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In 2007, the Bibliothèque nationale de France in Paris mounted a superb exhibition of sixty-one of its 

own Carolingian manuscripts produced during the reigns of Charlemagne, Louis the Pious and 

Charles the Bald, that is between c. 768 and 877. The books in the exhibition were stunningly beautiful 

works of art in their script, quality of book production, and decoration. They were witnesses to the 

achievements of the Franks and the scribes and artists working in the Frankish kingdoms in these 

remarkable decades. They were above all, as vehicles of texts – from the Old Testament, Gospels, 

Apocalypse and Christian liturgy, to classical poetry, science, history and plays, patristic theology, Latin 

grammars, Carolingian treatises on images and theology, and Frankish history – reminders of the 

transmission of knowledge and the sheer power of the written word. The Exhibition was accompanied 

by a splendid catalogue which contained detailed descriptions and illustrations of the manuscripts on 

display, as well as excellent essays on the historical and cultural context and on particular aspects of 

Carolingian book production. The principal focus was the codices associated with the Carolingian royal 

court, with the great monastic houses of Picardy and the Seine and Loire river valleys, with Metz, and 

with Saint-Amand and the other centres of ›Franco-Saxon‹ book production. Some of the authors of 

the catalogue, Jean-Pierre Caillet, Charlotte Denoel and Marie-Pierre Lafitte, are also among the 

authors in the present volume, a collection of nine papers presented at the conference held in 

conjunction with the exhibition. 

The book forms an excellent complement to the exhibition catalogue. It is in part an unashamed 

celebration of a crucial phase in the development of medieval art in the west. But the essays never 

forget they are talking about books. The authors address the variety of questions these extraordinary 

books raise, not least the identification of cultural influence and how modern scholars can identify such 

influences and think about their implications. The authors are principally concerned with what might 

broadly be characterised as art-historical aspects in their selection of particular case studies and 

themes. In each case, however, they address the wider implications for the transmission of culture and 

aesthetic ideas, and the degree of imitation and invention that can be discerned. 

Jean-Pierre Caillet addresses the characteristics of the grandest Carolingian books, their 

commemorative functions in relation to the celebration of particular events or people, and the 

problems of continuity from antiquity they present. We have become accustomed to admire many 

features in the most sumptuous of Carolingian books – the bindings, illustrations, initial ornament and 

script layout, author portraits, narrative picture cycles, images of rulers, purple parchment and gold 

and silver lettering, and ivory plaques for book covers. But how much was innovation and how much 
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was inspired by antique practice? Later in the volume the relationship between manuscripts and their 

ivory covers is examined in detail by Lawrence Nees in relation to the covers of the reign of 

Charlemagne. He rightly urges us to expand our notions of what the Carolingians themselves 

considered to be appropriate and fitting for any book. This is a salutary exhortation and heeded by all 

contributors to the book. 

Caillet proposes the useful concept of the »figurative gloss« on a text, in whatever way this manifests 

itself within the various decorative additions that could be made to a book. These »figurative glosses« 

enhance the books’ value as richly complex pieces of historical evidence. Many traits of the surviving 

late antique codices are also to be found emulated by Carolingian artists and scribes, just as particular 

groups of Carolingian artists could exert a profound influence on their peers. Fabrizio Crivelo, for 

example, documents the influence exerted by the Court School of Charlemagne within western 

Francia with particular reference to the »Gospels of Saint-Denis« of the second half of the ninth 

century. He argues that the court school influence needs to be set beside our understanding of the 

dominance of the schools of Tours and Reims. Further precision to our understanding of how Tours 

influence in particular might manifest itself is provided by the discussion of Paris BnF lat 269, 

commonly known as the Gospel book of Charles IX, by Charlotte Denoel. This manuscript of the later 

ninth century is a neat instance of both emulation and innovation in its decorative programme.

Herbert Kessler offers a thought-provoking discussion of how a picture can be itself a translation in his 

study of the representation of the act of translation in relation to depictions of Jerome in Carolingian 

Bible manuscripts. He argues that Carolingian representations of Jerome from Tours gain added 

significance from their deployment of motifs borrowed from the Vatican Vergil of the fifth century. 

Another fascinating study of the symbolic resonances of particular representations is Anne-Orange 

Poilpré’s consideration of the ›visibility‹ of God and the implications of the depiction of the divine by 

Carolingian artists, especially in the illustrations of the first few books of Genesis in the Moutier 

Grandval Bible, the First Bible of Charles the Bald (Vivian Bible), and the Bible of San Paolo fuori le 

Mura. She contrasts these with representations of Christ, especially Christ in Majesty, in the New 

Testament, and highlights both the dilemma for an artist attempting to portray divinity, albeit a God who 

became Man, and the potential presented by these images for spiritual reflection. This complements 

nicely the issues addressed by Celia Chazelle in her book »The Crucified God in the Carolingian Era. 

Theology and Art of Christ’s Passion« (Cambridge 2001) and T. F. X. Noble, »Images, Iconoclasm and 

the Carolingians« (Philadelphia 2009).

Our appreciation of the technical accomplishment of the Carolingian artists is greatly augmented by 

Patricia Roger’s fascinating study of the artists’ deployment of purple parchment and particular 

pigments to decorate purple dyed pages. She identifies the remarkable use of »Egyptian blue« for the 

Fountain of Life in the Godescalc Gospels which she finds again in the Winchcome Sacramentary of 

the tenth century.

At a distance of 1200 years our confrontation with Carolingian culture is inevitably affected by the 

weight of cultural baggage we bring to the study of these books. Marie-Pierre Lafitte demonstrates the 
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particularly complex reception of Carolingian manuscripts among the scholars and connoisseurs of 

France between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries and how much we are in their debt for their 

recognition of the importance of these books. A companion piece to her study is Jean Vezin’s 

celebration of the work of Léopold Delisle and Bernhard Bischoff. These two scholarly giants 

established much of the conceptual framework we now take for granted in the study of medieval 

manuscripts and it is on their work that all subsequent scholarship depends.

A special commendation should be offered to the publisher for the design of this book, the high quality 

of its production, the superb illustrations throughout the text in both black and white, and the twenty-six 

colour plates included at the end of the text. All the same, a plea might be offered to all those who 

work on manuscripts and printed books. Book designers, scribes and typographers, work primarily, 

though not exclusively, with openings in mind. The reader sees both the left and right hand pages 

simultaneously. We truncate their intentions as well as our own vision and understanding by persisting 

in illustrating only the right hand or left hand page of an opening in modern reproductions. Those 

responsible for illustrations to accompany their scholarly work should insist on having both pages of an 

opening reproduced. 

This is undoubtedly a good scholarly book and a pleasure to read. Yet it has a much wider significance 

in that it offers a challenge as well as an inspiration. The focus is essentially a small group of books 

from a few decades in one part of Europe. Yet those decades and that region were of crucial 

importance for the subsequent development of European culture. These essays, therefore, along with 

their companion piece in the exhibition catalogue »Trésors carolingiens« (Paris 2007) open up wider 

questions of great importance, not just for our appreciation of the complex layers of Carolingian 

culture, but also of European culture and our understanding of it. These books, moreover, are still 

visible today, in the care of the Bibliothèque nationale de France in Paris. But all over the world there 

are other groups of early medieval manuscripts similarly treasured, similarly an essential part both of 

modern culture and our historical identity, and similarly meriting further detailed study and display.
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