
Incipit to St. John, Book of Kells 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This illumination serves as the beginning of the Gospel of St. John within the Book of Kells, and 
depicts the first phrase of the Gospel intertwined within elaborate ornamentation, colors and 
motifs, typical attributes of incipits at the time. The strong interlace and geometric forms 
disguise the Latin phrase “In principio erat Verbum,” translated, incompletely, to “In the 
beginning was the Word, and in the Word.” The large figure presiding over the page, as well as 
the illustration of a man drinking from a goblet, cowering under the beast, complement the 
powerful words dominating the composition. Who this central figure represents, however, 
presents a bit of a mystery. Some contend that this figure portrays St. John, the author of the 
Gospel, while others view this figure as representing Christ as Logos, or the Word.1  
 
The interpretation of the figure as Christ holds particular weight. A common understanding of 
John 1:1 suggests that John refers to Christ himself as the Word. Everything within the Gospels 
leads back to Christ, implying that he is the reason for the Word, therefore he is the Word. This 
image connects the concept of Christ as the Word, who actually holds a book, likely the Gospels, 
with the actual scriptural text designating him as the Word. Essentially, this portrayal of Christ 
figuratively represents the words hidden below him. The argument that this figure represents 
John also has strong merit. As evident in almost any manuscript of the Gospels from the time, 
Evangelist portraits saturated Insular art, as they offer an apotropaic or protective power over the 
words they themselves wrote. 

Figure 1: Incipit to St. John, Book of Kells, Ireland, ca. 800. Trinity College Library MS A. I. (58), fol. 292r. 



The incipit to St. John portrays an array of colors embellishing both the geometrical and human 
figures within the folio that then slither as vibrant, colorful ribbons throughout the interlace. 
Using interlace as a decorative strategy garnered a lot of respect for manuscript illuminations at 
the time. The interlace within this incipit carefully camouflages many of the less visually-
significant letters of the text, but still allows them to be pulled out by a determined viewer who 
makes the effort to find them, visually implementing the idea of “seek and ye shall find” from 
Matthew 7:7.2 In fact, the scribes of these incipit pages intended to keep the words mysterious to 
those not adorned with the spirit; and as stated by A. A. Luce, “Christian mysticism developed 
the technique of the hidden word […] known only to the initiate and, therefore, fencing the 
mysteries.”3  

 

The portrayal of the letters “RIN,” part of the word “principio” in the text (figure 2), shows how 
illuminators used interlace to conceal the identity of the characters, making it an intentional task 
for readers to pull them out of the composition. By using interlace as the background to the 
letters as well as utilizing the letters themselves as ribbons, all in blue and gold, these characters 
become one with the interlace. This makes the thicker ribbons used to create the letters their only 
distinguishing feature. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
These letters of the opening words of the Gospel minister as a sort of “gatekeeper” to the words 
contained within. Their grandeur informed the reader of the power held by the words within and 
insisted that these works be held to the highest esteem and respect. As stated by Luce they were 
“not be entered lightly.”4 In fact, the mutual vertical column of the letters I and N that graces the 
entrance to John’s Gospel is the largest capital in all of Kells.5 The intensity of these 
embellishments with interlace and color upon the geometrical forms of the page, such as the four 
round motifs atop the N, along with the sharpness used to create many of the other shapes, such 

Figure 3: Incipit to St. Luke, Lindisfarne Gospels, Lindisfarne, 698-721. 
London, British Library Cotton Nero D. IV fol. 139r. 

Figure 2: Incipit to St. John, Book of Kells, Ireland, ca. 800. Trinity College 
Library MS A. I. (58), fol. 292r. 



as the P, all contribute to the visual announcement of the prominence and divinity held by the 
Gospel’s words. This page possesses a visual apotropaic property for warding off those unworthy 
to partake of the messages of spirituality held within. 
 
This use of extravagant capitals embedded with interlace and color at the forefront of a Gospel is 
not unique to Kells and exists in many other manuscripts, most notably, Kells’ predecessor the 
Lindisfarne Gospels. The Lindisfarne Gospels also possess an incipit to each Gospel, one of the 
most iconic being the incipit to Luke (figure 3). Similar to the I/N in Kells, the Q of Lindisfarne, 
a large and richly embellished capital, serves to do just what the others do: establish the divinity 
and importance of the in held words and to ward of the negative spirituality. Just like in Kells, 
interlace and rich colors adore the Q. This quality speaks to the broader cultural concept of 
Insular art in maintaining the sanctity of the Gospels through powerful visuals. Not always done 
with incipits; the qualities of carpet pages, author portraits and the four Evangelist symbol 
compositions, all serve to protect God’s word from demonic forces using their visual prowess. 
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