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'Traditio evangeliorum' and 'sustentatio': 
the relevance of liturgical ceremonies to the 

Book of Kells 

Eamonn 6 Carragain 

Most interpretative scholarship on the Book of Kells has, quite correctly, 
focused on how the book could have been used for private meditation. But 
the rich decoration of the manuscript suggests that it had public roles to 
play as well as private ones. This paper propounds some ways in which 
such a lavish gospel book might have been put to communal liturgical use 
in the context of monastic liturgy.1 

The Book of Kells does not seem to have been intended as a working 
manuscript. Concluding that the book was intended for display during 
liturgical ceremonies, Fran\oise Henry remarked on 'the extraordinary 
carelessness with which the text has been handled', and judged that 'the 
treatment of the canon-tables ... is unbelievably irresponsible'. Patrick 
McGurk also pointed out that the Eusebian numbers in the canon tables are 
arranged so as to be 'almost unusable'; in any case the relevant Eusebian 
reference numbers are copied only sporadically into the gospel text itself. 
Therefore, Fran\oise Henry reasonably argued that 'it looks as if the Kells 
scribe did not care very much, knowing that nobody was going to use the 
volume for reference, and that it had, first of all, to be a beautiful object'. 2

The makers of the book may have thought of their audience in terms of the 
unseen as well as the seen: God, the angels and saints, the church already 

1Fran�oise Henry_ concluded that 'the fantastic lavishness of the decoration and theunusually �arge _ size of �e Book show clearly that it was an altar-book, made to beused for liturgical readmg, and prob�bly intended to be displayed open as asumptuous ornament durmg ceremonies when pomp was especially required':J:Iemy, 153. George Henderson (pp 15-16) also placed the insular gospel books in ahtur�ical _ context. The most scholarly and far-reaching study to date of the relationsh�p betweei:,. the Book of Kells and the liturgy is Carol Ann Farr, 'Lection'.?0me of �ts most important conclusions are summarised in Farr, 'Litur icalmfluences , 1_27-41. See also Dr Farr's contribution to the present volume. f amgrateful to Mic�elle Bro_wn, of the British Library, who allowed me to read portionsof_ her forthcon:img �esis on the Book of Ceme dealing with evangelist symbols and with the l)pertio aur_ium ceremony. I wish to thank Tomas 6 Carragain and Eoghan6
�
Carraga11:1- for their close and instructive examination (in facsimile) of folios 2v-3r � for th�ir 1;1ost helpful discussions of details of the design of this opening andoth_ r d�tails m the book. The Humanities Research floor of the Boole Libra Un�versity C<?lleget C_ork, and in particular Helen Moloney Davis, were generousitheir help with bibliographical questions. For shared knowledge insights andencouragement I owe to my colleague Dr Jennifer O'Reilly a debt ' incurred over�any years of shared teaching and discussion of early monastic culture and itsiconography. 

2Henry, 153; McGurk, 'Texts', 56.
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reigning in heaven and already helping men and women on earth. 3 Such a 
heavenly audience would appreciate the labour and skill devoted to the 
presentation and adornment of a precious liturgical object, and such a 
heavenly audience would not have been confused by the absence of 
Eusebian canon numbers. But such an idea already puts us in a context of 
performed liturgical acts. The liturgy was seen as inspired by the Holy 
Spirit, who enabled the members of Christ's body on earth and in heaven 
together to participate with the angels in Christ's own prayer to the Father.4 

The idea that visible and invisible creatures, drawn together from all 
nations and all periods of history down to the end of time, could form one 
body and participate in the same life, that of the Trinity, enables us to 
realise why so much attention and skill might be lavished on a book which 
may have been used liturgically but seldom actually read, privately or 
aloud. But a great book can be a presence to a community which has seldom 
read it. This can be true even today: the Book of Kells is a great presence in 
Trinity College, though I suspect that a rather small percentage of the TCD 
community has read the book, even in facsimile. I expect that the same was 
true (though for different reasons) at Iona, or Kells, or whichever monastic 
community produced or possessed the book in the early medieval period. 

I wish briefly to consider the different ways in which gospel books could 
become present to communities which were mostly illiterate.5 The liturgy 

3See especially the Rule of St Benedic� 19:6-7: 'Let us consider, then,_how we ought �o
behave in the presence of God a_nd his angels, _and let us_ sta�d to smg the ps�lms m
such a way that our minds are m harmony with our v01ces : ed and trans Timothy 
Fry and others, RB 1980: the rule of St Benedict �n Latin an_d �n_glish with _n�tes
(Collegeville, Minnesota 1981) 216-f7. On the unity of the �v1S1ble and VlSlble
participants in the liturgy, see Eric Pet�rson, The angels and the liturgy: the status and
significance of the holy angels in worship (London and New York 1964); and R A
Markus, The end of ancient christianity (Cambrid�e 1990) 21-25.. . 
4The classic liturgical expression of this theme is �o be found m the various Prefaces
to the Roman canon of the mass: eg The Stowe Missal, ed George F Warner, HBS 31-
32, 2 vols (London 1906-15) II, 9-10: 'Uer_e dignum et ju�tum est equm et salutare e�t nos
tibi hie semper et ubique gratia� ag�re domme �a.ncte ommpotens aeterne d_eus per �hristum 
dominum nostrum qui cum umgemto tuo et spmtu sa1:cto_ deus es unus et mmortali_s ... P<7
quern maestatem tuam laudant �ngeli a�orant dommatwne� ·:·. ac beata seraphim so�ia. 
exultatione concelebrant cum quibus et nostras uoces u� admitti mbeas deprec?mur supltci 
confessione dicentes sanctus ... Sanctus sanctus domm1:s deus sabaoth ... . The �ost
important modem studies of the theme are Henn de Lubac, Corpus mysticum.
L'Eucharistie et l'Eglise au Mayen Age: etu�e historique, 21;d _edn (Paris !949)_9-1�7;
Yves Congar, L'Ecclesiologie du haut moyen ag_e de Saint Gregoire le Grand a la des1:n!�n
entre Byzance et Rome (Pans 1968) 61�248; J A Jungmann, The mass of the Roman 1:te. its
origins and development, trans Francis A Brunner, 2 vo�s (New York 1951-55, repr. 
Westminster MD 1986) n 101-38; and Corpus praefatwnum, ed Edmond Moelfer,
CCSL 161-161.D, 5' vols (Tu�out 1980-81) I, 'Et_ude p��liminaire', xix-xxxii and (on 
the Stowe Missal and other Celtic prefaces) xxxvi-xxxvu. 
San the importance of ritual in early medieval Europe, see _Ar!1old Angen_endt,
Kaiserherrscfu:zft und Konigstaufe: Kaiser, !(onige und __ Piip�te als geistliche Patrone m d� 
abendliindischen Missionsgeschichte, Arbe1ten zur Fruhmittelalt�rforschung 15_ (Berlm
and New York 1984) 45-48; Arnold Angenendt, Das friihmitt�lalter. Geschichte des
abendliindischen Christentums van der Volkerwanderung bis zum Reich Karls des Grossen�Christentum und Gesellschaft 4 (Stuttgart �989) 49-�0, 56-60, 151-58, 2�5-50, 327-48,
Pastoral care before the parish, ed John Blair and Richard Sharpe (Leicester 19?2)
especially chapters 6 (by Alan Thacker), 7 (by Sarah Foot) and 8 (by Catherme
Cubitt).
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expressed itself primarily through communal actions, gestures, singing and 
hearing. Books were indeed used in liturgical ceremonies: but in these, 
ideally, books were used to help the memory to recall already-familiar texts. 
One of the aims of monastic education, in fact, seems to have been to 
prepare people to do without the aid of books if necessary: monks were 
encouraged to get by heart not only the psalter, but even the scriptural 
lections which they might have to sing aloud in the night office. When a 
book was used in a solemn ceremony, its use is likely to have been to a large 
degree mnemonic: a memory aid for texts that had, ideally, been already 
committed to memory by the liturgical actors. In short, the liturgy made 
sacred texts part of communal life. In its reliance on gesture, song and 
memory, early medieval monastic culture was at one with its contemporary 
secular world, which, as Marc Bloch has shown, saw ceremonies and 
gestures (such as the ceremony of allegiance) as the primary records of 
social agreements, and the actual manuscript charters recording such acts as 
secondary aids to memory. 6

The monastic communities which used the Book of Kells are likely to have 
been familiar, at least by hearsay and perhaps even by practice, with a 
striking set of lenten ceremonies in which the gospels were 'presented' 
symbolically to a largely illiterate audience.7 From its opening words, the 
ceremo�y of t�e h�ding on of the gospels was known as the 'opening of
the ears (Apertto aurium). The ceremony took place during the fourth week 
of Lent, just two weeks before Holy Week in which the Passion was 
commemorated. This was the third and most important of seven scrutinies. 
Scrutinies were ceremonies in which the catechumens, preparing for 
baptism on the Easter vigil, were exorcised of evil spirits and instructed in 
the rudiments of their faith. In the Apertio aurium ceremony, the 
catechumens were asked to come forward (if those to be baptised were 
babies they were carried in the arms of their sponsors). Two lections were 
read first. The first emphasized the importance of conversion (Isaiah 55:2-7: 
'All you that thirst, come to the waters'). The second, an assemblage of short 
texts from St Paul, drove home that it was necessary to put off the old man 
and put on the new (Colossians 3:9-10)., and that the gospel has been 
preached to the ends of the earth (Romans 10:18).8 

�See_ the Rule of St �nedict,_ 10:2 •�moriter dicatur', Fry (note 3 above) 204-05; 13:11 
lect!o una ... memonter recttanda , Fry (note 3 above) �08-09; Marc Bloch, Feudal 
Socz�ty, 2 vols (London 1971) I, 72-87, 145-47. On the importance of memory in 
me�ieval culture, see now Mary J Carruthers, The book of memory: a study of memory in 
medieval culture (Cambridge 1990). 
�The c_lassic. int�oduction to the Apertio aurium ceremony is still Pierre de Puniet, 
_Apertio aurium , DACL, I, part 2 (1924) cols 2523-37. On the lenten catechumenate 
m g�neral, se_e Thie�ry �aertens, Histoire et pastorale du rituel du catechumenat et du
gapte�, Parmsse et hturgie 56 (Bruges 1962). 
Andrieu, Ordo XI, nos 42-3, II, 427-8. The ceremony is translated in E C  Whitaker 

Documents of the baptismal liturgy, 2nd edn (London 1970) 172-74 (Gelasiar{ 
s�cramentary), 199-201 (Ordo XI), 204-06 (Bobbio Missal). In a parer on the Roman
Li�rgy and the Ruthwell Cross, delivered at the Conference o the International 
Society of �glo-�axonists at Cambridge, in August 1985, I argued for the relevance 
of �e Ap�rtio all:rz�m ceremony to insular gospel books as well as to Ruthwell. Dr 
Patrick Sims-Williams told me afterwards, in private conversation, that he had 
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Then four deacons came forth from the sacristy, each carrying a gospel book 
(cum quattuor libris evangeliorum). At this early period, the sacristy or private 
vesting-hall (sacrarium, secretarium) usually stood near the entrance door 
(either inside the church or outside it, in the atrium); in such churches, the 
deacons would have had to proceed the length of the nave.9 They came in a 
solemn procession, headed by clerics carrying two candles, thuribles and 
incense. They placed the four gospel books on the four corners of the altar. 
The celebrant first briefly instructed the catechumens on what a gospel is: it 
is defined as 'the divine actions' (id est gesta divina) and as good tidings, 
which always is an annunciation of our Lord Jesus Christ: bona adnuntiatio 
quae utique adnuntiatio est Jesu Christi domini nostri. Then the four beasts of 
Ezechiel's vision (Ezechiel 1:10) were described, and their relation to the 
four evangelists explained. The first emphasis of the ceremony was 
therefore on the unity of the gospels, and on the centrality of Christ and his 
actions to their meaning.10 

independently made the same su_ggestion in a review of Kathleen Hu_ghes, Celtic 
Britain in the early middle ages, in Journal of Ecclesiastical History 36 (198!:>) 306-09 (p 
308). As far as I am aware, Dr Sims-Williams was the first to suggest in print the 
relevance of the Apertio aurium ceremony to insular art; see now his Refigion and 
literature in western England, 600-800 (Cambridge 1990) 293-95. I have examined the 
relevance of the ceremony to so�e. Nort�umb!ian monumen_ts:. '.(\. liturgic�! 
interpretation of the Bewcastle Cross m Medieval literature and antiquities: studies m 
honour of Basil Cottle, ed Myra Stokes, Tom Burton (Woodbridge, Suffolk and 
Wolfeboro, NH 1987) 15-42 and pls I-IV (pp 20-24); �n_d 'The Ruthwell crucifixion iem in its iconographic and liturgical contexts', Pentia 6-7 (1987-88) 1-71, pls 1-3 

p 46-8). 
Jungmann, I, 320 and, for the later pasitioning of the sacristy clos_e to the choir and 

altar (from the Romanesque period), I, 268-71; see also Pierre Batiffol, Le�ons sur la
Messe (Paris 1927) 71; E G Cuthbert F Atchley, Ordo Romanus Primus, Library- of 
liturgiology and ecclesiology for English r�aders 6 (London _1905) 23. The secreta:ium
or sacrarium was, as well as a hall for vesting, often a reception hall (thus son:1-etimes 
called also salutatorium). It was capable of being closed off, and was sometimes of 
considerable size. The regular positioning of the sac�isty or vesting hal� at the 
entrance of a basilica, ie at the west�rn end of an oriented church, provide� an 
interesting context for the statement m the Annals o� Ulster at AD 1007 that !he 
Great Gospel of Colum Cille was wickedly stolen by mght from the western sacristy 
[asind airdom iartharach] in the rreat stone church at Cenannas' (see Bern�rd Me�han, 
'The history of the manuscript in Kells com�n�ary, 317-19). The word airdam, ai:dom
was 'variously applied to any ex_traneous b?ildm$ attached to a larger one, vestibule,
porch, etc' (DIL, sv. airdam). Airdam or airdom is made up of two eleme�ts, the 
prepositional prefix air 'before, in front of, and t�e noun dom (Lat. do_mus?) house, 
hall, church' (cf DIL svv. air, dom). It would be a smtable term for a ve�tmg hall at _the 
entrance to a church ie for an insular analogue of the Roman sacrarzum, secretanum
or salutatorium. It is �lear that airdom refers to a room-like structure 'at�ched to the 
main structure of the church'; and it is therefore possible that the airdom of the 
Annals of Ulster might refer �o 'a chapel attached to the main structure of the �hurch 
in which the relics includmg the Gospel Book of Columba, were kept (Paul 
Meyvaert, 'The Book of Kells an� Iona/ Art B11l�etin _71 (1989) 6-19 (p 11 n 22)). Bu� as 
the western position of the airdom is specified m the annals, and as liturgical 
manuscripts (in their book shrines)_ w_ere regularly stored with liturgical v�st�ents 
and liturgical vessels, as in the vestz:zr!um of the L�teran (se� below., p 414), it is also 
possible that 'sacristy-cum-treasury gives a better idea than cha�l of t�e 1:1se of the 
airdom iartharach at Kells. I am grateful to my colleagues Jennifer O Reilly, who 
reminded me of the Annals of Ulster account, and Sean 6 Coileain who helped me
with the etymology and meaning of airdam. 
10 Andrieu Ordo XI nos 44-45, II, 428-29. The fact that the processions in which 
gospel bo�ks were born�, here an� in Or�o � ( discussed below) were headed by tw? 
clerics bearing candles is symbolically s1gmficant. In Roman secular ceremonial, 1t 
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Next, the individuality of each gospel was emphasized. A deacon took the 
gospel book from the front left hand comer of the altar and went in solemn 
procession (again preceded by the candles and thuribles) to the ambo or 
pulpit, which he ascended. He began Initium sancti evangelii secundum
Matheum, and recited the first twenty-two verses of Matthew's gospel. Then 
a subdeacon solemnly received the book from the deacon and, carrying it 
reverently on a linen cloth (super linteum), brought it back to the sacristy. If 
the sacristy was situated near the entrance door, the subdeacon would have 
had to bring the gospel book back down the length of the nave: the 
congregation would have had plenty of opportunity to look at the book at 
this point. When the book had been carried out of sight, the celebrant 
recited a brief homily explaining why Matthew's symbol should be the 
figure of a man. Then the deacon took the gospel book, open at the 
beginning of Mark's gospel, from the rear left hand comer of the altar, 
brought it in procession to the ambo, and again recited Initium sancti
evangelii secundum Marcum (Mark 1:1-8). When the gospel book had been 
brought back down the nave to the sacristy, the priest recited .a brief homily 
explaining Mark's symbol, the lion. The same procedure was followed for
Luke and John.11 By the end of the ceremony, when all four gospel symbols
had been explained, the four gospel books had been removed from the altar 
and brought down the nave to the sacristy; the congregation were left with 
the image of the altar itself. The overwhelming visual effect of the ceremony 
must have been to associate the four gospel books with the altar, and so to 
drive home the words of the opening homily, that all four gospels announce
the same truth: Christ, known through his incarnation and actions. The
ceremony concentrated the attention of the onlookers first on the gospel
books and then gradually on the altar itself. This visual progression is
an�logous to the structure of the mass, which began with readings from
scripture and the gospels, and ended with the eucharistic sacrifice,
celeb�ated ?n the altar. After the symbolic 'handing on' of the gospels, the
Apertto aurium ceremony then proceeded with the symbolic handing on of 
the creed and the 'Our Father' (ie they were explained to the catechumens
by the celebrant, who again recited prescribed homilies). The catechumens
were then commanded to retire from the church. Ordo XI, which envisages a
ce�emo�y of _ infant �aptism, specifies that the parents were to go outside
with their children, gtve the children into the care of others (in custodia), and
then re-enter the church with the sponsors (who were to receive the
c�ldren from _the font) to offer their gifts at the offertory of the mass. The
children remamed under care outside until mass, 'missarum sollemnia' wasf. . h d 12 I · ' mi_s e_ . . t is J:l�rticularl� interesting that the Apertio aurium ceremony,
which m its_ Tradztz

