THEME T
ORIENT and OCCIIENT
ORIENTAL DNFLUENCES IN IRISH ILLUMIMATIONS

The sarlisst manuscripts illuminated by Irish monks either in Irealand or
in Irish monasteries on the Centinent, go back to the end of the VIth century or the
begimming of the VIIth. The developement of Irish illumination from that time to the
end of the IXth cent. is fairly well-lknown. The decoration of mest mamiscripts in the
Irish style includes elaberate capitals and often full pages of crmaments, "Portraits®
of the Evangelists are also found from the beginning of the VIIIth cent. on, and some-
tima later a few fipurative pages appear in the Gospels of St-Gall {Ho. 51}. of Kalls
and of Bcbbio (end of the VIIIth, beginning of the IXth cent.). -

Orientsl influences are very marked in the earliest period of this art.
Later, they Bre still noticeable, but only occasionnally. -

EBarliest contacta

Saveral caracteristics of Irish mamuscripts which will endure to the end are
clearly Oriental in origin. Some of them pertein to the structure iteelf of the manu-
script : composition of the quires, marking of lines, etc.. Others belong mera special-
1y to tha decoration.

Dots

The earliest Irish menuscripts, the Cathach (end of the VIth or beginning
of the VIIth cent.), the Ma, D.23.cup. and 5.45.sup. of Bobbio (beginning of the VIth)
ghow already & decoration of red dots elther overlaying the black surfece of a letter
or surrounding a capitel, or in scattered groups of three dots. This will remain as a
permanent feature of gll Irish mamuscripts end is often a sign of Irish influence in
Continental menuscripts. At the end of the VIIth cent. appear fields of red dots used
as a background to some decorated letters, whilast the figures of VIIIth cent. manu-
scripta have dota on thelr draperies either by groups of three or in a regular dotting
of a contrasting colour,

In the VIth and VIIth cent,, this decorative motif exists in the West only
in a few manuscripte clearly influenced by Oriental models, whilst it 1s found frequent-
ly = mostly as groups of four dots - in Bysantine marwscripts, It is nearly slways
present in Coptic marnuseripts of the VIIIth cent. (surrounding letters or in groups of
four dots) and it exists under all possible forme (groups, overlay, dotted background,
edging of letters) in the frescoes of Bawit and Sakkarah,

Carvet-pages

Full pages of ocmaments, umally called "carpet-pages™ are an essential
feature of Irish manuscripts, A comparison between the earliest of these pages (Ms,
D.23,sup. of Bobbio and Book of Durrow) and some Coptic bock-bindings of the VIth cent.
or pages of Syriac mamuscripts (B.H., Syrisque 27) is enough to give a clear notion of
their origin,

Interlacines

Tha appearance of interlacings in the decoration of Irish manuscripts where
it will play to the end an essential part, is due also to an Oriental lmpulse. It ap-
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pears towards the end of the VIIth cent, in the shape of large ribbons (Bock of Durrow,
Ms, A, IL IO of Durham, some pages of the Echternach Gospels).

Similar interlacing= are to be found in the frescces of Bawit and Sakkarah,
in the Coptic bock<bindings and textiles of the VIth cent., in VIIth cent. Syriac illu-
minations,

Scme of the pattems of these early Irish interlacings will not be found
later : they include loops, twists, broken circles, which all have Coptic equivalents.
They are witnssses to the origin of this omament which will take later in Ireland a
rather different aspect.

Transmission

These similarities bear on such essential points of the art of the Irish
painters, that they remain striking even at & time when Oriental influences play a
great part in the art of Western Europe, They can only be explained by direct connec-
tions., Irish texts mention seven Egyptian monks whe lived in a monastery of the north
of Ireland, two Armenisns in a monastery of the centre, innumersble "Romaniv (Byzenti-
nes), some arriving in Ireland in three boats, and there is, in an island of the west
of Ireland, a funerary slab commemorating seven of these "Romani®, Whatever the reason
which brought them to Irelend, their pressnce there shows that we are dealing with some-
thing else than & vague infiltration of patterns hended over from place to place across
Europe. It seems really that the Irish scribes and painters, at the time when they were
learning the elements of copying and decorating a text have had the advice and emample
of Oriental masters, From these, they learned - not their decorative gystem which they
elaborated themselves - but somchow the technique and reutine of their trade and some
ratterns.

Late contacts

The compariscns which can be made, at a later stage of the developement of
Irish illumination, between some Irish illuminated pagee - specially those with fi-
gures - and some Oriental rerresentations of the same subjects, belong to the coomon
ristory of Oriental influences in the West during the Early Christian period and de not
exceed its usual scope. Te this category belong the "portraite” of the Evangelists of
the Lindisferne Oospels, the page of the Virgin and Child in the Book of Kells, etc...
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