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GE~ER:\L SERIES 1:\!TRODUCTIO:'\ 

The great Celtic illuminated Gospel books such as Kells, 

~~~~-- _ 1~'.,r<( Durro", Lindisfarne, Echternach, Lichfidd, Dimma, 

~ 1·1 
1 

/ :\rmagh and so forth, produced during the se,·enth to tenth centur ies 

• • ~ . \D comprise one of the peako; of European arti-;tic creation. 

/~ ~.~:~J~ Produced in the period mi-;called 'The Dark :\gcs', a period '' hich in 

• L ~~ - fact, \\a'i a 'Golden -\ge' of Celtic artistic and literan achie,cmcnt, __ , .._ "' 

r. r.'••r -~ J ... "' l " .... the illuminated boob "ere no chance result of the time.,. Celtic 
" . I ., r 1 

Christian arti'>b were the inheritor' of o,·er a thomand 'ears of arti.,tic 

endca' our. Pagan Celtic ci' ili/ation had already produced a breathtaking wealth 

or metah\ork, jeweller~·. stone can·ings and other artefacts. 

\\'hen the Celts com erted to ChristianitY there "as a need for manuscript 

boob, copies of liturgical texts and of the Christian Gospels. The models for such 

boob "ere manuscripts produced by the cultures of Eastern Christendom and 

~.., " particular!~ the Coptic Church. Ho"e'er, with such an arti-,tic and cultural 

~ heritage, the Celtic scribes and artist.., were not simpl~ content to produce mere 

copied texts but " ·ent further, illuminating them with all the 'ibranC\ of their 

pagan traditiom and <.:reating great \\Orb of dccorati'e art. 

T he carlic.,t o f such ,,·orks -;ecm.., to be the ..,un-i' ing 58 folios (out of a po..,sible II 0) 

c,1llcd tht 'Catha( h of ~t Colmcillc' (Columba), copies of the Psalm<; which arc .,aid to ha' e 

hct·n wri tten b~ the hand of Colmcille himself. He is said to ha,·e copied it from a ' Gospel of 

~t \1artin' in the librar~· of t Finn ian of Mo,·illc around \D 560. Palaeographically, this is 

l'l' rtainh pm.,ihlc. The style and art" ork ..,ho'' the 'Cathach' to be neither experimental nor 

primitiH· m conn·pt but ob' iousl~ the result of an earlier tradition. The ''on! 'Cathach' 

means 'bat tler' and the book ''a., so called because it "a'> carried into battle as an icon b, the 

dan <') Domhnaill, the la'>t time being in I +97. 
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The 'Cathach' i acknowledged a th fir t uni,·ing example o f what grew into the 

decorated Celtic manu cript book . 

o t on ly were the e Go p I book ri ch \'i ual ma t e rpie c , but mo t of them 

contained marginalia, note by the cribc , which g i,·e fa cinating comment on their lh·e and 

lime ; o rne pious, o rne plaintive, orne facctiou , orne ad, o rne weary and orne joyous. 

Many actually wrote poem in the marg in , often a beautiful ' ta te ' of the magni ficent 

literature of the Celtic world , particularly the poetic richness of Irish which language contain 

the third written lite rature of Europe. 

We even know the nam es of many of the scribes and illu trato r who we re so 

re pectcd in the Celt ic world that they were often rewarded by cede ia tical rank, uch a 

Mac Rcguil, the ninth-century cribc and abbot of Birr, one o f who c magnificent Go pel 

books i pre e rYcd in the Bodle ian Library, Oxford . 

The purpose of thi se ri i to produce ,·i ual ana ly e of many o f these famous 

il lu minated manuscripts , compounded w ith a ho rt autho ri tative introd uctio n to the 

individual book wi th captions to cmpha izc and explain orne of the motif and fo rm u cd, in 

an attempt to show thei r glo riou decorations. 

Examining The Book if Kells a thousand years ago, Giraldu Cambrcnsis exclaimed, 

'You might ay that all thi wa the work of an ange l, and not of a man!' An examination of 

the Gospel book would bring any ob e rYer to hare Giraldu ' enthu ia m for the e arti tic 

ma terpiece . 