_
o evangelwrum used a dramatic structure analogous to the

mass, culmmated m a celebration of the mass itself. The relationship which

was c�sto�ary to honour the official portraits (icons) of emperors by flanking theP,Ortraits with candles; see Jungmann, I, 68-69 and note 7 above· and Pierre BatiffolEtud�s de liturgll: et d'ar�heol_ogie �hretienne (Par_is 1919) 210-13. 
1

The gospels, whichprovided the _directly inspired image of Christ, were given the same symbolichonour as the icons. 11Andrieu, Ordo XI, nos 46-50, II, 429-33. 12For 'missarum sollemnia', Andrieu, Ordo XI, no 74, II, 441.
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the Traditio evangeliorum ceremony established between the gospel books 
and the altar must have been easy for the adult congregation to appreciate. 
The Traditio evangeliorum and the mass both focused the attention of the 
congregation on the same altar; and the altar was seen as a multivalent 
symbol: of Christ, of his sufferings and sacrifice and that of the martyrs, and 
of the hearts of the congregation who offered the mass.13 

When new, the Book of Kells itself may, like many insular gospel books, 
have had in its prefatory material the extract from Jerome's commentary on 
Matthew, Plures Juisse, which briefly explains the evangelist symbols.14 But
such prefatory material was for learned readers. The importance of the 
Apertio aurium ceremony is that it provided even the illiterate with a public 
dramatisation of such learned traditions. The existence of the Apertio aurium
ceremony makes it clear that an interest in the symbolism of the evangelists 
and their beasts was by no means confined to the learned. On the contrary, 
it is evident that the evangelist symbols were used to instruct the illiterate in 
the basic facts (a) that each gospel had its own individuality and (b) that all 
four together made Christ present, in a way analogous to the way he was 
present in the mass itself. It is clear that such ceremonies were enacted not 
just for the catechumens but for their parents, sponsors, relations and the 
whole congregation (this was particularly true in the case of infant baptism). 
If the gospel books (each open at the beginning of the appropriate gospel) 
which were carried to the altar for the Apertio aurium ceremony happened to 
be equipped with full-page miniatures of the evangelist symbols (each at 
the beginning of the appropriate gospel), this would have been a most 
practical way to prepare the congregation in advance for the actions and 
spoken words of the ceremony. The congregation would have had �mp_le 
time to gaze on such brightly coloured symbols: as they were earned m 
procession with candles and incense at the beginning of the ceremo�y, 
perhaps as they lay on the altar, and particularly as the books were earned 
back to the sacristy (if the sacrarium was at or near the back of the church). 
Only after the congregation had several opportunities of contemplating 
each symbol, and of appreciating the honour with which the relevant gospel 
book was carried and chanted by the clerics, did the celebrant explain the 
significance of the relationship between the symbol and its book. The 
ceremony, like most liturgical ceremonies, operated first _of all a_t the �evel of 
dramatic sense-experience (solemn processions and actions, visual images 
and chant); only secondarily were the actions, images an� cha�ts 
supplemented by verbal explanation.15 The existence of the Apertw aunum

13Lexikon der christlichen Ikonographie, ed Engelbert Kirs�hbau;111, vy'�lfgang Braunf�ls,
8 vols (Freiburg-im-Breisgau 196��74) I, 1�6-?, �der Alt�r ; Ol�vier Rousseau, L�
Christ et l'autel: note sur la tradition patristique , La Maison-Dieu 29 (1952) 32-39,
Joseph Schmitt, 'Petra autem erat Christus', La Maison-Dieu 29 (1952) 18-31. 
14McGurk, 'Texts', 37; Henry, 153. 
15Jt is relevant to ask, and difficult to answer, the question: w�en and where w�re
the Latin homilies prescribed for the ceremony (the explanat10n of the evangelist
symbols, Creed amfPater Noster, which de P�iet_sees a� possibly the work of PoI?e
Leo I), paraphrased for insular congregatio�s i,n their _ verna��lars? ThE: �atm
homilies are critically edited by Pierre de_�umet, L�s tr01� homehes catechetiques
du sacramentaire gelasien pour la tradition des evangiles, du symbole, et de
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\J ceremony is important evidence that the custom of equipping gospel books 
with evangelist symbols is unlikely to have been simply a learned custom 
familiar to monks who meditated on books. At times, a gospel book may 
have been intended for use in the catechumenal scrutinies themselves. Even 
when there was no such practical intention, provision of gospel symbols 
may have been intended as a reminder of the heroic ages of christian 
evangelisation, a reminiscence or citation of the beautiful ceremony (pulcher
ac salubris) in which gospels were symbolically handed on even to the 
illiterate, who for the rest of their lives, as christians, would hear them read 
or chanted at mass.16 

Such books as the Lindisfarne Gospels or the Echternach Gospels, with their 
full:page evangelist symbol_s, would have been suitable for use in an Apertio
aurium ceremony. The ordmes quoted above describe an ideal ceremony, 
based on the ceremonies of a large episcopal city like Rome itself, in which 
four �ospel books were_ av_ailable. But early medieval ordines were primarily
descriptive, not prescnptlve. They described a real ceremony, usually at 
Rome, or an ideal ceremony, usually based on or adapted from ceremonies 
at �ome. Bu� it was presumed that these ceremonies could be adapted, 
radically at times, to suit local circumstances and the means available.17 It 
would have been easy to perform the ceremony with only one book like the 
Lindisfarne or Echternach Gospels (bound or unbound). An unbound 
gospel book could have been carried out in procession as four separate 
booklets, each containing a gospel. Even if the book was bound, the 
celebrant or an assistant could have opened the gospel book, in turn, at each 
of the four evangelist symbols at the incipits of the individual gospels. The 
Book o� Durrow (folio 2r) also contains a single page in which all four 
evangelist symbols appear: they fill the four quarters of the page, and the 

l'oraison dominicale', Revue d'histoire ecclesiastique 5 (1904) 505-21 and 755-86· 6 
u905) 15-32 an� 304-18. . 
. Bede, who twi�e. describes the ceremony, each time refers to it as beautiful: 'pulcher' 
m Bedae Venerabilis opera, Part II, Opera exegetica, 24, De Tabernaculo rr, lines 1849-55, 
CCS� 119A,_ ed D Hurst (Turhout 1969) 89; 'pulcherque ac salubris', In Ezram et
Neemiam n Imes 924-27, CCSL 119A, 310-11. The ceremony of the Apertio aurium
p�ses the pr?blem of the Latin liturgy in general. How was it experienced by an 
!lhterat� _audience whose.speech was not based on or descended from Latin? Were 

its h_omihes paraphrased m the vernacular in insular ceremonies? How did illiterate 

audi�nces respond to_ the �atin mass? For discussions of the long-term effects of 
hold�g to Latm as a htu_�gica� lang��ge in early medieval Europe, see Jungmann, 1, 
8�-92, Angelus Albert _ _  Ha_usslmg, Mon�hskonvent und Eucharistiefeier: eine Studie uber
die Messe �� der �ben�lan�isc� Klosterliturgie des fruhen Mittelalters und zur Geschichte 
der Messhiiufigkeit, Liturgiewissenschaftliche Quellen und Forschungen 58 (Munster 
}restfalen 1_973) 251-55, 268-71. . . 

' 

Th� classic_ acc?unt of _ th� �escnptive (rather than prescriptive) nature of early 
medie�al o:dmes !s A��rieu s mtro_ductio!1 to the genre, n, pp xvii-xlix: see especially 
PP xxyi-xxix, xxxi-xxxm, on the pnmary importance of oral tradition of the personal 
experience of the cleric who had 'been there' (at Rome, some other c�thedral city, or 
�o�e. great monast�ry) and could report the order of their ceremonies. The 

md_ividual �ommunity then had to make their own of this reported tradition 
\:'7ritt�n ordme� �ere of�en makeshift d?cuments, secondary records of the living 
h�urgic_al tradition which was the primary authority. See also the important 
discus�i�n �f how early_medieva_l n�tions o� 'copying' left an individual comm uni 
free to cite a model while adaptmg it to their own requirements in Haussling (no7e 
16 above) 102-07. 

' 
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page is divided into four by an elaborate cross.18 While presenting all four
evangelist symbols, the page subordinates them to the cross, a symbol of 
Christ's sacrifice (re-enacted at the altar at mass). The Four Symbols pages 
are visual equivalents of the statement at the beginning of the Traditio
evangeliorum ceremony that the gospels are a bona adnuntiatio, quae utique
adnuntiatio est Jesu Christi domini nostri. 

It is not impossible that the Lindisfarne or Echternach Gospels were 
intended for use in an actual Apertio aurium ceremony; there were plenty of 
adult pagans to be converted, in Frisia and Saxony and perhaps even in 
Northumbria, in the early eighth century; and when infant baptism was the 
rule, the sponsors, parents and congregation needed yearly reminders, in 
Lent, of what the gospels were about. The ordines make it quite clear that the 
ceremony continued to be performed in an established christian society 
where infant baptism was the rule. But it is also possible that in monastic 
scriptoria gospel books may have been provided with evangelist symbols, 
not for practical use, but rather to emphasize the 'great ancestry' of such a 
work by citing or referring throughout the book to what was thought to be
ancient liturgical tradition.19 This may account for the way in which, in the
Book of Durrow, Mark's gospel is preceded by an eagle (folio 84v), and 
John's gospel by a lion (folio 191v). Such anomalies may have been 
preserved or tolerated if the intention was simply to cite or refer to the
Apertio aurium ceremony in a gospel book, not to perform the ceremony
using that book.20 The 'ancient custom' of the Apertio aurium was described,
not merely in collections of ordines, but in manuscripts of the celebrant's 

1s0n the origins of the four symbols tradition, see Martin Werner, 'The four 
evangelist symbols page in the Book of Durrow', Gesta 8 (1969) 3-17; Laurence NeE:s, 
'A fifth-century book cover and the origin of the four evangelist symbols pages m 
the Book of Durrow', Gesta 17 (1978) 3-8; Martin Werner, 'The Durrow four 
evangelist symbols page once again', Gesta 20 (1981) 2�-3�. 
19Bede stresses the antiquity of the ceremony, mos antiquitus: De Tabe:na�ulo (note 1_? 
above). But De Puniet (Apertio aurium, cols 25�8-29) argues convmci!1gly th_at it 
replaced a different rite in the course of the sixth century. The earliest written 
reference to the rite (and this reference is brief and inconcl�sive) is by Gregory the 
Great in a letter written in 601 (PL 77, col 1146). Bede, m the passages already 
refer;ed to, provides the earliest unambiguous evidence of knowledge of the 

ceremony. . 20 Alexander, Insular manuscripts, favours the theory that the Durrow artist followed 
the order of equivalence proposed by St Irenaeus of Lyons (c130-200) (p 31). 
Henderson (p 24) adds that Irenaeus's identifications were �opied by �h� fourth -
century Spanish writer Juvencus, whose p_oetry_ was known m lreland (it is quoted 
in the Macregol Gospels, Oxf?rd, Bodleian_ Library, MS Auct. D.2.19). �uch an 
equivalence would have been h!ghly unusual m sev�i:i�-century I:Jor�umbna. Bede 

was sharply criticized, and replied sharply to the cnt:icisi:n, :whe� � his com:111ent�ry 
on the Apocalypse (PL 93:14'1), he followed Aug1;1stm� m ide1;tifymg the hon with 
Matthew and tne man with Mark. A Northumbrian bishop, hke Acea of Hexham, 
might be expected to be uneasy at divergence fr_om �e _Roman tradition (even when 
the authority for the divergence was Augustme) if it_ was 1:1-ot merely a le�rned 
tradition but had been enshrined, through the Apertw aunum ceremony, m the

Roman liturgy of the catechumenate. �e. Acca's letter to Bede, prefa�ed to Bede's In
Lucae evangefium expositio, Bedae Venerabilis opera, Part II, Opera exegetica, 3, CCSL 120, 
ed D Hurst (Turnhout 1960) 6, and Bede's lengthy and irritated defence of �is 
suggestion (pp 7-10). Perhaps Durr<;>w was prod�ced _at an Irish monastery which 
may have heard of, but did not practice, the Apertw aunum. 
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own liturgical book, the sacramentary.21 The purpose of a sacramentary was
to record the prayers that a celebrant should recite at mass; the frequent 
occurrence of detailed directions for this ceremony in sacramentaries is a 
striking example of the importance which the ceremony, and the 
catechumenate in general, was still felt to have in the eighth and ninth 
centuries. It seems inconceivable that great Columban monasteries like Kells 
or Iona would not know of such a ceremony (whether or not they actually 
administered catechumenal ceremonies) as it is described not only in 
Roman sacramentaries and ordines but in the Gallicanum Vetus and in the 
Sacramentary of Bobbio. 22

The Book of Kells is not designed for practical liturgical use in the Apertio
aurium ceremony. Kells completely avoids the full page representations of 
evangelist symbols found in Durrow, Echternach and other gospel books. In 
the two evangelist portraits in Kells (St Matthew, folio 28v, and St John, 
folio 291v) these evangelists are represented as human figures, not as 

evangelist symbols, nor with their own symbolic 'beasts'. On the other hand, 
Kells has no fewer than three elaborate Four Symbols pages (preceding the 
gospel of Matthew, folio 27v, of Mark, folio 129v, and of John, folio 290v). In 
th� �our Symbols pages preceding Matthew and Mark the symbols are 
un1f1ed around elaborate crosses; in the Four Symbols page preceding John 
the symbols are unified by an elaborate Chi-symbol ( or St Andrew's Cross). 
The letter Chi was, like the Cross itself, an important symbol of Christ, 
separately elaborated on folio 34r of the Book of Kells. 23 As well as these
elabo�ate �our �ymbols pages, some or all of the evangelist symbols are 
combined m �anous ways in several of the canon-tables pages (folios lr-Sr), 
and on the final text page of St Mark's gospel (folio 187v). It is as if the
designers of Kells wished throughout their book to refer to the ancient 

�itu.r�ical .tradition of the Apertio aurium, with its emphasis on the 

md1v1�uahty and �nity of the gospels as symbols of Christ, but that they 
�e�er intended the1� book to be actually used in such a ceremony. Such an 

u:idirect and symbolic, rather than a practical, use of the tradition may be a 

L-- s1.gn .that Kells comes from a _ more developed monastic culture than, say,
�md1sfarne or Echternach. It 1s after all not in a monastic setting per se, but 

m the early �ta?es of the christianisation of a culture, that evangelisation is 

an urgent pnonty. To take the analogy of Anglo-Saxon sculpture : it is not at 

Monkwearmouth-Jarrow, Lindisfarne, nor even Hexham that the most 

extended surviving programme of early Northumbrian iconography is 
found, but at Ruthwell (730-750?), possibly a small monastery in territory 
that had only recently come into Anglo-Saxon hands. The programme of the 

21In �oman �elasian sacramentaries, the ceremony is found both in the Old Gelasian an� m the Gelasians of the eighth century (eg the sacramentaries of Gellone fnd �goule-r:ne. T�e ceremony appears also in the so-called Pontifical of Poitiers rC?m e P�ns reg10n, c900). Among Gallican sacramentaries, it is found in th�Mzssale Ga?lzcanum Vetus and the Sacramentary of Bobbio. De Puniet (note 7 above)col 2523, gives a comprehensive list. 22See De Puniet (note 7 above). 23Se� ?uzanne Lewis, 'Sacred calligraphy: t.'1e Chi Rho page in the Book of Kells ' Tradztzo 36 (1980) 139-59. ,
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Ruthwell Cross makes unmistakable references to the Roman ceremonies of 
catechumenate and public penance found in the early eighth-century 
Roman books. The Ruthwell programme culminated precisely in four 

separate but related images of the evangelists, each evangelist duly 
presented in a separate small panel, matched with his a�propriate beast, 
probably surrounding a head-and-shoulders bust of Chnst, or a roundel 

representing the Agnus Dei. 24
Other ways in which a precious gospel book could form part of liturgical 

action are to be seen in the Ordo Romanus Primus.25 This account of the 

solemn stational mass describes how the Eucharist was celebrated (cAD 
700) by the pope in Rome. But from the seventh to the nin":1 centuries the_re 

was great interest throughout Europe, in Ireland as we!l as m Northumbria, 
in the lavish ceremonies of the city of Rome. 26 The earliest documented and 

precisely dated pilgrimage to Rome by Irish clerics, the delegates from the 

Synod of Magh Leine (from the sout�ern half of !�eland) �ho were at Rome 

in Easter 631, provides first-hand evidence of the 1mpress1on ma?e on �ese 

Irishmen by the city, by its pilgrims from East and West, and by its bas1hcas 

and relics. The delegates were appealing to 'the chief of cities' (ad
. 
capud

urbium), 'as children to their mother' (uelud natos ad matrem) for a ruling on 

the Easter controversy. They stayed in a hospice in the precinct� of St Peter's 

on the Vatican.27 The hospice housed pilgrims from several nations, and the 

unanimity of these pilgrims on the question of the date of Easter impres�ed 

the Irish delegates with the catholicity of the Roman method of reck?rung 
Easter. It is clear that their visit to Rome confirmed, by actual experience, 

24See Rosema Cramp, 'The evangelist symbols and their para�l�ls in Anglo-Sa�on 

sculpture' in gbert T Farrell, Bede and Anglo-Saxon England, British �rch�eological
Reports, British series 46 (Oxford 1978) 118-30; and 6 Carragam, Ruthwell
crucifixion poem' (note 8 above) 42-50. . 25Andrieu, n, 65-108; English translation and commentary m Atc�ey (�ote 9 above).
There are ood summaries of the ceremonies of (?rdo_Romanus pnmus m Jm;1gma�
(note 4 ab3ve) r 67-74 'The Roman stational services m the seventh century , and m
Batiffol (note 9 �bove) 165-99, 'Le ceremonial de l'Ordo _R���nu� I'. , . 26Jt is important once more to stress that an interest m im_itatmg RomE: did not bhany means imply in this early period, an ultramontane attitude to the hturcfly. Tuc 
an interest could �oexist happify with a desire to adapt Roman custom� �a ical_ y �o
suit local circumstances, and a care to preserve an� develop local �raditions withm
the same liturgy. See the remarks of Jung��n, I, 67:. The effect of t�1s example (Ordo
R · s) would be felt in the divme service of every village church and 

w�:l�u:J;��uch the ceremonial of low Mass'; Batiffol (note 9 a_bove) 98-99; the 

references on liturgical imitation, (above, p 404), and the references� n�te 17. 
,. 

