A Medieval Alphabet Book
Miniatures from Illuminated Music Manuscripts

Les Enluminures

A Medieval Alphabet Book
Miniatures from Illuminated Music Manuscripts

Illuminations in Choir Books are the gilded and glowing counterpart to sacred song in the Middle
Ages and Renaissance. Every church owned numerous volumes divided between Antiphonals (for
the Office) and Graduals (for the Mass). Stored under lock and key, Choir Books were hauled
out for display on large lecterns where members of the choir gazed in unison on the words and
pictures. The burnished gold frames of the miniatures surely glinted and sparkled as the folios
turned, especially when lit by candlelight.
Candles – and frequent handling – led to the ruin of many Choir Books. Changes to the liturgy
following the canonization of new saints could also render books obsolete. Their highly desired
gold initials painted by talented artists, however, could be excised with a knife and pasted into
albums or other books. In the 1700s and later, well-traveled connoisseurs and collectors placed a
new value on the pictorial style of Choir Books miniatures.
Starting around 1900, and probably in Paris, the so-called Spanish Forger re-used dismembered
parchment leaves from medieval Choir Books. Like the two ‘D’ initials here, the Forger painted
modern miniatures on top of unadorned initials, completely disjointed from the original text.
In the style of the Alphabet Book or Abecedario, these twenty-three initials are organized alphabetically
from A to S. Not surprisingly, the letters X, Y, and Z rarely appear in decorated initials.

Click on the title of each miniature to view full details.

A
A

is for Ambition

Illuminating hefty sets of Choir Books, containing as many as twelve volumes, with colorful
miniatures was always ambitious. Some Choir Books were never completed – a result of
outsize costs or broken contracts. Others were only finished later by artists following in the
footsteps of the master (or masters) who began the work.

1

Attavante (Vante de Gabriello di Vante Attavanti, active in Florence, born 1452, died 1520-1525)
Saints Sergius and Bacchus, initial ‘A’ from a Choir Book (150 x 130 mm.)
Italy, Florence, c. 1475-1485

Giorgio Vasari in the sixteenth century called Attavante the most “celebrated and famous of miniaturists.”
Relatively early in his career, around 1473, Attavante collaborated with Ghirlandaio on a Choir Book, the miniatures of
which now surviving in an album in Rome (BAV, Cod. Ross. 1192), including a miniature with the Finding of the True Cross
with Roman soldiers in imaginative armor and helmets similar to the present miniature. The initial ‘A’ opened the chant
Absterget Deus for the feast day of Sergius and Bacchus (October 7).
$75,000

A

is for Ambition

2
Circle of Frate Nebridio (active 1467-1503)
Two Augustinian Nuns, initial ‘A’ from an Antiphonal (92 x 92 mm.)
Northern Italy, Cremona(?), c. 1460-1480
The hooded nuns in black habits in this miniature are close to those painted by Frate Nebridio, an Augustinian monk.
Indeed, the delicate rendering of faces and the overall palette is very close to Frate Nebridio’s own hand. The parent
manuscript can be related to a series of Choir Books made for the Augustinian nunnery of Santa Monica in Cremona,
founded by Bianca Maria Sforza (1423-1468). This initial ‘A’ possibly opened a chant for a feast in proximity to Easter.
$14,000

..

B

is for Brilliant

Bright, shining, gem-like illuminations in Choir Books grab attention by design with
burnished gold leaf and illusionistic pearls and gemstones. This is especially the case in
fifteenth-century Italian miniatures by Attavante and Caporali and in miniatures painted in
luxurious Parisian Choir Books around 1500.

3
Parisian Painter
The Trinity, initial ‘B’ from a Choir Book (188 x 165 mm.)
France, Paris (?), c. 1500
This brightly colored miniature illustrates the Trinity, an expression of the three-fold nature of God. The crisp modeling
and brilliant primary colors are indicative of the work of Parisian illuminators. The extensive use of ultramarine blue (lapis
lazuli), highly burnished gold leaf, and red vermillion creates an overall harmonious and luxurious effect. The miniature
must come from a massive Parisian Choir Book like those ordered by Louis XII and Anne of Brittany for the royal chapel
of Sainte Chapelle. This initial ‘B’ likely opened the Introit Benedicta sit sancta Trinitas (“Blessed is the Holy Trinity”)
for Mass on Trinity Sunday.
$15,000$

C

is for Color

Color was the very essence of medieval illumination, created from natural and mineral substances, often
obtained from faraway lands or concocted from complicated recipes. Certain pigments in Choir Books
were typically specified by contract the so that artists could not substitute cheaper pigments for
more desired ones. Azurite, for example, was less costly and less durable than ultramarine (lapis lazuli),
which was imported from Afghanistan. Illuminators in some cities joined guilds that mandated the
consistent use of colors in order to keep artists honest.