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THE BOOK OF D EE R 

'One of the pr incipal antiquiti c of otland' was how the Third Statistical Account if Scotland 

de cribcd the ninth-century illu tratcd Go pel manuscript known as The Book if Deer which is 

now prcsen ·ed in the Library of Cambridge University. While the manuscript book is not 0 

ophi ti catcd a o rne of its better known brethren , uch a tho e from Kells, Durrow and 

Lindi farnc, neYcrthele s it ha a fa cinating vi ual dbrancy ha wing strong pagan Celtic motif: . 

Moreo,·er, it i of intrin ic importance for a well as its main Latin t xt the work carries a glo s 

from the ninth century and addition made in the eleventh and twelfth ccnturie in what is 

regarded a the earlie t known written cotti h Gaelic a oppo cd to it parental Old Iri h. 

The Book if Deer orig inated in the Celtic mona tery of Deer in Aberdeen. The book 

actual ly carries the tory of the foundation of the mona tcry in an eleventh-century Gaelic text. 

Colmcil lc , sometimes known a t Columba, AD 521-597, made a journey to see Bruide Mac 

Maelchon (c. AD 556-584), king of the Tuatha Cruithne, more popularly knovm today by their 

Latin nickname, Pict (picti , painted people) . The purpo c of thi vi it wa to Christianize them 

and, after a confli ct \vith the Druid of Bruidc, Colmci lle set in motion the proce . According 

to the tory, in about AD 5 0 Colmcille, together with one of hi disciple , t Droscin Mac 

Co g rach, came to a place named Aberdour. Thi i not to be confu cd ''' ith Aberdour in Fife 

but wa a spot on the outhc rn tributary of the River Ugie, ju t to the we t of modern 

Pctcrhead in Aberdeen hire. The mis ionaries decided to e tabli h a religiou settlement at the 

pot which wa late r called Deer. 

Mo t ignificantly, the name Deer is an Anglicization of the Gaelic doire, the place of 

oak , o as ociatcd with Druidic wor hip. Many churches in the Celtic world, such as Derry, 

Dun·ow, Kildare and o the r , we re founded o n site which were originally Druidic oak 

anctuaric . Thi area wa , in fact, one of the last a reas of the Ce ltic world to become 

Chri tianized. 

The original mona tc ry of Deer, where the book wa compiled in the ninth century, 
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must. not be confused with the later Cistercian monastery of 

Deer which was founded in to AD 12 19 and whose ruins still 

s tand so m e two mil es wes t o f the o ri g in a l s ite . Thi 

monastery fell into disuse after 1587 when William Keith, 

Earl Marischal of Scotland , who had been ' Abbo t and 

Co mm e ndat o r o f Deer ', r es ig ned hi s offi ce a fte r 

criticism from the Kirk for his lukewarm ecclesiastical 

modifications during the Re formation in cotland . 

While Colmcille returned to Iona, Drostan stayed 

as abbot o f the fo undati on and the rights o f the 

settlem ent wer e confirmed by Br uide, t he local 

m ormaer (m6r-mhaor, a high steward answerable 

only to the king). 

Th e Book of Deer co nsist s o f 8 6 fo I i os 

containing the first six chapters of the Go pel of t 

Matthew and the fir st 22 ve rses o f the seventh 

chapter, the fir st four chapter s of St Mark and the 

fir st 35 ver ses of the fifth chapter, the first three 

chapte r s o f St Luke and the fi rst ve r se o f the 

fourth chapter and the entire Gospel of St John. 

The re is also the Apostles' Cr eed . These are 

\vritten in a rathe r bad Latin , with careless spelling and 

grammatical errors. The Latin is close to the Vulgate form 

and simi lar to the text called the ' Iri sh Gospel' which had long since been abandoned by 

Rome. This text was written by a uniform hand which has led previous authorities to claim 

that the entire ninth-century content of the book, including the illustrations, was by a single 

m onk o f th e m onas te r y. However , artist Roy Ell swo rth , whe n pre paring this study, 

demonstrated that at least two separate styles exist in the artwork and possibly a third, so that 

while one monk wrote the text , at least two were responsible for the illustrations. 

There is a strong argum ent that Th e Book of Deer is, in fact , the oldest surviving 
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manuscript work of native Picti sh scribes rather than Irish scribes from 

the Dal Riad a e ttl em c nt o n the Argy ll coast. The m otifs can be 

compared with those on the remarkable Pict ish symbo l stones of the 

area dating from between the seventh and ninth centuries. This might 

also account for the crude knowledge of Latin di splayed by the writer 

and the lack of sophisticat ion of the artwork which is unusual in the 

tradition of the Irish Gospel books. 