27Cummian's letter 'De Controversia paschali', ed Mau�a Walsh, Dail?,hi 6 ��01�
6Together with a related Irish computistical tract 'De Ratwne conput�ndi, ed _Dai�hi 

c ,. , Stud·es and Texts 86 (Toronto 1988) 92-95. On early pilgnm hos��ces m the 

p;��cis of s� Peter's see Louis Reekmans, 'Le developpement tol'?gra�oifs�t)� Ia
re ion du Vatican a '1a fin de l'antiquite et au debut au moyen age (� - m
M&l d' L� logz·e et d'histoire de !'art oU-erts au professeur Jacques Lavalleye ,e anges arc,u::o 'JJ� • • d h"l 1 · 4 , · U · · t, d L uvain Recueil de travaux d histmre et e th i o ogie, � sene,niversi e e o , . , • · t th hospice wasfascicule 45 (Louvain 1970) 197-235. Cummian s impressi'?n, � e 

situated 'in aecclesia sancti Petri', was probably not very misl�admg: we �now that
dwellings for clerics were built even in the shadow of St Peter s. Pope Sergius I, c,tD
700 ·red the lodgings (cubicula) which had been damaged by ram and y
frag;:�:; falling from the roof of the basilica (Reekmans, 217). 



408 6 Carragain 

oral accounts of the city and its traditions with which these clerics were 
already familiar: 

And they saw all things just as they had heard about them, but they 
found them more certain in as much as they were seen rather than 
heard. And they were in one lodging in the church of St. Peter [in uno
hospicio ... in aecclesia sancti Petri] with a Greek, a Hebrew, a Scythian 

and an Egyptian at the same time at Easter, in which we differed by a 
whole month. And so they testified to us before the holy relics [et ante
sancta sic testati sunt nostris],28 saying 'As far as we know, this Easter is 
celebrated throughout the whole world.' And we have tested that the 
power of God is in the relics of the holy martyrs and in the writings 
which they brought back. We saw with our own eyes a totally blind girl 
opening her eyes at these relics, and a paralytic walking and many 
demons cast out [Et nos in reliquiis sanctorum martyrum et scripturis quas
attulerunt probauimus inesse uirtutem Dei. Uidimus oculis nostris puellam 
caecam omnino ad has reliquias oculos aperientem, et paraliticum ambulantem, 
et multa demonia eiecta]. 29

The Irish delegates were as careful to bring back relics as they were to bring 
back written books. Cummian establishes a close association between the 
relics and the written books (scripturis: the word could refer to books of 
Holy Scripture, as well as to other books such as computistical writings). 
Cummian specifies that miracles took place in the presence of the relics (ad
has reliquias), in order to demonstrate that both forms of evidence brought 
from Rome, writings and relics, embody the power of God (inesse uirtutem
Dei). In order to heighten the sense that everything to do with the Roman 
experience of the delegates embodied the power of God, Cummian 
describes the miracles in a cumulative series ( the blind see, the lame walk, 
and demons are cast out). The series is clearly intended to recall the Lucan 
�ccount of how �esus himself directed the followers of John the Baptist to 
hst for John the signs that the Kingdom of God was now present: 

And when the men had come to him, they said, 'John the Baptist has 
sent us to you, saying, "Are you he who is to come, or shall we look for 
an?�er?"' In that hour he cured many of diseases and plagues and evil 
spmts, and on many that were blind he bestowed sight. And he 
answered them, 'Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the 

281 would translate nostris as 'our people', 'our delegates' (certainly not 'us'). Thephr�se ante sancta may mea_n that the �elegates, anxious to have the most weightytesh�ony, persuaded t�eir fellow-pilgrims to attest solemnly to their Eastertradiho�s at �he martynum, the burial place of St Peter, in the basilica itself.Alternatively, it_ may mean that they got the pilgrims to attest on eucharistic speciespres�rved outside mas�. The term sancta was sometimes applied to eucharisticspecies, seen as the relic par excel_Ience of Christ's presence with the Church: seeJungm�nn, I, 70, nl 1, II, 307-21; Batiffol (note 9 abov�) 90-93; Atchley (note 9 above)106-0�, De Lubac (11;ote 4 �bove) 26, 66; Nathan Mitchell, Cult and controversy: theworship of �-he ELfchanst outside mass (New York 1982) 56-61. On the Eucharist as relicsee also 1-lausslmg (note 16 above) 251-55; Mitchell, 108-09. 296 Cr6infn and Walsh (note 27 above) 92-95.

I 
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blind receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the 
deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have the good news 
preached to them. And blessed is he who takes no offence at me' .30 

Cummian's implication is clear. Those who reject the Roman writings reject 
the Roman relics; but the miracles, performed at the Roman relics back in 
Ireland, demonstrate that to reject either Roman tradition would be to reject 
manifest signs of the presence in both traditions of the power of the 
Kingdom of God. 

Granted such attitudes to Rome, it was natural that the liturgy performed in 
caput urbium should become an inspiration for a whole variety of liturgies 
throughout Europe. Roman ceremonies were carefully recorded, not that 
they should be copied to the letter, but so that they could be used as models 
on which local ceremonies could be freely developed. For example, the Irish 
Stowe Missal proclaims that its prayers for mass are Orationes et preces misae
aeclesiae romane, and that its canon of the mass is Canon dominicus papae
Gilasi.3 1 The so-called Vita prima of St Brigit provides further striking 
evidence of such interest in eighth-century Ireland: 

Another day also a holy man came to the house where Brigit was 
praying alone and found her standing with her hands outstretched to 
heaven in prayer and she did not see or hear anything else. At the same 
time the residents of the place could be heard making a great din, for 
the calves had just then rushed to the cows, but the saint, intent on God 
in an ecstasy of spirit, heard nothing. Then the man left her for the time
being. But he came back to her at a different time and said to �er, :Holy
one of God, why didn't you run when the people were shouting? And
she said, 'But I didn't hear the shouting'. 
The man said to her, 'What did you hear instead?' Brigit replied, 'I heard
masses in Rome at the tombs of Sts Peter and Paul and it is my earnest
wish that the order of this mass and of the universal rule be brought to
me'. 
Then saint Brigit sent experts to Rome and from there they brought the
masses and the rule. Again after some time she said to the men, 'I
discern that certain things have been changed in the mass in Rome since
you returned from there. Go back again'. And they went and brought it
back as they had found it.32 

30Luke 7:20-23; Cummian seems to hav� been think_ing of_ the Lucan t�xt, which
includes all the elements of Cummian s passage (mcludmg the casting out of
demons, 'he cured ... evil spirits', Luke 7:21), rather than the shorter parallef passage
in Matthew 11:1-6, which has no refere11;ce to demons. Both Luke and Matthew are
referring to such messianic images as Isaiah 35:5-6, 29:18-19 and 61:1. 
31Warner (note 4 above) 11, 5, 10. For some early_ Ro�an influen':es <?.n th_e St�_we
Missal, see Klaus Gamber, 'Die irisc�en Messhbelh als Zeugms fur die fruhe
r6mische Liturgie', Romische Quartalschrift ?2. (1967_) 214-21. . . 
32Vita prima, ch 90: trans Sean Connolly, Vita pnma Sanctae Bngitae: background
and historical value', JRSAI 119 (1989) 5-49 (p 41). 
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I quote the last two sections of the chapter in the original Latin from DrSean Connolly's forthcoming edition of the Vita prima:

� Dixit �i u_ir ille: 'Quid aliud audisti?' Respond it Brigita: 'In urbe Roma
iuxta reltquzas sancti Petri et Pauli audiui missas et nimis desidero ut ad me
ordo missae istius et uniuerse regule deferatur'. 
5 Tune misit Brigita uiros sapientes ad Romam et detulerunt inde missas et
regulam. Item post aliquantum tempus dixit Brigita ad illos uiros: 'Ego sentio
qu�d 9uaeda1;1 C07!11!7'U�ata sunt in Roma in missa postquam uenistis ab ea.
Extte lterum . At illt exierunt et detulerunt ut inuenerunt.33

There are a number of striking features in this passage. The saint, rapt inprayer, experiences a divinely inspired vision of the mass at St Peter's on theVatican, and possibly of St Paul's outside the walls.34 Her first reaction is towant to _have a copy _of the �rder of celebrating this mass; it is associated bythe hag10grapher with the order of the universal rule'.35 Wise men go toRome, �resumably to record (perhaps in writing: detulerunt inde) the wordsand actions of the Roman ceremonies (ordo missae istius ... [ordo] uniuerse
regule: ordo, ordines were accounts, which could be oral or written of the 'order', or di�ections for the production, of liturgical actions; the w�rds ofthe_ cerem�mes w?uld _be recorded in a variety of other books, such asantiphonanes, lectionanes, sacramentaries ). The wise men of Kildare have themselves to go to Rome, because at this stage neumed musical notationhad not been invented in �e monasteries of the West, and liturgical musichad to be learned by the direct method, from imitation of a trained singer.36

;31 �m ve!Y gra!�ful to Dr C�nnol�y for allowing me to publish this extract from hisor co1!1-ing _ed1tion of the Vita pnma . Dr Connolly dates the Vita prima to about 750 and assigns its provenance to the territory of the Southern Uf Neill in the ClonarlArdbra_ccan areas (note 32 above, pp 6-7). An uncritical text of the Latin life ma be �v,;\
31tcta Sanctorum, Februarii, I, 118-36 (the Rome-vision episode is in cfput 

34In the �anon of the Roman mass, the names Peter and Paul were linked in the Commumcan�es prayer, tJ:te memento of the living; the liturgical commemoration of
pne of the ja1r regularly involved the commemoration of the other (r the feast of St eter on 2 .Jm:1e; of _St ��ul <?n �0 June): see V L Kennedy, The saints o the canon of the mass, S�d1 d1 �n!1ch1ta c�1sha�a 14, 2!1d edn (Rome 1963) 30, 6 , 101-11. In his phra_s� zuxta reliquias sanctt Petri et Pauli the hagiographer may have had spec1f1c topographical details in mind than 'at the shrines of the two h' f 

no_ m
t 

ore
fRome'. c 1e sain s o 

37te W�a�e ordo .. . �niverse _regule is reminiscent of a phrase used in the earliest Vita o _t Ilfrid when 1t descr�bes his firs! visit to Rome in 654: his Roman friendBoniface, archdeacon of the city, taug�t him a perfect knowledge of the four os els of the Easter comput;us (paschalem ratwnem) which the British and Irish sch�m�tic;did not know, and many other rules of ecclesiastical disci 1 · • ( t z · z �cclesiastic�e dis�iplinae �egulas). In both Vitae the contexts sufg�� tha/ttt� r:uu:::includ�d h�urg1�al traditions; but both Vitae may also have wider I · gti
. Iregulations in mind. ecc esias ca 

36The da�e of the invention of neums, and their spread from Francia to the rest of�urope, 1s m�h �ebated among musicologists. At present the issue seems to lieetween two eone�: (a) the early dating (770-850): iliat neums were invented in the latter . ha_lf of the e1g�th century in Francia, and spread slowl in the reatCaro.lmgian monasteries as a means for ensuring the standardiiation O � required by .the emperor; or (b) the late dating (850-950): oral tradition :e�;;J
tuftrere. until a century late:; the _use of neums spread very slowly from the fatter a o mnth century, spreading widely only in the tenth. For a good defense of the 
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But soon after they return they have to set out a second time: the saint is 
aware that the Roman mass is developing fast, and wants her monastery to 
be kept up to date with it. She therefore commands them to prepare a new 
edition incorporating the latest developments (they have to travel to Rome 

again, because while words could be copied and brought by junior 
messengers, complex music and production techniques had to be learned 
orally at first hand).37 

This passage corresponds closely with a widespread attitude to Rome, in 
Francia and Northumbria as well as in the Irish centre that produced this 
Vita, between the years 650 and 750.38 There was in all these countries a
growing awareness that the Roman liturgy was changing fast and becoming 
more and more splendid, and that new chants were continually being 
introduced. Therefore repeated visits to Rome were necessary to keep up to 
date. There was a great curiosity about old and new Roman ceremonies, so 
that the splendid liturgy performed at the bodies of St Peter and St Paul 
could be imitated, emulated or adapted to local use (for in this period a 
lively interest in using features of the Roman liturgy could coexist happily 
with a confident attachment to local traditions). Where an actual pilgrimage 

to Rome was impossible, visions could in this period be granted to satisfy 
the frustrated pilgrim. The Irish vernacular life of St Berach, though later 
than the Vita prima of St Brigit, provides a remarkable parallel to St Brigit's 
visions of the Roman liturgy. The life of Berach also shows how it was 
possible to supplement and commemorate a vision of the Roman liturgy by 
the erection of a high cross dedicated to Saints Peter and Paul. It provides a 
fascinating example of an Irish monastery using art to effect a symbolic 

early dating (c770-850), with a fine bibliogra?hY of t�e co!ltrove_rsy, see Kenneth 
Le� 'On gregorian orality' Journal of the Amencan musicological society 43 (1990) 185-
227. A good defense of the late dating theory_ can b� �o�d in Leo �rei!ler, 'Reading 
and singing: on the genesis of occidental musical writing ,  Early music history 4 (1984) 
135-208. See also Michel Huglo, Les livres de chant liturgique, Typologie des sources 
du moyen age occidental, fasc. 52 (Turnhout 19�) 48-:51, 53-57, 60-82 . . 37Stephen J p van Dijk, 'The urban and papal ntes m sevent� and e1ghth-centu:Y
Rome', Sacris Erudiri 12 (1961) 411-87 (pp_ 469-70), associ_ate� this awareness of swift
liturgical change at Rome with theJontff1cate of Pope V1tahan (657-72); but the pa�e 

of liturgical change hardly lessene in the reign of Pope Sergius I (686-�01), and still 
continued under Gregory II (715-31). The story could reflect the early eighth as well 
as the late seventh century. 
38For relations between Northumbria and Rome in this per iod, see the 

bibliographical references in 6 Carragain, 'Ruthwell crucifixion poem' (note 8 above) 
18-22, 42-50. On contacts between 1fome and Francia, see Andre Borias, 'Saint
Wandrille et la crise .monothelite', Revue benedictine 97 (1987) 42-67; Theodor Kla�ser,
'Die liturgischen Austauschbeziehungen zwischen der, rom�sch�n und der frank1sch­
deutschen Kirche vom 8. bis 11. Jahrhundert ,  Histonches Jahrbuch der
Gorresgesellschaft 53' (1933) 169-89; Cyrille Vogel, 'Les echanses liturgiques_ entr� 
Rome et les pays francs jusqu'a l'epoque de Charl�magn;' m Le Chiese _net regm
dell 'Europa occidentale e t loro raPl?ortt con Roma smo all 800. 7-13 Apnle, 19�9, 
Settimane di studio sull'alto med1oevo

