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Beyond Eusebius:  
Prefatory Images and the Early Book
Abstract: This paper explores the genesis and functions of 
visually-conceived prefatory matter in the creation of the 
book in late antiquity. Beyond pragmatic use of prefaces 
to help guide readers through the new structure of the 
composite or collected set of texts, which is what a codex 
constitutes, the chapter examines the multiple interpre-
tive impacts of various kinds of prefatory images as they 
resonate in the structure and reception of the early book. 
From the start, prefatory structures for the written codex 
included visual ornamentation: the kinds of framing 
needed to help readers find their way through this new 
kind of artefact intrinsically sought pictorial as well as 
textual cues. 

When you open the book you are reading now, almost 
unnoticed as you move beyond the tabulated contents 
to the pages you are interested in, is a whole apparatus. 
There is, at the opening, the title, the series in which 
the books sits (if it has one), the author or editors and a 
range of paraphernalia that includes publisher, place of 
publication, year of publication (and perhaps years of 
earlier editions), printer and year of printing, claims of 
copyright and a series of cataloguing data from Library 
of Congress control numbers (for books published to be 
circulated in North America) to ISBN numbers. All this is 
almost unnoticeable even before the inception of the book 
itself—blurb, endorsements, contents pages, prefaces, 
acknowledgements, foreword, introduction. Through the 
text, in addition to page numbers, there may be running 
heads and author names for articles in a collection, and 
at the end of the main matter a series of indices and bibli-
ographies. What I am describing—and of course there are 
multiple variations and no standard form across all the 

languages and book cultures of the contemporary world—
is the paraphernalia of the book, that which bestows con-
viction in its readers that it is a trustworthy product, well 
edited, externally reviewed, responsibly published, ready 
and able to be handed out to the young, the impression-
able, those keen to learn. For centuries these things have 
been part of the material rhetoric of the book, its claims 
to validity and its appeal to the confidence of its readers. 
This apparatus, which is currently still in place even if you 
read the book online—is both a kind of comfort and a form 
of authorisation. We take it so much for granted, that we 
hardly notice it.

In exploring the Eusebian apparatus, created in the 
early fourth century for the Christian codex, we are doing 
nothing less than examining the genesis of this parapher-
nalia for the whole history of the book.1 Perhaps only at 
the moment—maybe just the beginning of a process—
when we can imagine the death of the book through its 
transformation into whatever the digital world will create 
beyond our current experiments with e-books and tablets 
and online reading, are we at last placed to look at the 
work of Eusebius, beyond simply taking for granted his 
extraordinary achievement in creating his apparatus for 
the manipulation and use of the Gospels. For, despite cen-
turies of ignoring the colossal achievement of what was 
effectively the invention of the technology for navigating 
the codex, and worse of despising this achievement on 
the part of those for whom use of the Eusebian invention 
is second nature (with the characteristic self-hatred that 
scholars reserve for earlier versions of themselves!), we 
have to acknowledge the absolutely monumental contri-
bution that he made—quite beyond the Christian codex 
per se—to the entirety of book culture and hence academic 
study in the history of intellectual life that followed him. 
My claim may seem over the top, but I believe it simply to 
be no more than the truth.

As others will argue in much greater depth in this 
volume, Eusebius’ achievement in respect of his Canons, 
was the creation of a threefold model for the textual 

1 For the revolution from roll to codex, see Roberts/Skeat 1983; 
Blanck 1992, 75–101; Cavallo 1997, 85–114; Mazal 1999, 125–151; Cavallo 
2010, 9–19; Schipke 2013, 143–152. For the Christian book, see e.g. 
Halbertal 1997; Gamble 2000; Stanton 2004, 40–49; Grafton/Willams 
2006; Klingshirn/Safran 2007; Wallraff 2013a; Stroumsa 2014.
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imbrication of the four gospels into a single unit.2 It con-
sisted of 1) the prefatory Letter to Carpianus, which was 
an explanation of what he had done and also a series of 
instructions to the reader about how to use the model, 
2) the series of tables themselves showing the parallels 
where two or more gospels described the same event 
or an event without parallels unique to a single gospel, 
typically placed within arcaded arches and numbered 
according to 3) the marginal annotations by verse and 
table throughout the text of the four gospels, which 
enabled the comparisons to be made and the tabular 
parallels to be checked.3 Effectively, he had provided 
not only a model of running reference and indexing 
which remains in force today (much more precise than 
pagination), but he had also supplied a paratextual and 
commentarial explanation (actually couched in a brief, 
simple and helpful form) for how to make best use of 
what his scholarship had supplied.4 Narrowly, within 
Christian studies, we may see this as a brilliant technical 
and scholarly solution to using the gospels, which ide-
ologically affirmed their unity and implicitly contested 
other models of claiming that unity (such as Tatian’s 
Syriac Diatessaron, which put the four together into one 
but failed to preserve their independence or integrity).5 
But more broadly, we may understand the Eusebian 
apparatus as a proposition for how to structure and use 
the codex as such, created in the early fourth century at 
the inception of the most far-reaching transformation of 
book production before the invention of printing. That 
proposition, perhaps because Eusebius had the backing 
of the emperor, perhaps because his technology of refer-
ence and comparison was indeed so brilliant a tool, won 
out across the history of the medieval book as the over-
weening model for the paratextual manipulation of texts 
and for their scholarly usage. Indeed, since the printed 
book effectively preserved the model of the codex in 
almost every respect except that it could be mass pro-
duced on cheap paper instead of expensive parchment, 
Eusebius represents the most thoughtful intervention in 
the use of the book as a technology and a gadget,6 before 

2 Beyond the discussions in this book, key contributions are Grafton/
Williams 2006, 194–200; Wallraff 2013a, 25–37; Crawford 2019, (and 
I am hugely grateful to the author for letting me see this in advance 
of publication).
3 The classic discussion—dated, perhaps, but fundamental—remains 
Nordenfalk 1938. See also Wessel 1976–1977; Nordenfalk 1982; Norden-
falk 1984; Sevrugian 2004; Crawford 2019, 96–122.
4 On paratexts, see Genette 1997 with e.g. Jansen 2014 and Crawford 
2019, chapter 1, 21–54.
5 On the Diatessaron traditions, see Schmid 2013; Crawford 2015.
6 It is significant that Eusebius extended the technology by creating 

the radical transformations we face today in the rise of 
digital media, which will surely culminate in the eclipse 
of the book in the face of internet models of digital  
textuality.

That is, Eusebius’s model for prefatory materials as a 
form of index coupled with referential numbering through 
the text, represents the pattern which the entire history 
of the codex-book has adopted down to the present day—
with numerous adaptations, to be sure. We need to look 
well beyond Christianity to see Eusebius’s interventions 
not only as contributions to how one might think about 
Christian texts but much more broadly as paradigms of 
practical and organisational aids for the kinds of collected 
volumes that integrated works which once occupied many 
rolls of papyrus. Thus the question of the unity of the 
gospels is not only a significant theological one, but a very 
practical and material one: for the first time, in the vellum 
codex (whose cost but also longevity was in an entirely 
different category from the papyrus roll), it was possible 
to collect the four gospels in one volume (rather than 
several rolls), indeed to collect the entire Bible, including 
the Old Testament. That possibility for producing a col-
lected edition of an entire work, such as, the 12 books of 
the Aeneid, the 24 books of the Iliad, or the entire pub-
lished corpus of an author, such as the Eclogues, Georgics 
and Aeneid of Vergil or the six surviving plays of Terence, 
was open to the entirety of surviving Classical literature 
as well as to the Christian Scriptures. It was this possi-
bility for complete editions and its rich exploitation in 
late Antiquity (despite the fact that hardly any examples 
of original codices are extant)—as well as the persistent 
copying of manuscripts throughout the Middle Ages in 
the Christian parts of western Asia and North Africa, in 
Byzantium and in the West, not to speak of the remarka-
ble culture of translation and copying into the many lan-
guages and worlds of the Christian and later Islamic East—
that enabled a canon, in the sense that we understand the 
writings of Antiquity, to be created and preserved.7