The textual scribe of the ninth century has added the usual 

colopho n asking for prayers for the work and its creator to his Lat in 

text (sec page. 60). This g ives the book value, for the scribe writes in 

Gaelic and not in the usual Latin form found in Irish books: ' Forchubus 

ca ichduini imbia arrath inlenbran co l/ [ aratardda bendacht joranmain 

intruaaain rodscribai ... ' A colloqu ial translation of this would be : ' Let it 

be on the conscience of everyone who uses this splend id li ttle book, that 

they say a blessing fo r the soul of the w retch who wrote it.' 

In the eleventh century another scribe added the O ffice for the 

Vis itat io n o f the Sic k in Latin bu t thi s ve r sio n still shows Celti c 

Christian usages and resembles the Eastern Orthodox rather than the 

Ro man form of li turgy. In spite o f the efforts to bring the Celt ic 

Church in Scotland under the influence of Canterbury and ultimately 

Rom e by St Margaret, the Anglo -Saxon wife of Malcolm Canmore 

during thi s same period , we still find reports of the Cele De (Culdees 

o r 'ser vants of G od '), the Ce ltic m o nastic o rder found ed by St 

Maelruain in AD 787 , working in Scot land down to the fourteenth 

century. 

Also in the e leventh cen tury was added the st or y o f the 

fo undation of Deer in Gaelic which begins: 'Columcille acus Drostan mac 

C6osa rea ada lt a tanaator ah f marroa lsea D fa aon fc Abborddob6i r 

... '(C?lmcille and Drostan son of Cosgrach , his pupil, came from Hy 

[I ona] as God had shown to the m unto Abe rdour. .. ') . During the 

13 
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e lc ,·c nth and t\Ye lfth cc nturic 

were added 22 records of grants 

to the abbey and it monk ending 

with confirmation of the grant 

0 

0 

from D a,. i d I ( I I 2 4 - I I 53). 

The g rant is historica l ly of 

importance because David I, 

rai sed from childhood at the 

Engli h co urt and orman ­

Frcn ch in c ulture, fought for 

five yea rs to bring the cots of 

this area unde r hi s rul e . David 

married the Anglo- orman Matilda 

and wa liberal in giving e tate to Anglo-Norman lord once 

he came to the cottish throne. The cots of the province of 

M o ircabh (Moray an a rea mu c h la rger than t he mod rn 

county) fought again t David because they rejected his policie 

and the introduction of Norman fcudali m , and they tried to 

main tain the o ld Celtic ega litarian y tern. The g rant to Deer 

was g iven in the e ighth year o f hi reign but the days of the Ce ltic 

o mona tcry were numbered and, as prcviou ly mentioned, a Cistercian mona tc ry 

of Deer replaced the Celtic abbey in 12 19. 

Hi torically, the grant of land to Deer arc fa c inating. It i the fir t ource for 

hewing the decentralized structure of Celtic cotland and the fir t work to mention the role 

of the office o f mormaer. We have refe re nce to Mao l-Callum, who, with his brothe r 

Gillecomgain, s lew the ir uncle Fin lacch Mac Ruaridh in I 020. Finlacch was mormae r of 

Moireabh and wa married to Doada, daughter of the cotti h High King, Maoi-Callum 

(Malcolm II , I 005 - 1 034). They had a fifteen-year-o ld on at the time of hi murder the 

boy' name ·was MacBeth. 

The Annals if Ulster record that in I 032 Gillccomgain, who had helped kill MacBeth's 
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father, wa himself killed, perhap on the order of Malcolm II. Gillecomgain wa married to 

a lady called Gruoch, the daughter of the former High King Coinneach (Kenneth Ill , 997-

1 005). They had a on called Lulach. 

