German dream”. It is to Paris, however, that they apparently owe their popularity, for it was from there that they spread all over Europe as a fashionable element. This phenomenon was unquestionably connected with the culture of popular fairs, the performances of jugglers, acrobats, and trained animals, and with the naturalistic elements of medieval theatre. Li Livres dou Tresor by Brunetto Latini (28) was one of the first French manuscripts to feature a whole troupe of jugglers on stalks sprouting on the page.




    The early fourteenth century found French illumination developing even greater refinement. The line of the drawing grew still lighter and more sensitive, and the proportions of human figures became more elongated. They started to bend like tongues of flame; their silhouettes danced as if at a royal ball, giving the rhythm of folds and draperies a special musical character. The intense, rich colours of Gothic illumination gave way to subtle combinations of colours and light tinting. Grisaille, a dignified grey monochrome, seemed, as the French novelist André Malraux aptly described it, “the art of minstrels”, and the leading miniaturists commissioned by the higher aristocracy could justly be called court artists. A growing interest in narration, in details from life and in imparting an entertaining quality became another important aspect of illumination.




    In the first three decades of the fourteenth century an artist emerged who succeeded in summing up the achievements of the Parisian school and shaping from them a new quality for the future. This artist was Jean Pucelle, whom Erwin Panofsky considered as important for the development of painting in the North as Giotto and Duccio were for Italy. Jean Pucelle mastered the elegance of silhouettes, quick virtuoso drawing and grisaille that made it possible to render volume to perfection. Employing the discoveries of Tuscan and Sienese artists and striving to create depth of space, he turned the first timid attempts to overcome the abstract two-dimensionality of backgrounds into true architectural compositions. Pucelle was also bolder than his predecessors in his use of the margins.




    In them he continued to elaborate the main scene, demonstrating his skill as a story-teller. He made the movements of figures more lifelike and the compositions freer and richer. It is largely thanks to Pucelle’s innovatory treatment that in the fourteenth century intimate and refined illumination, seemingly the most delicate and elitist of art forms, became the one best suited to the demands of the time and, in contrast to architecture and monumental art, the least effected by the destructiveness of the dramatic events that took place in the middle of that century (the beginning of the Hundred Years’ War, the decline of the economy and the plague). Pucelle’s traditions remained influential and fruitful until the last decades of the century, and “court illumination became the quintessence of the art of the age” (François Avril).




    Manuscripts in the Public Library clearly show the merits of this aristocratic art. Among them, for example, are the small Book of Hours of the Use of Paris (29), a virtuoso masterpiece; Les Louanges de Monseigneur Saint-Jehan l'Évangeliste (30), illuminated by the Master of the Coronation of Charles VI in a lyrical, soft and slightly feminine manner; and the monumental Bible Historiale (31), the illumination of which was executed by several artists (the frontispieces, probably by Jean Pucelle’s most loyal follower at the court of Charles V, Jean Le Noir).




    This book contains only a few, though quite interesting, examples of fourteenth-century manuscript illumination from other Western European countries. Closest to the French manner, especially its southern variety, was Spanish illumination. In the middle and second half of the century a specific cultural milieu formed in the northwestern Mediterranean area, with Avignon as its centre. It embraced southern regions of France, Certain Italian provinces and Catalonia. The richly ornamented Lo Breviari d’amor (7) executed in Lérida, Catalonia, close in style to the illumination of Provence, can be attributed to that cultural sphere. It is distinguished from the Parisian school by a brighter colour scheme, a certain stiffness in the drawing and the presence of Moorish influence.




    Italian illumination in the fourteenth century was very definitely composed of different centres or regional schools, among which Bologna, where the scribes’ shops clustered around the famous university, was prominent. Although all Italian illumination was affected by the great Italian painting of the fourteenth century, in the middle of the century the Bologna masters were especially sensitive to Giotto’s lessons.