Key to the Eusebian apparatus is the need for exten-
sive front matter, both the Letter to Carpianus (explaining 
how to use the new format) and the tabulated arcades, 
which were swiftly susceptible to fine decorative illumina-
tion. This is more than a form of prefacing—it is a model 
of framing the whole codex as artefact (textual and pic-
torial) in which introductory paratexts (such as the letter 

a second set of tables for the Psalms, a crucial text for the perfor-
mance of liturgy, apparently also set into arcades, capable of orna-
mentation: See Wallraff 2013b.
7 For a useful account of canons and canon-formation, see Gorak 
2013, 9–44 for the early history in the Greek tradition.
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to Carpianus, or that of Jerome to Pope Damasus for his 
translation of the Bible, or—at the same time but not in the 
tradition of the Christian book—Ausonius’ letter to Paulus 
which prefaces his Cento Nuptialis)8 plays an increasing 
role.9 This interest in framing the artefact extends to the 
single page and the double page spread, especially in illu-
minated manuscripts. The Eusebian paratext that frames 
the gospel pages themselves is a relatively restrained num-
bering, but the tradition of placing scholia (often written 
in minuscule against the majuscule of the main text) in 
relation to a poem or an image on the same page or facing 
page is rampant by the Carolingian period, and may well 
emulate models from the earliest fourth century codices. 
One might cite ninth century codices of the poems of both 
Optatian Porphyry and Aratus.10

In other words, other precious and rare evidence of 
front matter from the late antique codex must be mar-
shalled to play alongside the Eusebian material in an 
exploration of how the early codex came into being as an 
artefactual apparatus, a material product for the transmis-
sion of knowledge and education to its readers. Notably 
the book-technology of numerical tabulation arranged in 
columns and arcades (not however prefatory) was already 
available in ancient astronomy, both rolls and early codi-
ces.11 Beyond the pragmatics of the use of prefaces to help 
guide readers through the new structure of the composite 
or collected set of texts, which is what a codex constitutes, 
I will in this paper speculate about the multiple interpre-

8 See Green 1991, 132–134 and Prieto Domínguez 2010, 201–210. For 
discussion of Ausonius’ letter, see e.g. Polara 1990, 247–251, Poll-
mann 2004, 80–83; McGill 2005, 1–30; Hinds 2014, 188–190; Pelltari 
2014, 70–71 and 104–107.
9 For prefaces and prefatory paratexts in late Antiquity, see esp. Pell-
tari 2014, 45–72; Harrison 2017. For a range of reflections on ancient 
framing see Platt/Squire 2017.
10 For Optatian e.g.: Codex Palatinus Latinus 1713 (ninth Century), 
Vatican: http://digi.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/diglit/bav_pal_lat_1713/000 
(last accessed 13/04/2020). Note that here the scholia (in minuscule) 
sometimes even takes on the figural forms of the (majuscule) poems it 
discusses and also partakes of the different colours of the ink used for 
the main poems. For Aratus, e.g.: Harley MS 647 (ninth century), British 
Library: http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLU 
MIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=15407 (last accessed 13/04/2020). Note that 
here the various commentarial texts are incorporated within the illus-
trations as well as outside them.
11 For papyrus tables, see e.g. Jones 1999a, 113–171, 231–245 and 
Jones 1999b, 299–340. Interestingly Ptolemy’s (second century CE) 
‘Handy Tables’ (computed for the longitude of Alexandria, from the 
death of Alexander) survive now only in the fourth century CE ver-
sion of Theon of Alexandria: See Pedersen 2011, 397–400. For Ptole-
my’s tables, see e.g. Roby 2017, 534–541; Crawford 2019, 43–53 and the 
great ninth century Vatican Ptolemy, probably a copy of a late antique 
codex (Vat. Gr. 1291, https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Vat.gr.1291) (last 
accessed 13/04/2020).

tive impacts of various kinds of prefatory images as they 
resonate in the structure and reception of the early book. 
It matters here, and is intrinsically interesting beyond my 
own disciplinary preoccupations as an art historian, that 
from the start prefatory structures for the written codex 
included visual ornamentation.12 The kinds of framing 
needed to help readers find their way through this new 
kind of artefact intrinsically sought pictorial as well as 
textual cues. In fact, when we think of the Codex as arte-
fact, we need to think synaesthetically: in addition to the 
textures of parchment and binding, made to be touched 
and turned, and to the smells of glue and leather, chang-
ing as a book ages, as well as to the visuals (writing, yes, 
but also pictures and other forms of ornament) we need 
to add the demand to read aloud—central of course to the 
book as a performative technology of liturgy.13

From the visual point of view, writing itself is as 
potentially decorative and ornamental as art. In the 
visual articulation of the earliest codices of the fourth 
century, much experimentation is clearly to be expected, 
as a new kind of artefact was created, and traditional 
models of reading and learning adapted to it. In the ninth 
century Carolingian version—perhaps a direct copy—pos-
sibly of a fourth century codex of the poems of Constan-
tine’s Praefectus Urbi in 329 and 333, Optatian Porphyry,14 
there is a fascinating use of fine letter forms executed 
in multicoloured inks to render Optatian’s remarkable 
picture poems, according to a series of models—initial 
lines or the first letters of each line in a different colour 
(effectively variations of a rubric form, such as Eusebius 
proposed for his numerical apparatus), alternate lines 
in different colours, internal verses in rubric and with 
frames (sometimes with added floral decoration).15 But 

12 Good survey discussions of the beginnings of biblical illumi-
nation (itself only a subset of the larger issue of the illustration of 
the codex) include Grabar 1968, 87–94; Kozodoy 1971; Lowden 1999; 
Kessler 2008. A collection of many of the prime images with some 
discussion is Sörries 1993.
13 The wildest convergence of columnar architecture, tabulation 
and liturgy that I have come across, and one that gives pause for 
thought about ways that tabulation and arcading in the book came 
to be deeply and subconsciously impressed on the culture of Chris-
tian liturgy, is the evidence of tables of liturgical sequences inscribed 
onto the columns of the Parthenon in Athens during its long life as a 
church. See Alexopoulos 2015, 164–174.
14 For the argument that Optatian produced ‘not an unfolding scroll 
[…] but […] a bound codex’, see Squire 2017a, 71. On Optatian Por-
phyry, see Polara 1971; Squire/Wienand 2017; Squire/Whitton 2017; 
Squire 2017b.
15 The principal early manuscripts are: Codex Bernensis 212 (ninth 
century), Burgerbibliothek Bern; Codex Berolinensis Phillippicus 1815 
(eighth-ninth century), Staatsbibliothek Berlin; Codex Eporediensis 
LXX (ninth century), Biblioteca Capitolare, Ivrea, Turin; Codex Palatinus 
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most spectacularly, the late antique codex appears to 
have harnessed the power of lavish decorative ornamen-
tation as well as pictorial imagery to its prefatory sche-
matics. Frontispieces include architectural vignettes and 
arcades or arches with titles or with the Eusebian canons, 
author portraits encapsulating the character of the book’s 
voice (much as the author photograph is still frequently 
used) and narrative images which are not illustrations of 
a prior text (by contrast with pictures that run alongside 
the narrative within a given book) so much as prefatory 
encapsulations of the totality of a poem or book through 
the pars pro toto model of the abbreviated narrative or 
thematic summary. These very different artistic strate-
gies have different effects and emphases in how a book is 
to be received by its reader, and experimentation in this 
genre is a striking (and highly under-examined) aspect of 
the creativity of the deluxe codex in its early phase. Such 
issues would themselves attract ecphrasis and verbal exe-
gesis in the later tradition, notably in the seventh century 
poem on the canon tables by the Irish monk Ailerán,16 
and two Armenian ecphrases one attributed to Step‘anos 
Siwnec’i (eighth century)17 and the other by Nersēs 
Šnorhali (twelfth century) which discusses the ‘flowery 
sculptures of multicoloured hue’ and the many birds that 
appear in the normative visual elaboration of the Euse-
bian tables.18 This move to exegesis of the tables is itself 
evidence of how the apparatus of Scriptural canonisation 
would come to be itself perceived as canonical in due 
course. And the canonicity of the codex is enshrined in 
monumental art as early as the fifth century where not 
only do Christ and the saints carry books in so many rep-
resentations, but the codex comes to be enthroned in its 
own right as an object of visual veneration.19

Latinus 1713 (ninth century), Vatican City:  http://digi.ub.uni-heidel 
berg.de/diglit/bav_pal_lat_1713/000 (last accessed 13/04/2020); Codex 
Parisinus 2421 (ninth century), Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
Paris; Codex Vaticanus Reginensis 733 (tenth century), Vatican City; 
DCL B.iv.9 (tenth century), Durham Cathedral, Durham. Michael 
Squire tells me there are more.
16 See Netzer 1994, 205–206, with further discussion at 61; MacLean 
2003. On the Irish exegetic tradition more broadly, see esp. Mullins 
2014.
17 Translated by James Russell in Mathews/Sanjian 1991, 206–207.
18 Translated by James Russell in Mathews/Sanjian 1991, 207–211, 
with Crawford 2019, 248-284 and the discussion of Varduhi Kyu-
reghyan in this volume.
19 For instance the four codices placed on altars between chairs 
with jewelled crowns within curved architectural exedrae in the 
outer circle of the dome of the Orthodox baptistery at Ravenna, see 
Deichmann 1974, 42; or the case with four codices of the Evangelists 
in the south lunette of the Mausoleum of Galla Placidia, with Deich-
mann 1974, 77–8.