MacBeth now married Gruoch and adopted her son Lulach and went on to become 

High King of cotland from I 040 to I 057, one of the g rcate t kjngs cotland wa to have ... in 

sp ite of sub cquent propaganda and hakcspeare's creation. From I 057 to I 058 Lulach 

uccccdcd MacBeth a High King before he wa 'slain by stratagem' by Malco lm Canmore. It 

i from The Book if Deer that we learn that Lulach' on Maelsnechta became mormaer of 

Moircabh and grant d land to the mona tery of Deer before hi s expul ion from office in 

I 078 . The Annals if Ulster record that Mael ncchta became a monk and died in I 085. It i 

more than likely that Mae l ncchta becam a monk of Deer. It v•ould be a fantasy, though not 

an unrea enable one, to romanticize that Maesnechta him elf might have written some of the 

e leventh century notation to The Book if Deer. We find that Angu , the son of Maelsnechta' 

unnamed ister, was mormacr of Moireabh at the time of hi death in 1130. 

The Book if Deer i , without doubt, an historical t reasure. But what happened to it 

afte r the destruction of the Celtic monaste ry of Deer and the rise of the Cistercian abbey? We 

know that it ' di appeared', probably taken as booty in the attempted conquc t 

of otland by the Engli h, for in 1697 it emerged as part of the library 

of ! ohn Moore , Bi hop of Norwich. Thi library wa bought for 

6,000 guineas by King George I ( 1714-1727) on the advice of his 

secre tary of state , Charlc , Viscount Town hend ( 1674- 1738), who 

later ad ,·i ·ed George to take har h 

m ea urc to reprc the 

1715 upris ing in cotland. 

George I ga,·c the library a a 

gift to the library of Cambridge 

Unive r ity. 

For I 50 yea r , The Book if Deer 

remai ned here unnoticed until the librarian , 

Henry Brad haw, stumbled across it in 1860 and 

IS 
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consu lt ed the leading Celti c cho la r, Dr 

Whitley toke , who made a t ran lation of 

the Gaelic entrie which appeared in the Sawrda)' 

Review, 8 December 1860. He expanded on this in a 

boo k e ntitl ed Go id i/i ca, or otes on t he Gae l ic 

Manuscripts ... etc. etc. , published privately in Calcutta 

in 1866. Three years later John tuart edited a text 

and facs imil es of the illustrations which we re 

published for the pal ding Club of Edinburgh, in 1869 . 

After that, however, The Book if Deer was forgotten again , only to 

be mentioned now and then in academic di courses en passant until Profes or 

Kenneth Jackson of Edinburgh made the Gaelic notations the ubject of hi Osborn 

Bergin Memorial Lecture in March 1970 . Jackson expanded his lecture and publi hed it as The 

Gaelic otes in the Book if Deer, Cambridge Univer ity Pres , 1972. 

The intention of this vo lume i fir tl y to present accurate representations of the 

illustrations from The Book if Deer and then to provide simplified drawing to demonstrate 

construction methods and to allow an exploration of one's own colour arrangements using, a 

a guide, the full colour plates. 
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NOTES ON THE ARTWORK 

The arti t : whil e a ing l uniform hand wrote the orig inal ninth-century text, the hand of at 

lea t two and po ibly three illustrato r can be een at \York, contrary to prcviou opinio n. 

Fol. -Jb 

Fol. 4h con tains thl' illu~ tration for the Go:.pel of t Matthew and this how the highest degree of 

sophistication of artwork. It stands on its O\\ n and the arti t who executed thi work seem to be one 

indi\·idual \\ ho i not responsible for an)· other art\\Ork. The St)·le is comparable to that of the arti t who 

executed the illustration of "t Matthew in the ninth -centur)· 'Mac Durnan GospeL' in Lambeth Palace (M · 

I 370). The sword is a rare, though recognizable, S)·mbol of Matthew and therefore it. inclusion make the 

ill ustration unu ual. There is a mention of the !.\\Ord a!> Matthew' svmbol in one ancient list of th 'emblems 

of the ainh'. The sword it!-clf i. of unusual form. 

Wherea scholars have pre\"iousl)· thought that the beard on the figure wa · !he-pointed, clo c r 

examination ren~al. it to be only four-pointed. Indeed, an illustration of Matthew in The Book if /\.ells shows a 

four-pointed beard . The figurines on either side of the saint's head arc most probably those of angel . 
