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GE~ER:\L SER I ES 1:'-JTRODUCTIO:'\ 

The great Celtic illuminated Gospel books such as Kells, 

~~~~-o _ 1~ 1.,r<( Durro", Lindisfarne, Echtornach, Li chficld, Dimma, 

11 -~ 
1
' _; :\rmagh and so forth, produced during the se,·enth to tenth centur ies 

' I -~~ 1
. \D comprise one of the peak<; of European arti'itic creation. 

l"lC I .. • z-3. ~ ~ ~ Produced in the period mi'icalled 'The Dark :\gcs' , a period "hich in 

,. . ."~~~- j: fact, \\a'i a 'Golden -\ge' of Celtic artistic and literan achien:ment, 
~ r.~~-7]~~ J .._ .. 

... "' J " "' the illuminated books ''ere no chance result of the times. Celtic 

C' • '~., r 1 
Christian arti'ih were the inhcritOr'i of 0\'er a thou ... and ) cars of arti ... tic ,,. 

~:r / 0 cndea' our. Pagan Celtic ci' ili/ation had already produced a breathtaking wealth 
/. ;:, 

I of metal" ork, jeweller)·, stone can·ing'i and other artcfacb. 

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

hooks, copies of li turgica l texts and of the Christian Gospels. The models for such 

books "ere manuscripts produced b) 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 artists were not simpl) content to produce mere 

copied text-. but \\'Cnt further, illuminating them with all the 'ibranC\ of their 

pagan tradition-. and creating great "orks of decorati'e art. 

T he carlic.,t o f such ,,·orks -;ecm.., to be the sun-i' ing 58 folios (out of a po..,sible 11 0) 

c,1llcd tlw 'Cathal h of ~t Colmcille' (Columba), copies of the Psalmc; which arc .,aid to haH' 

hcvn \\'ri ttcn h) the hand of Colmcille him-;elf. He is said to ha,·e copied it from a ' Gospel of 

~t \1artin' in the librar)· of t Finnian of Mo,·ill c around \D 560. Palacographically, this is 

l'l'rt,1inh pm.,ible. The 'itylc and art work .,ho" the 'Cathach' to be neither experimental nor 

primitin· m concept but ob,iousl) the rl' "ult 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 c') Dnmhnaill, the la"t time being in 1 +97 . 
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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 of the o ri g in a l s ite . Thi 

monastery fell into disuse after 1587 when William Keith, 

Earl Mar ischal of Scotland , who had been 'Abbot and 

Commendat o r o f Dee r ', r es ig ned hi s offi ce after 

criticism from the Kirk for his lukewarm ecclesiastical 

modifications during the Reformation 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 Bruide, the local 

mormaer (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 2 2 ve rses o f the se,·enth 

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

first 35 verses of the fifth chapter, the first three 

chapte r s o f St Luke and the fir st ve r se of the 

fourth chapter and the entire Gospel of St John. 

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

written in a rathe r bad Latin, with careless spell ing and 

grammatical errors. The Latin is close to the Yulgate 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 ill ustrations, was by a single 

monk of th e m onaste r y. Howe ver , arti st Roy El lsworth , whe n pre paring th is 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 Riada e ttleme nt o n the Argyll coast. The m otifs can be 

compared with those on the remarkable Pict ish symbol 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 sophistication of the artwork which is unusual in the 

tradition of the Irish Gospel books. 

The textua l scribe of the ninth century has added the usua l 

colophon asking for prayers for the work and its creator to his Latin 

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 

caichduini imbia arrath inlenbran co il! aratardda bendacht joranmain 

intruaaain rodscribai ... ' A colloqu ial t ranslation 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 for the soul of the wretch who wrote it.' 

In the eleventh century another scribe added the Office for the 

Visitation o f the Sic k in Latin but thi s ve r sion still shows Ce lti c 

Christian usages and resembles the Eastern Orthodox rather than the 

Ro man form of liturgy. In spite of the e fforts to bring the Celt ic 

Church in Scotland under the influence of Canterbury and ultimately 

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

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

o r 'ser vants of God') , t he Ce ltic m o nasti c o rder found ed by t 

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

century. 