1  Pictorial openings in the ancient 
book

I want here, in the spirit of a volume dedicated to the 
impact of the Eusebian canons, to comment on what 
might be called prefatory architecture—which is a bigger 
topic than has been allowed in the literature and one that 
we find in the West as well as in the East, and also in the 
early Islamic book. If we take the early Biblical codices, 
then beyond their commitment to Eusebius’ canon tables 
articulated as architecture (often of spectacularly orna-
mental kinds), they look to a strong late antique tradition 
that emphasised the architectural pictorial frontispiece. 
This tradition—alongside author portraits and painted 
narrative summaries at book openings—probably goes 
back, before the surviving manuscripts we possess and 
before the Eusebian Canons, to the roll and to ancient 
book production.20 In particular, a frequent way of 
opening a number of Greco-Roman literary genres in 
prose—the ancient novel, declamations and some popular 
philosophical texts—was to present a described picture 
as the prefatory vignette before the main text. Classic 
examples include the ecphrastic paintings that open the 
Greek romances Daphnis and Chloe by Longus and the 
adventures of Leucippe and Clitophon by Achilles Tatius,21 
as well as a number of prefaces (or prolaliae) by Lucian, 
notably his Zeuxis, Herodotus and Heracles.22 But there is 
also a significant tradition of described prefatory architec-
ture—for instance, Lucian’s de domo and his Hippias or the 
Bath,23 but also elements of the Tabula or Pinax ascribed 
to someone called Cebes (esp. Pinax 1).24 

The ecphrases of pictures are effectively narrative 
summaries or entrés into the main text by means of a 
descriptive paratext—and as such they anticipate the 
kinds of pictorial summaries we find at the opening of 
books in a series of late antique or early medieval manu-
scripts. One might cite, for abbreviated narrative cycles in 

20 For traditions of portraits combined with tituli or captions trans-
mitted in rolls, associated especially with Varro, see Pliny the Elder, 
Natural History 35.11 with Small 2003, 131–134 or Wallace-Hadrill 
2008, 231–237. For some aspects of Varro’s reception in late Antiqui-
ty (but eschewing any discussion of portraits painted in books), see 
Vessey 2014.
21 On the novels, see e.g. Kestner 1973–1974; Bartsch 1989, 109–143; 
and Morales 2004.
22 On Lucian’s ecphrases, see e.g. Maffei 1994 and Dubel/Pigeaud 
2014. For some discussion: Borg 2004, and Möllendorf 2004.
23 See esp. Thomas 2007, 221–235. On de domo: Goldhill 2001, 160–
167; Newby 2002; Goeken 2009. On Hippias: Cannatà Fera 1998.
24 On Cebes, see now Squire/Grethlein 2014, with earlier bibliogra-
phy.
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pictorial form, the prefatory panel of six pictures framed in 
red before the third Georgic in the Vatican Vergil (fol. 1r),25 
or the Passion cycle in the St Augustine Gospels which is 
part of the prefatory matter to Luke (fol. 125r, Fig. 1).26 For 
single summary images, there are the pictorial idylls that 
preface the first, third, fifth and seventh Eclogues (fols 1r, 
6r, 11r and 16v, see Fig. 2) and the wonderful double page 
spread at the start of the third Georgic (fols 44v and 45r) 
in the Roman Vergil;27 the fine miniatures at the heads of 
some books, such as Exodus, Numbers, Job and Proverbs, 
within the sixth or seventh century Syriac Bible in Paris 
(Syr. 341, see Fig.  3);28 the full page miniatures of Bibli-
cal events that constitute part of the prefatory matter of 
the sixth century Rabbula Gospels (fols 13a, 13b, 14a and 
14b),29 and the tenth century Etchmiadzin Gospels (fols 
228 and 229),30 but may be earlier and have been bound 
in at a later time; 31 let alone the Old and New Testament 
vignettes that appear as marginal images in the canon 
tables of Rabbula Gospels (fols 3b–12a), or the New Tes-

25 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana (hereafter BAV), MS Vat. lat. 3225, 
fol. 1r: see https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Vat.lat.3225 (last accessed 
13/04/2020) and Wright 1993, 7–9. This is now poorly preserved. For a 
range of fine seventeenth century copies including several purchased 
for the dal Pozzo paper museum, see Claridge/Herklotz 2012, 335–351.
26 Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, Parker Library, MS 286, fol. 
125r: see https://parker.stanford.edu/parker/catalog/mk707wk3350 
(last accessed 13/04/2020) and Wormald 1954, 2–5 (for arrangements 
of prefatory matter) and 11–16 (for the rectangular miniature).
27 BAV, MS Vat. lat. 3867, fols 3v, 9r, 14v; Wright 2001 and https://
digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Vat.lat.3867 (last accessed 13/04/2020).
28 Paris, BnF, MS syr. 341, fols 8r, 25r, 46r and 118r. See Leroy 1964, 
with discussion of MS syr. 341 at 209–219 and esp. Sörries 1991, 22–26 
(Exodus), 27–28 (Numbers), 29–31 (Job), 33–36 (Proverbs) and Sörries 
1993, 90–91, plates 47–48.
29 Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Plut. 1.56. Cecchelli, 
Furlani, and Salmi, 1959; Leroy 1964, 139–197; Bernabò 2008c; 
http://teca.bmlonline.it/ImageViewer/servlet/ImageViewer?idr=TE-
CA0000025956&keyworks=Plut.01.56 (last accessed 13/04/2020).
30 Yerevan, Matenadaran MS 2374 (formerly Etchmiadzin MS 229): 
Macler 1920.
31 Recent scholarship has argued that the illustrated pages of the 
Rabbula Gospels were bound into the book at a later date and do not 
necessarily belong together with the main text (completed in 586). 
They may be earlier—from the first half of the sixth century and 
indeed the canon tables and the full-page miniatures may be from 
different sources and of different dates. See Bernabò 2008a, 16–21 
and Bernabò 2014. There are significant problems also with later 
overpainting of the Rabbula miniatures: see Bernabò 2008a, 5 and 
Bernabò 2008b, with ad hoc discussion of each folio. Likewise Sir-
apie der Nersessian argued that the two leaves with four impressive 
full-page illuminations of narrative themes from the Bible bound in 
at the end of the Etchmiadzin Gospels (fols 228 and 229) are by a very 
different hand from those of the preface and may well have originally 
belonged to an entirely different and perhaps much earlier manu-
script, perhaps sixth or seventh century, der Nersessian 1973.

tament narratives (alongside commentaries from the 
Prophets) alongside the full page miniatures of the trial of 
Christ that are part of the opening display of the Rossano 
Gospels (fols 1r–8v).32 By contrast, the ecphrases and 
painted imagery of architecture create a different texture 
of inception—a kind of portal or threshold that signals 
the constructed monumentality of the edifice made of 
sewn parchment into which the reader is being initiat-
ed.33 The ecphrases anticipate, as we shall see, the arches 
that include titles or dedications as well as the Eusebian 
arcades of the codex tradition. Do any of these descriptive 
models reflect or play on actual but now lost prefatory pic-
tures at the heads of ancient codices or even rolls? 

We have no surviving frontispiece images from a 
papyrus book—although there are papyrus fragments 
with all sorts of drawings and paintings,34 including one 
striking architectural drawing that was found in Oxyrhyn-
chus.35 But notably a number of major Carolingian luxury 
copies of prize late antique codices have impressive illus-
trated front matter that includes aedicules and arcades 
framing varieties of synoptic material including lists of 
texts, just as in the canon tables. In the Vatican Terence 
(Vat. lat. 3868)36 an author portrait in a square framed 
imago clipeata (fol. 2r, Fig. 4) is followed by a fine aedi-
cule flanked by coloured columns with torus mouldings 
and delicately traced flutes, containing shelves holding 
theatrical masks (fol. 3r, Fig.  5). This is a prefatory image 
for the play that follows, the Andria,37 but in being placed 
immediately after the author portrait and in not carrying a 
label it serves effectively as a second architectural preface 
for the book as a whole. Uniquely, for a Carolingian min-
iature, this page is signed (illegibly in reproductions): 
MISERERE MEI DS [Deus] SE [cundum magnam miserecor-
diam tuam, =Ps. 50.1]. ADELRICUS ME FECIT,38 again 
plausibly a claim for its general prefatory significance. 