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{ 

Fol. /6b Fol. -II b 

Fol. 29b Fol. 86 
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It might be argued that the illustrator of Fol. 4b could well be one and the same as the illustrator of Fol . 16b, 

29b, 4 1 band 6, and that in Fol. 4h he had reached a high point in his art. We arc inclined to think, howe,·er, 

that a second arti t probahl)· did thi. work. \ hilc the t)·le on the e folios is certain!)· ver)· imilar, and the 

rectangles are true and there i care in the dra" ing, the)· do not quite come up to the ·arne tandard as that of 

Fol. 4b. Celtic kc)· and knotwork patterns and motifs demonstrate a St)·le similar to many of the earl)· lri h 

Gospel book ·uch as The Book~~ Dimma. The figure of t Mark (Fol. 16b) is similar in style to the hangelist 

as depicted in The Book if Durrow. Mark carr ies a~, object which rna)' represent a book in ornamental binding; 

this is a common enough motif in depictions of Mark in earl)· Celtic manuscript art. Howe,·er, judging from 

the shape, the object in front of the !>aints have been claimed a reliquar)· casket , which we will discus in 

our note on Fol. lb. 

The figure of t Luke (Fol. 29b) can also be compared to hi ,·isualization in The Book if Durrow, 

tho ugh the same motif can a! o be found in the figure of Luke in the 'Mac Durnan Gospel '. The figure of 

the two E,·angelist and two angels on Fol. 6 arc analogou to some of the page of The Book if Lindiifarne 

\\ ith their quaint nouri hes and fern leaf cluster . . 

55 
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Fol. 8-1-b 

Fol . 85b Fol. I b 
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Fol. 85b 
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The hand o f another illu trator executed the 

" ·ork o n Fo l . 84b and 85b. While there is a 

curi o u \·a rie ty o f thickness of lines, there 

ap pear a greate r regularity o f shap e but a 

crudenes to the face . Fol. lb has signs of thi 

same hand but , if o, the ill u trator clear!)· has 

had a 'good day', is more controlled and take 

care to compas draw his circle . On all the e 

three fo lios there i no attempt at knotwork or 

other \·isiblc Celtic motifs, which distinguishes 

them from the other fo lios. 
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Of the four E,·angelists, the figure of Matthew i · ·tanding upright with his sword point resting between his 

feet. The. e are dra\m in fair!;· unsophisticated manner compared to the usual spla:•ed-out depiction of feet 

seen in most Celtic work of the tim e. True, in the ' Mac Durnan Go ·pe ls' and eYen in The Book ?[ /\ells feet 

arc shown in a similar position to those in The Book ?[ Deer, but the arti. t coYers them with elaborate shoes, 

pe rhap to hide his lack of abilit~· to draw them. Of the feet o f Mark, Luke and John , we can sa:· that they 

seem placed the re as a complete afterthought: a hurried , crude stroke or two of the pen . 

One wonders whether this was an intentional '0\·ersight'. Did the artist original!:· dra" · the figures 

without feet, as squatting figures, onl;· to be told later b;· his outraged abbot to add them for the ake of the 

proprieties? The marks repre. enting the feet of the figures seem mere!;· to intrude in the illustration. The 

squatting fi gure appears in a long t radition of pagan Celti c art. Gods, such as Cernunn os, seen in lri h 

tradition as The Dagda , 'Father of the Gods', are often depicted in a Buddha-like posture. Most famous is a 

,·isualization on the Guncle trup Cauldron ( ee Fig. A). Perhap. the illu ·trator was fo iJo,,·ing the pagan 

tradition of depicting gods (in this case the E,·angelist) in squatting posture . . 
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Fol. 851 I 

Ini tial letter : only the initial letter of each of the four Gospels i enlarged and ornamented , each being two 

inche high , highlighted with patchc of different colours and the strokes of the letters terminating in dogs' 

heads. This is in the t;·le of the lettering in the ' Psalter o f t Ouen '. O ucn (c. AD 600 684 ) \\·a Bishop of 

Roucn. Other comparisons can be made with the Irish Biblical M ·s 'o. 4, from the Harleian Gospe l · in the 

Briti sh Mu cum. These ' initia l ' fo lio · are also surro und ed by o rnam ental bo rde rs, fo rm ed o f t; ·pi ca l 

interlaced r ibbo ns in both lozenge and rectangular form. 