    The influence of frescoes can be seen in the monumental style, the colour scheme and the initial in Avicenna’s Canon (8) as well as in the illustrations to Le Roman de Trois (9). This latter series of miniatures executed in the lower part of the pages is remarkable both for its length and detailed drawing; it is also interesting because it is one of the best examples of continuous pictorial narration — a device that goes back to classical friezes and ancient scrolls, which was adopted and transformed in medieval times (for example, the famous Bayeux Tapestry) and thoroughly developed in Italian illumination, in Naples, Bologna and Lombardy, primarily in the illustration of romances. According to expert opinion, the ingenuity of the artists of the Roman de Trois, the careful treatment of the illustrated text and use of realistic detail, make it a sign of a transition to a new stage, the age of humanism. Another and more definite sign of the development of humanism in Italy is provided by an early copy of one of Petrarch’s works, which was illuminated in Milan (10).




    The illumination of the German Das Schachzabelbuch (The Book of Chess; 6) dates from the very end of the fourteenth century. In addition to certain peculiarities of the national style (which, incidentally, also varied from place to place — in Swabia, the Rhineland, Saxony, or Prague (then effectively the capital of the Holy Roman Empire and the centre of a strong school), such as the use of a different facial type, of angular figures foreign to French illumination, and a new colour scheme, the miniatures of Das Schachzabelbuch are of interest for their rare iconography and genre details. They also display some features of the International Gothic style then flourishing in many European centres.




    The greatest achievements of this style in manuscript illumination at the turn of the fifteenth century were primarily connected with France as a result of the development there of the court art described above. It was at the French court that the tradition of learned patronage and love for books first appeared. This tradition was initiated by John the Good, continued by the “wise king” Charles V, whose library contained nine hundred volumes on a variety of subjects, and flourished under Philip the Bold, the Duke of Burgundy, and, of course, under Jean, the Duke of Berry, whose name is often mentioned in connection with this notable period in the history of illumination. The role of Paris as the arbiter of fashion was consolidated under the Valois princes; the patronage of the court and of the aristocracy, who did not want to lag behind, attracted artists to Paris from other countries. From the middle of the fourteenth century, a great number came from the Netherlands, bringing with them a taste for colour, light and three-dimensional representation, and an interest in realism. A combination of these tendencies and the traditions initiated by Pucelle resulted in one of the most interesting phenomena in the history of art, known as Franco-Flemish illumination.




    The craftsmen working for the Duke of Berry combined the “regimented ballet of chivalry and gallantry” so vividly portrayed in Jean Froissart’s Chronicle with the ingenuous joy of life and daintiness of late Gothic culture, its interest — in spirit already humanist, — in Classical antiquity, and the growing realistic tendencies of Low Countries urban culture. The framework of the Parisian fourteenth-century school of illumination was becoming too small for the expanding and more complicated imagery; Pucelle’s “dolls’ houses” were unable to contain the fantasy of the masters working for the Duke of Berry, and the first attempts at portrait and landscape painting were being developed. Easel painting joined illumination at the end of the fourteenth century. Italy was on the threshold of its fifteenth-century artistic revolution and in the Netherlands art was soon to be transformed by Jan van Eyck. Artists of the Berry circle such as Jacquemart, the Boucicaut Master, the Master of the Rohan Hours, and especially, the Limbourg brothers, revolutionised the art of book illumination.




    Alongside these great innovators, sometimes working in collaboration with them on the decoration of a manuscript, were other talented artists. Thanks to the painstaking research of scholars (particularly Millard Meiss), the works of other artists have been distinguished among the many miniatures produced at that time in Paris and at the courts of the princes. This book, for example, contains works by the Pseudo-Jacquemart, the Master of the Coronation of the Virgin, the Luçon Master, and the Master of the Apocalypse. The illuminators of L’Information des Rois (33), Les Grandes Chroniques de France (35), and Historia Destructionis Troiae (36; which was probably executed in collaboration with Italian artists) are still unknown.




    Taken together, the manuscripts in the Public Library provide a fine opportunity to appreciate the elegant art of French manuscript decoration of the “golden age” of European illumination, and demonstrate the wide variety of subject matter then popular in literature. They comprise Books of Hours (prayer books for domestic use, which were the most common type of manuscript in the fifteenth century), didactic and historical works, and romances, the illumination of which shows with particular vividness the elegant and fairytale-like world of chivalrous society. Established in the fourteenth century, the system of illumination used for romances required that rectangularly framed miniatures be integrated into columns of text, of which there were two or three on a page. The illustrations were usually adjacent to, or connected with, the initials and the ornamental border. The adornment of the Book of Hours (32) is an example of exquisite marginal decoration of a type that soon became widely spread. Its miniatures, exemplifying Franco-Flemish art interpreted in a refined Parisian style, are evidence of the growing intricacy and richness of the colour scheme that marked the reign of Charles VI.