32 Rossano, Cathedral Library. Muñoz 1907 and Cavallo/Gribomont/ 
Loerke 1987.
33 For the vision of the Psalter as a house of many rooms, each with 
its own key and with the first Psalm as the door to the whole, see Je-
rome, Tractatus in Librum Psalmorum 1.1, with Pelltari 2014, 45.
34 A good selection of images from illustrated papyri may be found 
in Gallazzi/Settis (eds) 2006, esp. 45–53, 142–155, 277–281, 114–297 
(the last a Christian scene); also Whitehouse 2016; Torallas Tovar/
Worp 2006, 17, inv. 154, pl. xxviii. The major collection of material 
from Oxyrhynchus remains unpublished.
35 See Whitehouse 2007, 296–306.
36 https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Vat.lat.3868 (last accessed 13/04/ 
2020), with e.g. Koehler/Mütherich 1971, 74–75, 85–100 and Keefe 
2015, no. 46.
37 So Jones/Morey 1931, 32; Koehler/Mütherich 1971, 89–90; Wright 
2006, 8.
38 See Jones/Morey 1931, 33; Wright 2006, 8.
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That this set of forms belongs to the late antique proto-
type of this manuscript is certain:39 they appear in the 
same order in the pen-drawn versions of another C9 
manuscript, Parisinus 7899 (Fig.  6).40 The aedicule with 
shelved masks is then a repeated frontispiece motif for 
different plays within the collection—marking the incip-
its of Heauton Timoumenos (fol. 35r), Adelphoe (fol. 50v), 
Hecyra (fol. 65r) and Phormio (fol. 77r). Now there is little 
doubt that these aedicules are prefatory in function and 
there is the possibility (unprovable of course) that they 
represent forms which ante-date the fourth century col-
lection of the six plays of Terence into a single codex (the 
presumed prototype of these ninth century versions) and 
may have appeared in the papyrus rolls of individual 
plays. Note that the Terentian aedicules are either arched, 
as is most common in the canon tables (Heauton Timoru-
menos, Adelphoe and Phormio) or have a triangular ped-
iment (Andria, Hecyra)41. While most canon tables are 
arched, some early manuscripts collected by Nordenfalk 
have Eusebius’ canons with triangular pediments,42 so 
the forms of the Terentian prefaces have further weight as 
potential exemplars.

The seventeenth century copy of the lost ninth century 
copy of the lost lavish manuscript of the Codex Calendar 
of 354 (MS Barberini lat. 2154)43 certainly represents the 
design of an original codex creation of the fourth century. 
This has an impressive architectural image in its front 
matter for the natales caesarum page with an arcade of two 
arched openings on a spiral column between two jewelled 
columns supporting an arched entablature with an impe-
rial bust carrying a globe with a phoenix in the tympanum 
flanked by winged victories (Fig. 7). The structure is very 
reminiscent of the architectural form of Eusebian canon 

39 For an attempt to construct the prototype, which he dates to 
about 400 or a touch later in Rome, see Wright 2006, esp. 206–224.
40 See Paris, BNF, MS lat. 7899, fols 2r and v: https://gallica.bnf.fr/
ark:/12148/btv1b84525513 (last accessed 13/04/2020). There are later 
versions in two further illustrated Terence manuscripts: Basilicanus 
H.19 in the Vatican (tenth century), fols 9v and 10, and Bodleian 
Auct. F. 2.13 in Oxford (twelfth century), fols 2v and 3.
41 The prefatory aedicule for Eunuchus appears to have been lost in 
the exemplar and thus never copied in the ninth-century versions, 
see Wright 2006, 31, 206.
42 See Nordenfalk 1938, II, taf. 44: Vienna, National Library, cod. 
847 (sixth century); taf. 162–3: Aachen gospel book (ninth century); 
taf. 165: Manchester, Rylands lat. MS 10 (tenth century); taf. 167: 
Cologne Cathedral, cod. 12 (tenth-eleventh century); taf. 168: Paris, 
BNF, MS lat. 17968 (ninth century).
43 See esp. Salzman 1990 with Burgess 2012. Usefully available on-
line as http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/index.htm#Chronography_ 
of_354 (last accessed 13/04/2020). On the seventeenth century cop-
ies, see Claridge/Herklotz 2012, 43–50, 94–126.

tables, in this case with only two intercolumniations 
filled with written lists.44 This page is followed by similar 
framing architectures for the seven planets that represent 
the days of the week, again with space for written lists, 
as well as the representations of the months, again within 
architectural frames (of which only February, March, and 
then August to December survive) and between the images 
of days and the months, the two consular portraits of the 
Augustus Constantius II and the Caesar Gallus within cur-
tained aedicules. The fine pen-drawn author-portrait of a 
bearded figure with an open scroll in an aedicule with tri-
angular pediment and shell design from the Codex Arce-
rianus (fol. 67v, Fig. 8), a fifth- or sixth-century version of 
the Roman Corpus Agrimensorum, was painted as frontis-
piece to the collected florilegia of Agennius Urbicus, of 
whom the figure may be intended as a portrait. This may 
itself reflect a fourth-century prototype of the prefatory 
aedicule and is our earliest combination of the prefatory 
visual types of architecture and author.45

Among early Christian gospels, the prefacing of Euse-
bius’s Letter to Carpianus followed by the canon tables is 
normal from our earliest manuscripts. Among these, the 
most sensational recent discovery is the group of old Ethi-
opic (or Ge‘ez) gospels belonging to the Monastery of Abba 
Garima near Aksum in Ethiopia, which were first men-
tioned in the scholarly literature in 1960,46 but became 
news after early carbon dates were reported in 2000.47 
Crucially for our purposes here all three manuscripts 
have a rich range of illuminated canon tables at the front, 
with architectural arcades in Garima I, II and III, further 
images of buildings in Garima I and III, and the addition 
of portraits of saints in Garima III, all placed at prefatory 
junctures.

Two of the greatest early Christian gospels—the 
sixth-century Rossano Gospels, written in Greek, and the 
Syriac Rabbula Gospels, whose written text is dated by a 
colophon to 586 (on fol. 291r)—have all their rich illumi-
nated pages bound at the front of the book before the start 
of the main text as a kind of prefatory pictorial précis of the 
contents. Both manuscripts have been mucked about in 
their long histories, their images likely having been rear-

44 Nordenfalk 1938, 117–120 rightly sees this page as ancestral to the 
Eusebian tables—as well as a number of non-prefatory astronomical 
tables that probably antedate the Eusebian canons but may first have 
appeared in arcade form in fourth-century codices, as replicated in 
the Vatican Ptolemy (Vat. gr. 1291).
45 See Carder 1978, 130–136, 198–201; Butzmann 1970, 28–30, 42–43.
46 Leroy 1960.
47 Mercier 2000. For a review of the history of scholarship see 
McKenzie/Watson 2016, 31–41. See the appendix to this paper for 
further discussion.
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ranged and several have probably been lost (especially in 
the Rossano Codex). But it is probable that all the minia-
tures were placed together as a visual set of frontispieces. 
Like the Garima gospels, this prefatory material includes 
the letter from Eusebius to Carpianus, and the Eusebian 
canon tables with their characteristic architectural arcade 
layout, in the case of the Rabbula Gospels (Figs  9a and 
b); it probably did so with the Rossano manuscript, but in 
this case they are now lost. However, in both these lavish 
products (and unlike the Garima manuscripts) there was 
additionally much illustrative material that visualised the 
narratives of the New Testament in pictorial form as a kind 
of preface or summary before the text itself. In the Rabbula 
Gospels these images occupied marginal positions within 
the pages with the canon tables, as well as several full-
page illuminations (which may or may not have been 
bound in later from a different manuscript altogether). 
In the Rossano Gospels these scenes were combined with 
commentarial images of the prophets and with Old Testa-
ment extracts foretelling the New Testament narratives of 
the main picture (which together filled a whole page and 
not just its margins).

