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Some remarkable claims have been made about medieval art under the 

rubric of ‘social history’. In attempting to make sense of the sculpture at 

Chartres Cathedral as a move towards naturalism, Arnold Hauser wrote 

of one of the figures that ‘The kind old man with the look of a peasant, 

high cheek bones, broad splayed nose and somewhat slanting eyes must 

have been personally known to the artist’ (Fig. 1).1  

 

 

 

Fig. 1: Image from Chartres Cathedral 

                                                
1 A. Hauser, The Social History of Art 2 vols (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1951), Vol. 1 p. 235.  
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If so, the modern viewer is left to conclude that medieval peasants were 

an extremely odd-looking group! In his well-known review of Hauser’s 

work, Ernst Gombrich articulated the problem of determining the scope 

and objectives of reading of a work of art informed by a reconstruction of 

its social context. He declared that ‘If by the “social history” of art we 

mean an account of the changing material conditions under which art 

was commissioned and created in the past, such a history is one of the 

desiderata of our field’, but he cautioned against the many 

generalisations offered by Hauser, preferring ‘to ask in each individual 

case how far a stylistic change may be used as an index to changed 

psychological attitudes and what exactly such a correlation would have 

to imply’.2  

The Social Life of Illumination returns to this challenge, taking late 

medieval illuminated manuscripts from England and France as its 

evidence base. One of the problems with twentieth-century scholarship 

in this field has been a tendency for scholars to concentrate on one 

aspect of a manuscript, examining text or imagery, but rarely both 

together. This new collection of essays brings together work by art 

historians, historians and literary specialists. As a group the work 

demonstrates the different emphases current in different disciplines, 

both in terms of the approach to and treatment of images and in 

definitions of and approaches to the ‘social’. Unsurprisingly, the volume 

raises more questions than it answers, but it opens up many avenues for 

future debate.  

 In the Introduction the editors define the central question as 

follows: ‘how the interplay of images and texts in medieval manuscripts 

enabled an array of social interactions that helped shape individual and 

communal experience and identities’. The shaping of this question is 

informed not just by previous work in Art History, but also by studies of 
                                                
2 E. H. Gombrich, ‘Review of The Social History of Art by Arnold Hauser’, The Art Bulletin Vol. 35 (1953) 
pp. 79-84.  
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language and trade, notably Gillian Sankoff’s work, which argues that 

language changes as a result of its use, and the collection of essays 

edited by Arjun Appadurai, The Social Life of Things: Commodities in 

Cultural Perspective, which examines how the values placed on objects 

are linked to their functions within social exchanges.3 In the foreword to 

Appadurai’s volume, Nancy Farriss articulated the added challenge faced 

when trying to explore these ideas in the context of the middle ages, 

asking ‘How do you reconstruct past systems of meaning (let alone 

changes in them) when you can neither participate in nor directly 

observe the lives of the people?’.4 The major challenges in attempting to 

read illuminated manuscripts as ‘social’ objects are that we can only see 

them in the state in which they currently exist, and the lack of 

information about the social performances of which they may have been 

a part. The essays presented here offer a variety of readings and 

examples, making use of different disciplinary perspectives to begin to 

tackle this challenge, and recurring themes emerge.  

Manuscripts were products of relationships between a patron (or 

patrons), scribe (or scribes) and artist (or artists). At the point at which a 

manuscript was produced those involved in the process may have 

envisioned a future life for the book, but it is often difficult to assess the 

ways in which and the extent to which a manuscript was used. Moreover, 

the use of a manuscript was almost never exclusively under the control 

of those who produced it. At some point it passed out of their hands, as a 

result of the completion of a commission, gift, sale, or the death of the 

owner. The uses of books at particular moments in time are sometimes 

revealed by changes made to them, in the form of additions, alterations 

or erasures and excisions. The manuscripts that scholars encounter are 

                                                
3 See for example G. Sankoff, The Social Life of Language (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1980); Arjun Appadurai ed., The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986). 
4 N. Farriss, ‘Foreword’ in Arjun Appadurai ed., The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural 
Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p. x. 
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thus archaeological objects, with layers of evidence resulting from their 

creation and use. Hence we have to reason backwards from this to try to 

reconstruct what the social ‘life’ of the object might have been. The 

authors in this volume take a range of approaches to the problem, 

making use of historical sources, comparing different manuscripts or 

manuscripts and works in other media, and utilising the findings of 

cognitive science. The approaches have been informed both by different 

disciplinary perspectives and the available surviving evidence. Some 

contributors have started from the manuscripts and sought to 

contextualise them, others have begun with the people associated with 

books or broader questions about the circulation of texts and images, 

and have surveyed a range of manuscripts in order to answer them. 