1 7,_ 2 vols (Spoleto 1960) I, 1�5-295, with 
discussion, r, 326-30; Cyrille Vogel, S�un t Chrodegang et l�s �ebu ts� de }a 
romanisation du culte en pays franc' in �amt Chrodegang. Communications presentees 
au colloque tenu a Metz a l 'occasion du douzieme centenaire ae _sa n:zor� (Metz 19?7) 91-11�; 
Kassius Hallinger, 'Romische Voraussetzungen der bomfatiamschen W1rksamke1t 
im Frankenreich' in Sankt Bonifatius. Gedenkgabe zum zwolfhundtertsten Todestag, 2nd 

edn (Fulda 1954) 320-61. 
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imitatio Romae (were the two crosses wooden or stone? if stone, were they
plain or with sculptural panels?). The whole episode is therefore relevant to
the question, whether Roman ceremonies can be used as background
material for the Book of Kells. It is particularly interesting to find Rome
being symbolically 'imitated' in a monastery where actual pilgrimage to
Rome was discouraged. Berach's attitude to Roman pilgrimage may even
have resembled that of the poet who composed the famous quatrains, Teicht
dor6im: 

To go to Rome, much labour, little profit: the King whom thou seekest
here, unless thou bring him with thee, thou findest him not. Much folly,
much frenzy, much loss of sense, much madness (is it), since going to
death is certain, to be under the displeasure of Mary's Son.39

As the life of Berach makes clear, an Irish monastic community could, by
means of a monument, artistically 'imitate' Rome precisely in order to free
the imaginations of members of the community from the seductions of
Rome-pilgrimage. For a monastic community, only one pilgrimage really
mattered, preparation for the journey forth from the body ('since going to
death is certain'). Pilgrimage to Rome could be a distraction from this
necessary concentration on the last things; and one way of combatting this
distraction may well have been to provide symbolic substitutes for Rome
-pilgrimage as in Berach's monastery; possibly combined with local
adaptations of the Roman liturgy such as we find in the Stowe Missal. If this
were done, then in all senses that really mattered, a monastery could claim
to have Rome at home:

On another occasion Colman Ciel (the lean) of Cluain Ingrech
determined to go to Rome; he was a pupil of Berach, and it was Berach
who appointed him to Cluain Ingrech. He went therefore to his tutor 

and master Berach. Berach tried to stop him from going, and could not.
Colman Ciel set out, and Berach went a little way with him on the road
[sealat 'san slighidh]. They met with Ciaran Ma.el (the Bald) at the end of
the lawn [i cind na faitce]. And he and Berach tried once more to stop
Colman Ca.el from going. And Colman Ca.el said that he would not rest
till he should see Rome with his eyes [na hanfadh no co ffaicedh dia suilibh
in Roimh]. Berach sained the air, and made the sign of the cross over
Colman's eyes; and they three, Berach and Colman Ca.el, and Ciaran
Ma.el, saw Rome, and praised the Lord in that place [atconnncatar a ttriur
... inni Roimh, 7 ro molsatar an Coimde annsin ], and erected a cross and a
mother church there to Berach, and to Ciaran Ma.el, and to Colman
Ca.el. And another cross was erected there to Paul and to Peter. And the
visiting of those crosses is the same to any one as if he should go an
equal distance of the road to Rome [as ionann do neoch ionnsaigidh na

39T1!,esaurus palaeohibernicus : a collection of Old-Iris_h glosses, scholia, prose and verse, ed Whitle y Stokes, John Strachan, 2 v ols (repr Dub lm 1975) II, 296 (Codex Boernerianus Misc. Dresd . A. 145b) . ' 
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ccros sin 7 do imeochadh a coimhmeit do shligidh na Romha]. And (Berach)
stopped Colman Ca.el there.40

The interest of northern pilgrims in seeing and imitating �e shrines of
Rome became reflected in papal policy only from the early eighth century;
· ·tation of the Roman liturgy only began to be actively encouraged by
�:e Gregory II (715-31) and his successors. What was done in Rome had
long been revered as the authentic tradition stemming from St _Peter 

himself. But by the middle of the eight1;1 century i� was gr�dually co�g to 

be seen as normative, a 'universal rule ,  not only m Bede� Northum�r�a or
Boniface's Francia, but also (c750) apparently in the Vita prima of St Brigit. In
his idea that the ordo ... universe regule is to be found in Rome, the author of
the Vita prima was thinking in the ways his contemporaries throughout
mid-eighth-century Europe were also beginning to think.41

Angelus Albert Haussling has demonstrated that the feature of �e Ror.nan
liturgy which most impressed northern observers "."�s the .ce�trahty to it �f
processional movement, between the different bas1hcas, tltuli and mart�ria
of the city. The papal liturgy involved a pl�ned .Pr�gramme (which
spanned the liturgical year but was particularly mtens1ve m �ent and !foly
Week) of processions to celebrate solemn mass at the .v�nous _stational 

churches of the city. Ordo Romanus Primus pr�vides striking evidence of
how elaborate these processions were, and how important a featur.e of them
were gospel books. 42 Ordo I describes in detail the papal process10n to the

4°Life of Berach xxx, ed Charles Plummer, Bethada ntiem nErenn; li!7es of Irish saints, 2v ols (Oxford 1922) u, 41-42; extracts from th e Irish te�t (�ecorded m the sev entee�� cen� by O'Clery) supplied (in square b rackets and 1ta,hcs)_fro6m ��-Ihm g
1t�il to Dr Michael R an for this reference. Professor Pad_ral iam as m Yinformed me th at �is life is likez to har heed. �edac� fue L::u1:�f &!-'.:l �� th?t �di�idual episod:

e
�aiit��kei;i\�1!��: 

t� ;�s;n ilgrimage to Rome to' fa_stsa1:;t mv i�rth
th hi�after three days and nights, the mon� tells �rach of a dream m anh . �a y el in a earance like a y oung man, conducted hi� to _Rome, and so w \�1 dnh �ng
to' fulfithis v ow of pilgrimage : Vitae Sanctorum Hi�ermae, �d Charles ena e im 1910) 85 -86 ch xxv. There is no mention of high crosses r1u

th�mer,. 2 od
v ols f(Ox

th efoLradtm· 1 1·fe \�1um�er calls th is Latin life 'a late recension', and m 1s ep1s e o · • • 1 h th ' d te Latin that the Irish life 'is much fuller and more orig1!1a t �n is e&en�ra 
d :::: (I, p xxxiii; for useful comparativ� mat _�!ial on Irish attitudes to p1lgnmage an on Irish interest in Rome, see I, pp cxx 11- cJxxihn11) R. 'The early Irish Church and the 41p 1 I · h attitudes to Rome see o yan, . . 

;u�:i�?H� i
p;az;59�t;1�.�l��u:�i�c��:1:i �idr�:!f [! i[�";ii� 1960) � 549- 74 ,  ,discdsc�:;

1
�� i!t�;& �rt:r�s�hitf:1ic�f:!!r1y Ireland', b oth in

J�:��tun�e�:;p;:aBie Kirche ir:i Frii.hmittelalter, ed Pr6inseas Ni Chath ain, Michael Richter (Stuttgart 1984) respectiv el y 5 8-72, 89-101. . . . . 
;��e B�!J�t�:ot�c��b�:oc�:�:�r ef:��1:i �:��

l
�f ;_iy2
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s
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n

Rrit�s�fs7)cl�f�1r.�· ,+ · z rtu gy Orientaha christiana ana ecta ome meaning o1 s�a�o�a i :n ;tational litur w' in his Further essays in early Roman liturgy,also � GCl
W�lhsll 

R�m 
s 50 (London 1!68). On liturgical procession� _in gene�al, see Alcum u _ co ec on . if Sarum and the Western Church, Pontificallnshtute ofTere1;1ce Bailey,_ The ltro��::1:�J texts 21 (Toronto 1971) 79-119. Haussling prov i9es Medie v?l Stu�1es, tu R n stational system was imitated in Frankish conclusiv_e e vf idenc

th
e th7a80t 

s
t��w��:. (note 1 6  ab o v e) 55-72 and passim. There are monasteries rom e 
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stational church, and the pope's solemn entry from the secretarium to th church at the beginning of mass.43 The precious vessels to be used in th

e 

mass were c�rried on the stational procession. Among these was the book 0;gospel readings, brought to be used in the stational mass. When the papalstational mass was celebrated on ordinary feast-days the gospel book · 
d 

· . , wascarne m proces
_
s10n by the archdeacon, the senior deacon of the RomanChurch. On special feasts, however, particularly valuable liturgical vessels were us

_
ed (�alicem et patenam maior�s). On these days, the 'great gospels' (evangelta maiora) were solemnly earned on the procession from the Latera to the church

_ 
at which the �tational mass was to be held (eg on Baste:Sunday ?'1orrung, San�a Mana Maggiore).44 The 'great chalice and paten'and the great gospels seem both to have been kept in the vestiarium the department of the Lateran where the papal collection of liturgical garm'ents?11d vess�ls w_ere

_ 
store? (de vestiario dominico). For fear lest the preciousJew_els of its bmdmg might be lost, the book was carried in a sealed bookshrme, under the personal seal of the vesterarius, the official at the Lateran palace who had care of the vestiarium (exeunt sub sigillo vesterarii pernumerum gemmarum, ut non perdantur).45 The stational procession made it c

_
lear �at th� gospel book was seen, like chalices and patens, as a preciousliturgical

_ 
obJect. !1-

_
great Columban monastery which wished to cite oremulate (1f not to 

_
1mi!ate) the Roman liturgy might well have felt that it wasnecess� to_ pro

_
v1de its abbot, for processions on major feasts, with jewelledevangelta mazora m a sealed book shrine. 

On arrival at the church, the deacon who was to read the gospel prepared the gospel book: At th
_
e command of the archdeacon, the book was unsealed (remo".ed from it� shnne), and placed in the hands of the acolyte. Followingb�zantine court ntual, the acolyte bore the book, not on his bare hands, but with hands 

_
co�ered by his outer garment (super planetam). The great gospels�r ev?-11gehanes (sets of gospel readings arranged in the order of the liturgical year) used on major feasts needed two acolytes to carry them.46
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The acolyte(s) brought the gospels up the nave to the sanctuary area in 

procession, preceded by a subdeacon who, taking the book from the 

covered hands of the acolyte(s), placed it with ceremony on the altar 
(manibus suis honorifice super altare ponat).47 During this enthronement of the 

gospels on the altar, the pope had already gone to be vested in his liturgical 
garments in the sacrarium or secretarium, which as we have seen was near 

the main entrance, adjoining the atrium of the basilica. While the choir sang 
the Introit chant, the pope proceeded solemnly up the nave, supported 
(sustentatus) by his archdeacon and another deacon, and preceded by seven 

acolytes from the local ecclesiastical region of the city carrying seven lighted 

candles, as well as by a subdeacon with a thurible. The pope prostrated 

himself in prayer, on a special carpet (oratorium) spread for this purpose 

before the altar, until the choir finished the Introit. Before giving the signal 

for the choir to begin the Gloria, the pope rose and kissed both the gospels 
and the altar.48 The ceremonial of enthroning the gospels on the altar, and 

solemnly kissing both book and altar, established once more (as in the 

Apertio aurium) a close connection between book and altar, ie, between the 

symbol of Christ's word and the symbol of Christ's sacrifice. 

When in the solemn papal mass the gospel came to be read, the ceremonial 
honour given to the gospel book was even more elaborate than that 
described in the Apertio aurium ceremony. After the epistle had been read 

and the responsory chants sung, the deacon, again following ancient court 

ceremonial (in this case the gesture of proskynesis), kissed the feet of the
pope who in an undertone blessed him for the office he was to perform (et
tacite

1 

dicit ei pontifex: 'Dominus sit in corde tuo et in labii� tuis').49 The� �e 

deacon approached the altar, kissed the gospels, and, taking the cod�x m his 
hands, brought it in solemn procession to the ambo. The procession was 
headed by two acolytes with candles; they were . followed . by n:vo 
subdeacons from the local region of the city, one carrying a thunble with 
incense · then came the deacon carrying the gospels. The deacon, as he 

passed 

1

in procession bearing the gospel�, was blessed by the bishops 
assisting at the mass (with the words Dommus tecum) and by the att�ndant 

priests (with the words Spiritus domini super te). Even the act of openmg the 

gospel book had its appropriate ceremony: the subdeacon 

_
who was not 

carrying the incense offered the deacon his left arm on which to rest the 

book, so that the deacon could open it with his right hand at the place 

where a bookmarker had already been placed. The deacon ascended the 

ambo with his finger on the place where he was to begin. During the 

reading, the five clerics formed a symmetrical tableau centred on the book. 

47 Andrieu, Ordo I, no 31, II, 77. . . 48Andrieu Ordo I no 51 II, 83. Ba tiffol (no te 9 above) 75-77. Ba tiffol sees m the seven
candlesticks a tableau b�sed on the Apocal�se o_f St Jo� (Apocalypse 1:12-1_3; 2,:1):
'L'eveque, qui figure le Chris t,. marchera llli auss1 au m1lheu de sep t  chandeliers (p
76). Ori the oratorium, see Jungmann (note 4 above) I, 70 and n 12. , . 490n roskynesis, see Jungmann, I, n 71 an� n<?te 15; �lso _Ute Sch wab, _Proskynes1s 

und ifhiloxenie in der al tsachsischen Genes1sd1ch tung � w1� an appendix_ by Wal ter 

Berschin, 'Die Ti tuli des Halbers ta9-ter �brahams tepe1chs m T�xt und B�ld. Asp�kte 
des zusammenwirkens zweier Kiinste m Mittelalter und jruher Neuzezt, ed Chris tel Meier,
Uwe Ruberg (Wiesbaden 1980) 209-77.
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In the centre of the tableau was the deacon, standing on the raised ambo to 
read aloud from the gospel book. The two acolytes with their candles 
flanked the steps by which the deacon had gone up into the ambo. At the 
other side of the ambo, the two subdeacons (one holding the incense) 
flanked the steps by which the deacon would descend from the ambo after 
he had read the gospel.50 At the end of the gospel reading, the pope again 
blessed the deacon (with the words Pax tibi); he replied courteously (Et cum 
spiritu tuo). Then the deacon, descending from the ambo by the steps 
flanked by the subdeacons, solemnly handed the gospels to the subdeacon 
who had helped him to open it. He in turn handed the book to a third 
subdeacon, who, holding it before his breast with his hands covered by his 
outer garment, brought the gospels to be kissed by all the clerics standing in 
the sanctuary, in order of rank. Finally, the book was replaced in its book 
shrine: the shrine was sealed, and the gospel book brought back by an 
acolyte to the Lateran. As in the Apertio aurium, the gospel book was treated 
with the greatest honour, and, when it had been read, disappeared from 
view; from that moment of the solemn mass, ie during the offertory and 
canon of the mass, the attention of the onlookers was focused on the 
euc�aristic action which took place on and around the altar.51 The early
medieval church was consistent in its attitude to the relations between the 
mystical eucharistic action and the mystical word of the gospels. They saw 
both together as manifesting the natures, person and actions of Christ the 
Word. They saw both as prophetic: not only as commemorating past actions 
and events, but as adumbrating the present and future history of mankind 
until the full revelation of Christ and of the church. Thus they presented the 
gospel as far as possible in the context of, and subordinated only to, the 
enactment of the eucharistic mystery. The mass progresses from rumination 
on Christ's word to performance of the eucharistic action prescribed in the 
gospels. Through the eucharistic mystery, they believed, Christ effected 
what the gospels prophesied: he continually unified the church in its 
members,_ and the members to himself until, 'when the perfect comes' and
human history had been brought to completion, the church would be 
revealed in its perfection as his glorified body.s2 

50Th�s. would seem to be the visual result_ of Ordo I, no 59 (Andrieu, II, 88), whichspecifies that at th� ambo the acolytes d1v1de so that the senior clerics can passbetw:een _the�: ve�zentes ad am�onem dividuntur ipsi acolyti ut per medium eorumsubdzaconz et diaconz cum evangelw transeant. Before the reading, the subdeacons go back and stand before the steps, at the _opposite si?e of the ambo, by which thed�aco� c'?mes do�n fron:i the ambo: et tilt auo subdiaconi redeunt stare ante gradumdiscenswnzs ambonzs: Andneu, Ordo I, no 62, II, 89. Atchley (note 9 above) illustratesthree examples of ambos with two sets of steps: from Ravello (frontispiece) from
RSan Clemente, Rome (pl XIV, p 150 and pl XII p 77) and S Apollinare Nuovo avenna (pl XV, p 178). ' ,
51Andrieu, Ordo I, nos 59-65, II, 87-90. The text specifies, in the present tense, that thegospels are brought back to �he Lateran: Aco[ytus autem regionis eiusdem cuius etsubdiaconus est revocat evangelium ad Lateranum: Andrieu Ordo I no 65 II 90 Th" seems t� mean th�t.the gospels were immediately carriea'back d�wn the' n�ve �ut �fthe statlonal bas�hca before the offertory of the mass began, and this is howJungmann, I� 71, m!erprets the passage: ' . .. the papal subdeacon ... hands it to anacolyte who immediately carries it back to the Lateran' . 52Cf _ I  Corinthians 13:10. A good example of how closely, in patristic and earl medieval thought, the act of understanding the multivalent texts of scripture wis