4
Giovan Pietro Birago (active in Brescia, Venice, and Milan, c. 1460s-1513)
Trinity, initial ‘C’ from a Choir Book (164 x 175 mm.)
Italy, Brescia, 1463-1474
This miniature of the Trinity is by Giovan Pietro Birago, a celebrated Lombard illuminator who was a priest from Brescia.
It shows the three figures who make up the Trinity, God the Father, the dove, and Christ on the cross, surrounded by redfaced cherubim and set against a subtly-modulated blue sky. The cutting comes from one of the Choir Books completed
between 1463-1474 for the Cathedral of Santa Maria Maggiore de Dom in Brescia (now Pinacoteca Tosio-Martinengo).
Birago signed and dated miniatures in three of these Choir Books in 1471, relatively early in his career. It displays Birago’s
predilection for vibrant contrasting colors and rich ornament, in addition to delicate tooling in swirling patterns in the
gold leaf. This initial ‘C’ probably opened a chant for Trinity Sunday.
$45,000

C

is for Color

5
Parisian Painter
Communion of Saint Denis, initial ‘C’ from a Choir Book (175 x 160 mm.)
France, Paris, c. 1500
This unusually large miniature opened a chant for Saint Denis (or Dionysius), the patron saint of France and Paris.
The miniature shows the saint’s Last Communion, administered by Christ himself, as an astonished jailor holding a set of
keys looks on from outside. Perhaps this miniature comes from a set of royal Choir Books made for Louis XII and Anne of
Brittany. Many cuttings and one leaf survive, today widely dispersed in libraries and museums around the world. The artist
may be from the workshop of the Master of Philippe of Guelders (fl. 1495-1510). The initial ‘C’ most likely opened a chant
for the saint’s feast day on October 9.
$20,000

C

is for Color

6
Umbrian Master (Master of the Matricola degli Spadai di Perugia?)
Martrydom of Saint Lawrence, initial ‘C’ from a Gradual (leaf c. 475 x 345 mm.; initial 125 x 115 mm. )
Italy, Perugia, c. 1360
Saint Lawrence is shown nude and chained to a fiery grill. This leaf is the work of an Umbrian Master with clear Perugian
roots. The rich sprays of foliage and colorful tendrils are a distinct feature of Perugian illumination. Five sister leaves can be
identified that belonged to one or more dismembered volumes of a magnificent set of Choir Books perhaps made for the
Cathedral of San Lorenzo of Perugia. The initial ‘C’ opens the chant Confessio et pulcritudo in conspectus eius, Offertory for the
Mass of Saint Lawrence (August 10). Although the miniature has suffered some repainting to the faces of the torturers and
to the blue ground, there can be no doubt about the Perugian provenance of the leaf.
$24,000

D

is for Detail

As we all know, “the devil is in the details.” Lucky for us the notorious Spanish Forger got a few
details wrong. Beyond using modern pigments, the Forger erroneously applied thick, crackled
gold to re-used parchment in the final step, whereas medieval and Renaissance illuminators
invariably applied gold leaf only at the beginning.

