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Kristin Bremer
HPMS 7006 
Thomas Becket – Assessment 1 Visual Image Commentary
12 November 2021

Cambridge, The FitzWilliam Museum M. 22-1904

Title: Crucifixion and the Martyrdom of Thomas à Becket

This small ivory carving is the right wing of a diptych broken into an upper and lower depiction.[footnoteRef:1]  The Crucifixion of Christ is on the top and the martyrdom of St. Thomas Becket on the bottom.  It is dated as 14th century, circa 1300-1370 in the Gothic style.  The maker is unknown and the provenance is sparse.[footnoteRef:2] This object is fascinating in its material, construction, size, and purpose.  And, for such a small carving, it is quite intricate and rich with symbolism. [1:  The dimensions given are: Depth .9 cm, Height 11.3 cm, and Width 7.1 cm.]  [2:  The FitztWilliam Museum provides the historical note: ‘Hollingworth Magniac, Colworth, Bedfordshire; sold Christie, Manson & Woods, Catalogue of the renowned collection of works of art, chiefly formed by the late Hollingworth Magniac, Esq., (Known as the Colworth Collection), p. 82, lot . 256; sold for £32.11.0. to McClean’.  Frank McClean bequeathed it in 1904. (https://collection.beta.fitz.ms/id/object/31665). ] 

	  Gothic religious items made of ivory was in its ‘Golden Age’ from the 1230-1380.[footnoteRef:3] This Gothic period of ivory carving was a resumption of use of ivory from the lull in the 12th century.  Ivory’s resurgence in Medieval art was due to an increase in supply of ivory to Europe from Africa during this time period. The ivory, itself, is likely to be from the African Savannah Elephant.[footnoteRef:4]  In addition, this ‘Golden Age’ saw the construction of many diptychs, triptychs, and polyptychs for religious purposes of prayer and meditation.  These were done for alter pieces, Churches, as well as for private individuals.  The size of this carving indicates it would have been a luxury item for a very wealthy individual.  In addition, its size would have made it a portable item.  This would have been an important item for prayer for medieval Catholics.  It depicts both the Crucifixion and St. Thomas.  The Crucifixion is the most powerful symbol of Christianity and praying to a saint for intercession is still a vital part of Catholicism.  Like relics, depictions of saints hold power for the living.  The image of the saint provides some of the essence of the saint that assists in prayer intercession.  Today, Catholics may use prayer cards of saints or blessed metals of saints for particular prayers.  St. Thomas Becket is considered a ‘healing saint’, so this could have been used for an individual praying for improved health. [3:  Guérin, Sarah M. “Ivory Carving in the Gothic Era, Thirteenth–Fifteenth Centuries.” In Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000–. (http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/goiv/hd_goiv.htm (May 2010))]  [4:  Ibid.] 

	Examination of the diptych reveals much powerful symbolism.  The top zone, the Crucifixion, Christ on the Cross is in the center, and to the right side is St. John the Baptist with his head lowered and resting in his right hand.  Slightly behind him is carved two Jews.  The Crucifixion, of course, is the most important symbol of sacrifice for Christians.  The placement and positioning of St. John the Baptist are interesting.  St. John the Baptist can imply multiple meanings.[footnoteRef:5]  However, his bent head is likely referring to his decapitation at the order of Herod Antipas.  Catholics consider St. John an early martyr.  The two Jews behind him and to the right have elongated faces, beards, and exotic hats.  The medieval Catholic Church did not treat Jews kindly in fact and in art.  Often times, medieval artwork changes or exaggerates the physical stereotypes of Jews to display a sinister distortion.  We see this in this carving and could be conveying that the Jews were ‘Christ-killers’ as well as having responsibility for the death of St. John the Baptist.  The Jews are the perpetrators of these crimes. [5:  St. John the Baptist can denote ‘new life’ under baptism, the ‘forerunner of Christ’, or triumph of ‘new law’ over Judaism’s ‘old law’. ] 

