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Overview 

This seminar considered the ways in which medieval manuscript illuminations and printed book 

illustrations have contributed to the formation of a more or less consistent image of the (English) 

Middle Ages that has persisted for nearly 500 years. We took as our focus and sample study 

illustrated editions of Chaucer’s  Canterbury Tales produced between 1410 and 1894. In particular, 

we considered the figures of Chaucer himself and of the Knight (of ‘The Knight’s Tale’). 

 

Illuminate: to enlighten, to set off or beautify: Also to draw in Gold and Colours the beginning 

Letters and other Ornaments, as it is done in many old Manuscript Books; to lay Colours upon Maps 

and Prints, so as to give them the greater Light as it were, and Beauty. 

Edward Phillips, The New World of English Words, 3rd edn (1720) 

 

We began by discussing the stylistic features and methods of production of illuminated manuscripts. 

Our focus was the Ellesmere Manuscript of Canterbury Tales, produced c.1410. 

The Ellesmere Manuscript can be viewed online at: 

http://hdl.huntington.org/cdm/ref/collection/p15150coll7/id/2838 

 

The Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge has created two excellent resources for those who wish to 

learn more about how illuminated manuscripts were made. The first provides high-resolution images 

of manuscripts ranging in date from the Anglo-Saxon period to the 15th century. The second details 

the step-by-step process of making and illuminating a manuscript. 

http://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/illuminated/ 

http://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/pharos/images/swf/manuscript/manuscript_5a.html 

We discussed several common features of English illuminated manuscripts: 

 A tendency to leave white space in the margins and borders 

 The use of floral borders, less dense than those produced in France or Germany 

 The inclusion of scenes of everyday life 

 The appearance of satirical, allegorical or symbolic grotesques in the margins 

 The ‘vignette chain’, a set of small images on a related theme, arranged vertically within a 

frame of vines or other patterns 
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Caxton’s Chaucer 

The first book printed in England was William Caxton’s edition of Canterbury Tales, in 1476. Although 

the first edition contained no images, the second, printed in 1483, contained woodblock engravings 

of the various pilgrims. Rather than following the tradition of the Ellesmere Manuscript, Caxton 

updated the pilgrims to reflect the styles of the mid-fifteenth century. Caxton’s illustration of the 

Knight helped to ‘fix’ the idea of what a medieval knight must look like. Near identical figures 

appeared in subsequent editions of Canterbury Tales down to the present day. 

                           

Left: ‘The Knight’ in William Caxton’s 1483 text 

Right: ‘The Knight’ in the Ellesmere Manuscript, c.1410 

 

I suggested that the introduction of illustrations in printed books in the late 15th century had the 

effect of standardising visual ‘types’ for readers. Whereas each medieval manuscript was unique and 

reflected the tastes and aims of its patron and its creator, printed books were intended to be as 

nearly identical as possible. The demands of reproductive type and reproductive illustration required 

readily recognisable images of particular types of people and particular settings – these in turn were 

reused by subsequent generations of printers and illustrators to meet the demands of reader-

viewers who expected them. 

Several factors contributed to the waning of the illuminated manuscript and the rise of the printed 

book.  

 The establishment of Caxton’s printing press in 1476, and of numerous others in the 

following decades 

 The dissolution of the monasteries in the 1530s, which broke up the monastic scriptoria (the 

dedicated facilities for book production and decoration) and left many skilled scribes unable 

to continue producing bespoke books 

 The dispersal of the monastic libraries in the decades following the dissolution. The great 

ecclesiastical libraries of the Middle Ages had been storehouses for a native tradition of 

book art and book production – these were broken up as manuscripts were destroyed, 

repurposed or sold for scrap (often for their leather, which was used to bind books printed 

on paper). 

 



 

 

 

Preserving Manuscripts 

Numerous book collectors recognised the cultural loss that followed the dissolution, and sought to 

preserve manuscripts for personal and public use. 

 Matthew Parker (1504-75), Archbishop of Canterbury, who left his collections to Corpus 

Christi College, Cambridge 

 Sir Thomas Bodley (1545-1613), who refounded the University Library at Oxford and 

renamed it the Bodleian 

 Sir Robert Cotton (1571-1632), who collected manuscripts from the Midlands and founded 

the Cottonian Library in London (now part of the British Library) 

 Robert Harley, Earl of Oxford (1661-1724), who founded the Harleian Library (now part of 

the British Library) 

 

Rediscovering Manuscripts in the 18th Century 

The 18th century was a period of renewed interest in the Middle Ages. This interest grew out of a 

growing sense of English nationalism, spurred in part by the Act of Union of 1707 (which united the 

crowns of England and Scotland) and in part by the appearance of national histories in other 

European nations. The Society of Antiquaries of London was founded in 1717 to foster the study of 

English history. This led in turn to the ‘rediscovery’ of medieval manuscript illuminations in the 

volumes contained in the libraries of Parker, Bodley, Cotton and Harley. 

