Write a commentary on an image, drawing attention to features of style, content, and symbolism. What scene or narrative is the artist representing here? How does (s)he represents it?

Source Background: An illustration from the Psalter-Hours of Yolande de Soissons manuscript, written and illuminated in Amiens, France, between 1280 and 1299. It was made for Yolande of Soissons, then owned by Charles of Poitiers, William Young Ottley, Robert Stayner Holford, and purchased by the Morgan Library in 1927.
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The source is an illustration of Christ dying on the Cross, from the Psalter-Hours of Yolande de Soissons. “The Psalter-Hours of Yolande de Soissons is a manuscript that was created as a devotional work, with its purpose of providing access to God, Mary, and the saints through prayer. It also educates individuals on the life, death, and teachings of Christ, many of which are shown pictorially as well as written too, as per the source demonstrates. The manuscript is structured around the Office of the Virgin, which is a prayer cycle that runs from Matins to Compline, and is decorated with 40 full-page miniatures, 66 historiated initials, 24 calendar illustrations, and 56 full-page borders. It was created in Amiens, France between 1280 and 1299 for Comtesse de la Table of the Coeuvres family.” [footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://ica.themorgan.org/manuscript/page/110/128492] 


The source uses many examples of visual imagery and symbolism of Christ on the Cross to represent Jesus’ death and its significance to Christians. When you initially look at the illustration you are immediately drawn to the centre and the image of Christ on the cross with his crown of thorns and a gaping wound by his right rib. This imagery is highly significant because Jesus dying on the cross is the natural symbol of Christianity and highlights the fundamental belief that he died for our sins. This is further shown through the crown of thorns on his head, which potentially demonstrates the curse of sin being placed on his head and thus in his conscience. Alternatively, it was viewed to be a mockery of him being the King of the Jews and Son of God. 
Above Jesus there is a Pelican with INRI (Latin for Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews, in Latin) written on a scroll below. The Pelican is often associated with Jesus as a symbol of Christ sacrificing himself for man, as it is believed that the bird would pierce its own breast to feed it young its blood. Similarly, Christians do this through the Eucharist, which commemorates the Last Supper, in which wine would be drunk by Christians (‘Jesus’ Young’) that represents the Blood of Christ. 
Behind Jesus there a tree, that can be interpreted to have two meanings. Firstly, it can depict the Tree of Life and represent the fullness of eternal life that Jesus will receive; otherwise, it could represent the growth of Christianity that centres around Jesus and the branches and leaves symbolising the sub-denominations of Christianity, such as Orthodox, Catholicism etc. 

Another way the source uses many examples of visual imagery and symbolism to represent Jesus’ death and its significance to Christians, is through the images of the people below Christ. On the far left, you can see a horned Moses, holding a scroll with his name spelt Moises. The horns are significant as it depicts him in glory as the prophet or precursor of Christ, as horns are a common biblical symbol of victory and being rescued from oppression (which is exactly what Moses did when he helped the Israelites escape and reach freedom). Alternatively, the horns could be viewed as a mistranslation of the Latin bible. However, a key inaccuracy to consider with this manuscript is that Moses is believed to of lived and died about 1000 years before Jesus, so he wouldn’t have been at Jesus’ crucifixion unless it is assumed that he is there in spirit.
Next to Moses is John the Evangelist, who is nimbed (has a halo around his head). This signals that he is an apostle of Christ, and righteous and holy in God and Christ’s eyes. He is holding a veiled Virgin Mary, whose breast has been pierced by a sword. This links to the idiom ‘like a knife to the heart’ and expresses emotional and physical trauma that is so great, it feels like you’ve been stabbed in the heart. She also wears blue to signify her divine status.
On the other side of the cross there is a man in armour holding a shield in one hand and a scroll in the other that says Chenturio which is the latinised version of Centurion, which was the title of a roman military commander or well esteemed soldier. It is believed that this soldier is Longinus of Jerusalem, who was the soldier who pierced the side of Jesus with a lance. However, we do not see a lance in the picture, but Jesus does have an open wound, so it could be interpreted that the sword in the breast of the Virgin Mary was instead used, and it is the physical object that confirmed Jesus death and her worst fears becoming true, hence the phrase a ‘knife to the heart’. 
Next to Longinus, is a man holding a scroll that says Kaipas, which is similar to Caiaphas who was the High Priest of Israel, who convicted Jesus of committing blasphemy (speaking sacrilegiously about God) and sent him to be crucified on the Cross. Beside Caiaphas is a man who is holding a scroll that says Balaam. Balaam was a wicked prophet who betrayed Israel and led some of the Israelites astray, which is shown in 2 Peter 2:15 which says, “they have left the straightway and wandered off to follow the way of Balaam son of Bezer, who loved the wages of wickedness.”[footnoteRef:2] Similarly in Jude 1:11 it says “woe to them! They have taken the way of Cain; they have rushed for profit into Balaam’s error; they have been destroyed in Korah’s rebellion.”[footnoteRef:3] [2:  https://www.biblestudytools.com/2-peter/2-15.html]  [3:  https://www.biblestudytools.com/jude/1-18.html] 

One key observation regarding the individuals depicted beside Jesus in the illustration, is the concept of Good vs Evil. On the left side of the illustration, is Moses, John the Evangelist, and the Virgin Mary, which are all depicted as good and pious individuals in the Bible, verses Longinus, Caiaphas and Balaam who are all deemed as wicked and traitors to either Jesus, God, or the Israelites. However, it is important to notice that when looking at Jesus positioning on the Cross, he is looking towards the ‘Good’ side and away from the ‘Evil’ side. This signifies that Jesus has ignored and overcome the temptation of evil and sin in death and is ‘heading towards the light’. 

The source uses many examples colour symbolism in its illustration of Christ on the Cross to represent Jesus’ death and its significance to Christians. The source predominantly uses 3 main colours, which are Blue, Red, and Gold, which all have different meaning in Christianity. Blue is often used to symbolise the heavens and the word of God. It is also used to depict, purity and piousness, hence why the Virgin Mary is always depicted wearing blue. Red is the colour used to symbolise Christ’s sacrifice and martyrdom due to the colour red being associated with the shedding of blood. Gold symbolises divine connection and God’s holiness, hence why it is mainly used in the background behind Jesus to show that Jesus is with God and his divine connection to him as father and son. 

The source also highlights the illustration’s dedication to Comtesse de la Table of the Coeuvres family, through the shields on the frame of the illustration. There are six French heraldic shields, with three Moreueil shields, and three Coeuvres shields. This was most likely intentionally done to signify the origins on this manuscript and the family who owns it, the Coeuvres family, but also to highlight the family’s devotion to God and the church. 
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