Represented here (Fo l. 85 I I) is the ninth-century handwriting producing the Gaelic entreat;· to 

prayer for the soul of the cribc, a discussed in the introduction . This i. worth examining for the st;·le of the 

lette rs, particularly the strange beaut;· of the opening capital, altho ugh the scribe \·aries his st;·lc note 

particular!; · the letters ' a'. As a comparison , Fol. 85/2 how the opening word of the Creed and the line 

marking the ending of the ·econd book of the EYangelist, John 'explicic euanaelium secundum iohannum' (Fol. 

84b/ I ). 

;TC1Cf 

Fol. 8-Jb / I 
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Fol. 85 
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The tran. fo rmation of Latin letters into a distinct!:· Gae lic . cript is said to ha,·e occurred in the e\·enth 

centur:· and tradition has it that this wa · brought about b:· the work of a single scholar named Cenn Faelad of 

Tuaim Drecain (Tomregan, Co Ca,·an), one of the great uni,·ersities in ' Dark Age' Ireland. While e tablished 

b:· the re ligious, the uni,·ersit:· was e sentia ll:· for lay students and the re were four faculties: a law school, a 

school for classic-, a medical school and a school of general Irish learning. Each facult: · was run by a non­

churchman, a druimcli or professor. 

Cenn Faelad (d. AD 670) was not a monk hut a la:·man who was ed ucated in Latin and then followed 

an Irish course of . tudies. He became one of the best known of the scho lars of Tuaim Drecain . While only 

fragments of hi writings remain , he is known to haYc \\'ritten a treatise o n Ir ish g rammar, a work on 

traditional legal maxims and orne hi torical texts. He \\'as known to ha,·c supported Colmcille's mis ionary 

,,·ork in ,,·ha t became Scotl an d . There is re fere nce to a , ,·ork wr itten by Cen n Fa c lad in support of 

Colmci lle's contention at the . ynod of Druim Ccatt in AD 575 that the Arg:·ll Oal Riadan settlements hould 

be independent of Irish interferen ce. It is claimed that Cenn Faelad ,.i itecl , among otl1er establishments, the 

Abbe:· of Deer. In this ,.i ·it to Pictlancl he adYocated the usc o f Latin letters to make written records of 

learning. According to the lri h cholar Alice topford Green ( 184 7- 1929), in her History if the Irish Swte to 

I 0 I ...f. ( 1925), 'Cenn Fa clad established tlle union of the Latin and Gaelic schools in a common cultu re '. 
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Fol. I 6b Fol. 17 

Fol. 29b Fol. 30 
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~ 
lll 
B 
lll 
~ 

Fol. -12 ~ 

Borders on the folios contai ning the ornamented initials, Fo ls. 16b, 17, 29b, and 30 , show designs whi ch 

clear!)· echo the patterns on many of the Pictish stones. Parts o f the border on Fo l. 42 can be een as an echo 

of the patternwo rk on the stones at Aberlemno, near Forfar (Angu ), particular ly the Glamis Manse Cross. 

The border work "i not at all consistent and in some fo lios is simply straight lines without pattern work. 

HO\,-e,·e r, in those stretches where the illustrator has taken the trouble to elaborate with patterning we find 

borders which range from Celtic key patterns, so fa\"Oured in what has been called the 'Pictish School' , w ith 

the use o f straight lines and diagonals, to the more loose and flowing Celtic knotwork which also found fa,·our 

in the ' Picti h chool'. Included are examples o f isolated bo rder knotwork from The Book if Deer to emphasize 

what the ar ti t was attempting to achieYe. 
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Fol. 7 1 b Fo/.85b 
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Fol.85b 

On man)· foli os of The Book C?f Deer there occur doodles of dogs' heads, birds, hare ·, deer and, on Fol. 7 1 b, a 

human llgure which seems extreme !)· pagan in representation but presumabl)· is meant a. a bearded saint. The 

llgure ho lds up both hands in the same manne r a. pagan Celtic gods ha,·e been depicted , particular!)· the 

figures on the Gunde trup Cauldron. The figure (Fig. B) from the Cauldron, thought to be a repre entation of 

Taranis, god of thunder, shows the hands in this t)·pical Celtic po ition but he ho lds dead animals. Indeed , also 

g i,·en he re as illustration (Fig. C) is a crude rock car\"ing of Cernunnos, with stag's antl ers, from the fourth 

centur)· IK found at Val Camonica in what wa · then Cisalpine Gaul (northern Ital)"). This clear!)· demonstrates 

the continuity of depiction of hoi)· personages . 