	The left side of the top zone displays the Virgin Mary with two women supporting her.  She is shown in maternal anguish at the foot of the cross.  So much anguish, the women must hold her up. This is a version of the Stabat Mater.[footnoteRef:6] It is slightly different from a traditional Stabat Mater in that it has Mary fainting and falls into the category of ‘Swoon of the Virgin’.  This was a popular depiction of Mary fainting at the foot of the cross in the 13th century.  However, since there is no mention of Mary fainting in the Gospels, theologians argued that the mother of God should not be portrayed this way.  Neff suggests ‘A swoon would show a lack of perfection and grace, a momentary loss of faith inconceivable in the Mother of God’.[footnoteRef:7] Neff argues that the visual parallel between Mary and Jesus on the cross portrays Mary’s sharing in the passion as well as in the mystery of having both divine and human nature. ‘By sharing Christ’s suffering and death, Mary takes part in Christ’s salvation of Mankind’.[footnoteRef:8] Remarkably, Neff regards the swooning Mary as not only expressing ‘her compassion, her maternity, and her sacrifice’ but also ‘it is the pain of childbirth’.[footnoteRef:9] [6:  Latin for ‘the Mother was standing’.]  [7:  Amy Neff, ‘The Pain of Compassio: Mary’s Labor at the Foot of the Cross’ The Art Bulletin (1998) 80, 2, p. 254.]  [8:  Ibid, p. 255]  [9:  Ibid, p. 255] 

	The bottom zone of the diptych shows the scene of the murder of St. Thomas Becket in Canterbury Cathedral.  The second figure in from the right has St. Thomas kneeling below his cross-bearer.  St. Thomas is posed in prayer as described by the ‘Lives’ of Becket.  Becket is commending his spirit to God.  This is in direct comparison to Christ commending his spirit to God on the cross.  The cross-bearer is usually assumed to be Edward Grim; however, the actual cross-bearer the day of the murder was Henry of Auxerre.[footnoteRef:10] Edward Grim holds the cross just prior to the murder in the Cathedral.  Grim, who is in close proximity to Becket as he is murdered, is badly injured in the arm attempting to give protection to the Archbishop.  The carving displays the cross-bearers arm outstretched and one of the knights’ swords extended beyond the arm and on the top of Becket’s head.  The theme of sacrifice is again exhibited with Becket and Grim in the carving. [10:  David Knowles, Thomas Becket, London: Adam & Charles Black (1970) p 146. Thomas’s usual cross-bearer was Alexander-Llewelyn.] 

	The left side of the bottom zone shows three of the four knights who murdered Becket.  The knight that is furthest left in the carving is stepping forward with his sword and shield.  The shield has a shaggy head carved into it.  I believe this is to represent Reginald FitzUrse.  FitzUrse has been presented in other medieval artworks as having a ‘muzzled bear’ on his shield.[footnoteRef:11] It was FitzUrse who engages in a hostile verbal confrontation with Becket immediately preceding the murder and he is the aggressor.   [11:  London, British Library Illuminated Manuscripts Cotton MS Claudius BII f. 341r. ] 

	Interestingly, both zones of the diptych have Gothic arches as architectural borders on the tops of the scenes.  One can see the slight points in the arches, defining them as Gothic.  Of course, this carving was done in the period of the Gothic style for Cathedrals in Europe.  This detail may symbolize the Church.  The Crucifixion bordered by arches as the founding of Christ’s Church and the symbol of Christianity.  The martyrdom bordered by arches as Becket’s defense of the Church.  
	The diptych begs for comparison of the two zones.  Becket’s martyrdom and sacrifice is a mirror of Christ’s sacrifice.  The ancillary figures of St. John the Baptist and Edward Grim also present sacrifice.  St. John’s martyrdom via decapitation as a forerunner to the crucifixion can be compared to St. Thomas’s martyrdom.  Both St. John’s and St. Thomas’s deaths were extremely violent and involve blows to the head.  In addition, Edward Grim, in defense of St. Thomas, is injured.  The figure of Mary also exhibits the sacrifice she has made as the mother of Jesus.  The Jews and the knights are portrayed as those responsible for the deaths.
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