However, the essays are united in treating manuscripts as the major 

source for their own ‘social lives’.  

 The volume is divided into two parts, associated with two kinds of 

viewing communities which are defined as ‘spiritual’ and ‘social and 

political’. The editors acknowledge that many essays could have been 

placed into either category, and the distinctions between them are less 

striking than their similarities. Three of them take up Gombrich’s 

challenge and concentrate on the circumstances in which manuscripts 

were produced, drawing attention to the potential input of the 

community around the patrons, scribes and artists in shaping the 

appearance of a book. Lucy Freeman Sandler’s contribution, ‘Worded and 

Wordless Images: Biblical Narratives in the Psalters of Humphrey de 

Bohun’, examines the creation of the Psalters of Humphrey de Bohun in 

the context of the artists’ status as Augustinian friars and their 

experiences in the de Bohun household at Pleshey. She also considers 

how the community at Pleshey, including the artists, might, in turn, have 

shaped the patrons’ experiences of reading the manuscripts. Where 

Sandler’s starting point is the artists of the de Bohun Psalters, Elizabeth 
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Morrison concentrates on patrons in her essay ‘To Have and to Hold: 

Marriage, Politics, and Iconography in the Prayer Book of Margaret 

Tudor’. She argues that the iconography of the Hours of James IV 

suggests that it was designed as a wedding present from James to his 

wife Margaret Tudor. Morrison then offers a reading of the imagery 

informed by historical events, and in particular by accounts of the 

festivities associated with the couple’s wedding. For Morrison the 

manuscript thus serves as a record of James’s hopes for his marriage 

and his wife, but she argues that it was specifically designed to 

communicate these ideas to Margaret as the couple began their married 

life. David Joseph Wrisley explores the process of a manuscript’s creation 

and the contributions of both author–patron and artist in his ‘Jean 

Germain’s Debat du Crestien et du Sarrasin: Illumination between Multi-

Confessional Debate and Anti-Conciliarism’, which examines BnF, MS fr. 

948. He explores the ways in which the miniatures relate to each other, 

and how they might be understood in conjunction with the text. All these 

essays resonate with Sankoff’s idea that language, or in these cases 

iconography, might be changed through its usage in particular social 

circumstances. It would be interesting to explore this further to see 

whether the creation of these books could be seen as part of a longer-

lasting change to the artistic language employed.   

The making of manuscripts is also central to Dhira B. Mahoney’s 

essay ‘From Print to Script: The Luxury Metatext of Lambeth Palace 

Library, MS 265’, which examines a manuscript of the Dictes and 

Sayings of the Philosophers presented to King Edward IV by Anthony 

Woodville and compares this with the printed text from which it was 

copied. Mahoney uses the fragmentary surviving records to consider the 

possible circumstances in which the patron and author (Woodville), 

printer, scribe and artists might have come into contact, as well as the 

relationship between patron and the intended recipient. In this context 
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the illuminated manuscript stands at the end of a process of 

transmission. It undoubtedly testifies to a relationship between Woodville 

and his brother-in-law Edward IV. However, as the author notes, history 

reveals that the relationship was to be relatively short-lived, as within six 

years both the king and Woodville were dead, and Richard III had taken 

the throne. This also resonates with Sankoff’s definition of social facts, 

‘the political, social and economic events that affect the place of a 

language or language variety in social life’.5 It might be interesting to 

consider whether, despite the manuscript’s survival, its ‘social life’ was 

limited by the deaths of those connected with its creation, and whether 

we might therefore think about objects having a ‘social death’ as well as a 

‘social life’, an issue also raised at the end of Anne D. Hedeman’s essay.  