The Garima Gospels avoid all this kind of complex 
commentarial interplay between word and image, illus-
tration and scriptural text. On the other hand, Garima III 
—with its portraits of the evangelists as subsidiary frontis-
piece to each gospel in addition to the main run of pref-
atory images—is structurally very similar to the Rossano 
Gospels, which did the same thing, although there only the 
image of Saint Mark survives (fol. 12r). One might add that 
the architectural imagery for general preface and a specific 
author portrait for a given book reverses the late antique 
pattern of the illustrated Terence manuscripts which have 
one author portrait for the whole codex and architectural 
frontispieces in the form of aedicula for each play.

Other kinds of Christian manuscripts also made use of 
architectural prefacing. Consider the title page miniature 
of the Ashburnham Pentateuch (fol 2r, Fig. 10), which is 
probably a sixth century codex made in Italy, or at any rate 
in the West, and written in Latin.48 The title page shows an 
arch over a pair of double columns with bases and capi-
tals, which has a decorative floral design and a large white 
figure resembling a conch shell in the tympanum; birds 
appear at either side above the arch. Purple curtains are 
attached to a rail beneath the tympanum, drawn open to 

48 For the manuscript see Paris, BNF, MS Nouv. acq. lat. 2334 with 
von Gebhardt 1883 and the fine digitised facsimile at https://galli-
ca.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b53019392c (last accessed 13/04/2020); also 
Sörries 1993, 26–33. On this page see Rickert 1986, 32–92 and Verkerk 
2004, 125–183.

reveal a square with a red-rimmed blue frame containing 
the titles of the books of the Pentateuch, written in fine 
rustic capitals in both Latin and a Latin transliteration of 
the Hebrew original. It does not show great ingenuity to 
see the comparison of this formal layout with the canon 
tables of Garima  I, in particular, which have curtains 
(pink-purple in the case of McKenzie/Watson 2016, plate 
40) and the interesting empty frame arch without cur-
tains but with a conch shell in the tympanum (McKenzie/
Watson 2016, plate 41, see Fig. 23). 

The architectural emphasis is true also of another 
major early manuscript from the West—the Codex Amiati-
nus, a complete Bible, which was written and illuminated 
in the late seventh century at Jarrow and is now in Flor-
ence.49 The dedication page at the very front (fol 1v) is, like 
the title page of the Ashburnham Pentateuch, an arch con-
taining an inscription (Fig. 11), and there is also a purple 
leaf with the prologue and contents of the manuscript in a 
canon table-like arch form. Again, both for the manuscript 
as a whole and for the New Testament, forms of architec-
tural imagery including arches on columns, canon tables 
and a temple-like enclosure, alongside an author portrait, 
constitute the book’s visual frontage.

In an entirely different linguistic and even denomi-
national context, the openings of a series of Syriac Bib-
lical manuscripts surviving in fragments from between 
the sixth and eighth centuries use building forms to sum-
marise chapter headings.50 So a manuscript in London, 
BL, Add. MS 14445 (Fig. 12), dated to the sixth or seventh 
century, offers an architectural exordium in the form of a 
list of chapter headings presented within a grid beneath 
a series of arcades, in a pattern followed and elaborated 
upon by later Syriac manuscripts of the eighth century.51 
Effectively these use the same pattern as the Ashburnham 
Pentateuch combining a series of prefatory précis in the 
form of headings or titles with an architectural mode of 
arrangement and disposition.

Finally, of broadly the same date as this range of 
parallels but from a different (and at the time radically 
new) religious tradition, we should note the significance 
of architectural prefacing in the oldest surviving manu-
scripts of the Qurʾān. The rediscovery of groups of stun-
ning rare fragments from caches in the mosques of Amr 

49 Florence, Laurentian Library, cod. Amiatino 1: See digital facsim-
ile at http://mss.bmlonline.it/s.aspx?Id=AWOS3h2-I1A4r7GxMdaR#/
book (last accessed 13/04/2020). There is a large literature. See e.g. 
Bruce-Mitford 1967; Corsano 987; Meyvaert 1996; Nees 1999, 148–176; 
Chazelle 2003; Gameson 2018, with bibliography.
50 See Leroy 1964, 124–125.
51 Including the manuscripts London, BL, Add. MSS 12134 and 
14429 (fol. 3r); also Paris, BNF, MS 97 (fols 92r and 92v).
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ibn-el-as (Fusṭāṭ, Cairo, Egypt), Damascus and Ṣanʿāʾ 
(Yemen) are transforming our understanding of the early 
Qurʾān and the relation of its texts to illumination.52 
Notably, the Umayyad Qurʾān of Ṣanʿāʾ (itself not very far 
from Ethiopia across the Red Sea), dated by radiocarbon 
and chemical testing to between 657 and 730 CE,53 opened 
with an architectural circle framed by a double square in 
the form of an eight pointed star with trees bearing fruit 
—which may have been intended to evoke a centrifugal 
architectural plan (like the Dome of the Rock). This page 
proceeded a double spread of spectacular, beautifully illu-
minated architectural illustrations with round arches and 
vegetal motifs that look very much like idealised mosques 
(including minbar and mihrab), both also with trees (e.g. 
Fig. 13).54 Meanwhile, the early Qurʾān known as ‘Marcel 
13’ from Fusṭāṭ, but perhaps made in Syria in the early 
eighth century, now in the National Library in St Peters-
burg, as well as a number of other early Qurʾānic man-
uscripts,55 uses various forms of decoration but notably 
columns lying on their sides to mark the beginnings of 
various suras (or chapters) within the main text (Fig. 14).56 
In all these cases, architectural prefacing through illus-
tration is key both at the inception of the manuscript as 
a whole (in the case of Ṣanʿāʾ) and at the beginnings of 
chapters. In the remarkable Ṣanʿāʾ codex this is a clear 
parallel to, and perhaps even deliberately competitive 
with, Christian and potentially Jewish illuminated depic-
tions of the temple.57

2  Portraits
Two early types of author portraits—the bust (usually in an 
imago clipeata, such as we have already seen for Terence, 
Fig. 4) and the group portrait for volumes that gather the 
collective knowledge of several scholarly authors—appear 
not to have survived long beyond Antiquity. It is possible 

52 For general accounts see George 2010, 74–89; Flood 2012, 265–277.
53 See George 2010, 79.
54 See von Bothmer 1986; von Bothmer 1987a; von Bothmer 1987b, 
178–181; Grabar 1992, 155–193; Flood 2001, 63–65.
55 These include Paris, BNF, MSS arabe 324c and 330c and Istanbul, 
Türk ve İslam Eserleri Müzesi, ŞE, 321.
56 See F. Déroche 2004, 244–248; Flood 2012, 270–271; F. Déroche 
2014, 89–91.
57 At least one major carpet page from a Jewish manuscript, origi-
nally found in Egypt, depicting the temple survives from the tenth 
century (National Library, St  Petersburg Hebrew II B 49). It is not 
clear where it stood within the original manuscript nor how it might 
have related to an earlier tradition, but it is tantalising. See Schwartz 
and Fine 2012, 114 (catalogue no. 76).

that our earliest surviving imago clipeata at the inception 
of a book is the sheet (of different parchment from the 
rest of the book, which is probably a copy of an archetype 
of about 450 CE)58 bound into the ninth century Palatine 
Agrimensores, in the Vatican Library, a florilegium of texts 
about land surveying (Fig. 15).59 The sheer oddity of this 
page is worth stressing. It contains a painted medallion 
portrait of a youthful, clean-shaven man above a sketched 
portrait of a balding and bearded man, in very similar 
postures and dress. Is one a later product emulating the 
other? There is no reason that they must be contemporary, 
but neither represents the style of the other group images 
—which include two pages with nine men in discussion 
(fols 2r and 3r) plus one of an adjudicator or judge and 
an emperor (fol. 4r) which are all probably Carolingian, 
but may be frontispiece group portraits for a multi-au-
thor collected volume. The pattern resembles the splay of 
frontispieces of the Vienna Dioscorides, a manuscript of 
about 512 painted at the behest of the wealthy Constan-
tinopolitan aristocrat Anicia Juliana, which is also a flo-
rilegium of pharmacology by ancient savants.60 Here two 
images of seven physicians each (fols 2v and 3v) precede 
two pages of single author portraits—Dioscorides inspired 
by the personification of Heuresis (fol. 4v) and Diosco-
rides writing his text accompanied by a draughtsman and 
by the personification of Epinoia (fol. 5v, Fig.  16). These 
themselves precede the book’s donor portrait (fol. 6v) and 
title page (fol. 7v), both in imagines clipeatae. The shared 
prefatory pattern of the Vatican and Vienna manuscripts 
is intriguing: Numbers of group images and two single 
author portraits, although in the Vienna Dioscorides the 
authors follow the groups while they precede them and 
occupy a single page in the Palatine Agrimensores.