'Traditio evangeliorum' and 'sustentatio' 417
The papal mass described in Ordo Romanus Primus makes consistent use of 
symbolically significant tableaux. When the deacon read the gospels from 
the ambo flanked by two pairs of less senior clerics bearing incense and 
candles, the flanking pairs expressed the dignity of the book he read. One 
such recurring tableau is particularly relevant to the Book of Kells. On his 
arrival at the church, the pope was assisted from his saddle by two deacons 
who flanked and supported him while he walked to the secretarium to vest 
for mass. In the words of the Ordo, the pope proceeded sustentatus a 
diaconibus.53 Ernst Jerg has shown that we have here a reference to an 
ancient royal ceremonial, found in Roman imperial state ceremonial both in 
the West and in the East, but also found in the Old Testament, in Persia, and 
as far afield in space and time as Tibet in the lifetime of the present Dalai 
Lama.54 The essence of the ceremonial was that the dignity of a king or 
priest or great personage was to be expres�ed b� havi�g two offici�ls of
lesser importance flank him and support him with theu hands while he 
advanced in solemn state. In a clearly related tableau, the dignity of a great 
personage could also be expressed by having two supp�rters flank the 
throne on which he sat in state.55 In the Ordo Romanus Primus, when the 
pope had vested in the secretarium an? the choir in the s�ctuary had begun 
the Introit chant, the pope began his solemn procession up the nave as 
follows: he first gave his right hand to the archdeacon, and his left hand to 
the deacon second in rank. They kissed his hands, and then proceeded up 
the nave supporting him: et illi, osculatis manibus ipsius, procedunt cum ipso 
sustentantes eum.56 Similarly, at the beginning of the offertory, the pope 
advanced to receive the gifts supported by two high officials of the city of 
Rome: the primicerius notariorum (the senior notary) held his ri?ht hand, and 
the primicerius defensorum (the senior legal ad�o.cat�) held his left_: �enente
manum eius dexteram primicerio notariorum et pnmiceno defensorum smistram; 
they again supported him when he had received the gifts and re�med to 
his seat.57 Finally, at the communion, the pope proceeded from his seat to 

associated with the reception of Christ's corpus "!ysticum � the _Eucharist, is the
wides read idea that Christ's breaking of :t,read (m t�e fee?mgs m the dese�t, th:
Last s1?ipper, and the supper at Emmaus) involved his !ulfillment and openmg (­
ex lanation) of scripture: De Lubac (note 4 above) especially: pp 80-�2 and also_ 102,
2&-67, 340-42; on tfiis and related metaphors, see �ans-Jorg Sp1�z, Die Metaphorik des

geistigen Schriftsinns, Milnstersche Mittel�lter�chnf!en 12 (�u�1ch 1972)_4J-1_04. On
the wa in which the Eucharist was seen m this penod as un1fymg �nd _v1v1fymg the
Churcl and uniting it (his body: corpus Christi, I Cor . 12:27) to Chnst (its head), see
De Lubac, 19-137; Congar (note 4 above) 81-98. 
53Andrieu, Ordo I, no 29, II, 76 . . . . 
54Emst Jerg, 'Die sustentatio in �er r�mi�che L1t_urg1e vor d_em Hintergrund _des
kaiserlichen Hofzeremoniells', Zeitschrift fur katholtsche Theologie 80 (1958) 316-24, see
also the extended note on the history of �e tableau_ by Jungmann, I, 69, n 10 . F?r �e
use of sustentatio in twentieth-century Tibet (mentioned by Jerg, 323), see Hemrich
Harrer, Seven years in Tibet, Reprint Society edn (London _1955) 169, 230, �54, and the
photograph between pp 176-77 showing the young Dala1 Lama proceeding, flanked
by advisers.  
55 A · the Agilulf bronze helmet-frontal, now in the Bargello Museum, Florence,
re :o�uced in L'Europa delle invasioni bar�ariche, ed Jean Hubert, Jean Porcher and
Wolfgang Fritz Volbach (Milan 1968) 247, fig 271. 
56Andrieu, Ordo I, no 45, IT, 81. . . . . . 
57 Andrieu, Ordo I, nos 69 and 76, II, 91, 92 . The p7:micenus 

1
nota1_wrum_ �as � char�e

of the papal chancery; the office has been termed the pope s pnme mm1ster (Nob e,

. � -- -� 



418 6Carragain
give communion to the noble laymen, with the same senior officials again 
holding his hands: tenentibus ei manus.58 

This symbolic tableau is clearly relevant to the figural page in the Book of 
Kells labelled in modem scholarship the 'Arrest of Christ' (folio 114r, pl 28).

Here, �t the beginning of Christ's Passion, after the Last Supper, the gospel 

text briefly describes how Christ and his disciples went to the Mount of 
Olivet: Et ymno dicto exierunt in montem oliveti. The Kells artist has 
incoq�ora�ed_ this text, a text which cle�rly describes movement by Christ 

and his d�sc�ples from place to place, mto a scene in which two figures
grasp Christ s arms (and yet Jonathan Alexander has rightly stressed that 

there is a sense that the figures are immobile, 'as if they were frozen at a
particular moment').59 In various ways, including this combination of 
mov�ment and immobility, �e Kells artist has deliberately exploited the 

multivalen .c� of the sustentatw image . The sustentatio tableau formed part

both of religious and of secular ceremonies. As we have seen, even in the 

sol�mn Ro�a� ma�s the c
_
elebrant could be supported by subdeacons or by

1..,-,.,.. seruor adrmrustrative officers (who at this period, in Rome, would have

been clerics: either deacons, or clerics in minor orders, who could marry). 
To _hold the han�s. of an honoured figure as he advanced in procession was
a sign of recognition and honour, but obviously to grasp someone's arms 
coul� also bec

_
ome an act of arrest or capture . The essence of the principle of 

�ultivalenc� is_ 
that of a particular image, through its design and through 

its context, is mtend�d to suggest at once a variety of meanings . 60 No 

element of 
_
the �ea�ngs should be excluded, either by tying the image 

?own
_ 
to? fir�y m time or place, or by restricting its symbolic import by 

idenbfymg it too closely with a single narrative moment .  In any 
com�entary 

_
on _the so-calle� 'Arrest' image in Kells, this principle of 

m
_
u.I�valenc� is vital . Paradoxically, much modem scholarship has tried to

e�immate thi
_
s sense of multivalence, attempting to reduce the scene to a

smgle 1:arrativ� mo�ent rather than recognising that the fascination of the 

scene 
_
hes precisely m the rich variety and ambiguity of the associations it

exrloit�. The two flanking figures, whether they themselves are good or 
evil, brmg about goo� for mankind . They initiate and support Christ's 

gest_ure of prayer, his orans posture; this orans posture is itself a

prefigurement of the gesture by which Christ, stretching out his hands on 

n_ote tE_ a�ove, p 222). The p7:imicerius defensorum was the chief legal advocate of the city. . s eadquarters were m the Lateran, and he was always a cferic by this eriod 

;z3)etimes a deacon, although frequently in minor orders and often married [Noble:
58 Andrieu, Ordo I, no 113 n 104 
59 

I I 
• Alexander, 'Illumination', 282. '�?For _a disc_ussi�m of the 'principle of multivalence ' as a central principle behind 

bturg1cally-mspired monastic art and literature, see 6 Carragain 'Christ over the 

easts �1:d the Agnus Dei: two multivalent panels on the Ruthw�ll and Bewcastle crosses m Sources of Anglo-?ax_on culture, ed --Paul E Szarmach, Studies in MedievalCulture 20, (Kal�ma�oo, Michigan 1986) 377-403; and 6 Carragain, 'The RuthwellCross and the Irish high crosses: some points of comparison and contrast' in R an 

}6�i���f:f 
122-23). See also the discuss10n in Haussling (note 16 above) 9fl..100, fo7'.
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the cross, was seen to draw to himself all human history ( Qui expansis in 

cruce manibus traxisti omnia ad te secula).61 

An anonymous seventh-century Irish computist�cal tr�ct, De rati_one

conputandi, contains a very brief summary of !he Passio�, which emphasizes 

the idea of the procession to the Mount of Ohvet to which the Book of Kells 

devotes such artistry:

Primo uero azymorum die dominus noster Jesus Christus, cenans . cum

discipulis, postquam sui corporis et sanguinis sacramentun: patefecit, ad

montem Oliueti, sicut euangelia sancta testantur, progressus ibique detentus

est a Iudeis, tradente discipulo. Dehinc, .vi. feria subsequente, id est .vii. �l 

Aprelis, crucifixus est et sepultus tertiaque die, hoc est .v. Kl Aprells,

dominico, resurrexit a mortuis.62 

I by no means want to argue for any influence of thi� passa�e o� the Book of

Kells . The passage is interesting precisely because it provides independent 

testimony of what was probably a common tendency .. The_ summary,

through its very brevity, indicates how Christ's solemn introit !� Mo�t

Olivet could become imaginatively important to any monk farmhar with

liturgical ceremonies . The anonymous author emphasized �e ad montem

Oliveti . .. progressus because it enabled him to stress the h_nk between

Christ's revelation at the Last Supper of the sacrament of his body and

blood, and his subsequent sacrificial death on the Cross . To emphasize su�h 

a link was theologically and liturgically important : t�rough the ��chan�t

the Church, the body of Christ, could until his return m gl?ry pa�ticipate m

the life his death had won . 63 The mass involved a progressive senes of three 

processions or 'entrances'; this series provides one relev�t c�ntext for the

Book of Kells 'Arrest' page . The first procession was the introit, the solemn

entrance of the celebrant at the beginning of mass . In the Ordo Romanus 

primus, the solemn procession of the bishop up �e nave, supported by

deacons and preceded by seven lighted candles, itself suggested that the

advancing bishop represented Christ ('who walks among the seven golden

61Versus sun on Holy Thursday and Holy Saturday. For.it� early �ed�eval uses, _see

Rene-Jean H�sbert 'Le graduel Christus a !'office des trms 1ours �amts , Ephemend

6
liturgicae 97 (1983)1 241-61. For the biblical reminiscences used m the c�ant, see . 
Carra ain, 'Ruthwell Crucifixion poem' (note 8 above) 45�46. For the �otif of �hnst 

stretcgin out his hands in prayer on the Cross, see Victor S_ax�r, 11 eten_�it les

mains a l�heure de sa Passion". Le theme de l'orant(e) dans la htterature chretienne 

des Ile et file siecles', Augustinianum 20 (1980) 335-65; also Jungma1:.fi, ,1, 107. F�r a
full survey of earlier interpretations of the page, see Carol Farr, 'Lection , 218-26, see

also·her discussion of the orans pose, 227-36. . , . 
626 c , · , and Walsh (note 27 above) 196, Imes 11-17: On the first day of
unlea.:i:ef bread our Lord Jesus S:hrist, dining with his disciples, after he had
revealed to them the sacrament of his body and b1ood, and proceeded to �e �o.unt 

f Ol'vet as the holy gospels testify, was arrested there by the Jews, h1� disciple 

b i · ' h ' On the following Friday that is on the 7th Kalends of Apnl, he was 

c::c�h�J a��-buried and on ,the thirl day, that is, on the 5th Kalends of April,
Sunday he rose from the dead . . . . 
63For the theolo ical importance of the rela?onship �etween Christ's offenn� of his 

body and blool in mysterio in the Eucharist and his subsequent self-offermg on 

Calvary, see De Lubac (note 4 above) 65-87. 
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lamp-stands': Apocalypse 2:1). The second procession or 'entrance' was the 
presentation of the gifts; as we have seen, the pope, advancing to receive
these gifts, was supported by two senior officials.64 The third 'procession', a
metaphoric one, took place at the beginning of the canon of the mass. The 
Ordo Romanus primus describes how all the priests and bishops surrounding 
the pope at the altar stood upright during the Preface, until they began to 
recite with the pope 'the angelic hymn, that is Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus'. All 
bowed for the angelic hymn. When they had finished, the ordo specifies that 
all the other clerics around the altar remained bowed for the canon prayers. 
At this point, the two manuscripts which contain the first version of the 
Ordo read Ut autem expleverint, surgit pontifex solus in canone: 'as they finish 
[the angelic hymn] the pope alone rises [ie stands upright] for the Canon'. 
But all the other manuscripts read surgit pontifex solus et intrat in canonem:
'the pope alone rises and enters into the Canon'.65 The alteration of the ordo
reflects �e increased sense north of the Alps, from the mid-eighth century, 
that dunng the canon the celebrant entered a metaphoric Holy of Holies to 
re-enact Christ's sacrifice. 66 For the canon prayers, the celebrant would have
stood alone, unsupported by junior clerics; but he would have stood in the 
orans posture, with hands raised to either side of his body.67 The introit,
offertory and canon provided a series of advances towards, entrances into, 
the enactment of the eucharistic mystery. This series was central to the 
symbolic structure of the mass. The question, which of the three 'entrances' 
is most relevant to Kells folio 114r, is of secondary importance. More 
important is to realise that, not only were solemn advances by the celebrant 
towards the eucharistic mystery a central feature of the mass-ritual, but that, 
tak�n t�gether, �u�h ad�ances provided a unified metaphor for the way in 
which m euchanstic action all christians entered with Christ into the divine 
mystery. This metaphor is beautifully and concisely expanded in a collect 
prayer �i�ely use_d in the_ early middle ages on Holy Thursday (the
proces�10n of Chnst and his apostles to the Mount of Olives took place
after mghtf�ll �n that evening). The collect was assigned in various 
sacramentanes 71ther to the mass for the reconciliation of penitents on Holy 
Thursday morrung, or to the ceremony of reconciliation itself (the reference 
to rebirth in the collect refers to the approaching baptism of the 
catechumens on Holy Saturday, the vigil of Easter, as well as to the 

641n the ,Byza�tii:e li!ursy, the present�tio!'. of the gifts was known as the 'great entrance ,  to distingmsh it_ from the earlier little entrance' at the introit. See Robert �aft, The great entrance: a history of the transfer of gifts and other pre-anaphora! rites oi theliturgy of St Chrysostom, Orientalia christiana analecta 200, 2nd edn (Rome 1978). The Eas�ern and_West_ern offertory processions are compared in Jungmann, II, 1-16. The ancient Ga�lic� liturgy had a fully-developed 'great entrance' rite correspondin to re �>ifantine rite: Jungmann, II, 5 and Expositio antiquae liturgiae gallicanae ed � C�tc i , HBS 98 (London_ 1971) 10-!1. It is not impossible that such a 'great �ntrance'�ight �ave been known in some Irish monasteries. Andrieu, Ordo I, no 88; Andrieu II 95-96 66 • • I I • Discussions of the various versions of this passage in Andrieu II 95-96 note·J�gm�nn, I, 72 and II, 104-105, 138-42; Batiffol (note 9 above) 89. The' sense that atthis point of the mass the priest entered an inner sanctum must have been increasedby the tendency1 from the late eighth century onwards, for the celebrant to recite the
canon prayers silently: Jungmann, II, 104. 67J ungmann, II, 141-42. 
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reconciliation of the penitents on Holy Thursday). This collect presents 
Christ's resurrection as confirming the glory of all those reborn in Christ, 
and sees this as the heart of the Paschal mystery into which all the christian 
community can, by God's grace, enter forthwith. The collect asks God 'to 
grant to all your servants more fully and perfectly to enter into all the 
mysteries of the Paschal feast, so that faithful hearts may come immediately 
to know how much they should rejoice in the glory granted to those born to 
new life, [a glory] confirmed in Christ': Omnipotens sempiterne deus, da,
quaesumus, uniuersis famulis tuis plenius adque perfectius omnia festi paschalis 
introire mysteria, ut incunctanter pia corda cognoscant, quantum debeant de
confirmata in Christo renascentium glorificatione gaudere: per. 68 

Through the liturgy all of the church participated in the glorious entry of 
Christ, their high priest, into the holy of holies (cf Heb. 9:11-28) where they 
shared with him in the life of the Trinity. On folio 114r of the Book of Kells 
the text and illustration encouraged contemplation of the way in which 
Christ, through his Passion, his death (when 'tradidit Spiritum': John 19:30) 
and resurrection (when his Father raised him up: Phil.2:9) enacted this entry 
in human form, revealing the heart of the mystery of the Trinity. Such 
contemplation was important for each monk who looked at the book 
because they believed that, in union with Christ its head, the church his 
body participated in this mystery and drew its life from it: that through the 
rites of initiation and the Eucharist, each christian participated in Christ's 
priesthood as in his sacrifice. 'The Arrest of Christ' is too limiting a title for

the Kells page precisely because it misses the symbolic, mystical and 
communal dimensions of the text and image on folio 114r. The later text of 
Ordo Romanus primus provides the model for a simpler and better title: 
'Christus intrat in Passionem', 'Christ enters into the Passion'. 