Al so in the e leventh century was add ed the story o f the 

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

C6osarea adalta tanaator ahf marroa lsea Dfa aon fc Abborddob6i r 

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

[Iona] as God had shown to the m unto Abe rdour. . . ') . During the 
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consu lt ed the leading Celt ic cho lar, Or 

Whitley toke , who made a t ran lation of 

the Gaelic entrie which appeared in the Saturday 

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

book e ntitl ed Goid ili ca, or otes on the Gaelic 

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

in 1866. Three years later John tuart edited a text 

and facsimi les of the illust ration which were 

published for the palding Club of Edinburgh, in 1869 . 

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

be mentioned now and then in academic discourses 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 cif Deer, Cambridge Univer ity Pres, 1972. 

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

illustrations from The Book cif 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 fu ll colour plates. 
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NOTES ON THE ARTWOR K 

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 illustrator can b seen at wor k , contrary to prcviou opinio n. 

Fol . .Jb 

Fo l. 4h contai ns the illu!-.tratio n fo r the Go~pe l o f t Matthe w and this how the high est degree of 

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

indi,·idual '' ho i not responsible fo r an)· o ther art\\ Ork. The St)·lc 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 · 

1370) . The sword is a rare, though recognizable , s)·mbol of Matthew and there fore it. incl usion make the 

ill ustration unu ual. There is a mention of the !.\\ ord a!> Matthew ' svmbol in one ancient list of the 'em blems 

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

Whcrea scholars have prcviou I)· thought that the beard on the figure wa · fi, c-pointcd, clo e r 

examination t-e,·cals it to be onl)· four-pointed . Indeed , an illustration of Matthew in The Book if /\.ells shows a 

four-pointed beard. The figurines on either sid e of the saint 's head arc most probabl)· those of angel . 
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{ 

Fol. /6b Fol. -Jih 

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

29b, 41 band 6, and that in Fol. 4b he had reached a high point in his art. We arc inclined to think, ho"'e,·er, 

that a second artist probahl)· did this \\'Ork. \ hilc the t)·le on the e folios is certain!)· \'Cl')' imilar, and the 

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

Fol. 4b. Celtic ke)· and knot\\'ork patterns and motifs demonstrate a St)·le similar to man)· 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 Durroll'. Mark carries a':! object \\'hich ma)' represent a book in ornamental binding; 

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

the shape, the object in front of the [>aints ha\'e been claimed a reliquar)· caskets, \\'hich \\'C \\'ill discuss in 

our note on Fol. lb. 

The figure of t Luke (Fol. 29b) can also be compared to hi ,·isualization in The Book if Durroll', 

though the a me motif can a! o be found in the figure of Luke in the 'Mac Durnan Gospel '. The figure of 

the t\\'O E,·angelist and t\\'0 angels on Fol. 6 arc analogou to some of the page of The Book if Lindiifarne 

"ith their quaint flouri hes and fern leaf cluster . . 
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Of the fo ur E ,·angelists, the figure of Matthew i · ·tancling upright with his word point resting between his 

feet. The. e are dra\\·n in fairl;· unsophisticated manner compared to the usual spla;·ed-out depiction of feet 

seen in most Celtic work of the time. True, in the ' Mac Durnan Go ·pc ls' and eYen in The Book ?I /\ells feet 

arc shown in a simi lar posit ion to those in The Book cif Deer, but the arti. t coYcrs them with elaborate shoes, 

perhap to hide his lack of abil it~· 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 

" ·ithout feet, as squatting figures, onl;· to be told later b;· his outraged abbot to add them for the ake of the 

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

squatting figure appears in a lo ng t radition of pagan Celti c art. Gods, such as Cernunnos, seen in lri h 

tradition as T he Dagda , ' Father of the Gods', are often depicted in a Buddha-like po. tu re. Most famous is a 

,·isualization on the Guncle trup Cau ldron (sec Fig. A). Perhap. the illu ·trator was fo llo"·ing the pagan 

tradition of depicting gods ( in thi case the E,·angelist) in squatting postures. 

59 





l I 13 R >\ R Y 0 F C 1: l T I C I l I U ~I I -..; >\ T I· D ~I >\ :\ U S C R I P T '> T H E B 0 0 K 0 F 0 E E R 

Fol. 85 
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The tran. fo rmation of Latin letters into a distinct!:· Gaelic . cript is said to ha,·e occurred in the e\·enth 

centur:· and tradit ion has it that thi 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' Ire land . While e tablished 

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

school for clas ic ·, a medical chool and a school of general Irish learning. Each facu ltY was run bY a non-., ' ' 

churchman, a druimcli or profes ·or. 

