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Overview

ÅA discussion of the major 7-8th century works of 

insular illumination (Lindisfarne, Kells, Durrow 

etc.), including their socio-political basis, 

followed by a discussion of the primary 

illumination motifs and conventions and the 

dialogue among Celtic and related art forms

ÅExamples of illumination by the teacher utilizing 

these motifs will be on display

ÅA brief practical on simple knotwork will ensue
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What is an insular manuscript?

Å For the purpose of this presentation insular manuscripts are those 
produced in the British Isles during the 7th through 9th centuries

Å During this period literacy was concentrated in Christian 
monasteries

Å According to the Venerable Bede, Christianity came to the Isles in 
the early 7th century. However, traces of Christianity and literacy 
would have remained from the Roman occupation that ended c. 5th

century

Å Many beautiful manuscripts were created expressly as treasure 
objects, to gain prestige for the home monastery and increase 
standing

Å This motivation was balanced by the belief that creating exegetical 
works and making the Word of God ñfleshò were in themselves holy 
acts and, given the long, arduous work and sacrifice involved, 
pilgrimages in their own right
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Artistic Environment

ÅInsular illumination is generally considered 

to be ñCelticò in inspiration, specifically 

using the Celtic La Tène style

ÅHowever it also shares stylistic elements 

with Pictish, Migration art (e.g. Frankish 

and Ostrogothic) and Scandinavian art
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What is ñCelticò art?

ÅArising from the Celtic barbarian migration c. 
500 BCE, Celtic art is basically a shared 
European aesthetic that was preserved within 
the British Isles, particularly Ireland, until at least 
the 12th century CE (Dillon & Chadwick, 287)

ÅOne of the major Celtic art movements is ñLa 
Tèneò, named for a site in Switzerland where it 
was first identified

ÅLa Tène draws ñheavily on Greek/Etruscan 
motifs, with an admixture of Oriental, even 
Scythian elementsò (UNC link)
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Celtic art - examples

ÅMetalwork: Tara Brooch, Hunterston Brooch, 

Ardagh Chalice, Derrynaflan Chalice

ÅStone: Irish high crosses, e.g. Clonmacnoise

ÅInsular illumination such as the Book of Kells 

and the Lindisfarne Gospels

ÅLater Celtic art (early 12th c.) includes the 

Lismore Crosier, the Cross of Cong and St. 

Patrickôs Bell Shrine
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Some major insular manuscripts

Work Date

ÅBook of Durrow After 660

ÅLindisfarne Gospels c. 710-725

ÅBook of Mulling early 8th century

ÅLichfield Gospels 8th century

(possibly 730)

ÅBook of Kells c. 750-800

ÅEchternach Gospels 8th century
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Colour palette of insular ms

ÅRed, yellow, green

ÅGold (gilding or shell-gold) in some 
instances

ÅLindisfarne and Kells both had extended 
palettes including blue and violet (through 
shading) which strongly suggests 
exposure to Mediterranean-produced 
books e.g. Roman exemplars (Brown, 
275)
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Common Celtic motifs in insular ms

ÅPelta: ñcrescent with a cusped interior curve, 
derived from the profile of an ancient Greek 
shieldò (Brown, 273)

ÅSpirals and trumpet spirals

ÅVine scrolls, sometimes inhabited

ÅTriskele

ÅKnotwork (borders or major motifs)

ÅGripping beasts

ÅRed dots, used in rows, grids or to render motifs, 
a convention adopted from Coptic ms (Cahill, 
180)
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Layout elements in insular Gospel ms

ÅCarpet and/or cross-carpet pages, completely 
filled with ornamentation. The intensity of the 
ornamentation almost attains ñhorror vacuiò 
(Dillon & Chadwick, 288)

ÅIncipit ñtitleò pages for each Gospel, with a large 
decorated principal initial, partial page border, 
and descending initials including the Apostleôs 
names and the opening words of the text

