
The Man, Symbol of Matthew, Echternach Gospels 

 
Figure 1 The Man, symbol of Matthew, Echternach Gospels, Northumbria, late seventh-century. 
Paris, Bib. N., MS. Lat. 9389, fol.18v 
 



The Echternach Gospels were made in late seventh-century Northumbria, and were transferred to 
the former Luxembourg monastery of the same name before 739.1 Although the Echternach 
Gospels does not feature any carpet pages, it does include several stylized Evangelist symbol 
pages.2 The first of these evangelist symbols serves as the visual preface to the Gospel of 
Matthew. It features an image of the symbol of Matthew, the man, seated in the center. The man 
is framed in a fairly simple geometric interlace, with the words Imago Homins appearing in 
decorative text on either side of him. The script is ornamented with a red stich like pattern and a 
yellow fill, relating to the colors used in the interlace and figure.  
 
The composition of this page less extravagant in comparison to other illuminated Insular 
Gospels. The symbol of Matthew is framed by a thin rectangle of interlace. Strips of interlace 
come in on all four sides, ending in larger knot work. This forms an implied cross with the 
symbol of Matthew at the center. Beyond these framing elements, much of the page is dedicated 
to bare parchment. This limited decoration emphasizes the man, and creates a very clear 
understanding of what the image is, since there is no other visual distraction. The folio uses a 
limited color palette, mainly consisting of yellows, reds, and black details. Thin black outlines 
describe the features of the drawing, with the only differing line weight in the words Imago 
Homins on either side of the symbol of Matthew. These consistent line weights, limited color, 
and symmetrical composition gives the piece a sense of static unity. 
 
This static unity is further reinforced through the heavy geometric framing of the interlace and 
the use of curved teardrop shapes to describe the man rather than more representational contours. 
The use of geometric forms is important in Insular art, as measurement and numbers were 
considered the structural basis for creation.3 It is through numbers that confusion can be 
avoided.4 This simple geometry brings the focus back onto the primary subject of the evangelist 
symbol in the center, further bringing attention to the text to come. The frame of interlace is less 
complex than that of other Insular manuscripts, such as the complex knot work of folio 94 v. in 
the Lindisfarne Gospels (figure 2). In the context of the Echternach Gospels symbol of Matthew 
(figure 1), this simple interlace serves a similar purpose as the tight geometric framing the line 
work is contained in. The limited weave draws less attention on itself, allowing the central figure 
of the symbol of Matthew to be the main focus.  
 
In the Echternach Gospels, Matthew’s symbol of the man is seated holding a book (figure 1), 
much like the image of Matthew in the Lindisfarne Gospels, fol. 25v. (figure 3). This harkens 
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back to the concept of author portraits.5 Author portraits have been used in order to reinforce the 
authenticity of the manuscript.6 By placing the symbol of Matthew before the Gospels of 
Matthew, the artist is emphasizing the legitimacy of the contents that comes after, that it is the 
true Gospel of Matthew. The truthfulness is further emphasized through the motif of a book. The 
image of the author with their text reinforces that this is a written manuscript, written down not 
only by the scribe and the artist, but by the original author.  
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Figure 2 Carpet page 
prefactory to Mark, 
Lindisfarne Gospels, 
Lindisfarne, 680-720. 
London, British Library 
Cotton MS Nero D.IV fol. 
94v.	

Figure 3 Matthew, 
Lindisfarne Gospels, 
Lindisfarne, 689-721. 
London, British Library 
Cotton Nero D. IV fol. 
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