Psalter-Hours - MS M.729 fol. 345v

The Psalter-Hours of Yolande de Soissons was written and illuminated in Amiens, a city in Northern France, between 1280 and 1299.1 It was originally made for the Comtesse de la Table, dame de Coeuvres, who was the second wife of Raoul, Comte de Soisson. The manuscript was completed by her daughter or stepdaughter, Yolande de Soissons. Yolande was married to Bernard V, Signeur de Moreuil, by 1276, but little else is known about her life in Amiens.2  The Moreuil family were originally vassals of the bishops of Amiens and were connected to the abbey of Corbie, and the Abbey of Saint-Vaast de Moreuil.3 The original owner of the Hours section, Comtesse de la Table, is portrayed in a full-page miniature earlier in the manuscript, wearing heraldic garments and praying before an altar.4 
MS M.729 fol. 345v is framed within a gothic styled structure5, potentially depicting the Cathedral of Amiens, which was built between 1220 and 1270.6 Additionally, six heraldic shields on the boarders of the illumination portray the houses of Moreuil and Coeuvres7, to affiliate the patrons with of the book. However, it is worth noting that the Soissons heraldry is not present in the image.
The illumination is inlaid with gold as its dominant background, creating contrast to the blue exterior and giving the image an impression of divine light. The gold is paired with the boldness of ultramarine, which, in the 12th century, was created from Lazurite, a mineral extracted from the rock Lapis Lazuli, which originated from Persia.8 The use of these materials exemplifies the wealth of the family and their donations to the church by giving testament to the family’s ability to purchase expensive materials.
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The image itself depicts the Crucifixion of Christ, 
“cross-nimbed, wears a crown of thorns on His inclined head and long loin cloth. He bleeds from His wounds. He is affixed with three nails to the Tree of Life.”9 
The tree itself has strong symbolism related to rebirth, a pinnacle belief of the crucifixion story. On top of the crucifix is a pelican pecking at its chest to draw blood, a Christian symbol of sacrifice, derived from pelicans feeding their offspring.10 The Pelican sits next to a sign inscribed “INRI” – translated as Iesus Nazarenus Rex Iudaeorum (Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews)11, creating the surface level narrative of the illustration, the sacrifice of Jesus.
Underneath the crucifixion, spectators gather, with varying expressions. The prominent figures depicted on the right side are Saint John the Evangelist who is holding the Virgin Mary, also depicted in ultramarine, who is in grief, with a sword piercing her heart. This may relate to the “Prophesy of Simeon”, in which Simeon advises Mary that through Jesus’ actions, 
“the deepest thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your very soul.”,12  
referring to the pain losing a child and the weight of responsibility on their shoulders. 
To their right, Moses stands with horns protruding from his head, which commonly was a reference to the power of God. Moses was often depicted with horns due to the translation of Exodus 34, 30, where Moses descended to his people in the desert, his face was seen to shine with a divine light. The word “cornutam” used in the Latin translation of the passage can mean both “shining” and “horned”.13 The appearance of Moses in this scene may also symbolise Law or refer to Moses’ prophesies of Jesus in the Old Testament. 
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On Jesus’ left stands Longinus of Jerusalem, the soldier known for piercing Jesus with his spear to confirm his death, looks regretfully at Mary. Upon witnessing the death and resurrection of Christ, Longinus converted to Christianity,14 was baptised and eventually martyred due to their newfound unwavering belief. Longinus eventually became a saint with miracles relating to him. 15
Stood next to Longinus are Balaam and Caiaphas. Caiaphas was a pivotal antagonist to the trials leading up to Jesus’s crucifixion who has been immortalised as the Jewish High priest responsible for accusing Jesus of blasphemy by directly asking Jesus if he was “the Christ, the son of God”, to which Jesus incriminated himself by answering “you have said it yourself”.16
Balaam was known for being a “diviner,” a form of seer or prophet. Balak, who was king of Moab hired Balaam to curse the Israelites but blessed them through Gods commandments.17  Though he appears to be portrayed positively in the Book of Numbers, references throughout the remainder of the Old Testament and into the New Testament suggest his corruption and moral ambiguity, such as misleading the Israelites astray from God by seducing the Israelites into 
“fornicating with foreign prostitutes, committing idolatry and even denying the Torah.”	18
 (Book of Numbers Chapters 22-24, Second Letter of Peter 2:15). This imagery could also create an opposing counterpart to Moses. 
Both Balaam and Caiaphas are wearing a pointed cap. During the 12th to 17th centuries, the Pileus Cornutus was a sign of a person’s Jewish heritage(??), this may be relevant due to the increased antisemitism during the times of the crusades. 19
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The left side is referred to as the sinister side and has long been associated with malevolence and evil, as evidenced in Matthew 25:31-46 where Jesus separated the goats to the left and sheep to the right before proclaiming them cursed.20 
20. Matthew 25. 31-46
21. Morgan Library & Museum. MS M.729
To counter this, the right side, which was known as the dexter side usually depicted more virtuous characteristics.
Overall, the illumination may seem like a simply depicted scene of the crucifixion, but through deeper understanding of the symbolism and choices of the artist to input specific characters, expressions and items used, the illumination could be perceived to create a larger narrative, by reflecting various stories from religious texts within the scene itself whilst simultaneously ensuring that the families patronage is advertised throughout. 
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