Of the Garima manuscripts, only Garima  III has 
author portraits (in addition to architectural forms), 
also functioning as frontispieces.61 The first—tentatively 
identified as ‘Eusebius’ by McKenzie and Watson—which 
appears before his Letter to Carpianus, is in fact the first 
miniature surviving from that book (Fig. 17). It follows the 

58 See Thulin 1911, 5.
59 Pal. Lat. 1564, fol. 1. See Thulin 1911, 46–48; Mütherich 1974; 
Haffner 1991, 136–138; Palm 1997, 168–173, where a sixth to seventh 
century date is suggested.
60 Codex Medicus Graecus 1, Austrian National Library: See Mazal 
1998–1999.
61 The standard discussion of evangelist portraits is Friend 1927 and 
1929. There (at 1927, 24) Friend identifies standing and seated types 
as the two normative iconographic models. There have been many 
studies since, notably Wessel 1968–1969 and Loerke 1995. For the Ga-
rima portraits see now Mathews 2016, 359–63, 367 (proposing that 
the standing evangelist portraits and ‘Eusebius’ depict the liturgical 
showing of the gospel).
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prefatory text of the argument of the four gospels and it 
is not inconceivable that an earlier title page miniature, 
perhaps architectural, was placed at the very front.62 The 
image of ‘Eusebius’, like the portraits of Matthew, Luke 
and John, shows a standing saint holding a gospel book 
in his left hand (the evangelists’ codices are square with 
crosses on the front, ‘Eusebius’ holds a more oblong book 
with zigzag binding, and while they stand on footstools 
he does not). Each of these figures makes a gesture of 
blessing with his right hand and all have halos (Fig. 18). 
Mark, in classical dress but with a bishop’s scarf, is seated 
before a lectern in the shape of a dolphin and blesses with 
his right hand the book that rests on it (Fig. 19). The seated 
type of author portrait is the most common—one thinks 
of the images of Vergil at the openings of Eclogues 2, 4 
and 6 in the fifth- or sixth-century manuscript known as 
the Roman Vergil (Fig. 20),63 of the fifth- or sixth-century 
seated author portrait within an aedicule at fol. 67v of 
the codex Arcerianus of the Roman Corpus agrimensorum 
(see Fig.  8),64 the two images of Dioscorides in the 
Vienna Dioscorides (fols 4v and 5v, see Fig. 16), the great 
Luke miniature of the sixth century Augustine Gospels  
(fol. 129v), 65 the surviving portrait of Ezra in the codex 
Amiatinus (fol. 5v),66 and the St Mark illumination of the 
Rossano Gospels (fol. 121r). The seated and standing types 
are combined on facing pages of the Rabbula Gospels  
(fol. 9v and 10r) in the marginal illustrations of canons 7 
and 8, where Matthew and John without halos (fol. 9 v) are 
seated while Mark and Luke with halos are standing with 
square books that have crosses on their covers (see Figs 
9a and 9b).67 The model of a single miniature at the head 
of each book of an entire Bible—of which most miniatures 
are portraits and many are in the standing and blessing 
posture of standing evangelists of Garima  III—is offered 
by the sixth or early seventh century Syriac Bible in Paris, 
known as Syr. 341, where most of the New Testament is 
unfortunately missing. In this iconographic form with 
scroll rather than book, we find images of James the 
apostle at the head of his letter, fol. 248r, and the prophets 
Haggai (181v), Habbakuk (180v, Fig.  21), Michah (179r), 

62 Like those of the Ashburnham Pentateuch and Codex Amiatinus.
63 BAV, MS Vat. Lat. 3867, fols 3v, 9r, 14v with Wright 2001.
64 See Butzmann 1970, 28–30, 42–43.
65 Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, Parker Library, MS 286, fol. 
129v: see Wormald 1954, 2–3, 5–11. One might note in passing that 
the Christian tradition appears not to have preserved the imago 
clipeata model of author portrait, as for example in the lost late 
antique manuscript of Terence, copied in the ninth century and now 
in Vatican City, BAV, Vat. Lat. 3868, fol. 2r with Wright 2006, 6–7.
66 E.g. Corsano 1987, 15–22; Marsden 1996; DeGregorio 2010.
67 E.g. Leroy 1964, 148.

Obadiah (178r) and Joel (175r).68 This pattern is at least 
suggestive for the structure of Garima III.

One striking Syriac book of the sixth century, much 
of it unfortunately lost, is the Syriac manuscript at the 
Syrian Orthodox Church of Mar Jacob of Sarūg in Diyar-
bakır, south-eastern Turkey.69 The prefatory visual mate-
rial however survives complete.70 The manuscript has 
relatively simple canon tables with marginal birds, plants 
and baskets of fruit in a tradition close to a number of 
other sixth/seventh-century Syriac manuscripts. Before 
the canon tables (fols 2v–10v) was the letter of Eusebius 
in architectural tables topped with four arches (1v-–2r).  
Before this, as the opening miniature, was a striking 
image—either of Christ or of John the Evangelist, in a 
golden halo standing in a roundel with a geometric pattern 
at its rim, wearing a purple robe, holding a book inscribed 
with the beginning of St John’s gospel, and making a bless-
ing gesture between two cypress trees (fol 1r, Fig. 22). It is 
natural of course to show Christ in this position at the start 
of the gospels,71 and would be weird to show John, when 
the written work that follows is Matthew—but the text on 
the illustrated book is the opening of the fourth gospel, 
and so the option cannot be discounted in the absence of 
further identifying marks or a cruciform halo. The simi-
larity of position, posture and iconography to the stand-
ing saints of Garima III makes one wonder if an exemplar 
like this had been understood by the Ethiopian artist to 
be a typical saint’s portrait, and thus interpreted as Euse-
bius. But by contrast with all these various comparisons, 
the standing portraits of Garima  III are framed icons of 
the saints on plain backgrounds that directly address the 
viewer. They are a strong affirmation of the cult of images, 
all the more so for being painted into holy Scripture.

3  Conclusion
I have attempted to show something of the interface of 
different kinds of prefatory imagery for book collections 
dating back to pre-Christian Antiquity—the architectural 
frontispiece, which becomes the Eusebian canon tables 

68 Sörries 1991, 41–44, 49–50.
69 MS 339: see Leroy 1957, 119–124; Leroy 1964, 207–208; Bernabò/
Kessel 2016.
70 It is not impossible that this material belongs to a different origi-
nal book from the one in which it is currently bound and was added 
later. See Bernabò/Kessel 2016, 176 and 183.
71 Cf. Christ in Majesty (admittedly surrounded by the four Evange-
lists in the page’s corners) in the Codex Amiatinus, fol. 796v, at the 
inception of the Gospels.
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in gospel manuscripts as well as forming one model for 
the title, dedication or contents page; the author portrait, 
which is the origin for the classic evangelist images; and 
the pictorial vignette as précis for a larger narrative. We 
may wonder if these prefatory visual strategies seek to 
reveal different aspects of the written work that follows: 
the human touch behind the text of any given book—its 
authorship and speaking voice, in the case of author por-
traits; a visualisation of the threshold and the concom-
itant spatial exploration which entering a book consti-
tutes for a reader as she or he traverses the pages, in the 
case of arches and arcades (which establishes the codex 
as a kind of edifice or monument); an anticipatory hint of 
the text’s drama (like a trailer in the modern cinema or 
television series) in the case of narrative vignettes. The 
architectural image in particular focalises the artefactual 
nature of the book as something constructed of parch-
ment or papyrus, carefully treated, rolled or stitched, 
inscribed and painted on. 

