BOOK OF KELLS
The Book of Kells Exhibition is a must-see on the itinerary of all visitors to Dublin. Located in the heart
of the city centre in Trinity College Dublin, the Exhibition displays the Book of Kells, a 9th century
manuscript that documents the four Gospels of the life of Jesus Christ. The Book of Kells is Ireland’s
greatest cultural treasure and the world’s most famous medieval manuscript.
The Exhibition also features access to the Long Room, one of the world’s most beautiful libraries, that
houses 200,000 of Trinity College’s oldest books.
https://www.tcd.ie/visitors/book-of-kells/

The Library of Trinity College Dublin
What is the Book of Kells?
The Book of Kells (Trinity College Dublin MS 58) contains the four Gospels in Latin based on the
Vulgate text which St Jerome completed in 384AD, intermixed with readings from the earlier Old Latin
translation. The Gospel texts are prefaced by other texts, including "canon tables", or concordances
of Gospel passages common to two or more of the evangelists; summaries of the gospel narratives
(Breves causae); and prefaces characterizing the evangelists (Argumenta).
The book is written on vellum (prepared calfskin) in a bold and expert version of the script known as
"insular majuscule". It contains 340 folios, now measuring approximately 330 x 255 mm; they were
severely trimmed, and their edges gilded, in the course of rebinding in the 19th century.
Where and when was the Book of Kells written?
The date and place of origin of the Book of Kells have attracted a great deal of scholarly controversy.
The majority academic opinion now tends to attribute it to the scriptorium of Iona (Argyllshire), but
conflicting claims have located it in Northumbria or in Pictland in eastern Scotland. A monastery
founded around 561 by St Colum Cille on Iona, an island off Mull in western Scotland, became the
principal house of a large monastic confederation. In 806, following a Viking raid on the island which
left 68 of the community dead, the Columban monks took refuge in a new monastery at Kells, County
Meath, and for many years the two monasteries were governed as a single community. It must have
been close to the year 800 that the Book of Kells was written, although there is no way of knowing if
the book was produced wholly at Iona or at Kells, or partially at each location.

Why is the Book of Kells famous?
The manuscript’s celebrity derives largely from the impact of its lavish decoration, the extent and
artistry of which is incomparable. Abstract decoration and images of plant, animal and human
ornament punctuate the text with the aim of glorifying Jesus’ life and message, and keeping his
attributes and symbols constantly in the eye of the reader.
There are full pages of decoration for the canon tables; symbols of the evangelists Matthew (the
Man), Mark (the Lion), Luke (the Calf) and John (the Eagle); the opening words of the Gospels; the
Virgin and Child; a portrait of Christ; complex narrative scenes, the earliest to survive in gospel
manuscripts, representing the arrest of Christ and his temptation by the Devil. The Chi Rho page
(folio 34r), introducing Matthew’s account of the nativity, is the single most famous page in medieval
art. There are portraits of Matthew and John, but no portrait of Mark or Luke survives. These were
probably executed, like other major pages of the manuscript, on single leaves and they are presumed
to have become detached over time and lost. In all, around 30 folios went missing in the medieval
and early modern periods.
How many artists produced the Book of Kells?
Three artists seem to have produced the major decorated pages. One of them, whose work can be
seen on the Chi Rho page, was capable of ornament of such extraordinary fineness and delicacy that
his skills have been likened to those of a goldsmith. Four major scribes copied the text. Each
displayed characteristics and stylistic traits while working within a scriptorium style. One, for example,
was responsible only for text, and was in the habit of leaving the decoration of letters at the beginning
of verses to an artist; while another scribe, who may have been the last in date, tended to use bright
colours - red, purple, yellow - for the text, and to fill blank spaces with the unnecessary repetition of
certain passages. The extent to which there was an identity between scribe and artist is among the
key unanswered questions about the manuscript.
What pigments did the Book of Kells artists use?
A range of pigments was employed, including blue made from indigo or woad, native to northern
Europe. Recent research in the Library of Trinity College Dublin has indicated that blue from lapis
lazuli was probably not used in the manuscript as had previously been thought. Orpiment (yellow
arsenic sulphide) was used to produce a vibrant yellow pigment. Red came from red lead or from
organic sources which are difficult at present to identify. A copper green, reacting with damp, was
responsible for perforating the vellum on a number of folios. The artists employed a technique of
adding as many as three pigments on top of a base layer.
How was the Book of Kells used in the Middle Ages?
The transcription of the text was remarkably careless, in many cases due to eye-skip, with letters and
whole words omitted. Text already copied on one page (folio 218v) was repeated on folio 219r, with
the words on 218v elegantly expunged by the addition of red crosses. Such carelessness, taken
together with the sumptuousness of the book, have led to the conclusion that it was designed for
ceremonial use on special liturgical occasions such as Easter rather than for daily services.
The history of the Book of Kells
The Book of Kells seldom comes to view in the historical record. The Annals of Ulster, describing it as
"the chief treasure of the western world", record that it was stolen in 1006 for its ornamental cumdach
(shrine). It remained at Kells throughout the Middle Ages, venerated as the great gospel book of St

Colum Cille, a relic of the saint, as indicated by a poem added in the 15th century to folio 289v. In the
late 11th and 12th centuries, blank pages and spaces on folios 5v-7v and 27r were used to record
property transactions relating to the monastery at Kells. In 1090, it was reported by the Annals of
Tigernach, that relics of Colum Cille were brought to Kells from Donegal. These relics included ‘the
two gospels’, one of them probably the Book of Kells, the other perhaps the Book of Durrow.
Following the rebellion of 1641, the church at Kells lay in ruins, and around 1653 the book was sent to
Dublin by the governor of Kells, Charles Lambert, Earl of Cavan, in the interests of its safety. A few
years later it reached Trinity College, the single constituent college of the University of Dublin,
through the agency of Henry Jones, a former scoutmaster general to Cromwell’s army in Ireland and
Vice-Chancellor of the University, when he became Bishop of Meath in 1661. It has been on display
in the Old Library at Trinity College from the mid 19th century, and now attracts in excess of 500,000
visitors a year. Since 1953 it has been bound in four volumes. Two volumes can normally be seen,
one opened to display a major decorated page, and one to show two pages of script.