7
The Spanish Forger (active Paris c. 1890s to 1930s?)
Saint Cecilia Playing Music in a Courtly Gathering, initial ‘D’ (237 x 178 mm.)
France, probably Paris, c. 1900-1925(?)
In a large initial ‘D,’ a seated saint on the left (Cecilia, patron saint of musicians because she is said to have sung to God
even as she was beheaded) plays a portable organ, while a gathering of men and women read, listen, and sing in a garden
below a castle. The Spanish Forger is one of the most skilled and prolific forgers of all time, with hundreds of works
attributed to him, probably all made in Paris. William Voelkle notes that the Spanish Forger responded to the expectations
of the period for miniatures cut from manuscripts when he painted historiated initials. The Forger seems to have loved
scenes of music and courtship and they occur frequently in his works. They all utilize the same parchment stock –
a dismembered fifteenth-century Italian (or Spanish) Antiphonal.
$12,000

D

is for Detail

8
The Spanish Forger (active Paris c. 1890s to 1930s?)
The Three Marys at the Tomb, initial ‘D’ (leaf 255 x 249 mm.; initial 196 x 190 mm.)
France, probably Paris, c. 1900-1925(?)
This initial ‘D’ shows three women holding ointment jars as they approach an angel seated on a tomb, with a fairy-tale
castle behind. The Spanish Forger borrowed freely from chromolithographic editions for his compositions, mainly
published in Paris, and especially from illustrated volumes by Paul Lacroix. The Forger may even have been employed by
one of the Parisian publishing houses; remnants of old Parisian newspapers have been found inside the frames. Analyses of
his paintings show the presence of green copper arsenite which was not available before 1814. The crackled gold, applied
after other pigments, was probably intentional to further the illusion of age.
$10,000

D

is for Detail

9
Cristoforo Cortese, attributed to (active Venice, c. 1390-before 1445)
A Prophet, initial ‘D’ from a Gradual (leaf c. 190 x 240 mm., initial c. 96 x c. 105 mm.)
Northern Italy, Venice, c. 1400-1425
The initial can be attributed to Cristoforo Cortese, the most accomplished Venetian illuminator of the early fifteenth
century, and dates early in his career. From a Gradual, the rectangular cutting shows a half-length bearded prophet (perhaps
Isaiah?) with a burnished-gold halo. The prophet is loosely modeled on Florentine miniatures in a series of late fourteenthcentury Choir made for the monastery of San Michele in Murano. Nine related leaves probably from the same series of
deluxe Choir Books can be identified, no doubt illuminated in Venice. The initial ‘D’ opens the chant Dum medium silentium
tenerent omnia (“When all things were in quiet silence”), Introit for Sunday Mass in the Octave of Christmas.
$25,000

D

is for Detail

10
Bartolomeo Caporali (?), attributed to
Coronation of the Virgin, initial ‘D’ (c. 240 x 256 mm.)
Italy, Perugia, c. 1485-1490
This magnificent and large historiated initial ‘D’ was described by Gaudenz Freuler as “one of the most splendid examples
of the art of Renaissance manuscript illumination in Perugia.” It has long been attributed to Bartolomeo Caporali, a
Perugian painter working at the beginning of the High Renaissance strongly influenced by Florentine painters. Although
new research has reassigned some of the artist’s oeuvre to Tommaso di Mascio Scarafone and others, the long-standing
attribution is retained here. This miniature has belonged to important collectors since the nineteenth century, including
Sir John Pope-Hennessy.
$115,000

D

is for Detail

11
Master of the Modena Book of Hours (Tommasino da Vimercate?) (active in Lombardy, c. 1390-1420)
The Calling of the Apostles Andrew and Peter, initial ‘D’ from a Gradual
(leaf 480 x 330 mm.; initial 129 x 122 mm.)
Italy, Milan, c. 1402
This grand leaf comes from a dismembered Gradual, one of a series of Choir Books perhaps made for the Cathedral of
Lodi around 1400. It is attributed to the Master of the Modena Book of Hours, who may be identified as Tommasino da
Vimercate, an artist working in the Visconti court in the 1390s and associated with the Milanese workshop of the famous
Giovanni de Grassi. Eight sister leaves from the same Gradual have are known. The initial ‘D’ opens the chant Dominus secus
mare Galilee vidit duos fratres Petrum et Andream (“The Lord, walking by the Sea of Galilee, saw two brothers Peter and Andrew”),
Introit for the Mass for the Vigil of Saint Andrew (29 November).
$30,000