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

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

fragments of hi writings remain , he is known to haYe written a treatise o n Irish g rammar, a work on 

traditional legal maxims and ome hi torical texts. He \\'as kno\\'n to ha,·e supported Colmcille's mis ionary 

,,·ork in ,,·hat became Scotland . There is re fere nce to a ,,·ork \\'ritten by Cenn Fae lad in support of 

Colmci lle's contention at the . ynod of Druim Ceatt in AD 575 that the Arg:·ll Dal Riadan settlements should 

be independent of Irish interference. It is claimed that Cenn Faclad ,.i itecl , among other establishments, the 

Abbe:· of Deer. In this ,.i ·it to Pictlancl he adYocatcd the use o f Latin letters to make \\'ritten records of 

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

I 0 I ..f. ( 1925), 'Cenn Faclad established the union of the Latin and Gaelic schools in a common culture'. 
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Fa/. I 6b Fol. 17 

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

Fol. -12 ~ 

Borders on the folios containing the ornamented initials, Fols. 16b, 17, 29b, and 30, show designs whi ch 

cl ear l)· echo the patterns on many of the Picti h stones. Parts of the border on Fol. 42 can be een as an echo 

of the patternwork on the stones at Aberlemno, near Forfar (Angu ), particularly 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', with 

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 of isolated border knotwork from The Book if Deer to emphasize 

what the arti t was attempting to achieYe. 
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Fo/. 1 b Fol . 8-lb 
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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 \\"e ll as in other manuscript books. Howc,·er, the ymbolism of such 

animal tretchcs back far beyond Christian time . A detai l of incised decoration on a Celtic lo ng-necked 

ceramic nagon from the fourth century BC, found at Matzhauscn, Ge rman)·, shows a similar hare (Fig. F). 

That animal played an important role in pagan Celtic li fe is seen b)· the ir prolific appearance in the art of the 

period and thi role continued under hristianity. The Gunde trup Cauld ron 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 animal and is dated to the first century AD; it wa found at Touget, Ger , in France. The 

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

might easily be the surreal fo rm of a horse, ""hich \\"a equally re,·ered . For a comparison, Fig. H ho\\" the 

White Horse at Uffington, thought to ha\"e been executed b)· Be lgac craftsmen between the fir t century RC 

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

the eltic Au lcrci tribe of Britain elating from the first century B . 
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Folio 67 

Folio 5-Jb 
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T he deer moti fs (Fo l . 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)·· Cernunnos was u uall)· depicted with stag 's antler 

emerging from his head and symbo lized both hunter and guardian of the fo re ·ts. One of the figures on the 

Gund e. trup Cauldro n ( Fig. A) has been identified as Cernunnos, holding a hero's torque , or golden collar, in 

one hand , and a serpent in the othe r. The Celt re,·ered the speed and alertness of the deer and its aggression 

and strength. As an example , in Fig. L " ·e . how a bronze tag made b)· Celtic craft ·men in the ·econd century 

BC, found at aalfelclen near alzburg. The animal depicted in The Book cif Deer, howe,·er, 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 

·hape-changed b)· the Black Druid. ibh bore their on who was named Oisln (os, deer; in , a diminutive form; 

i.e. ' little deer ', more popularl)· known b)· the Anglicized form of O ssian); Oi In ' on, in turn , was 0 ·car 

(a · , deer ; car, 10\·er; 10\·er o f deer) . Not onl)· is there a long pre-Christian tradition of deer S)'mbo lism " ·hich 

infl ue nced th e a rti s ts, but t Aidan o f Lindi sfarn e , th e Iri sh m o nk wh o le ft Io na to co l1\·e rt th e 

Northumbrians (d . :\ 1) 65 1 ), is a ·cribed the emblem of a deer. 

Fig . . ·1 
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Fig. 1\ 

The dog which so ob,·iou. l:· fa cinates the illustrators 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 fou nd at the shrine of 

odens at Lydne:·, Gloucester. Nodens corresponds to the Irish hero / god luada and the Welsh Nudd . The 

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

Fol. 66b 
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