Kathryn A. Smith’s ‘A “Viewing Community” in Fourteenth-Century 

England’ attempts to chart the significance of family groups in the 

creation of some manuscripts and other works of art, examining the use 

of heraldry to express familial relationships in the De Bois Hours, the 

Beauchamp-Corbet Hours and wall-paintings at South Newington. She 

explores how and why ancestors are evoked in these works and how the 

imagery might be read in the context of what is known about the 

patrons. She argues that familial structures provide an important 

framework for understanding the production and preservation of 

artworks in the middle ages.  

Two essays explore facets of the relationship between imagery and 

the transmission of ideas about texts. Joyce Coleman’s essay ‘The First 

Presentation Miniature in an English-Language Manuscript’ examines 

the presentation image in Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Digby 233 as an 

example of the use of imagery being determined by attitudes to textual 

genres amongst those involved with medieval book production. For 

Coleman these images do not (or at least not only) testify to the 

                                                
5 Sankoff, p. xix. 
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relationships between authors and patrons: rather their inclusion or 

absence sheds light on the status of different kinds of text. This 

approach finds compelling parallels with Sankoff’s assertion that 

language is shaped by its use in society, and demonstrates that the 

relationship between text and images should not be limited to the mise-

en-page. Whilst Coleman concentrates on a specific time period, Marlene 

Villalobos Hennessy tackles the huge and fascinating subject of the 

metaphor of Christ’s blood as ink throughout the Middle Ages in her ‘The 

Social Life of a Manuscript Metaphor: Christ’s Blood as Ink’. The 

challenge here lies in making sense of particular instances of the 

metaphor as manifested in manuscripts, as against the widely used and 

relatively freely adapted metaphor as recorded in texts. The limited 

evidence about the circumstances of the production and use of many 

manuscripts makes it difficult to locate them in a precise social context, 

but both the creation and the use of the manuscripts cited provide 

evidence for the reception of the idea of a relationship between ink (or 

paint) and Christ’s blood. In this case, therefore, the manuscripts 

contribute to the evidence for the ‘social life’ of the metaphor.  

 The potential for manuscripts to become part of performances is 

examined in four essays. Both Robert L. A. Clark and Pamela Sheingorn’s 

‘“Ces mots icy verrez juer”: Performative Presence and Social Life in the 

Arras Passion Manuscript’ and Laura Weigert’s ‘Anthoine Vérard’s 

Illuminated Playscript of La vengeance nostre seigneur: Marketing Plays 

and Creating the King’s Image’ tackle the complex relationship between 

records of medieval drama and actual performances, demonstrating the 

distance between the creation of an illuminated manuscript and the 

performance of a play. However Clark and Sheingorn argue that the 

imagery and text in the Arras Passion manuscript potentially provided 

the reader-viewer with a sensory experience that evoked performance, 

offering them a rich body of material to think with and about, as part of 
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the performance of belief. They draw upon research in cognitive science 

and neuroscience to suggest that the ways in which humans interact in 

social situations inform the ways in which they process images, an 

argument that has parallels with Erwin Panofsky’s much earlier work on 

iconology. Clark and Sheingorn pay little attention to the use of common 

iconographic formulae in the manuscript’s images, which might shed 

light on relationships to other kinds of religious performances, in 

personal devotion or the liturgy. The authors conclude that the Arras 

manuscript can serve to evoke ‘performative presence’. Strikingly, 

Weigert, writing from an art historical perspective, reaches the opposite 

conclusion in her study of an illuminated playscript, arguing that 

‘Illuminated printed playscripts helped make the medieval theatre a thing 

of the past’. She explores the imagery added to copies of Vérard’s text as 

evidence for the reception and interpretation of the work in particular 

contexts. Weigert notes that the Arras manuscript may be an exception, 

due both to the number of its images and its construction. However, the 

juxtaposition of these two essays demonstrates the potential for 

interdisciplinary work to shed further light on these complex objects.       

The relationship between manuscripts and performance also 

informs Mark Cruse’s essay ‘Pictorial Polyphony: Image, Voice, and 

Social Life in the Roman d’Alexandre (Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS 

Bodley 264)’ and Anne D. Hedeman’s ‘Performing Documents and 

Documenting Performance in the Procès de Robert d’Artois (BnF, MS fr. 

18437) and Charles V’s Grandes chroniques de France (BnF, MS fr. 