D

is for Detail

12
Northern Italian Illuminator
Initial ‘D,’ leaf from an Antiphonal (leaf 532 x 379 mm.; initial 203 x 139 mm.)
Northern Italy, Ferrara(?), c. 1470s
This enormous leaf bears an initial ‘D’ with elegant flowers on looping green stems painted in vivid colors, all surrounded
with highly burnished gold leaf. It is best compared to initials by Ferrarese artists in the circle of Martino da Modena in the
1470s, characterized by tightly-wound swirls of foliates with distinctive highlights. The leaf comes from an Antiphonal that
contained music for the Temporale (or Proper of Time), the portion of the liturgical year leading up to Easter. The initial
‘D’ opens the chant Dixit dominus ad Noe (“The Lord spoke to Noah”), the first Response for a Sunday office.
$5,500

G
G

is for Gargantuan

The size and weight of some Choir Books is legendary – big enough to be considered furniture. Larger
books were presumably easier to read, but the enormous size also echoed the wealth and ambition of
their donors who could afford such gargantuan gifts. For the artist, larger books also allowed larger
pictures, and in some cases giant historiated initials directly borrow designs from painted altarpieces,
painted on exactly the same scale.

13

Jacopo da Balsemo (c. 1425-c. 1503) and Workshop
The Assumption of the Virgin, leaf with initial ‘G’ from a Choir Book
(leaf 495 x 360 mm., initial 152 x 136 mm.)
Italy, Bergamo, c. 1480-1490

This enormous leaf with a grand initial ‘G’ depicts the Virgin Mary carried to heaven by red angels with apostles watching
below. The modeling of the faces is distinctive of Jacopo da Balsemo and his workshop, known for a substantial group
of Choir Books made in Bergamo in the second half of the fifteenth century – Jacopo himself is recorded working at the
Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore in Bergamo between 1449 and 1468. The present leaf belongs to a group of seven others.
The initial ‘G’ opens the chant Gaudeamus omnes, Introit for the Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin (August 15th).
$17,500

I

is for Inspiration

Today we think of “inspiration” as a creative influence or clever idea, but for singers in medieval
choirs “inspiration“ was divine presence – the simultaneous inhalation of air and spirit, filling the
lungs and giving voice to sacred song. Eye-catching decorated initials acted as pictorial prompts to
breathe in just before the first words are sung.

14
Bolognese Illuminator close to the Master of Santa Maria Maddalena di Valdipietra
(Master of the Statutes of the “Falegnami” of 1298?)
Four Martyr Saints, initial ‘I’ from a Gradual (leaf 490 x 360 mm.; initial 330 x 45 mm.)
Italy, Bologna, c. 1290-1295
This slender initial ‘I’ shows Four Martyr Saints with placid gestures, one holding a book. The anonymous Bolognese artist
belongs to the same generation of illuminators as the Master of Santa Maria Maddalena di Valdipietra, named after a series
of Choir Books made for a house of Dominican nuns in Bologna. The same characteristics are found in an illuminator
who decorated an initial in the statutes of the Bolognese falegnami of 1298. Both artists show a predilection for a deep blue
ground extending into the inner space of the initial, which is animated by lively tendrils and finely drawn white foliage. The
initial ‘I’ opens the chant Intret in conspectu tuo domine gemitus, Introit to the Mass for Several Holy Martyrs.
$22,000

I

is for Inspiration

15
Anonymous Artist
Initial ‘I,’ leaf from a Choir Book (leaf 390 x 285 mm.; initial 135 x 25 mm.)
Northern Italy, 12th century
This twelfth-century leaf was most likely produced in northeastern Italy, near Brescia. Its early form of music notation
stands out strikingly from later styles of Choir Books with four-line staves and blocky, square notation. In fact, this leaf’s
notation appears to be transitional, including a single horizontal red line around which most neumes (or notes) are grouped.
Fainter brown lines appear above each red line accommodating others. The initial ‘I’ opens the chant In principio deus antequam
terram (“In the beginning God was [existed] before the earth”) for the First Sunday in August (8th Sunday after Pentecost).
$4,000

I

is for Inspiration

16
Northern Italian Illuminator
Initial ‘I,’ leaf from an Antiphonal (leaf 532 x 379 mm.; initial 127 x 88 mm.)
Northern Italy, Ferrara(?), c. 1470s
This leaf bears a brightly illuminated initial ‘I’ with burnished gold and vivid colors. The bold style of the decoration
best compares to initials in Choir Books illuminated by Ferrarese artists in the circle of Martino da Modena in the 1470s,
characterized by tightly-wound swirls of foliates. The style of the decoration can also be compared to initials by artists
working in Ferrara in the decades around 1460, including Franco dei Russi and Guglielmo Giraldi, who illuminated Bibles
and Missals made for the powerful House of Este. The initial opens the chant In die qua invocavi te domine (“On the day that I
called out to you, Lord”), the first response of the nocturn of Matins for Palm Sunday.
$4,500