The two top figures of the four E,·angelists on Fo l. 85b hold their hands up in similar benediction or 

supplication while the third simp!)· hold his hands out in the form of a crucifix , echoing the position of t 

Luke on Fol. 29b. The fourth hangeli t has no hands at all. Why did the artist change his mind half-way 

through this page? Did he realize the unintentional pagan symbo lism of the first two figures and then alte r the 

position con ciousl)· for the thi rd and fourth hangelist ? T he four hangcli ts as they appear on Fol.lb do not 

suffer this cur iosity, being shown without hands at all but with the bottom two apparently holding books or 

reliquary caskets. For comparati\"e purposes we show (Figs. D and E) two ca kets from this period - eighth 

and ninth centuries - both from Lough Erne, ncar Tully, Co. Fcrmanagh. These caskcts,madc of yew wood, 

gilt, tin and highlighted by amber and glass, would ha,·e been fam iliar object to the artist . 
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Fo/. 1 b Fol . 8-lb 

6 69 



I I B R A R Y 0 1- C [ I T I C I I I U ,\\ I '-: -\ T 1- D .\\ -\ '\ ll ~ C R I I' T ~ T H E B 0 0 K 0 I· D 1: 1: R 

There arc sc,·cral doodle. in the book "hich arc certain!)· obscure and their intention or meaning is hard to 

guc. s at. For examples, Fols, 4+, +5 , 5 I b, 67, 7 3, 75b, 2b ha,·c pen lines ending in dog),' head ), o r letter ), 

\\'hich, if not confo rming to the same particular patterning, and used to shape a capital letter on Fol. 17, one 

\\'Oulcl eli. miss as simple doodling. C lear!;·, the)· do represent something in the e)·e of the artist but \\'hat? 

The on I)· jotting" hich is impossible to deci pher, and is probabl)· an unfinished sera" I, appears on Fol. 72b. 

Foi . ...J....J. 

Fo/.-/.5 Fo/. 5 /b 

70 

T H E 13 0 0 K 0 I· D E E R L I B R A R Y 0 I C r I T I C I I I U ,\\ I :-\ A T r D ,\ \ A :-.; U . C R I J> T S 

Fol. 5 I b Fo/.67 Fol. 7 3 

Fol . 7 5b Fo/.82b 
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Fol . 30 

Many of the zoomorphic doodles arc crudely dra\\"n but arc comparable with the animals which occur on 

sc,·eral of the Picti h stone of the area as we ll as in other manu. cript books. Howe,·cr, the ymbolism of such 

animal tretches back far beyond Christian time . A detail o f incised decoration on a Celtic lo ng-necked 

ceramic nagon from the fourth century BC, found at Matzhau en, German)·· shows a similar hare (Fig. F). 

That animal played an important role in pagan Celtic life i seen b)· the ir prol ific appearance in the art of the 

period and thi role continued under hristianity. The Gunde trup Cauldron is full of such fabulou pagan 

mythological imagery. The figure of a cltic hunte r god, with knife , hound and hare (Fig. G), . hows the 

importance of these animals and is dated to the fir t century AD; it wa fou nd at Touget, Gers, in France. The 

exciting surreali m of orne Celtic form g i,·es food for thought. What ccms to be a hare in The Book cf Deer 

might easily be the surreal fo rm of a hor e, which \\"as equally rc,·ered . For a comparison, Fig. H how the 

White Horse at Uffington , thought to ha,·c been executed b)· Belgac craftsmen between the fir t century RC 

and the first century AD. It i 365 feet from no c to tail. The same tyle of hor e is depicted on a gold coin of 

the eltic Au lcrci tribe of Britain dating from the first century B . 
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The cro\\· or ra,·cn doodled on Fo l. 54b is clear!:· an echo of the s:·mbo l o f the pagan Celtic goddess of death 

and battle and looks rathe r similar to the bronze figurine found in an carl:· Celtic sanctuar:· at Woodeatcn , 

Oxfo rd , which is reproduced he re for comparati,·c purposes (Fig. 1) . An carl:· fo rm of Celtic ra\Tn , ,,·ith 

wings o ut ·prcad , elating from the third ccntur:· BC, appears on a Ce lti c war helme t fo und at Ciumcsti , 

Romania, also g i,·en here for comparati,·e purpose · (Fig. J). 