In a sense, each kind of prefatory image is a differ-
ent sort of synopsis of the contents. The authorial portrait 
—whether of a secular writer, an evangelist, of Eusebius 
or of Jesus as the Logos of the Gospel—sums up the text 
through a form of personification, itself one of the most 
ancient tropes of visual and rhetorical representation, but 
specifically focalised as the personification of the book’s 
creator’s authorial voice. The narrative summary as picture 
both prefigures the literary account that will follow and 
renders it in a different, visual, medium to be seen in a 
single glance rather than read diachronically as the pages 
turn. Its shift of media from the written to the painted is 
also a shift of temporalities from the reading process to 
the synoptic glance, both these models operating within 
a visual regime. The aedicule or arcade, containing titles 
(as in the Ashburnham Pentateuch and the Syriac manu-
scripts) or masks representing speaking voices (as in the 
Terence manuscripts) or a dedication (as in Codex Ami-
atinus) or a prefatory text (as in the Letter to Carpianus) 
or a range of parallels between the gospels which ulti-
mately serve as a kind of shorthand or summary of their 
collective content (as in the Eusebian canon tables), sums 
up the text by literally containing it as formulated as a 
kind of précis in most of these cases through a list. What 
is certainly the case is that the Eusebian model added a 
spectacular level of complexity and scholarly depth to 
the architectural prefatory pattern: Ten tables with ‘the 
particular passages in each Evangelist where they were 
moved by love for the truth to speak about the same things’ 
(as Eusebius puts it in the Letter to Carpianus)72 and a 

72 From the translation in Crawford 2019, appendix 1, p. 295.

preface to this preface in the letter itself. One of the out-
standing developments of the early codex is a high level of 
sophistication in playing through these kinds of synopsis 
—scholarly list as architecture, pictorial narrative sum
mary and author-portrait—through the frontispieces, and 
indeed of combining them. This is already apparent in the 
lost archetype of the illuminated Terence manuscripts, 
where the author’s portrait heads the whole collection 
but individual aedicules containing masks that represent 
the characters in a given play are used as the visual prefa-
tory introduction for each of the plays. But it reaches high 
levels of artistry in the early Christian gospel book—not 
only in the art of illumination but also in the use of images 
and paratexts to structure a text and help its readership.

The issues are much more complex and subtle than 
Kurt Weitzmann’s literalist and reductive arguments more 
than half a century ago about the putative move of images 
on rolls to the illustration of codices,73 or than the claims 
for the relationship between manuscript illumination and 
large-scale painting.74 They involve a continuous and 
revolving dialogue of image and text in which (perhaps 
imagined) paintings are rendered descriptively as ecph-
rasis in the introductions to ancient novels and decla-
mations, texts are focalised as images (whether through 
narrative summaries or author portraits) in a host of late 
Classical and early Christian manuscripts, and images 
themselves come to inspire exegetic descriptions in the 
medieval Irish and Armenian discourses on the canon 
tables. The emerging culture of the codex effectively 
creates through its early development what has been 
called an ‘ecphrastic circle’ whereby image is rendered 
as text and text as image in a continuing intermedial dia-
logue.75 The resources created by this process are rich. For 
example, once author portraits are repeated, a number of 
different messages may be communicated. The repeated 
portrait at the heads of the evenly numbered Eclogues in 
the Roman Vergil is a reiteration of authorship that may 
be a gesture in response to any doubts about authentici-
ty,76 or an evocation of the supposedly autobiographical 
nature of these poems from a late antique perspective;77 
the multiple evangelists in a gospel book, looking alike 
but different, are a powerful claim for four as one and for 
the unity of the gospel in its diversity; the single Terence 
at the front of the lost late antique exemplar of the ninth 

73 E.g. Weitzmann 1947; Weitzmann 1959. For critique see e.g. Squire 
2009, 122–139 and Squire 2011, 127–139.
74 E.g. Loerke 1961 or Kessler/Weitzmann 1990.
75 For the ‘ecphrastic circle’ see Squire 2011, 303–370.
76 On the problems of faking Vergil in Antiquity, see Peirano 2012, 
74–116, 173–204, 242–253.
77 See Peirano 2012, 17, 61–62, 107–109.



Beyond Eusebius: Prefatory Images and the Early Book   109

century illustrates Terence manuscripts are a statement 
of one voice through many plays. The experimentation of 
layouts—full-page illumination, smaller images aligned 
against text, marginal images—is itself part of the creativ-
ity enabled by the new form. In particular in the extended 
codex of written texts, even small pictorial insertions 
to mark breaks between sections—as in the columns 
between Suras in ‘Marcel 13’ or the small standing author 
portraits of the Syriac Bible in Paris (compare Figs 14 and 
21)—define these points and these pages as distinctive. 
In part the flexibility involved derives from the ‘ambi-
dextrous’ nature of the codex from its inception—laid out 
right to left for works in Hebrew, Syriac or Arabic, and left 
to right for works in Greek, Latin, Armenian or Ethiopic, 
for instance, but reversible when these languages were 
translated (for instance from Hebrew to Greek or Greek to 
Syriac). The inclusion of paratexts of all kinds within this 
paraphernalia was a further prefatory enrichment. By the 
time this process was mature, probably within the fourth 
century itself and certainly before the sixth, all the formal 
elements that have come to characterise the modern book, 
before the digital age, were already in place.

4  Appendix: Reflections on the 
Garima Gospels

It is striking how little we know about the Garima Gos-
pels.78 We have a published report only of the dimensions 
of Garima I—34 cm by 22 cm;79 we have no precise meas-
urements of the other two books.80 No one has tested the 
parchment to see if it is cow’s, goat’s or sheep’s skin. Carbon-

78 First publication: Leroy 1960.
79 On the three different Gospel books included within what are 
known as the Garima Gospels, I follow McKenzie/Watson 2016, 31–
66. See also the review by Bausi 2017. For the size, see Leroy 1960, 132; 
Leroy 1968, 75; McKenzie/Watson 2016, 43.
80 Discussion is complicated by the fact that the three books were 
bound into two volumes in a haphazard order, which were incor-
rectly numbered in 1979 by Macomber 1979, 1–11 in an order that was 
significantly changed on rebinding in 2006. Digital versions of the 
Garima I and Garima III (but not Garima II) are available, if one gets 
an account, through the Hill Monastic Library: http://www.hmml.
org/uploads/2/1/6/0/21603598/100190_sju_illuminations_rev5-26.pdf 
(photographed in 2013, in uncorrected electric light and not entirely 
restored to the correct order). Direct links are: Garima I, https://www.
vhmml.org/readingRoom/view/132896 and Garima  III,  https://www.
vhmml.org/readingRoom/view/132897 (last accessed 13/04/2020). The 
Hill Monastic Library gives a different measurement from Leroy for Ga-
rima I, i.e. 35.3 × 26.4 cm; and it also gives dimensions for Garima III 
of 33.2 × 25.4 cm. It is not clear how these were established or why the 
former differs from Leroy.

14 dates were supplied in 2000 for two illuminated pages 
from Garima III, offering the date range 330–650.81 This is 
a conflation of the dates for the two folios—one of them  
(an evangelist, we are not told which) being 330–540, 
and the other (the page with the second half of the letter 
of Eusebius and the first canon table) being 430–650. 
A second test in 2012 on a different, unspecified, page 
offered the dates 390–570; at the same time in 2012, a 
single reading from a page of Garima I gave the dates 530–
660.82 These results (if all are indeed correct) relate to the 
dating of the vellum; they do not tell us anything about 
the date of pigment, or of painting, or of writing, or of the 
production of the book. The current communis opinio on 
dating for the illuminations is converging on the early 
period (say the sixth or early seventh century) at least for 
Garima I and III.83

But we do not know if they were painted on fresh 
parchment or on parchment that had been stored, on 
parchment that had been imported (perhaps along with 
whatever models the artists used to create the exquisite 
visual decoration that survives today, or indeed with the 
front-matter fully painted and ready for writing, as poten-
tially implied by the empty arch folio of Garima I which 
was prepared for text but never used, Fig.  23)84 or on 
vellum that was locally produced, or a mixture of these. 
The visual parallels of Garima  I and III are all with sur-
viving Greek, Georgian and Armenian manuscripts from 
the ninth century and later (e.g. Fig. 24).85 This means—if 
we accept a sixth-seventh century dating for the decora-
tion on relatively fresh parchment—they are the unique 
earliest surviving exemplars of a style of illumination that 
must have had some circulation before Byzantine Icon-
oclasm, of which no other examples have survived, and 