    The illustrations to other manuscripts reproduced here, little known or unknown even to specialists, possess their own merits; their publication is expected to add to the knowledge of art from the age of the Duke of Berry. The extremely difficult period in the Hundred Years’ War, which followed the defeat at Agincourt (1415) when, according to the famous historian Jules Michelet, “not only the king, but also the kingdom, France itself, was taken prisoner”, had an impact on the whole of French art. France found itself divided into several parts that at times were even at war with each other. Captured by England and lying in ruins, Paris lost its unifying role and several trends appeared in the development of art. Fleeing the ruined capital, artists went to Burgundy, the Loire, the South and abroad. Although tremendous progress was being made by Italian and Netherlandish masters in the second quarter of the fifteenth century, in France it was the least productive period for art as a whole and for illumination in particular. Miniatures from this period employ only familiar devices and lack inspiration.




    Three Books of Hours produced at this time are now in the Library collection: the Luxembourg Book of Hours (42) and those belonging to Mary Queen of Scots (40) and Francis II, last Duke of Brittany (41). Mary Stuart’s Book of Hours is of great historical interest; its illumination, executed in the circle of the Bedford Master, the most skilful and prolific artist working in Paris under the English, is remarkable primarily for its further development of ornamental borders. Artistically speaking, the most interesting of the three is the Luxembourg Book of Hours because in it the traditions of the Paris school were modified by the then more advanced Netherlandish art.




    Of all the centres of Italian illumination in the late fourteenth and first half of the fifteenth centuries, Lombardy was the closest to France. There, at the court of the Visconti dukes of Milan, chivalrous art flourished in the same International (or, as some experts prefer to call it, “soft”) style that was dominant in Paris, Bourges and Dijon and at the court of King Wenceslaus in Prague. Lombard miniatures combined an aristocratic, refined quality with a sharp, observant and objective attitude that bordered on naturalism — traits typical of late Gothic culture. Giangaleazzo Visconti, a passionate bibliophile, was the patron of such outstanding masters as Giovanni dei Grassi and Michelino da Besozzo, who decorated and illuminated splendid manuscripts with unsurpassed virtuosity.




    Under Filippo Maria Visconti and Francesco Sforza, inheritors of both the duchy of Milan and a taste for beautiful manuscripts, this tradition of illumination was continued by Luchino Belbello da Pavia and Bonifazio Bembo. Semideus (13), a manuscript then included in the ducal library, is a good example of Lombard illumination. Together with the glitter of colours characteristic of Michelino da Besozzo, it has the minute details and expressiveness of Luchino Belbello’s manner and, in its exciting battle-scene illustrations, shows the love for tinted drawings so typical of Lombard illumination and so much favoured by Bembo.




    While in Milan and Pavia manuscripts such as Semideus were still being produced, Renaissance culture was already triumphant in other parts of Italy and particularly in Florence. Manuscript illumination in Italy was not marked by the revelations that transformed painting, sculpture and architecture, but it should, however, be borne in mind that humanist writings were as much an instrument of Renaissance culture as the manuscripts created by monastery scriptoria had been of the medieval culture. The victorious Renaissance first appeared in Florentine illumination under Cosimo Medici the Elder, manifesting itself in a type of ornamentation for humanist writings (the works of the classics of antiquity, Dante, Petrarch and Boccaccio) with decorations on the title page of the manuscript and sometimes also at the beginning of major sections and of chapters. The text was written in clear-cut humanist script framed by ornamental borders that often included a design of white vine-stalks or banderoles — the so-called bianchi girari. The same motif was employed in the initials. An example of the typical Florentine manuscript style which soon not only won popularity all over Italy but was also commissioned by foreign lovers of humanist literature, is Petrarch’s Canzoniere. Trionfi (11).




    The adornment of title pages included coats of arms and such typical motifs of Renaissance decoration as putti, garlands, medallions and sometimes “portraits” of the authors. Two of these “portraits” are reproduced here: one of Boccaccio in a manuscript the illumination of which is close to the Neapolitan school (12), the other of Livy in a miniature at the beginning of his History of Rome (14), depicting the famous Roman historian as an Italian humanist.




