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The distinction between „Insular‟ and „Anglo-Saxon‟ that the title of this 

volume proposes is not one easily charted or defined, as many of the 

essays contained within amply demonstrate. And partly as a result of the 

very nature of insular life and the practical experience of living on an 

island, neither the art nor the thought of either culture can be neatly 

framed by chronological or geographical boundaries. Nevertheless, the 

traditional focus within art history and its companion disciplines upon 

the place of origin, dating and relative chronology of artefacts, with its 

often inexplicit emphasis upon the artist/craftsman, can lead to the 

impression that medieval art was the product of a single place and 

moment in time and not, as recent work upon audience has revealed, an 

evolving dialogue between multiple communities open to varied 

interpretations. Many of the seventeen chapters in this volume offer 

valuable contributions to these recent developments as they explore the 

meaning, influence and significance of early medieval visual and textual 

culture. The result is a collection that offers a clear, authoritative and 

accessible (not to mention well-priced) introduction to those unfamiliar 

with the field, while simultaneously providing new and challenging 

insights and the occasional gem to those more expert. The volume is 

beautifully produced and has good quality images, with a substantial 

number of reproductions in colour.    

The collection opens with an historiographical chapter by Nancy 

Netzer that questions „the established narrative‟ on Insular Gospel 

Books. Using a number of examples, Netzer demonstrates how recent 

discoveries in archaeology challenge traditional theories of chronological 

development and suggest new avenues of enquiry concerning the origin 

of the Insular Gospel Books. For instance, the increasing evidence of the 
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patronage of a secular elite in the production of high quality metalwork, 

echoed by Michael Ryan in a later chapter, is noted and its broader 

implications highlighted. Likewise, the findings of Carver‟s excavation of 

the Pictish site at Portmahomack, which it has been suggested probably 

produced manuscripts, is used as an example of how companion 

disciplines might open possibilities for the (potentially radical) revision of 

how we understand and approach the production of high-status medieval 

books.  

Lawrence Nees‟s chapter on „Recent Trends in Dating Works of 

Insular Art‟ is, at first sight, also historiographical in nature and, much 

like Netzer, Nees uses this survey to offer a radical revision of what he 

calls „The Standard Model‟. He goes further than Netzer, however, in 

suggesting that the commonly accepted dates for most of the landmark 

works of Insular art should be not simply revised but overturned in 

favour of a new methodology „imported from or inspired by literary and 

archaeological studies‟. Citing a number of examples of such studies, 

many of which have been referred to already by Netzer, Nees politely yet 

persuasively admonishes scholars working in the field, reminding us 

„how fragmentary and unbalanced and unrepresentative our sources are, 

as well as highlighting our inability to pin things down narrowly, whether 

in terms of dates or places of origin.‟ He concludes with a reminder 

applicable to us all, whatever our discipline, that: „Having a firmer grasp 

of the limitations of one‟s knowledge is a step forward.‟ 

A number of subsequent contributions to this collection take up 

Nees‟s challenge to move beyond chronology and provenance, and seek to 

offer new ways of engaging with the significance and meaning of the 

textual and visual programmes offered by Insular art. Within the 

confines of available space, I shall focus upon a number of these 

contributions.  
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Michelle Brown, in her study of Southumbrian book culture, 

demonstrates how formal and stylistic elements were fused by artists so 

as to reflect the individual and often distinctive contributions of their 

respective cultures to the wider Christian tradition. Similarly, in his 

review of Irish metalwork, Michael Ryan argues that „exotic exemplars 

are absorbed, copied in certain respects but always finally executed in 

the style and techniques of the indigenous workshop traditions in which 

craftsmen and patrons had confidence or with which were just simply 

comfortable‟. In a nuanced discussion of light, colour and cloth in the 

Book of Kells Virgin and Child page, Heather Pulliam traces the Insular 

artist‟s selective and self-conscious use of exemplars, specifically, 

possible Byzantine models of the Virgin Mary, as part of a larger 

examination into the fundamental importance of colour to the cultures 

that produced these multivalent images. Engaging in a broader dialogue 

concerning the different perceptions of colour amongst diverse cultures, 

Pulliam‟s work serves to remind us of the cultural and chronological 

distance between ourselves and the original audiences of these works, 

and the transformation (not to mention deterioration) of these objects 

over time.  

Benjamin Tilghman takes this position further and examines the 

ways in which contemporary audiences could be distanced from sacred 

works, as he argues that runes and other scripts and alphabets were 

used to subtly estrange Gospel texts from their intended audience „even 

as they proclaimed a sense of local identity‟. In a sophisticated piece that 

considers the iconographical import of the individual letterform, 

Tilghman questions the idea of influence as used by many scholars of the 

Insular world (including a number of his co-contributors). Like Nees, he 

offers a daring challenge and a timely caution against complacency that 

is relevant to many, if not all, medievalists. As he points out: „Ascribing 

artistic decisions to a particular “influence” undervalues the agency of 
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the makers of a work of art, who are presented as powerless to escape 

the authority of particularly important or well-known works, which is to 

say that the dominant tradition acts upon newly made works, as opposed 

to makers consciously responding to, and making selective use of, 

existing works‟.  