68The beautifully balanced final clause of the collect can be read in two 
complementary ways: 'how, in Christ, the glorification of the reborn has been 
confirmed' or 'how the glorification of those reborn in Christ has _been confirmed �by the paschal mysteries]'. The collect appears for Holy Thursday in the Old Gelasian sacramentary the sacramentaries of Gellone (CCSL 159, p 76, par. 589), Angouleme (CCSL 159C, p 81, par. 599) and St Gall, and in th� Bo_bbio �issal._Text quoted from Leo Cunibert Moh1berg, Peter Siffrin and Ludwig Eisenhofe�, L!ber sacramentorum
Romanae eclesiae ordinis anni circuli (Cod. Vat. Reg. lat. 316 I Paris Bib. Nat. 7193, 41/56 
(Sacramentarium Gelasianum), Rerum Ecclesiastarum Documenta, Series maior, Fontes 4 3rd ed (Rome 1981) 55, no 349; see also The Bobbio Missal, a Gallican mass­
Book (MS Paris. Lat. 13246), ed EA Lowe, HBS 53 (facsimile), 58 (text) and 61 (Notes and Studies) 3 vols (London 1917-24) II, 62, no 196 (text), III, 124 (notes). On the theological b�ckground of the concept ('introire mysteria') central to the collect, see De Lubac (note 4 above) 267. The �reface of the_ Gregori�n Ma�s f(!r the ordinatio� o,f a priest explicitly states that offering the mass involves entering into the mysteries . See the Hadrianum text: Le sacramentaire greg_o�ien. Ses prin�ipales fprmes d'apres les
manuscrits les plus anciens, ed Jean Deshusses (.l-inbourg-e�-S�sse 1971) I, 30!� �o 199, par. 830: 'da nobis quaesumus ut ad sacrosancta mystena immolando sacrift�ia cum
beneplacitis mentibus Jacias introire' ('we ��k you to grant and allow us t? ent�r into the most holy mysteries, and to the sacrifices that must be offered, with mmds �ell pleasing to you'). On the metaphoric dimensions of the Kells page itself, see Jennifer 
O'Reilly, 'The Book of Kells

1 
folio 114_r: a mystery re�ea_led yet concealed' in The_ age of

migrating ideas: early medieval art m Northern Britain and Ireland, ed R Michael Spearman and John Higgitt (Edinburgh and Stroud 1993) 106-14 (pp 113-14). 
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Evidence that the symbolic possibilities of the sustentatio tableau and 
visually related images were widely appreciated in the early medieval West 
can be found in other early medieval liturgical ceremonies and in early 
medieval Irish sculpture. The sung liturgical chant which most clearly 
suggests the tableau is a phrase from the Old Latin version of the Canticle of 
Habakkuk. In the Roman rite, this canticle was sung every Friday at lauds; 
but it was also used weekly in those Celtic monasteries of which we have 
evidence. At Rome, and thus in Northumbria, an extract from the canticle, 
including the verse we shall examine, was sung as a responsory after the 
first Old Testament reading at the adoration of the Cross on Good Friday.69

It contains the words in media duarum animalium innatesceris ('you will be 
known in the midst of two animals'). Early christian commentary related the 
'two animals' phrase to a variety of ways in which Christ was revealed 
between two figures. Jerome, who was writing a commentary on the whole 
Book of Habakkuk as one of the prophetic books of the Old Testament, sees 
vast ecclesiological and historical import in the phrase. He relates the 
phrase to the way 'the Saviour is to be understood and believed in the 
primitive church, which was brought together both from the circumcised 
and from the uncircumcised - the Saviour surrounding himself, on the one 
side and on the other, by two peoples'. Jerome's interest in the 
ecclesiological import of phrase is again to be seen in his second level of 
interpretation: 'there are those who interpret the two animals as the two 
Testaments, Old and New, which can be said to be truly life-giving and full 
of life, to breathe [the Spirit: there is a clear pun in Jerome's verb quae 
spirent], and in the midst of which the Lord may be known'.7° Jerome 
emphasizes that the phrase is reminiscent of the statement in Exodus (25:22) 
that in the temple Yahweh would speak to Israel from the midst of the two 
cherubim of beaten gold on top of the Ark of the Covenant (de media duarum 
cherubim): Yahweh would speak seated on the wings of the cherubim, with 
the Ark for his footstool. Jerome sees this reminiscence of the Book of 
Exodus as implying the most profound possible interpretation of in media 
duarum animalium: the life of the Trinity, in which the Father is made known 
through the Son and the Holy Spirit.71 Bede approaches the phrase in a 
different way. Unlike Jerome, Bede did not write a commentary on the Book 

6�The litu�gical use o� the canticle, and patristic commentary on the text, are
discussed m three stu�ies by 6 �arragain (1986, note 60 above) 383-88, (1987, note 
60 above) 118-1� a_nd T�� �eet�ng ?f St P�ul _ and St Anthony: visual and literary 
uses of a eucharistic motif m Kezmelza: studies m archaeology and history in memory of
Tom Delaney, ed Gear6id Mac Niocaill, Patrick Wallace (Galway 1988) 1-58 and pls !­
XII (pp 4-6 and rassim: Irish liturgical uses of the canticle are discussed at p 20, note 
2) .. A ! Lucas independently argued for the relevance of the in medw duorum
anz�lzum ph�as� _to e�rly Irish sculpture in :"I� th_e middle of two living things". 
Darnel or Christ? m Figures from the past: studz�s m fig}!-rative art in ch17;stian Ireland in
honour of Helen M Roe, ed Etienne Rynne (Dublm 198,) 92-97. Lucas did not examine 
the li�rgical uses o_f the canticle, �ut co�vincingly r�lated the phrase to the ancient 
a�d widespread Gilgamesh motif (a kmg or warrior flanked by animals) in the 
visual arts.70Jerome, Commentarium in Abacuc Prophetam ad Chromatium in his Commentarii in
p_rophetas minores, ed M Adriaen, CCSL 76A (Tumhout 1970) 618-54 (p 621). See 6 
Carragain (1986, note 60 above) 385-86; (1988, note 69 above) 11. 
71Adriaen (note 70 above) 620-21. See 6 Carragain (1988, note 69 above) 28. 
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of Habakkuk, but wrote on the canticle as an independent liturgical text. He 
was writing for an unnamed nun, who like himself sang the canticle every 
Friday at lauds (and thus sang it twice on Good Friday, at lauds and at the 
adoration of the Cross). Bede therefore begins his commentary by 
emphasizing the significance of the weekly liturgical use of the canticle: 

The canticle of the prophet Habakkuk, which you asked me to interpret 
for you, beloved sister in Christ, above all prophesies the sacred 
mysteries of the Lord's Passion (sacramenta daminicae passianis maxima 
pranuntiat). Therefore, by the custom of the holy, universal and 
apostolic church it is customary to repeat it solemnly each week on 
Friday, on which that same Passion was brought to completion. But it 
also mystically describes the course of his incarnation, resurrection, and 
ascension into heaven, the faith of the nations and the lack of faith of the 
Jews. In contemplation, the prophet saw the state of the present age, the 
peace in which sinners live and the afflictions of the just ... 72 

Faithful to the programme sketched in these opening lines, Bede relates the 
in media duarum animalium phrase to two moments in Christ's life: to the 
Transfiguration, in which Christ was made known between Moses and 
Elijah, and to the Crucifixion in which he was revealed between the two 
thieves.73 It is clear from both Jerome's and Bede's commentaries that the 
flanking animalia could, for a monastic audience, take on a vast variety of 
human, animal, inanimate, abstract or angelic forms. The relevance of the 
phrase was determined, not by the nature (good or evil or neutral) of the 
flanking 'animals' but by the fact that, in the midst of these figures or 
through these events, the divine and human natures of Christ could be 
recognised. The likelihood that in the Book of Kells 'Arrest of Christ' the 
flanking men refer to the in media duarum animalium phrase is greatly 
strengthened by a visual pun. The artist established a visual link between 
these flanking men and the large symmetrical biting animal heads which 
arch and meet above Christ's head. As Jonathan Alexander has pointed out, 
these two animals mirror the action of the pair of red-haired men who grasp 
the arms of Christ; the appearance of two animals in the scene directly 
suggests the words (and perhaps, to a monastic onlooker, the music) of the 
canticle. It may be that the biting animals, as Alexander suggests, underline 
the 'aggressive purpose' of the flanking human figures.74 Whether the biting
animal heads represent good or evil (or are ethically neutral), the Kells artist 
establishes a clear visual parallel between them and the flanking human 
figures. This technique is analogous to the way in which the Pictish 
sculptors of the Nigg stone establish a visual parallel between a pair of 
symmetrical human figures (Saints Paul and Anthony) and the pair of 

72Expositio Bedae presbyteri in Canticum Abacuc Prophetae, ed J E Hudson, CCSL 119B 
➔Tumhout 1983) 381, lmes 1-9. 
3Hudson (note 72 above) 383-84, lines 60-77. Bede's lemma reads IN MEDIO

DVORVM ANIMALIVM INNOTESCES; the Vespasian Psalter (London, BL, Cotton
MS Vespasian, A.I, southern English, cAD 700) reads innotesceris: see 6 Carragain
➔1986, note 60 above) 384-86.
4Alexander, 'Illumination', 283. 
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symmetrical animals (lions or dogs? good, evil, or just animal-like?) who 
crouch at their feet and contemplate, like the saints, the heavenly bread and 
the chalice through which Christ is known.75 In the Kells 'Arrest' page, 
whether the flanking men are good or evil, even if they know not what they 
do, they assist Christ in carrying out his supreme prayer to his Father. The 
central, dominant figure is the figure of Christ, whose eyes gaze so 
searchingly at the viewer, and on whom the flanking men gaze while they 
grasp his arms. The two pairs of flanking figures, men and animals, direct 
the viewer's contemplation _to Christ: they powerfully remind the onlooker, 
who has recognised the liturgical chant to which they refer, to recognise 
Christ as both king and priest.76

The 'Arrest' page is not the only evidence that the Kells artists were 
interested in the visual possibilities of the in medio duorum animalium chant. 
When, ten folios later, St Matthew's Passion narrative reaches its climax 

I 

two great animal heads flank the capital T of Tune crucifixerant XPI cum eo
duos latrones (folio 124r): for anyone familiar with the canticle and the long 
tradition of its Good Friday use, the association between the animal heads 
and the latrones is impossible to miss.77 There is also a clear reminiscence of 
the canticle at the top of the canon table on folio 2v (pl 2). Here the bearded 
head-�d-sh��lders figu�e at the top of the page, at the summit of the major 
arch, 1s 1dentif1ed as Christ by three small golden crosses with their bases at 
the head of the bearded man and their tops at the golden halo he wears. 
Jonathan Alexander sees a reference to 'God as Trinity' in these three small 
crosses,�8 and this identification could be defended, for example by 
comparing them to the three crosses within the halo of the eagle symbol in 
the Matthaean Four Symbols page, folio 27v. But the three crosses within 
the halo at the top of folio 2v are arranged differently. One of the crosses is 
placed centrally, directly over the central parting in the bearded man's 
flowing hair. It is slightly larger than the flanking crosses, and has 
decorative touches (tiny dark triangles at top and bottom of the upright) 

756 Carragain (1988, note 69 above) 7-14; See also the visual parallel established between the paired saints and paired beasts on the Pictish Dunfallandy slab (ibid p 
7) a!ld b�tween t�e seated saints on the high cross at Moone and the high-back�d chairs with dog-hke animal �eads_ behind the head of each saint (pp 20-22). The 
standard analyses of the relationships between the Book of Kells and Pictish art are 
thos_e by Isabel Henders<?n, 'Pictish art _and the Book of Kells' in Ireland in early
mediev�I Eur�pe, ed D Whitelock, R McKitterick and D Dumville (Cambridge 1982) 79-105, and The_Book of Kells and the snake-boss motif on Pictish cross-sfabs and
the Iona crosses' m Ryan 56-65 
76 • I • 

It _is �lear that a reference to the sustentatio image, and to the· related idea that Christ is to be known betwee!l �o animals, are only two elements among a much 
more subtle compl�x of associations which the 'Arrest' image is designed to attract. F�r � comprehensive commentary on the �mage and its manuscript context, see 0 Reilly (no!e 68 abov�): she also hsts Ottoman examples of references in the visualarts to the sustentaho tableau (p 113), usefully l!Pdatin� and supplementing Jungmann, I, �9, n10. For further visual references to m medio duorum animalium' m e�rlf _medieval art, see now Michael Ryan, 'The menagerie of the Derrynaflan chalice m Spearman and Higgitt (note 68 above) 151-61 (pp 158-60)· and O'Reilly 
��ote 68_ a�ove) 109-10: . . . . . . 01. this image, and its relation to the missmg Crucifix10n page opposite to it seeO Reilly (note 68 above) 108-09. 
78Alexander, 'Illumination', 306. 
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which they lack. The flanking crosses are tilted outwards from the central 
cross, and this increases the sense that they are subordinate to it. The artist 
does not seem to have intended a direct theological reference to 'God as 
Trinity', but rather an historical reference to Calvary, where Christ was 
crucified between two thieves. By including in the halo references, not only 
to Christ's own cross on Calvary, but also to the flanking crosses of the 
thieves, the Kells artists have encouraged a reminiscence of the Canticle of 
Habakkuk. For Jerome, the idea that in medio duorum animalium innotesceris
referred to Christ crucified between two thieves was already a commonly 
accepted idea (this fact suggests that the Canticle of Habakkuk was already 
sung on Good Friday at Rome in the late fourth century). As we have seen, 
Jerome preferred more far-reaching interpretations of the phrase, but Bede 
made the Good Friday reference central to his explanation of the verse. It

would seem that on folio 2v the Kells artist was thinking in similar terms. A 
number of additional details reinforce the likelihood that we have here a 
reference to Calvary. Jonathan Alexander refers to the bearded man as 
'naked' and this observation may be correct.79 However, underneath the 
thick black wisps of the man's beard a brown circular collar is clearly 
visible. It may have been intended as a metal torque; but it may also have 
been intended as the collar of a garment. Below the brown circular collar, 
two small double circles may simply mark out the man's chest, but they 
could conceivably be ornaments on a tight garment. On the man's right arm, 
the hatching may represent flesh and muscles, but instead looks like folds of 
a fairly tight sleeve. However, the 'sleeves' are not marked off clearly from 
the heels of the man's hands. Even if the man is clad in a garment which 
stretches to his wrists, it clings so tightly to his skin that the shapes of his 
arms and of his chest are clearly visible. It seems clear that the artist first 
drew a naked torso. Whether he then provided it with a torque, or with 
some additional sketching to suggest a skin-tight, long-sleeved colobium 
with a brown circular neck, the effect is to reveal the body of the bearded 
man. Either the man's upper body is naked, or it is as good as naked. The 
garment, if it exists, is see-through. The arms of the man are slightly bent, 
but stretched out in a position reminiscent both of the orans posture and of 
the posture of crucifixion (they are stretched out far more widely and 
gracefully than the arms of the Christ in the 'Arrest' page, folio 114r). Two 
lion-like animal-heads emerge from the interlaced upper borders of the 
canon table. Each beast encircles the nearest outstretched arm of the 
bearded man with its long tongue, entangling it loosely in a simple knot. At 
the same time, the bearded man firmly grasps the tongue of each beast 
where it emerges from its mouth. The emphasis on the shape and physical 
reality of the bearded man's upper body, his outstretched arms, and the 
animal-heads which pinion him and which he grasps, all combine to make 
it extremely likely that the artist was thinking of the liturgical uses of the 
Canticle of Habakkuk when designing this part of the canon table. The three 
crosses of the halo do not occur in isolation. The significance of the two 
flanking crosses is suggested by the symmetrical relations between these 
crosses and the flanking animals, who provide a direct reminiscence of the 

79ibid, 306. 
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phrase in medio duorum animalium in the Good Friday canticle. The bearded 
man, with his outstretched arms, seems to represent Christ in the hour of 
his Passion. The image of Christ refers at once to his divinity (symbolised, 
as Jonathan Alexander saw, by the large halo) and to his humanity 
(symbolised by the crosses, by the finely realised, perhaps naked, physical 
body, and the palpable human courage with which he grasps the tongues of 
the beasts). But Bede, in his commentary on in medio duorum animalium

emphasizes precisely that at the Crucifixion both the divinity arid the 
humanity of Christ were revealed: 

Indeed, [the phrase 'you are known in the midst of two animals'] can be 
not unsuitably taken as 'in the midst of two thieves'; for by dying on the 
Cross between these, he made known that he was a man. However, by 
the darkening of the sun, the earthquake, and the other miracles which 
the Gospel narrates as being performed about the Cross, he made 
known that he was God. He made known how merciful he was, when 
he himself interceded with his Father for his executioners. From his 
example the prophet, who foresaw this in the spirit, exhorted us not 
only to bear patiently the oppressions of evil ones, but to beg for these 
very persecutors the grace of his mercy.80

The relationship between the animals and the central Christ-figure is 
ambiguous. Their long looped tongues wrap round and imprison his arms; 
yet he seems firmly and willingly to grasp these tongues. The artists have 
created a small but powerful image which at once suggests the reality of 
Christ's Passion, and his willing acceptance of it. The emphasis on the 
beasts' tongues is a witty touch. Knotted around the man's arms and firmly 
grasped by his hands, these beast tongues never could speak; but, no matter 
how silent and immobile they seem on the page, no matter how caught and 
entangled, the paired long-tongued animals proclaim the bearded man in 
their midst as Christ. 

