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Writing in gold has almost completely escaped
the attention of art history. Whereas the
semantics and the materiality of gold used in
works of goldsmithery as well as in illuminations
and panel paintings have been frequently
discussed, the fact that gold has been also
applied to embellish texts, be it single initials
and titles as well as entire chapters and volumes
has drawn relatively sparse comment. The scope
of this lecture is to critically evaluate the specific
reasons for the use of gold as writing material in
the Western Middle Ages. Particular weight will
be given to gold script’s luminosity and its
potential to resist a fast and effortless reading of
written notation. As a discussion of several cases
from the early medieval period will show, the use
of gold ink for letters, words and entire books
powerfully unmasks the ideal of transparency
which for a long time has been considered the
most characteristic feature of writing.
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