Folio 5-tb 

74 

T H 1: B 0 0 K 0 I· D E E R L I ll I~ :\ R Y 0 r C 1: I T I C I I I U ,\ 1 I '\ -\ T 1- D .\ 1 :\ ). U ~ C R I I' T '> 

75 



L I B R :\ R Y 0 I· C F I T I C I L L U ,\\ I :X :\ T r: D ,\ \ A :X U !'> C R I P T :-, T H E B 0 0 K 0 F 0 E E R 

Folio 67 

Folio 5-Jb 
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T he deer motif- (Fol . 54b and 67) are not one of the best examples of Celtic ,.i ualization of this sacred 

animal " ·hich occur. so frequent!~· in Celtic m_:;tho log:·· Ccrnunnos was usuall:· depicted with stag 's antle r 

emerging from his head and symbolized both hunter and guardian of the fore ·ts. One of the figures on the 

Gundcstrup Cauldron ( Fig. A) has been identified as Ce rnunnos, holding a hero's torque, or golden collar, in 

one hand , and a serpent in the other. The Celts rc,·crcd the speed and alertness of the deer and its aggression 

and strength. As an example , in Fig. L we . how a bronze tag made b:· Cel tic craft ·men in the ·cconcl century 

BC, found at aalfc ldcn ncar alzburg. The animal depicted in The Book cf Deer, ho" ·c,·cr, i a female. But the 

lri. h god of death , Donn, shape-changed into a deer. 

Fionn Mac Cumhail found the beautiful ibh in the shape of a deer while hunting. he had been 

shape-changed b:· the Black Druid. ibh bore their on who was named Oi In (as, deer; In, a diminuti,·e form; 

i.e. 'l ittle deer ', more popular!:· known b:· the Anglicized form of Ossian); Oi In' on, in turn , was 0 ·car 

(as, deer; car, 10\·e r; 10\·er of deer). Not onl:· is there a long pre-Christian tradition of deer s:·mbo lism " ·hich 

infl ue nced th e arti s ts, but t Aidan o f Lindi sfarn c , the Ir ish m o nk wh o left lo na to con,·c rt th e 

orthumbrians (d. :\1) 65 1 ), is a -cribcd the emblem of a deer. 

Fig . . ·1 
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Fig. 1\ 

The dog which so ob,·iou. l;· fa cinates the illu. trators of The Book if Deer is cl ear!;· a deer-hound : the head is 

similar to that of the bronze figure of such a hound dated to the third centur;· AD found at the shrine of 

odens at L;·dne;·, Gloucester. Noden corresponds to the Iri h hero / god luada and the Welsh Nudd . The 

figure of the hound is shown as Fig. K fo r comparison. 
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Fol. 76 

Fol. 66b 
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A cries of visual analyses of famous Celtic illuminated Gospel books. 

Roy Ellsworth, Australian-born artist, demonstrates Celtic art 

techniques. Ellsworth has long been attracted by the rich traditions of 

early Celtic art and fascinated by Celtic mythology. He has an 

international reputation in the field of illustration. An introducti~n and 

notes to each work are supplied by Peter Berresford Ellis, 

a leading authority on Celtic culture and history. 

No I : THE BOOK OF DEER 

'One of the principle antiquities of Celtic Scotland' was how this ninth­

century Gospel book was described in the nineteenth century. Written 

and illustrated by at least two monks of Deer, near Aberdeen, its art is 

not as sophisticated as some of its better known brethren like Kell , 

Durrow or Lindisfarne. Nevertheless, it has a fascinating visual vibrancy 

showing strong pagan Celtic motifs. One is reminded that this was the 

last Celtic area to become Christianized in the sixth and seventh 

centuries. It is no coincidence that Deer takes its name from doire, the 

place of oaks associated with Druidic worship. Now in Cambridge 

University Library, The Book of Deer is priceless, not only for being the 

oldest indisputably Scottish Gospel manu cript, but for its marginal 

notes written in Gaelic, showing the transition into the Scottish form as 

opposed to Old Irish, made in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. 

As well as Roy Ell worth's interpretive artwork, three full -colour 

photographic illustration of the original work are reproduced . 

Cover illustrations 

Front cover: Four figures - clerics 

Inside front cover: The Evangelist StJohn 

Inside back cover: The Evangelist St Luke 

(By permission ojthe Syndics ojCambridae Umversilj' Library) 
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