The artists of the canon tables usually designed the two pages of each 
opening as a unity. The frame of the opposite page of this opening, folio 3r 
(pl 3), provides a significant contrast with the frame of folio 2v. The artists 
presumably felt that visual and symbolic unity was particularly important 
in this opening, as Canon II (the gospel passages common to Matthew, 
Mark and Luke) begins on folio 2v, and is continued on folio 3r (it ends 
overleaf, on folio 3v; and on folio 3v all of Canon III, the sections common to 
Matthew, Luke and John, is also recorded). On folio 3r the squared-off 
spandrels of the upper frame again turn into biting animal masks with 
extended, knotted tongues. But on folio 3r the human figure at the summit 
of the main arch is significantly different from the Christ-figure on folio 2v. 
He is not haloed, but is instead enclosed in a golden circular band which is 

80Hudson (note 72 above) lines 69-77, pp 383-84, trans 6 Carragain (1986, note 60
above) 386. On the early reception of Bede by Irish exegetes, see Joseph FT Kelly 
'The Venerable Bede and Hiberno-Latin exegesis' in Sources of Anglo-Saxon culture' 
Studies in Medieval Culture 20 (Kalamazoo 1986) 65-75. 
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interrupted by the inhabited interlace in front of the animal heads. He is not 
bearded, and his golden hair is considerably shorter than is the hair of the 
Christ-figure on the opposite page. His shoulders are swathed in a 
voluminous brown garment, in striking contrast to the palpable emphasis 
on Christ's physical body on folio 2v. The figure on folio 3r is much smaller 
than the Christ of 2v, and his small body is enclosed by the golden circular 
band, so that the animal-heads flank, not so much this human figure, but 
rather the 'cup or chalice form in front of him, from which extends foliage'81

and on which he gazes. The chalice-and-foliage motif is similar to that 
found at the foot of folio 202r, at the end of the Lucan genealogy. Five 
interlaced strands of foliage sprout from the chalice on folio 3r. Each ends in 
a trefoil (references to the Trinity or to the Cross as the Tree of Life?). The 
foliage interlace is inhabited by two small but ornate birds, one on each side 
of the chalice. Each bird has its tail in the air, so that the two golden tails 
come between the snouts of the two biting animal heads and the golden 
circle which encloses the small human figure. Each bird lowers its beak to 
peck at the knotted extended tongues of one of the beasts (again the 
emphasis on tongues). At the centre of the foliage sprouting from the cup, 
one sprout stands upright and culminates in a trefoil, so that the sprout as a 
whole clearly resembles a tiny cross. 

Early eighth-century Northumbrian sculpture provides an analogue for this 
combination of iconographic motifs. On the narrow sides of the Ruthwell 
Cross two columns of foliage interlace, each inhabited by a variety of 
animals and birds, together contrast with the broad north side, on which a 
number of figural panels refer to the eucharistic bread. At Ruthwell, the 
inhabited foliage scrolls recall both the vine and the Tree of Life. Inhabited 
by feeding animals and birds, the foliage provides scenes of the harmony of 
a renewed Paradise, with particular reference to Apocalypse 2:7: 'to him 
that overcometh I will give to eat of the tree of life which is in the Paradise 
of my God'. The similarity of the Ruthwell foliage interlace to vinescroll 
interlace, and the structural balance between the narrow sides and broad 
sides of the cross, suggest that (as the broad north side is filled with 
references to the eucharistic bread) these narrow sides may refer to the 
blood of Christ in the Eucharist. A similar foliage scroll, combining 
references to the vine, the Tree of Life and the Eucharist, occurs on the 
Bewcastle Cross.82 On folio 3r of Kells, the chalice from which inhabited 
foliage sprouts demands to be seen in eucharistic terms. One key to the 
unity of the opening, folios 2v-3r, seems to be the continuity and co�trast
between historical event and liturgical enactment of that event. On foho 2v, 
there is a direct representation of Christ, revealed in his Passion as God and 
man. This is matched on folio 3r by a representation of the life offered to 
men by the glorified Christ, the true vine (John 15:1) who offers life from the V 
eucharistic cup. On folio 3r, as on folio 2v, the large lion-like animal heads 
are vital to the meaning of the scene. They mutely proclaim Christ, here 

81Alexander, 'Illumination', 306.
82See 6 Carragain (note 8 above) 'Ruthwell crucifixion poem', 34-35; 'Bewcastle 
cross', 30-33, 36-40. 



428 6Carragain
(folio 3r) known in medio duorum anima.lium in the Eucharist, as he was once 
made known between thieves on the Cross (folio 2v). The brown-clothed 
man in folio 3r may stand for a priest celebrating mass; or he may be a 
generalised figur� standing for the christian community: in the eighth 
century, theologians stressed that the whole community offered the 
eucharistic sacrifice.83 Nor is the balanced contrast between the naked 
Christ on foli� 2v _and the chalice with its foliage on folio 3r simply one
between the h1stoncal event of Calvary and its eucharistic re-enactment in 
the mass. The Christ figure on folio 2v incorporates a visual reminiscence of 
a �entr�l text of the �ass i�self. His widely spread arms, grasping the 
animals tongues, combine with his upper body to recall the cross-bar of a 

ro�an capital or uncial letter 'T'. The rest of Christ's body is concealed 
�eh�d �e a�ch, so that the upright of the 'T' is only implied. However, the 
1mphcation 1s strengthened by the golden cross in the halo over Christ's 
head: the fully presented cross implies the full body of the crucified Christ. 
But th: �irst wo�ds of �e canon of the mass, Te igitur, also began with the 
letter T ;  and in contu�ental �acramentaries from the eighth century 
onwards that letter was increasmgly elaborated to recall Christ's sacrifice 
and his priestly prayer on the Cross.84 The iconographic structure of the 
Ruthwell Cross and the iconographic structure of the Kells opening 2v-3r 
are clear�y analog�us: _both balance eucharistic images of Christ's body
(!<ells foho 2v)_ agamst images of his blood (Kells folio 3r). But the human
figures and ammal heads at the summit of the main arches on folios 2v-3r 
are not to be seen in isolation. All the major elements of these two balanced 
pages were planned as a unity. As we have seen both pages were devoted 
to the same canon table, Canon II (the passages common to Matthew, Mark 
and Luke). On each page of the opening, the relevant evangelist symbols 
crow? between the canon tables and the main arch. Each page of the 

v 
opening sugg�sts _ tha� Chris! is announced both through the evangelist
s�bo_ls an?, in histoncal action and liturgical enactment, in medio duorum
ammalz�m: 1� was natural for the artists to make witty play between the 
symbohc anun�ls of the evangelist symbols and the symbolic animals which 
recall the Canticle of Habakkuk. Moving upwards from the canon tables to 
the col��-capitals and the great arches, the eye first encounters the bona
adnuntiatw of the evangelist symbols, then moves to the culminating 

�Set Rap�ael Schulte, Di� lvJ.esse als Opfer der Kirche: die Lehre fruhmittelalterlicher
Fut oren uber das -�ucharzsttsche Opfer, Liturgiewissenschaftliche Quellen und
, orschungen,3� (Munst��, �estfalen_ 1959) 12-118; and Rupert Berger, Die Wendun 

FOfferre pro zn d�_r romischen Liturgie, Liturgiegeschichtlicne Quellen unaorschunge!1 41 (Munster, \t\:e�tfalen _1?64). It is in the context of this communalun��rstan<:Img of the euchanshc sacrifice that a wide variety of insular sculptors cou consist�ntly p�esent the figures of Saints Paul and Anthony, who were monks but not ordamed pne�ts (but �h? bro�e. bread miraculously sent from heaven) as 

��6�5t 
the Church s euchanstic sacrifice. See also Haussling (note 16 above) 155-

84See Rudolf Suntrup
! 

'Te, �gitur - Initialen und Kanonbilder in mittelalterlichenSakramentarhandschr1ften m T�xt und Bild (note 49 above) 278-382. See also O'Reilly(note 68 abo�e) 108-11�. On the importance in early christian art of bearded rtrait­b�sts of Cl_lr!st, see �amer \Yarland, Das Brustbild Christi: Studien zur spiitanlihm und 
r�byzantm_ischen Bildgeschichte, Romische Quartalschrift 41. Supplementheft (Rome 
p;eitt�;)'•enna 1986) which has a fine analytic catalogue of surviving examples:
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images, Christ's body (folio 2v) and the chalice of his blood (folio 3r). On
each page of the Kells opening we move from an image of how Christ is 
announced by the word of the gospels (the evangelist symbols) to a 

culminating image, at the head of the page and the apex of the major arch, 
of how his body (2v) and blood (3r) are made present as bona gratia in the 
Eucharist.85 As the eye of the onlooker moves from the canon tables to their 
architectural frames, it experiences the dramatic sequence, from word to 
sacramental action, common to the Apertio aurium ceremony and to the 
mass. The essential function of canon tables was to act as a reference guide 
to the harmony of the gospel texts which follow. It was appropriate that the 
rich variety of evangelist symbols in the canon table pages (folios lt-Sr) 
should prepare the viewer for the great four symbols pages later in the 
book. Similarly, the two small vignettes on folios 2v-3r, full of dramatic and 
symbolic life, prepare the viewer of the book for the great image of Christ in
medio duorum animalium in St Matthew's account of the Passion (folio 114r), 
and for the two animals of the Tune crucifixerant XPI cum eo duos Iatrones
page (folio 124r). 

The unity of this opening, folios 2v-3r, depends on significant contrast as 
much as on similarity. Fundamental to this unity is the twice-repeated 
visual pun of the long-tongued flanking animal heads, which seem 
designed to recall the Good Friday chant in medio duorum animalium
innotesceris. To remember the music of its liturgy, early monasticism relied 
on oral tradition: musical notation is very unlikely to have reached Iona or
Ireland before the Book of Kells was written.86In an oral musical tradition,
the way to remember music was to recall the words traditionally chanted, 
and the liturgical actions which accompanied these chants. The visual pun 
of the two animal heads may have been intended to remind the onlooker, 
not just of the words in medio duorum animalium but of the music and 

85The phrase bona gratia comes from the classic expression of the early medieval
understanding of the Eucharist as theophany in Isidori Hispalensis episcopi 
Etymologiarvm sive originvm Libri XX, ed WM Lindsay (Oxford 1911) VI, pp xix, 38:
Sacrificium dictum quasi sacrum factum, quia prece mysttca consecratur in memoriam pro 
nobis Dominicae passionis; unde hoc eo iubente corpus Christi et sanguinem dicimus . Quod 
dum sit ex fructibus terrae, sanctificatur et fit sacramentum, operante invisibiliter Spiritu 
Dei; cuius panis et calicis sacramentum Graeci Eucharistian dicunt, quod Latine bona gratia 
interpretatur. Et quid melius sanguine et corpore Christi? The best modem account of
how the Eucharist was understood in early medieval devotion and theology is still J
A Jungmann's major study, 'Die �bw�_hr des $ermani�che� Ari�nis�us und_ der
Umbruch der religiosen Kultur 1m fruhen M1ttelalter , Zeitschrift far katholische 
Theologie 69 (1947)_ 36-99, translated (n�ithe! eleg��tly nor accur�tely) as 'The �efeat 

of teutonic Arianism and the revolution m rehg10us culture m the early middle
ages', in Jungmann, Pastoral liturgy (London and New York 1962) 1-101. In a later
article, 'Von der Eucharistia zur "Messe'", Zeitschrift far katholische Theologie 89 (1967)
29-40, Jungmann p�ovided anoth�r fine account of th� fundame!lt�r devotional
change of direction m the early middle ages from stressmg euchanstic thanks and
prayer ascending to God, to seeing the mass in terms of descent from heaven to
earth: a theophany in which the holy substances of Christ's flesh and blood were
made present as bona gratia to the particip�nts _(p 37). On this shift in devotional
perspective, see also Jungmann, I, 82-85; Hausshng (note 16 a�o�e) 251-55; Natha�
Mitcbell (note 28 above) 61-120; and Arnold Angenendt, Suhne durch Blut ,
Fruhmittelalterliche Studien 18 (1984) 437-67 (p 452). 860n the oral transmission of chant, see the discussion of the Vita prima of St Brigit,
above, pp 410-11.
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liturgical actions which accompanied these words. These mute-tongued 
monsters may have sent onlookers away humming, or at least thinking of, 
chants and ceremonies they performed each week or each year. 

In early medieval Irish sculpture the west sides of the two great crosses at 
Monasterboice provide a remarkable analogue for the principle of 
multivalence built into the single 'Arrest' page in the Book of Kells (pis 85-

86). The Monasterboice crosses unmistakably refer, like Kells, to the 
sustentatio image. But while the Kells 'Arrest' page works by embodying a 
variety of associations in a single image of Christ, the Monasterboice crosses 
articulate various levels of association in a whole series of separate but 
related images of Christ between two creatures. In the Kells image, Christ's 
Crucifixion is implied; on the Monasterboice crosses, it is explicitly 
presented, as the central image of each west side. In the Kells image, 
different levels of meaning are fused, so that the image can be interpreted in 
a variety of different ways. In contrast, on the west sides of both 
Monasterboice crosses, the themes of human suffering and divine triumph, 
expressed in the central Crucifixion scenes, are also separately articulated in 
a series of small panels below and above the Crucifixion scenes. Each of the 
panels presents an image of Christ flanked by two men. Each therefore is 
visually related to the Crucifixion scenes, in which Christ is flanked by 
Longinus and Stephaton. The small flanking panels lead the eye of the 
onlooker away from, and back towards, the central image of each west side, 
the Crucifixion. They encourage the onlooker to see a variety of visual, and 
thus thematic, links between the Crucifixion and these scenes of suffering 
and recognition. 

On the shaft of Muiredach's Cross (pl 87), three small panels occur below 
the crossing. The lowest of these has explicit, and apparently ironic, 
references to sustentatio: its central theme seems to be Christ's kingship, 
ironically revealed in his Passion. In his right hand Christ holds a vertical 
staff or reed as though he were a king. But a soldier grasps Christ's raised 
left forearm; and this soldier holds a sword in his left hand, with its point at 
Christ's navel. On the left side of the panel, the second soldier holds his 
sword over his right shoulder, and pulls at Christ's cloak with his left hand. 
The panel seems to summarise the early stages of the Passion, and to 
combine elements of an 'Arrest' scene with the representation of the 
Mocking of Christ as King.87 In the small panel directly above, Christ, facing 
frontally, is flanked by two other frontal figures. All three hold books; 
Christ holds the book in his left hand, and his right hand is raised, with two 
fingers extended in a gesture of blessing. The left hand figure points 
towards Christ's right side in an attitude of recognition. Harbison has found 
a convincing parallel between this gesture and that of St Peter in the now­
lost apse of Sant'Andrea in Catabarbara in Rome, and convincingly 
interprets the scene as a representation of the raised Christ, recognised as 
king and priest by, and between, Saints Peter and Paul. This panel therefore 

87Peter Harbison, I, 144 (Panel W 1), 270-72; II, fig 482; III, figs 875-80. 
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reverses the theme of the Arrest-Mocking below.88 The ubiquity of books in 
scenes in which the triumph of Christ is recognised is noteworthy. It may be 
explained by the copying of ancient artistic models; but it is likely to have 
been reinforced by, and to have itself encouraged, the use of precious gospel 
books for display purposes in liturgical processions like those we have 
examined in the Apertio aurium and Ordo Romanus primus. The third small 
panel, just below the transom, represents the traditio clavium. 89 It

complements the scene of the raised Christ directly below: Christ the King 
now hands on the keys (his power to bind and loose) to St Peter, and the 
New Testament to St Paul. The two saints, as they receive the symbols of 
their ecclesiastical offices, bow courteously to Christ in gestures which recall 
the solemn transferrals of liturgical books and objects in the Apertio aurium 
and Ordo Romanus primus. Christ no longer stands: in this scene he sits 
enthroned, and demonstrates his kingly power by generously transmitting 
it to his two most eminent officers. As the eye travels upwards along the 
shaft of Muiredach's Cross it encounters one scene of suffering in which 
Christ is paradoxically revealed as Rex Iudaeorum, and two scenes in which 
Christ is progressively revealed as the risen king and the source of the 
church's authority. At the foot of the shaft the dedicatory inscription, a 
request for prayers for abbot Muiredach (OR DO MUIREDACH 
LASNDERN ... RO: 'prayer for Muiredach who had the cross erected') 
forms the background to two cats in high relief. The cats exemplify, 
respectively, kindness and aggression: 'The cat on the left licks its kittens 
which it holds in its front paws, while the other cat is about to devour a bird 
which it grasps in front of it'.90 In a fine stroke of monastic wit, a playful 
counterpoint to the serious scenes above in which Christ is three times 
made known in medio duorum, Muiredach's need for prayers is still made 
known to the patient reader who peers among his two vigorous cats. 

