
Celtic Illumination
Chrissy Archbold



If poets’ verses be but stories,

So be food and raiment stories,

So all the world a story,

So is man of dust a story.

St. Columba (Collumcille) 

6th Century



Inspiration

• Visit to Lindisfarne or ‘Holy Island’ June 2017

• History:

• Saint Aidan arrived in 635 CE and set up the monastery 
on Lindisfarne at the behest of King Oswald of 
Northumbria 

• Christianity was then established throughout 
Northumbria

• Saint Cuthbert – known for his holiness and miracle 
working arrived on Lindisfarne in the 670s 



Lindisfarne in 8th Century



The Lindisfarne Gospels

• Cuthbert died on 20 March 687 CE

• It was usual practice to exhume holy men to allow 
their bones to be used as holy relics

• His successor, Eadbert, gave permission for his body 
to be exhumed in 698 CE

• Found that his body had not decayed – sure proof 
he was a saint

• Lindisfarne Gospels were created in his honour
(dates vary from 698 to 715 CE)



The Illumination in the 
Lindisfarne Gospels



Celtic Design

• The Lindisfarne Gospels contain complex and 
beautiful Celtic design symbols

• Spirals

• Knots

• Key Panels

• Creatures

• People



The 
Spiral



Spirals

• Found at all scales, from galactic arms to molecular bonds

• Appear on very early human artefacts e.g. Newgrange in 
Ireland (3200 BCE)

• Physical expression of the archetypal circle in motion

• Spirals are synonymous with the flow patterns seen in the 
curls of waves, ripples, whirlpools

• The monks developed the spiral into an exquisite art form



Geometry of the Spiral



Symbolism

‘Based on the close-packing properties of circles, these spiral 
forms repeat at different scales; they are self-similar (spirals 
within spirals), like quarks in atomic nuclei, a window into the 
advanced fractal thinking of the Celts.’

(Tetlow, 2014:26)

‘The whole is reflected in the part in the geometry of circle, 
hexagon and star, the same geometry as generates the triple 
spiral roundel…with this in view it follows that whole triple 
spiral design may be reflected in each of the triples contained 
within it.’

(Meehan, 2007:71-72) 



The Triskele
• The triple-armed spiral an important archaic symbol

• Represents motion – arms make it appear as if it’s moving 
outwards from the centre signifying action, cycles and 
progression

• ‘A tale of forward motion to reach understanding’*

• The meaning of the three arms varies depending the era, 
culture, mythology and history:

• The Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Ghost

• The triple aspect of the Goddess, Virgin, Mother, Crone

• Life, death, rebirth

• Mother, father, child

• Mind, body, spirit

• The three Celtic worlds: the spiritual world, the present world 
and the celestial world

*(https://www.blarney.com/triskele-_-triple-spiral-_-tri/)



Celtic 
Knots



Celtic Knots

• Celtic artists ‘sought not to imitate nature, but rather to 
imitate her in her mode of operation’ i.e. alive not frozen

• ‘Celtic patterns are the ideal example of stylized thinking as 
natural philosophy’

• DNA’s double helix is both a knot and a spiral

• They were once cutting edge technology: weaving, crochet 
and knitting all involve specialised types of knot

(Tetlow, 2013:366)



King Solomon’s Knot

• ‘…it is said all the wisdom of 
Solomon is hidden in this knot’

• The medieval name for this knot 
was “The Emblem of Divine 
Inscruitibility” suggesting that 
perhaps knots were once 
contemplated as symbols with 
religious and philosophical meaning



People 
& 

Animals



Zoomorphology

• According to Celtic belief there 
are seven created life forms: 
plant, insect, fish, reptile, bird, 
mammal and man

• In Celtic art they are represented 
in a highly stylised and 
imaginative form



Celtic Humour

• The monks were sometimes playful too

• In this example from the Book of Kells, the 
picture illustrates the biblical verse that ‘no 
man can serve two masters’ with a picture of 
monks pulling each others beards!



Examples



First Attempt



Personal Experiences

• ‘Knots have a particular effect on respiration. A 
measured breath is essential to drawing 
smooth curving parts, slowing the heartbeat’ 
(Tetlow:2013:366)

• Experiencing a ‘new seeing’ – repatterning the 
unconscious mind?

• The perfection of imperfection

• Spirals and the left-brained modern



Giraldus Cambrensis
12th Century

“…if you take the trouble to look very closely, 
and penetrate with your eyes to the secrets of 
the artistry, you will notice such intricacies, so 
delicate and subtle, so close together and well-
knitted, so involved and bound together, and 
so fresh still in their colourings that you will not 
hesitate to declare that all the things must 
have been the result of the work, not of men, 
but of angels…”