ÅApostle portrait pages or their symbol

ÅBody text with illuminated initials
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Book of Kells, c. 750-800

Chi-Rho page, folio 34r

Trinity College Dublin 

18 Mar. 2010

http://www.bookofkells.i
e/book-of-kells/

http://www.bookofkells.ie/book-of-kells/
http://www.bookofkells.ie/book-of-kells/
http://www.bookofkells.ie/book-of-kells/
http://www.bookofkells.ie/book-of-kells/
http://www.bookofkells.ie/book-of-kells/
http://www.bookofkells.ie/book-of-kells/
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Lindisfarne Gospels, c. 710-725

Å Cross-carpet page and St. Lukeôs incipit page (Zaczek 37 and 39)

Å The artwork represents a ñsynthesis of art influences across Europeò, including Celtic metal 
working and stonework ïa mix and match of Celtic, Germanic and Pictish stylistic elements of the 
6th-8th centuriesò (Brown, 46)
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Book of Durrow, after 660

Folio192v

Carpet page (Zaczek, 31)

One of the earliest great insular manuscripts
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Adaptations of Lindisfarne style

Illum. (Harris, 2008-9)
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Adaptations of Lindisfarne style

Illum. (Harris, 2008)
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Challenges of insular ms

ÅInsular illumination highly sophisticated

ÅDesign and execution very difficult and 

demanding

ÅBest examples take the style to ultimate extreme

ÅCross-carpet pages absolutely solid with 

ornament

ÅVery intricate embedded knotwork

ÅSplendid but discouraging for beginner and 

intermediate illuminators
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When imitating insular ms

ÅEasy to become discouraged

ÅLimited number of insular ms to draw upon 

for inspiration

ÅBorder work tedious

ÅDifficult to deconstruct carpet and incipit 

pages for useful motifs

ÅAttempts to imitate the apogee of 

illumination yield mediocre results
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Finding inspiration in Celtic metalwork

ÅStrong, simpler shapes, often in gold, with 

red, black, blue and white accents

ÅEasy to identify pleasing shapes and 

stand-alone motifs

ÅCompelling imagery that feels fresher than 

a painfully derivative knotwork border
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Characteristics of Celtic metalwork

Åmillefiori or chequey glass studs

Åpolychrome enamel

Åcloisonné with glass or garnet chips

ÅStudding with semi-precious stones

ÅFiligree

ÅStepwork

ÅZoomorphs / gripping beasts

ÅAbstract rather than naturalistic
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Tara Brooch, early 8th c.

ÅAllegedly found on the 

seashore near Laytown, 

Co. Meath. 

ÅGold, millefiori glass 

studs, detailed 

pelta/triskele shapes 

similar to Lindisfarne 

Gospels

Å 19 Mar. 2010

Å http://www.uni-

due.de/DI/Architecture_Art.htm

http://www.uni-due.de/DI/Architecture_Art.htm
http://www.uni-due.de/DI/Architecture_Art.htm
http://www.uni-due.de/DI/Architecture_Art.htm
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Tara Brooch, detail

ÅNote central gripping 

dragon motif

ÅInlays damaged or 

missing as are some 

of the gold filigree 

work

Å(Duane, 57)
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Illuminations based on Celtic art

ÅMotif derived from the 

pin head of the Tara 

Brooch (Duane, 57)

ÅCloisonné cells 

adapted from the 

Lismore Crosier, c. 

1100 (Sullivan, 85)

ÅIllumination by Eve 

Harris, 2009
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Lismore Crosier, c. 1100

ÅBronze bishopôs crook 

in the shape of a 

seahorse

ÅSeveral millefiori 

glass studs

ÅGold filigree plaques 

are now missing

Å(Duane, 72 and 74)
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Illuminations based on Celtic art

ÅGold gripping wolves 

and millefiori studs 

adapted from the 

Lismore Crosier, c. 

1100 (Sullivan, 85)

ÅIllumination by Eve 

Harris, 2009