The three small panels, by reiterated variations on the sustentatio tableau, 
encourage the viewer to read the great Crucifixion scene as likewise a 
theophany, in which Christ is revealed as God and man. If the viewer is 
aware of the association between the sustentatio tableau and the in media 
duorum animalium innotesceris chant, the small panels encourage him to seek 
reminiscences of that chant in the Crucifixion scene. Reminiscences are not 
hard to find, as the sculptors seem to have used all their ingenuity to 
present Christ crucified between a variety of flanking figures. The largest of 
these, Longinus and Stephaton, are much smaller in scale than the figure of 
Christ, and are thus clearly subordinated to him. Two round knobs or heads 
on either side of Christ's knees are likely to represent the sun and moon (sol 
et luna).91 Two angels, hovering above Christ's shoulders, support his head. 
At the beginnings of the crossing to left and right, outside the figures of 
Longinus and Stephaton, are two small figures which have been identified 
by Harbison as the earth (Gaia) and the ocean or water (Tellus). Harbison's 

88Harbison, I, 144 (Panel W 2), 293-94; II, figs 480-81; III, figs 919-26. 
89Harbison, I, 144 (Panel W 3) and 294-95; II, figs 480-481; III, figs 925-29. 
9°Harbison, I, 143. 
91Harbison, I, 144. 
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suggestion is attractive, as it would add earth and water to the cosmic 
symbols of sol et luna.92 Even 'two animals' themselves are present. 
Immediately below the feet of the crucified Christ, a small bird with 
outstretched wings stands on the ground. Below the line representing the 
ground, animal interlace winds around four bosses. Another four bosses 
linked by animal interlace occur just above the two angels who support the 
head of Christ, and between the bosses and the housecap 'two birds 
interlock their necks so that their heads face back towards their tails' (p 1 
88).93 Whatever about the interpretation of individual details, the intention
of the sculptors is clear: to multiply references to flanking figures (angelic, 
allegorical, human and animal) so as to encourage the onlooker to view the 
Crucifixion scene as an epiphany of Christ as man, and a theophany of 
Christ as God. 

As analogues for the 'Arrest' scene in Kells, the west faces of the 
Monasterboice crosses therefore provide significant contrasts as well as 
similarities. To a certain extent, different artistic principles are at work in 
the book and in the sculpture. The book compels a recognition of 
multivalence by fusing a number of associations in a single image. The 
sculpture openly demonstrates that the Crucifixion is a multivalent image 
by visually relating it to a number of smaller scenes, some of arrest and 
suffering, others of recognition and glory.94 Nevertheless, a number of these
smaller scenes are themselves complex in design and in meaning, as the 
variety of modem interpretations of them indicates.95 The best example of a
truly multivalent image in these monuments is perhaps the panel at the top 
of the west side of Muiredach's Cross (pl 88). In its use of the sustentatio

tableau this panel itself provides a striking analogue of the multivalence 
embodied in the Kells 'Arrest' image. In the panel the central figure, Christ, 
has his arms raised towards heaven. His hands are clearly displayed, palms 
facing outwards. On each palm, in slanting light, slight protuberances can 
still be seen. They seem to denote the marks of nails. The gesture therefore 
serves to display the wounds in his hands; it also establishes in the panel a 
sense of upward movement. But the gesture is also clearly a gesture of 
prayer, reminiscent of an orans gesture. The outstretched hands of Christ in 
this panel are clearly related visually to his outstretched hands in the great 
central Crucifixion scene: this visual reminiscence of the Crucifixion tableau 

92Harbison, I, 145, 279; I� figs 480-81; III, figs 892-94.
93Harbison, I, 145; I� fig 481. 
9�Yve� Christe, La vision de Matthie_u (Matth. XXIV-XXV). Origines et developpement
d une image de la Se�onde ?a,:ous!e, Bibhotheque des Cahiers Archeologiques X (Paris1�73), argues that m ch_nstian ico�ogr�phy a gradua� shi!t took flace between the eighth and tenth c�ntm:ies fr�m �historical, theophamc, tnumpha images of Christ, modelled �n ancient �mpenal iconography, to an increasing. emphasis on the repre�en_tahon ?f parhcu1�r _his�oric_aI e�ents in Chr�st's _life; be argues that the Carolingian penod was decisive m this shift towards historical particularism (pp 50-54). 
95H b" I d . . ar ison s great stu y is particularly valuable, not only for its minute descriptions and exc�llent photographs of the cros�es and intell_igent analyses of them, but because 1t carefully documents the various modem interpretations of individual �9-nels. On the two great Monasterboice crosses, see Harbison, I, 139-53; 11, figs 472-
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in the orans posture (above it) implies that the Crucifixion was, like this 
upper panel, an act of prayer. 

How then are we to interpret this panel? What meaning or meanings are we 
to attach to it? As the marks of nails are still visible in Christ's hands, the 
panel is primarily a picture of Christ made known, after the resurrection, 
between two angels. It carries one stage further the tableaux of Christ's 
kingship in the three small panels directly below the Crucifixion. As the 
panel occurs at the top of this side of the cross, and as Christ's raised hands 
reach towards the sky, the panel clearly refers to the Ascension.96 However,
the angels support the raised hands of Christ, so that his hands form a 
gesture clearly reminiscent of the orans posture. It would I think be a 
mistake to refuse to see in such a gesture a visual reminiscence of the great 
Old Testament example of the orans gesture, when at the battle of Rephidim 
the hands of Moses raised in prayer were supported by Aaron and Hur 
(Exodus 17:11-12).97 As Christ stands between two angels, and as the scene
is placed on a house-cap which is clearly designed to recall the design of a 
church building, it is reasonable also to see in the scene a reference to the 
Temple, in which God was known between two cherubim.98 But the abstract 
shadows of the Old Testament are here seen as fulfilled in the physical 
reality of the New: the angels no longer conceal God's body with their 
wings (as they do in the Vulgate text of Isaiah's vision, Is. 6:1-3); they reveal 
it, and tum to the onlookers as though to invite them to recognise in Christ's 
wounded but glorified body God 'revealed between two cherubim'.99 The
emphasis on the wounds in Christ's hands may be intended to remind the 
onlookers of the Parousia, in which Christ is to display his wounds to those 
who pierced him.100 Apart from the various subsidiary associations, the 
central originality of the panel has been to fuse two narrative moments into 

96 As demonstrated convincingly by Roger Stalley, 'European art and the Irish high 
crosses', PRIA 90C (1990) 135-58 (pp 138-41); Harbison, I, 145; III, figs 915-16. I find 
the arguments of Stalley and Harbison persuasive; but I wish to emphasize the other 
dimensions of meaning which the sculptors at Monasterboice have incorporated into 
their image, dimensions which I do not find in the analogues adducea by Stalley 
and Harbison. 
97R AS MacAlister, Monasterboice, Co Louth (Dundalk 1946) 43; but see Harbison, I, 
290-91.
986 Carragain (1988, note 69 above) 29. A similar reference to Christ 'between two 
cherubim' may have been intended in the inner pair of angels who physically 
support Christ in the Porte Miegeville at Toulouse: Stalley (note 96 above) 140, pl Il. 
990 Carragain (1988, note 69 above) 27-29. 
lOO As was recognised by Helen Roe, Monasterboice and its monuments (Dundalk 1981) 
33-34, who saw in the scene a reminiscence of Zechariah 12:10-11 'and they shall
look upon me, whom they have pierced', a prophecy quoted in St John's gospel at 
the moment of Christ's death Gohn 19:37). John's gospel was read, in most European 
litur�ies, on Good Friday; and Zechariah's prophecy was cited at the beginning of St 
John s Apocalypse: 'Behold, he cometh with the clouds, and every eye shall see him: 
and they also that pierced him' (Apocalypse 1:7-8). The aspect of the panel which 
looks forward to the parousia of Christ is 'fulfilled' in the central images of the 
opposite, east side of Muiredach's cross, both in th� small Majestas domini scene in 
wnich Christ reappears between two angels, and m the great tableau of the Last 
Judgement: see Harbison II, fig 490. See now the fine analysis of references to these 
scriptural texts in early medieval art in Jennifer O'Reilly, 'Early medieval text and 
image: the wounded and exalted Christ', Peritia 6-7 (1987-88) 72-118 (pp 94-100). 
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a single triumphal image of Christ. One moment, the Ascension, is an 
historical event which took place in the past (but which, as a theophany of 
Christ, was continually made present in the liturgy); the other, Christ's 
display of his wounds on the Last Day, is to take place 'any moment', at an 
unknown day or hour: it is an urgent eschatological image, encouraging the 
onlooker to swift repentance. The sculptors have created an image which 
expresses the full force of the prophecy, which Luke in the Acts of the 
Apostles placed in the mouths of the two men in white. These appear after 
Christ has disappeared, and say to the apostles 'Why are you Galileans 
standing here looking into the sky? This Jesus who has been taken up from 
you into heaven will come back in the same way as you have seen him go to 
heaven' (1:11). At Monasterboice the 'men in white' appear as winged angels 
holding books: they appear, not after Christ has disappeared, but honouring 
him and making him known in a sustentatio tableau. Their books imply that 
in this sustentatio the Old Testament as well as the New has been fulfilled.101 

The Monasterboice artist has created a truly multivalent image. The ability 
to create images rich in association, as in this panel and in the 'Arrest' page 
of the Book of Kells, was one of the great glories of early medieval monastic 
culture. 

Such rich multivalence is alien to our own scholarly traditions, much 
influenced by nineteenth-century positivism; thus it was natural that most 
of the scholarly effort on the Monasterboice iconography has been 
expended in identifying the precise narrative content of the individual 
panels, in eliminating the uncertainty implied in multivalence. This 
scholarly effort has by no means been misdirected. It is a necessary field of 
enq_uiry, and the variety of interpretations advanced for each panel by a
variety of scholars has great value. Some identifications may indeed be 
unconvincing or mistaken; but many are only apparently contradictory: 
they are intelligent scholarly responses to the multivalence of association 
buil� into some o� the panels. But the efforts to tie down individual panels to 
parti�ula� narrative moments need to be complemented by a recognition 
that, m high crosses, the fundamental image is the cross as a whole (as, in the 
�ok o� �ells, th� fundamental image is the book itself, not any page within 
1t). Ind1v1dual sides of each cross tend to form subordinate unities, and 
meaningful relationships are often established between opposite sides of 
�rosses.102 I�dividual panels should be seen in the context of the greater
images provided by the monument as a whole. Panels should be seen as it 
were as individual words in the complex sentence which is expressed only 
by t�e o�erall d�sign of the cross, primarily through the complex 
relationships established between the various parts of the monument. 

101�e Jerome's reference to in medio duorum animalium as referring to the way in 
TI;"fich both Old and New Testaments reveal Christ, quoted above, pp 422-23. 

Some of the relationships between opposite sides of crosses are explored in 6 
Carra�ain (1988, note 69 above) 16-20 (South Cross, Kells), 20-22 (Moone); 'Bewcastle 
fJ��s (note 8 above) 30-33; and 'Ruthwell Crucifixion poem' (note 8 above) 15-29,

'Traditio evangeliorum' and 'sustentatio' 435 
The Monasterboice crosses are particularly interesting in this regard. It is 
clear that the designers composed each side as a visual unity, made up of 
visually related panels, so that each side provides a series of variations on a 
single visual theme. The west side of each cross is dominated by a 
Crucifixion scene, and the small panels above and below the Crucifixion 
scene provide an ordered visual commentary on the implications of the 
Crucifixion. In a series of variations on the theme that 'Christ is to be known 
between two creatures', they set forth the various levels of association, from 
suffering to triumph and from Passion to Parousia, which Christ's act of 
Atonement involves. Central to the design of the west sides of the 
Monasterboice crosses, but not much featured on the east sides, 103 is the 
'figure of three' design in which the status of the central figure is revealed 
by placing that figure between two other figures. To see these west sides we 
have to face east, towards the rising sun. There was an early christian 
tradition, well known both in England and in Ireland, that Christ faced west 
on the Cross.104 In the early medieval period, the congregation and the 
celebrant faced east to celebrate mass. Could mass, or other stational 
processions, have been celebrated before the Monasterboice crosses in the 
early middle ages?105 If so, the sustentatio tableau might have been enacted 
while the celebrant was standing near or passing before the monuments, 
either at the introit, offertory, Preface or communion of the mass, or during 
a stational procession within the monastic enclosure. Such a liturgical 
tableau would have expressed through dramatic action the idea which 
unifies the west sides of these monuments: that the liturgical celebration (in 
which the celebrant like Christ on the Cross was honoured between two 
creatures) was a participation by mankind in Christ's sacrificial prayer to his 
Father when, raised up on the Cross, he sent forth the Spirit which drew all 
ages to him. 

103Note the almost complete absence of the 'figure of three' tableau on the east side 
of Muiredach's Cross (Harbison, II, fig 473). There the only occurrence of the tableau 
is the seated figure (of Christ?) between two angels, directly above the Last 
Judgement scene. Harbison (I, 142) identifies this tableau as a majestas domini. If his
identification is correct, then this small tableau can be seen as the fulfilment of the
prophecy implied in the multivalent 'Ascension - display of wounds' panel at the 
top of the west face. The east side of the Tall Cross at Monasterboice (Harbison, II,

figs 488-90) is similarly lacking in 'figure of three' tableaux, except for the single 
example, on the arm of the cross to the left of the large central scene, which Harbison 
{I, 148) identifies as the temptation of St Anthony. 
04see 6 Carragain (1987, note 60 above) 120; (1988, note 69 above) 9. 

105 As suggested by Otto Nussbaum, Der Standort des Liturgen am christlichen Altar vor
dem Jahre 1000: eine archiiologische und liturgiegescnichtliche Untersuchung, 
Theoe_haneia, Beitrage zur Religions - und Kirchengeschichte des Altertums 18, 2 
vols (tlonn 1965) I, 372. On Nussbaum's general thesis, see now Marcel Metzger, 'La 
place des liturges a l'autel', Revue des sciences religieuses 45 (1971) 113-45. On the 
importance of orientation in medieval liturgy, see above all Cyrille Vogel, 'Versus ad
Onentem. L'Orientation dans les Ordines Romani du haut moyen age', La Maison-Dieu
70 (1962) 67-99; Vogel, 'Sol Aequinoctialis. Problemes et technique de !'Orientation 
dans le culte chretien', Revue des sciences religieuses 36 (1962) 175-211; and Barbara 
Maurmann, Die Himmelrichtungen im Weltbild des Mittelalters, Miinstersche 
Mittelalterschriften 33 (Munich 1976). The various uses to which crosses were put 
are surveyed by Ann Hamlin, 'Crosses in early Ireland: the evidence from written
sources' in Ryan, 138-40. 
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In interpreting such images as the four evangelist pages or the 'Arrest' page 
in the Book of Kells we should keep in mind, not only the images which 
survive in the visual art of the period, but also the vanished visual images 
of early medieval liturgical action. The performance of a developed liturgy 
was, certainly by the eighth century, central to European monastic life. The 
Book of Kells probably stems from such a liturgically aware monastic 
culture. Such lost dramatic images as we can reconstruct through the 
surviving liturgical documents provide us with one important context 
(among many) within which the images of the Book of Kells may be 
interpreted. 

Textual structure, decoration, and interpretive 
images in the Book of Kells 

Carol A Farr 

The Book of Kells presents the earliest surviving examples of full-page 
illustrations inserted within the text of a gospel manuscript: the Temptation 
of Christ (pl 42) and the depiction called the 'Arrest of Christ' (pl 28). Their 
uniqueness makes them difficult to place as links in a tradition of bible and 
gospel book illustration or to explain iconographically by established 
methods of art history. Nevertheless, their positions within the text relate 
them to insular gospel book decoration in one striking way. 

As Patrick McGurk 1 noticed in his studies of the textual structuring of early 
gospel manuscripts, they are inserted at two points sometimes emphasised 
in insular manuscripts with enlarged, often decorated initial letters. Some of 
the largest and most elaborate mark off major divisions organizing the text, 
while smaller ones usually articulate minor divisions equivalent to 
paragraphs, sentences, and phrases. According to Malcolm Parkes,2 
decoration in insular manuscripts forms an equivalent to punctuation, the 
two graphic forms having been developed side-by-side in Ireland. Their 
equivalence can be seen in the text of the temptation according to Luke, 
presented in block format in an eighth- or ninth-century Irish manuscript, 
Bodleian, Rawlinson G.1673 (pl 129). Enlarged letters and et signs are 
embellished with dotted contours and their interior spaces filled with 
colour. A few of these decorated letters correspond to beginnings of 
Eusebian sections,4 others roughly to verse beginnings. In contrast with this 
block format, the columned format of a manuscript articulating the text per

cola et commata, with each verse beginning on a new line, such as the 
Lindisfame Gospels, would place each of these letters at the beginning of a 
verse line. Each verse represents a sense unit, set off by a pause when read 
aloud, which was the normal way of reading in antiquity and the early 

1p McGurk, 'Two notes on the Book of Kells and its relation to other insular gospel 
books', Scriptorium 9 (1955) 105-07; McGurk, Gospel books. I am indebted to the 
librarians, colleagues, and staffs of institutions who assisted in obtaining access to 
manuscripts and libraries. I am particularly grateful to Bernard Meehan and the staff 
of Trinity College Library, Patricia Stirnemann, Michelle and Cecil Brown, Julian 
Plante of the Hill Monastic Library, Joan Williams of Hereford Cathedral Library, 
and Henry Mayr-Harting. The Research Institute and the Humanities Center of the 
University of Alabama in Huntsville provided funds for travel and photographs. 
2M Parkes, 'The contribution of insular scribes of the seventh and eighth centuries to 
the "grammar of legibility"' in Grafia e interpunzione del latino ne[ medioevo, ed A 
Maieru, Lessico inteilettuale europeo 41 (Rome 1987) 15-31 (p 23). 
3Folios 10v-11v; P McGurk, 'The gospel book in Celtic lands before AD 850: contents 
and arrangement', in Irland und die Christenheit: Bibelstudien und Mission, ed P Ni 
Chathain and M Richter (Stuttgart 1987) 166-89 (pp 170, 172-173). 
4 At Ihs autem (incipit verse 1) and et nihil numducavit (in middle of 2).