L

is for Lament, and for Legible

Grief is a universal emotion and perhaps the most ancient human expression. In medieval chant,
laments were haunting, dolorous songs that mimic the sound of crying and sighing. Scenes of
sorrow and weeping in Choir Book initials evoked the singer’s own emotions and affected vocal expressions.
Not all medieval letters are legible: with ‘A’ and ‘E,’ for example, illuminators took liberties with
the form of the cross bar of the letter, which could interfere with the space for the picture.
The ‘L’ (shown here) and the ‘I’ are typically the easiest letters to read.

17
Northern Italian Illuminator (Circle of Martino da Modena?)
Initial ‘L,’ leaf from an Antiphonal (leaf 532 x 379 mm.; initial 200 x 101 mm.)
Northern Italy, Ferrara(?), c. 1470s
The bold colors and distinctive tightly-wound foliates in this initial are close to Choir Books illuminated in Ferrara in the
1460s and 1470s. Similar decorations appear in initials by Martino da Modena, Franco dei Russi, and Guglielmo Giraldi, the
later two who worked on Bibles and Missals made for Borso d’Este (d. 1471) – famous for his grand palaces and extravagant
spending. The initial opens the chant Locutus est dominus ad Abraam (“The Lord spoke to Abraham”), first response of the first
nocturn of Matins for Quinquagesima Sunday.
$5,000

M

is for Marvel

Sacred landscapes with distant views of the Holy Land often appear in historiated initials.
As a type of virtual pilgrimage, these landscapes evoke the marvels of Jerusalem and Rome
that have lured countless wanderers and travelers. Biblical events are often portrayed in familiar
Italian or Dutch landscapes, merging them (marvelously?) into one.

18
Guglielmo Giraldi (fl. Ferrara, 1445-1489)
The Annunciation, initial ‘M’ from a Choir Book (cutting 216 x 186 mm.)
Italy, Ferrara, c. 1470
This miniature depicts Gabriel kneeling before the Virgin, her hands clasped in prayer, with an expansive landscape in
the background. It was recognized as the work of Guglielmo Giraldi by William Suida in 1947. Giraldi was an illuminator
working for Borso d’Este, duke of Ferrara, documented from 1445 to 1477, and stands out as one of the most important
personalities of Renaissance book decoration. This cutting belongs to a group of nineteen, all thought to be from the same
Antiphonal. The initial ‘M’ opens the chant Missus est Gabriel angelus (“The Angel Gabriel was sent...”).
$45,000

N

is for Nude

Renaissance artists depicted the nude body in stark new ways. Lifelike images proliferated following a shift
that valued the direct observation of nature and studies of classical sculpture. Illuminators at times adopted
designs from popular Renaissance prints for their lifelike renderings of Christ on the cross (like the ‘N’ below).

19
Master of Philippe de Lévis-Mirepoix (active 1510-1537) (Antoine Olivier?)
The Crucifixion, initial ‘N’ from an Antiphonal (265 x 175 mm)
France, Mirepoix, 1533-1535
Charged with emotion, this monumental miniature shows a bloodied Christ on the cross set against a vivid blue sky
with John the Baptist and the Virgin Mary on either side, their eyes red from weeping. The stocky, foreshortened bodies
follow the new figural style emerging from Italy in the wake of the Renaissance, in this case indebted to engravings by
Marcantonio Raimondi. Known as the Master of Philippe de Lévis-Mirepoix, the artist is perhaps the Toulouse-based artist
Antoine Olivier. Previously unknown, this miniature can now be added to a group of twelve other initials – many in major
museums – excised from a pair of Antiphonals commissioned by Philippe de Lévis, bishop of Mirepoix, from 1493 to 1537.
The initial ‘N’ opened the chant Nos autem gloriari oportet, the Introit for Maundy Thursday.
$110,000

Q
Q

is for Quicksilver

The color red, or vermilion, was obtained by medieval illuminators from heating mercury (known in the
Middle Ages as quicksilver) with sulfur and then by collecting and grinding the deposits of vapor formed
during the heating process. It was highly poisonous, so artists had to pay attention when they brought the
brush to a fine point by licking it. Red pigment could also be from plant extracts (dragon’s blood) or cinnabar.
It occurs throughout Choir Books in the red staves for notation.

