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Few Byzantine manuscripts so vividly unite artistic ambition, personal devotion, and elite
self-fashioning as the so-called Leo Bible. At the request of Associate Art History Professor Dr.
Alice Isabella Sullivan, the Tisch Library at Tufts University has recently acquired a full-size fac-
simile of this monumental work. This remarkable manuscript was commissioned around 940 CE
by a man named Leo, whose donor inscription identifies his status as a patrician, eunuch, court
chamberlain, and treasurer. It was made for the monastery of St. Nicholas, which was founded by
Leo’s brother, Constantine. According to an inscription embedded within the work, Leo present-
ed the book as a pious offering intended to redeem his sins and to obtain the favor of the Virgin
Mary and Saint Nicholas." The manuscript’s large size, detailed donor inscription, and lavish
illuminations all testify to Leo’s munificent gesture, which was likely motivated by both personal
devotion and the desire to display his wealth and status within Byzantine society.?

Beyond its obvious material value, the
Leo Bible has long fascinated historians because
it represents one of the earliest extant Byzantine
picture bibles and one of the largest volumes ever
produced in a Byzantine scriptorium. Although the
manuscript originally contained both the Old and
New Testaments, only the Old Testament portion
survives today, consisting of 565 folios.* The work
is also significant because it was produced not long
after the tumultuous iconoclastic controversies of
the eighth and ninth centuries CE.* During this pe-
riod, fierce debates over the legitimacy of religious
images led to the destruction of many works of art
and even the suppression of image-making. The Leo
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to aid spirituality—a concept that had previously
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caused so much contention and destruction during the icon-
oclastic period.’ Similarly, the manuscript’s visual program
suggests a deliberate effort to reassert the legitimacy and use-
fulness of images within the context of a religious text. The Leo
Bible therefore provides a valuable window into the intellectual,
cultural, and artistic climate that emerged after the restoration
of icons in the mid-ninth century CE.°

Of particular interest to art historians are the manuscript’s
thirteen full-page miniatures (or images) in addition to the
complex interplay between the Greek epigrams and the accom-
panying illustrations. Entire pages are devoted to imagery, and
their presentation—framed with decorative inscriptions in a
manner reminiscent of easel paintings—further emphasizes
Leo Bible, fol. 263r: Samuel their importance within the manuscript.” The style of these im-
anointing David as king. Tisch ages is also noteworthy. The miniatures display a painterly and
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author. relationship between the more stylized iconic imagery of Byz-

antine tradition and this naturalistic interpretation of tradition-
al iconography, calling into question whether there was a “Macedonian Renaissance” or whether
these classicizing elements represent a continuation of earlier artistic interests. Thus, the Leo
Bible also serves as an invaluable resource for examining the relationship between text and image
and for understanding how disparate influences shaped the artistic production of this period.
Today, the original manuscript is preserved a continent away in the Vatican Library,

where access is strictly limited and especially difficult for younger scholars to obtain. This acquisi-
tion helps overcome those geographical and institutional barriers, making possible a more imme-
diate encounter with the manuscript and a stronger sense of its physical grandeur. Its extraordi-
narily large scale becomes palpable as its weighty pages are turned, while its carefully orchestrated
visual program comes into sharper focus through the interplay of miniatures and text in ways
that digital images cannot replicate. Therefore, the acquisition of this new, high-quality facsim-
ile provides a unique and important opportunity for students, researchers, and members of the
Tufts community to engage directly with one of the most significant surviving manuscripts of the
Byzantine world.
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