Key figures in the antiquarian rediscovery and reproduction of medieval illustrations included: 

 George Vertue (1684-1756), engraver to the Society of Antiquaries, among whose notable 

engravings is the print of the Westminster Abbey portrait of Richard II 

 Bernard de Montfaucon (1655-1741), a French priest whose Monumens de la Monarchie 

Françoise (1719-24) contained the first reproduction of the Bayeux Tapestry 

 Joseph Strutt (1749-1802), an early student at the Royal Academy who dedicated his life to 

studying medieval manuscripts in the British Museum library and publishing numerous 

books in which he reproduced, described and analysed medieval illuminations. An original 

illumination of Edward I and Strutt’s engraving – from The Regal and Ecclesiastical 

Antiquities of England (1773), appear below. Strutt’s works remain the foundation of the 

study of historic costume, pastimes and everyday life in medieval England. 

 



                                

Popular Images of the Middle Ages 

Alongside the antiquarian tradition, images of the Middle Ages began to capture the public 

imagination thanks to their appearance in illustrated histories of England. The first was Paul Rapin’s 

History of England (1727), illustrated with George Vertue’s portraits of notable kings surrounded by 

imaginative depictions of notable events from their reigns, and published by John and Paul Knapton.  

History painters also began depicting the Middle Ages, though Joseph Strutt correctly pointed out 

that they usually did so without having looked at evidence for historical costume provided by 

illuminated manuscripts. The Knaptons’ series ‘English History Delineated’ presented Alfred the 

Great and the Battle of Hastings in 15th-century settings; Andrea Casali painted Gunhilda (daughter 

of King Canute) in Italian Renaissance dress; and Benjamin West, who became historical painter to 

George III, seems to have gotten medieval armour correct in his 1788 painting ‘Edward III with the 

Black Prince after the Battle of Crecy’ only by accident. Rather than taking medieval manuscripts as 

their sources, painters seem to have adopted a generic ‘medieval’ look based on the period c.1450: 

precisely the period chosen by Caxon and later printers to illustrate Canterbury Tales and other 

medieval texts. 

Similar images appeared in illustrations for gothic novels. Illustrated editions of Clara Reeve’s The 

Old English Baron (1778) and Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764) relied on the iconic 

figure of the armoured knight as a synecdoche for ‘medieval’. Even historical novels such as Walter 

Scott’s Ivanhoe (1819) often featured a hodge-podge of medieval details set in generally 

atmospheric, non-specific spaces (whether interiors or landscapes). Meanwhile, celebrity authors 

such as Walpole and Scott collected genuine 15th-century artefacts to fill their medieval fantasy-land 

homes at Strawberry Hill and Abbotsford. 

 

William Blake, William Morris & Edward Burne-Jones 

We concluded with a series of illustrations by William Blake, William Morris and Edward Burne-

Jones, all of whom attempted to revive the spiritual and craft-based aspects of medieval 

manuscripts and texts in their art and publications. 

I discussed William Blake’s early training at the Royal Academy, his early interest in antiquarian 

medieval studies, and some of the detailed drawings and engravings he produced as an apprentice 

to James Basire, official engraver to the Society of Antiquaries. We then looked at Blake’s 

‘illuminations’ – particularly Songs of Innocence (1789) and Jerusalem: The Emanation of the Giant 



Albion (1821) – in which he adopted medieval processes to create unique and highly visual texts. 

Songs of Innocence makes use of the ‘vignette chain’ and general visual arrangement of the 

illuminated manuscript page, while Jerusalem bears witness to Blake’s experimentation with gilding 

and his familiarity with the allegorical, symbolic and religious aspects of religious manuscript 

illuminations.  

High quality images of these and Blake’s other illuminated works can be seen at the William Blake 

Archive: www.blakearchive.org 

 

I posited that Blake represents an intellectual and spiritual forebear to William Morris, who 

produced a limited edition of the Works of Geoffrey Chaucer at the Kelmscott Press in 1894. In 

addition to Morris’ characteristic floral borders (borrowed from illuminated manuscript styles), 

Edward Burne-Jones created a series of illustrations that effectively if subtly represent Chaucer in 

period-appropriate settings using details of furniture, clothing, books and architecture taken from 

manuscript images of medieval scribes. To this, Burne-Jones added a spiritual dimension, for 

instance in his image of Chaucer receiving divine inspiration from the Virgin and Child. At the same 

time, Morris, Burne-Jones and contemporary artists such as Aubrey Beardsley also made use of the 

familiar image of the knight in 15th-century armour.  

 

 

For More Information 

Most of the works discussed in the presentation can be found on the online collections of the British 

Museum. Simply enter the name of an artist, author, character or historical figure and explore the 

many results that appear. An Advanced Search function is also available if you wish to narrow your 

inquiry to a particular period. 

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/search.aspx 

 

For an overview of the illustrated editions of Chaucer, Robert Simola’s ‘Chaucer Editions’ website 

provides a useful and accessible resource: 

https://chaucereditions.wordpress.com/ 

 

For those interested in medievalism generally, Michael Alexander’s Medievalism: The Middle Ages in 

the Modern World is an excellent starting point with a slant toward literature, history, art and 

architecture. (It has recently been released in paperback, available on Amazon.) 

 

For those interested in medievalism from a medievalist’s perspective, or in current medievalism-

related activities, talks or events, please feel free to contact me directly at: 

dustin.frazierwood@roehampton.ac.uk 
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