81 Mercier 2000, 35–45, esp. p. 40; McKenzie/Watson 2016, 40–41.
82 Not scientifically published but reported in the media: See 
McKenzie/Watson 2016, 40–41.
83 See Heldman 1993, 129–130 (‘sixth century date’); Mercier 2000, 
45; McKenzie/Watson 2016, 40–41 (‘a sixth to seventh century date 
might in fact be correct’). Earlier views (summarised by Leroy 1960, 
132, 143 and Leroy 1968, 78) look towards the ninth to the eleventh 
century. For a lively account of many issues see Bausi 2011.
84 The arch on the recto of the tholos page is strange—an empty 
frame designed as if for a canon table but not used as such and in-
deed not used for anything. Although it resembles the other canon 
tables of the manuscript in its form and decoration (and especially 
Canon 7, the last of the tables, which has been reconstructed as its left 
hand opening, in the decoration of its arch bands, the articulation 
of columns and capitals and the birds above), the curtains that are 
drawn open in each of the canon tables of Garima I are absent from 
this arch, implying that second thoughts may have taken place before 
the decoration was complete. 
85 See McKenzie/Watson 2016, 105–116.
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which was then frequently emulated across the east from 
the ninth century. Or—if we assume the possibility of long 
storage of parchment—they most likely belong with their 
post-Iconoclastic parallels. For reasons of expense, schol-
ars are very reluctant to assume long-term storage of large 
quantities of vellum, but if the pages of Garima II (which 
is stylistically different and generally dated much later) 
were carbon-dated and found to be early, then the case 
for storage would need to be revisited. Note that even if 
we accept a date of, say, 630 for the making of Garima III 
(well within the carbon-dated range of the folio with the 
first canon table) then we would have to accept storage 
for 90 years and 60 years respectively, beyond their last 
possible date of production, for the two other pages of that 
manuscript so far tested. In the face of hard science but 
the absence of enough of it, conclusions on dating need to 
remain tentative.

A further issue is the extent to which the parchment 
may have been reused, its surfaces potentially scraped, 
as has been suggested for the Rabbula Gospels.86 This is 
impossible to determine from the photographs we have 
—it needs direct autopsy by experts. In the case of the 
tholos, which in the sequence of illuminated pages recon-
structed by McKenzie and Watson for Garima  I, appears 
as the last of its miniatures (Fig.  25),87 it does look as if 
there were at least second thoughts. One can clearly see, 
at the background of the roof structure of the tholos that 
the manuscript page was scratched with a number of con-
centric semicircles to form the upper part of an arch with 
several bands. These may represent the marking lines 
that were used to articulate the arch that appears on the 
recto of this page (Fig. 23);88 but it is quite possible that 
this page was itself prepared for an arch and the plan was 
changed. It is not inconceivable that the smudge above the 
top of the scratched arch on the right was once a bird of 
the kind that appears on all the canon tables of Garima I; 
or is it a stain from when the manuscript was once wet? 
The writing beneath it and under (?) the bird to the right 
may likewise be an imprint from something once facing 
this folio or it may be original to it (see Fig. 26A)… Further, 
one may wonder about the two baskets or bowls of fruit 
or purple flowers that appear above the tholos roof to the 
left and right (Fig.  26A). There are many baskets in the 
architectural pages of this manuscript (for instance at the 

86 Bernabò 2014, 348.
87 McKenzie/Watson 2016, 46–48.
88 Note that the marking lines for the circle on the recto of the 
last decorated page of the prefatory miniatures of Garima  III show 
through the pigment of the image of St Matthew at the head of his 
gospel on the verso, see McKenzie/Watson 2016, 52–54.

apex of the arch in canon tables 1, 2, 5 and 6 (Fig 26B), 
and on the left and right at roughly the same position as in 
the tholos image in pages 2 and 3 of the letter of Eusebius, 
(Fig 26, i.e. Fig 26C). But none have this form, which looks 
as if it might have been the image of a capital adapted to 
becoming a fruit basket. Is it the line of what was once a 
column (overlapped by what is now a rather faded tree) 
reaching up to what was once the capital on the right, or 
is this the effect of staining (also visible on the recto of the 
page) that may have been the result of binding coupled 
with folds in the vellum? The case for the fruit baskets 
in fact having once been capitals seems strengthened by 
what appear to be contour lines of a column not colour-
ed-in, running up towards the basket-capital, on the left-
hand side as well as the right (Fig. 25). In any case, even 
if—in the absence of infrared or x-ray photography—we 
cannot construct what may have been beneath what we 
now see, the scoring and the writing are evidence of what 
may have been two earlier phases if not more. 

Further, we may ask why the text of the second page 
of Eusebius’s letter in Garima I is so closely crammed up 
to the columns on either side (Fig. 27). Was the painting 
added after the text? And if so, how much later? Like-
wise, in the canon tables of the same manuscript, the 
grid pattern was clearly designed before the arch and 
curtains were painted. On Canon 1, either the curtain was 
only half drawn or it was swiftly rubbed out (Fig. 28A); in 
Canon 2 it overlaps the text (Fig. 28B), after Canon 3 an 
accommodation has been reached with the curtains over-
lapping the grid but the text being adjusted (Fig.  28C). 
Again, on a number of pages of Garima III there seem to 
be ruled or scratched horizontal lines with no relation 
either to the grid pattern or the decoration or any text: 
the pages look as if they were prepared for something 
else beforehand (Fig.  29). Arguably, something similar 
may be said for the canon tables with canons 6–10 in 
Garima II, where there seems to be a lot of faded writing 
in a different colour ink beneath the current black ink 
(Fig. 30).89 I am not sure how much further we can get 
with the current state of this manuscript and the current 
photographs that we have. Much more, and much more 
scientific work, would need to be done to ascertain 
with certainty whether this is in part a palimpsest. But 
the possibility that the tholos is a painting on top of an 
earlier stage is extremely suggestive for those who might 
worry that dates for the parchment should not determine 
dates for the workmanship.

A most important aspect of the Garima manuscripts 
is the fact that we have three. In no other early case do 

89 McKenzie/Watson 2016, plates 49–52.
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we have so many illuminated manuscripts that are clearly 
interconnected and yet choose different visual strategies 
for their presentation. Garima  I and II avoid portraiture 
and Garima III insists on it. On textual grounds it has been 
argued that neither Garima I nor Garima III were copied 
from the other, but that are both based on different exem-
plars probably derived from a common prototype, which 
is ultimately a translation from Greek made not later than 
the sixth century.90 The fine quality of the decorative work 
in the frames of the portraits in Garima III is sufficiently 
similar to the ornamentation of the arch bands in the 
canon tables of the same manuscript, to guarantee that the 
portraits belong with the rest of its decoration and were 
not added later. It may be that the inclusion of portraiture 
has no greater significance than the whim of a patron or a 
larger amount of money available for Garima III than for 
Garima I or II. But the presence and absence of images in 

90 Zuurmond, 2001, 32–33, 36–38.

the Ge‘ez manuscripts may be Ethiopian evidence for the 
argument about aniconism (possibly extending to icono-
phobia and even to destruction) versus forms of image 
worship in the period before Byzantine Iconoclasm, which 
began about 730 CE in Constantinople,91 but clearly had 
significant influence (at least ideologically and perhaps 
materially) across the whole of Christendom, including 
in the Miaphysite context of Armenia. The debates are 
well attested in the Eastern Mediterranean, in Syria and 
in Armenia for the sixth and seventh centuries.92 If the 
Garima manuscripts were to be ninth century or later, then 
they may be taking explicit and contradictory positions in 
relation to the most vibrant debate within the Christian 
community in the East (a conflict with significant ramifi-
cations at the time not only in Constantinople but as far 
as Damascus and Carolingian Court) or they may reflect 
manuscript exemplars that did so.93 

91 For the outbreak of Iconoclasm and the many problems about it, 
see Brubaker/Haldon 2011, 79–94.
92 For some general discussion, see Kitzinger 1954; Baynes 1960; 
Cameron 1979; Barasch 1992; Besançon 2000, 11–146; Bremmer 2008; 
Elsner 2012 and essays in Campagnolo/Magdalino/Martiniani-Reber/
Rey 2015. On Armenia, see der Nersessian 1944–1945; der Nerses-
sian 1946; Alexander 1955; van Esbroeck 2003; Mathews 2008/2009; 
Rapti 2015. On Hypatius of Ephesus, see e.g. Alexander 1952, 178–181; 
Grouillard 1961; Lange 1969, 44–60; Thümmel 1992, 103–106 and 
Gero 1975. On Leontius of Neapolis, see V. Déroche 1986; Lange 1969 
621–676; Thümmel 1992, 127–136, 233–236 and V. Déroche 1994.
93 On Byzantine iconoclasm, see Grabar 1957; Barnard 1973; Bryer/
Herrin 1977; Brubaker/Haldon 2011. On the East, see Griffith 1997; 
Louth 2002, 193–222; Auzepy 2007, 209–57; Griffith 2008; and Codoñer 
2013. On the West, see Auzepy 2007, 285–316; and Noble 2009.
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