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Virgin and Child with Angels page, Book of Kells 

 
Figure 1 Virgin and Child with Angels, Book of Kells, Ireland or England, c. 800. Trinity College Dublin, 
MS. 58, fol. 7v. 
 
This folio, one of the first pages in the Book of Kells features an illuminated image of the 
Virgin and Child. The elaborately drawn illumination utilizes both pattern and color to 



provide a telling and reverent statement about the Virgin and the Christ Child. The 
Virgin takes up a majority of the space in the middle with the christ child on her lap. She 
is flanked by four angels on each corner of the folio. There are lunettes on either side 
and above the virgin with interlace and the image of mens’ faces in them. The whole 
folio is framed by interlace and on the bottom right side of the frame features a smaller 
frame with an image of congregated men.  
 
The Book of Kells is an illuminated insular manuscript made of vellum. It contains the 
four gospels and several tables and illuminated folios. The large page size and the 
extravagance of the decorative images tell us that this was not used as a portable book 
but instead was kept at one location. It is currently being held in the Trinity College 
Library in Dublin.  
 
The composition the folio follows a long standing tradition of theotokos, that is, the 
Virgin becoming literally the 
throne of Christ. This motif is 
found in many other works 
spanning the history of christian 
art, including in coptic egypt. 
The imagery of a tall centered 
woman, being Mary, sitting and 
gesturing towards Christ, who is 
seated on her lap, both secures 
the holiness of the Christ child 
and importance and strength of Mary herself.                         Figure 2 Sutton Hoo Purse Lid  
 
The interlace framing the folio is a complicated variation of interlace that can be traced 
back to the Anglo-Saxon period of the Sutton Hoo burial and is shown on a purse lid 
found a the site (figure 2). Insular interlace is very common throughout the Book of Kells 
and other manuscripts of this time period, such as the Lindisfarne Gospels. Though a 
popular motif, in the Book of Kells it is taken to new levels of complexity. Using several 
colors and several strands to frame the Virgin Mary. Benjamin C. Tilghman discusses 
the importance of workmanship within the interlace of insular manuscripts. He argues 
that “It is at once pure form and pure content; everything is ornament and nothing is.”¹ 
By drawing attention to the complexity of the insular marks the insular pattern as high 
workmanship, used to highlight the making of the manuscript, as well as associate them 
as a “markers of sacredness”.  
 



The folio has many motifs that have strong iconographic significances of the Virgin and 
child. The virgin herself, as stated above, acts as an iconographic symbol of the throne 
of God. Her halo, as well as the angels surrounding her signify her holiness and her 
purity. The complicated interlace and the general busy composition of the page all serve 
to frame her and to bring our focus to her midriff where the Christ Child is sitting.  
 
The use of color is also very important. Prevalent use of the color gold accentuates the 
richness and spirituality of Mary and her robe is a deep plum, perhaps suggesting 
blood, in relation to sacrifice and Christ. The robe may also signify royalty, as she is the 
throne Christ sits upon. Heather Pulliam argues that “we see folio 7v as a portrayal not 
of the virgin and christ, but of christ and his church” and “even when compared to other 
images of the Virgin enthroned, the Kells Virgin is a noticeably robust and powerful 
figure.”² The stature and holiness of the formal and iconographic elements of the Virgin 
establish her position as a representation of the Church of Christ.  
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