An equally cautionary note is sounded by Carol Neuman de Vegvar 

in her study of the image of a walking woman carrying a drinking horn, 

an image which appears across a number of cultures (notably Norse, 

Anglo-Saxon and Celtic). Previous studies have attempted to trace links 

between these images and the cultures that produced them, an approach 

which Neuman de Vegvar links to „nineteenth-century Romantic visions 

of a unified Northern European cultural milieu with common beliefs, 

rituals, and definitions of gender roles‟. As she points out, however, 

„forms of human expression, especially those shared among differing 

cultures and religions, are rarely so neatly unitary, and perceived 

commonalities may have other and less forced explanations that leave 

more space for difference‟. As her study of this image demonstrates, what 

might at first seem like a theme shared across cultures can in fact reveal 

important ways in which these cultures differ in their deployment of a 

literary type or iconographical motif, and we must be wary of the desire 

to employ neat categorisations when in reality the evidence is a far 

messier affair. 

The ways in which a common image is acculturated to reflect the 

interests and concerns of a particular group is the subject of Jane E. 

Rosenthal‟s discussion of the Arenberg Gospels image of the Virgin and 

Child. Like the Virgin and Child image from the Book of Kells analysed 

by Pulliam, this depiction represents an innovative reinterpretation of a 

venerable icon type, in this case the Hodegeteria (The One Who Shows 

the Way). As Rosenthal demonstrates, the Anglo-Saxon artist‟s 

adaptation of the characteristic features of the Hodegetria type places a 
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particular emphasis upon the Virgin‟s role in the salvation of mankind 

while the Child „devoid of any outward signs of his divinity‟ reflects „the 

growing devotion to the human Christ and the body in which he suffered 

so grievously to save mankind‟. 

The innovative and often idiosyncratic nature of Anglo-Saxon 

iconography forms the subject of Benjamin Withers‟s piece on „Satan‟s 

Mandorla‟, which considers the ways in which images might reflect a 

broader process of „the vernacularization of culture‟. Focusing specifically 

upon the image of the fall of the angels as depicted in the Old English 

Hexateuch, where it faces Ælfric‟s „Preface to Genesis‟ and his discussion 

of the dangers of translation, Withers argues that images and texts „can 

simultaneously convey experience, or provide an insight related to shared 

ontological changes or ways of viewing the world‟. In the case of Satan‟s 

mandorla, which links Lucifer/Satan to his Creator while at the same 

time highlighting their disparity and distance, the image highlights the 

ambiguity and sense of imminent danger to which the Preface alludes in 

its discussion of the translation process. In combination, the two 

demand that the reader seek instruction and proceed carefully in the 

process of interpretation: „No less than the biblical text, the illustration 

demands that the audience turn to an authoritative speaker as they 

desire to understand the picture properly, on the spiritual level‟. 

The dynamic, performative nature of many Insular artworks is 

discussed by a number of contributors to this volume, most notably 

Éamonn Ó Carragáin, who in his analysis of four major high crosses 

reminds the reader of the important place of these monuments within 

the daily lives of the religious communities whose routines revolved 

around them. Urging us to reconsider the iconography of the high 

crosses „as being dynamic rather than static‟, Ó Carragáin examines the 

way in which the movement of the sun would (in every sense) illuminate 

the images in the stone, in a daily cycle reinforced and reinvigorated by 
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the cycle of the liturgical year. As in Carol Farr‟s chapter on „Performance 

and Manuscript Art‟ and Jennifer O‟Reilly‟s contribution on „St John the 

Evangelist‟ (which nicely complements Martin Werner‟s piece on the 

binding of the Stonyhurst Gospel of St John), Ó Carragáin‟s analysis 

places these objects and the images depicted upon them within a 

liturgical and scriptural framework that highlights their theological 

sophistication. And as he says of Muiredach‟s Cross (Monasterboice): „Its 

theological coherence gives it the simplicity of great art‟.  In many 

respects, this conclusion summarises Martin Werner‟s analysis of the 

binding of the Stonyhurst Gospel of St John, the geometric patterns 

upon which have been largely ignored in the scholarly record. As Werner 

convincingly demonstrates, however, the symbolic significance of these 

simple designs is profound, and reflects a dynamic engagement with the 

theology of the True Cross, the complementary Tree of Life, and the 

Cross-Tree of St John‟s vision of the Apocalypse.   

As a collection, Insular and Anglo-Saxon Art and Thought is a 

worthy testimony to the vibrancy of the field and a stimulating reminder 

of how far we have come, while many of the individual contributions 

point to new directions yet to be followed. New questions are posed of the 

material and old assumptions challenged, and while some answers are 

given, enough remain unanswered to give one a sense of the exciting 

directions in which art history and its companion disciplines are going. 

Colum Hourihane has succeeded in a bringing together the work of 

experts across the field whose voices are far from homogenous into a 

collection that hangs together well, while offering in a number of 

contributions riches perhaps unexpected in a handsome volume with 

such a moderate price.   
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