20

Circle of the Prague Hexameron Workshop
Circumcision of Christ, initial ‘Q’ from a Choir Book (112 x 114 mm.)
Bohemia, probably Prague, c. 1400-1420

This miniature originated in the circle of the Prague Hexameron workshop, named for a copy of Ambrose’s Hexameron dated
to 1420 at St. Vitus Cathedral in Prague. The figural style and vivid pastel colors echo a group of seven initials from an Antiphonal now in Münster. The artists are thought to have established themselves in Poland after fleeing Prague in the tumult
of the Hussite Wars. The initial ‘Q’ (or possibly ‘O’ or ‘D’) is decorated with leafy acanthus in shades of green and set in a
distinctive square border with gold ground.
$17,500

R

is for Renown

Illuminators in Renaissance Italy achieved a high degree of fame and public standing from their renown
and success. The Niccolò da Bologna, for example, owned numerous properties and held public office. Renown
was also built on the success of pupils or key roles in prolific workshops – like the Florentine monk Don Simone
Camaldolese, teacher of the much-lauded painter-illuminator Lorenzo Monaco.

21
Don Simone Camaldolese and Workshop (active Florence, 1379-1405)
The Empty Tomb, initial ‘R’ from a Gradual (leaf 488 x 368 mm.; initial 204 x 169 mm.))
Italy, Florence, c. 1380-1400
The large initial ‘R’ starkly reduces the narrative of Christ’s resurrection to an image of the empty tomb devoid of any
figural imagery. It is attributed to Don Simone Camaldolese and workshop, one of the most famous illuminators of late
fourteenth-century Florence. The colorful and contrasting foliates and the black ground with tiny plants closely compares
to other miniatures painted in the decades before 1400. The initial ‘R’ opens the chant Resurrexi et ad huc tecum, the Introit for
Easter Sunday and one of the most important moments in the liturgical year.
$45,000

S

is for Shocking

Sound, smoke, and sacred images aroused a “sacred shock” inside grand abbeys and cathedrals –
not unlike the sensory overload we get today at noisy concerts.
Illuminated Choir Books were center stage, their glowing images of graceful saints and martyrs glimpsed
within the dizzying hum of candle-lit chapels filled with incense.

22
Guillaume Charmolue (Orléans?, active c. 1530-1540)
The Mocking of Christ, initial ‘S’ from a Psalter (143 x 142 mm.)
France, near Paris (Marcoussis?), c. 1530-1540
Christ sits at the center of this historiated initial ‘S,’ hands bound as he endures the insults of tormentors.
Pilate, who ordered Christ’s scourging, stands at right as he oversees Christ’s humiliation. The artist, Guillaume
Charmolue, was a monk based in the workshop of a Celestine monastery. The miniature is related to a series of
liturgical manuscripts created between 1530 and 1540 for Celestine churches near Paris and Orléans. The initial
‘S’ most likely opens Psalm 68, whicn begins Salvum me fac (“Save me O Lord”).
$16,000

S

is for Shocking

23
Olivetan Master Collaborator (active Lombardy, c. 1440s-1460s)
Presentation in the Temple, initial ‘S’ from a Choir Book (85/90 x 88/90 mm.)
Italy, Lombardy, c. 1440
This miniature shows the Virgin Mary holding out the Christ Child to Simeon, shown in a red skullcap. Joseph
stands behind Mary next to an altar with a tiny Gothic triptych. This miniature was painted by a collaborator
of the Olivetan Master, a prolific Lombard painter working in the middle of the fifteenth century. A group of
five cuttings by this artist are known, from the same Choir Book. The initial ‘S’ opens the chant Suscepimus deus
misericoridam, Introit for feast of the Purification of the Virgin Mary (February 2), also known as Candlemas.
$15,000