    Fifteenth-century Venetian illumination in our collection is represented by two interesting and typically Venetian manuscripts (16) — instructions given by the Doge to the important officials of the “Queen of the Adriatic”. Such formal instructions, usually illuminated by the best miniaturists, were then cherished as family heirlooms. The style of this particular artist, a leading Venetian illuminator, was influenced by the great masters of “large-scale” painting, a common phenomenon in Italian illumination.




    While the richness and diversity of Italian Renaissance illumination is naturally in no way fully conveyed by the few miniatures included in this book, once again the St Petersburg collection of French works is full enough to illustrate all the main trends and kinds of French illumination of the middle and second half of the fifteenth century.




    The hope of a better future following the end of the Hundred Years’ War, a national upsurge, a rationalistic and businesslike spirit, as well as the cultural influence of Italy and the Netherlands, brought about a revolution in the life of central France. Thus began the period in the history of French painting that is known as the First (or Early) Renaissance. It reached its peak between the 1440s and 1470s.




    The Loire valley became the cradle of the early Renaissance, with Tours as its capital and Jean Fouquet its most talented and influential master. Fouquet was faced with the complex task of translating traditional manuscript illumination into the language of the Renaissance. It is most likely that, as a young man, this native of Tours studied painting in the studio of a Parisian miniaturist. He was closely associated with the architects, sculptors, stained-glass makers and jewellers of the Ile-de-France, and was well acquainted with Netherlandish easel painting and the discoveries of van Eyck.




    Having spent a few years in Italy, Fouquet was introduced to the art of the Renaissance. His artistic knowledge was enormous, yet he retained his own style, and everything he learned enabled him to create a whole arsenal of new methods and techniques. Jean Fouquet’s masterpiece, the Hours of Étienne Chevalier (Chantilly, Musée Condé, MS. 71), was as much a turning point in the development of French illumination as the works of Pucelle and the Limbourg brothers had been earlier. In its illumination Fouquet solved the problem of space: the compositions of its miniatures are commensurate with the figures and filled with realistic details as never before. He also developed the concept of landscape in illumination; his poetic interpretation of real scenery was far ahead of his time. The numerous architectural and decorative Renaissance motifs in his miniatures do not appear to be foreign elements, but fit organically into his artistic world.




    The frontispiece to the treatise by Martin Le Franc (45), executed either by Fouquet himself or under his direct guidance, shows the full charm of the master’s world, so harmonious and lucid, carefully balanced, and featuring a radiant landscape reminiscent of the artist’s native Loire. A later manuscript, the Chronique de Louis de Bourbon (55), was illuminated by one of Fouquet’s followers, who maintained the master’s love for Italianate decorative motifs and was skilled at organising battle scenes compactly and setting them against a landscape background.




    Another centre of mid-fifteenth century art was the court of René, titular king of Naples, Count of Provence and Duke of Anjou and Lorraine. Not just a patron of the arts, he was himself a writer and artist, called the “last of the troubadours”. The twists of his own fate had an important bearing on the art of the illuminators he patronized. His love and appreciation of Netherlandish painting began when he was held prosoner in Burgundy. At the same time, René was aware of the innovations of Italian artists, whom he invited to his court. But the most important factor was the atmosphere at the court itself. The King loved pastoral festivals and jousting tournaments and he built small, cosy castles decorated according to the latest style, a fashion which, in keeping with the flourishing humanism of the time, idealized antiquity and the age of knighthood.




    The peculiarity of this double-sided culture was best expressed by the artist who illuminated the King’s allegorical novel, Le Cœur d’Amours Epris (Vienna, Nationalbibliothek, MS.2597). For some time experts believed that this “Master of the Heart” was King René himself, but now they are more inclined to think that he was Barthelemy d’Eyck from the Netherlands, also the creator of some major panel paintings. One of his early works in the realm of illumination is the Description d’un Tournoi Fait en 1446 (43), and another manuscript of the same kind also in the Public Library, the idyll Regnault and Jeanneton (52), which was probably illustrated according to King René’s own drawings. At any rate, these two manuscripts clearly show René’s original taste and convey the flavour of a unique period in the history of French culture, marking the transition from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance.
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