2813)’. Hedeman examines images of the king of France in the act of 

speaking, and explores the potential for images to offer an interpretation 

of history as it should have been, rather than the reality, in the process 

shaping how viewers understood the associated text. She notes the 

potential for the forms of textual and visual expressions of material used 

in books to serve to authenticate their contents, thereby shedding light 
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on the interests of the compilers. In addition, she draws attention to the 

potential for manuscripts to provide insights into complex relationships 

between documents and the interpretation of those records through 

public speeches. Hedeman’s work is neatly complemented by Cruse’s 

essay, which also wrestles with the idea of the manuscript both as a 

record of the public performance of text and as an object designed to 

prompt reflection on and potentially engagement with that process. His 

starting point is an image of a public reading in a fourteenth-century 

copy of the Roman d’Alexandre and he explores the relationship between 

the imagery and the social networks in which stories and manuscripts 

circulated. Both essays offer rich and nuanced readings of the 

manuscript evidence, but indirectly both also demonstrate one of the 

limitations of the term ‘social’ in the context of manuscripts, as those 

who owned and viewed manuscripts remained a minority of the wealthy 

and/or educated within society.  

The notion of manuscripts as items of social currency raises the 

question of whether their value and significance changed as they moved 

from one owner to another. Four essays concentrate on the reception and 

reworking of texts through the addition of images or changes made to 

individual manuscripts. Logan E. Whalen’s ‘Visualizing Morality in the 

Manuscripts of Marie de France’s Isopet’ presents the illuminations in 

some copies of the Isopet as responses to a text that discusses imagery, 

and as tools to help make aspects of Marie’s arguments memorable. In 

her essay entitled ‘Angels on the Right Bank: The Celestial Ladder over 

Paris in BnF, MS fr. 146’, Nancy Freeman Regalado argues that the 

images of Paris added to a copy of the Roman de Fauvel were designed to 

tailor that text for a particular audience familiar with the city. In both 

essays the images are an intriguing response to these texts. However, in 

the absence of independent information about the creation of 

manuscripts there are risks of creating circular arguments if images are 
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approached as both sources of evidence for the lives of their creators and 

teaching tools for their intended readers. Finally, two essays examine 

changes made to manuscripts as evidence for their use and their value at 

particular moments. Alixe Bovey’s ‘Communion and Community: 

Eucharistic Narratives and their Audience in the Smithfield Decretals’ 

examines imagery of the Eucharist added to a copy of Gregory’s Decretals 

some forty years after the completion of the text. She argues that these 

images explore the significance of the Eucharist as a ritual of 

contemporary relevance, and that they could have been used by the 

canons of Smithfield to tell powerful stories. Mary Erler also concentrates 

on a single manuscript in her ‘The Book of Hours as album amicorum: 

Jane Guildford’s Book’. She explores the names added to an early 

sixteenth-century prayerbook as a record of social connections, and 

argues that they shed light on collective patterns of use for such books. 

Through an exploration of Jane Guildford’s career and the changes made 

to the manuscript she also demonstrates that the volume provides a 

record of entwined social and political change at the Tudor court, and 

suggests how a reading of the manuscript’s images might have been 

shaped by these events.   

As a whole the collected essays demonstrate the complexity of the 

social networks in and through which manuscripts were made, read, 

exchanged, altered, re-read, and ultimately preserved. The range of 

approaches presented showcase the many ways in which the ‘social’ can 

be a useful idea to think with, as well as illustrating some of the 

challenges posed by a lack of surviving information. Manuscripts are 

sometimes the only evidence not just for their textual and visual contents 

but also for the existence of the people who crafted them and this 

remains a significant challenge for the reconstruction of their ‘social 

lives’. The juxtaposition of essays from different perspectives underlines 

the potential for conversations between specialists from different 
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disciplines to develop this area of investigation further. An added 

challenge for a book of this scope is that a reader is unlikely to be equally 

familiar with all the material, and some of the essays are more readily 

accessible than others to a non-specialist reader. This is also a challenge 

for those trying to develop inter-disciplinary research. Yet each of the 

essays presented here makes a valuable (and well-illustrated) 

contribution to the study of later medieval illuminated manuscripts. This 

is a field in which much research remains to be done and the volume is a 

reminder of the value of close examination of these rich objects and the 

light that they can shed on the environments in which they were 

produced and used.  
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