





A Commentary on a Drawing from The Westminster Psalter

[bookmark: _GoBack]‘‘Psalters’’ thrived from the thirteenth century, as the books traditionally used to accompany private religious practice.[footnoteRef:1]  They contained a much-used section of the Bible, The Book of Psalms, in a format more accessible for prayer.   The drawing below is from The Westminster Psalter, of 1200, inside which, in addition to the Psalms, are the Litany, prayers and Easter tables,[footnoteRef:2] giving further proof for the psalter’s serviceability in the monastic routine. Historians have estimated that the manuscript was modified circa 1225-1250,[footnoteRef:3] to accommodate this drawing, again an indication of the attention psalters received. [1:  N.J. Morgan and L.F. Sandler in J. Alexander, J. and P. Binski, Age of Chivalry: Art in Plantagenet England, 1200-1400 (London: Royal Academy of Arts, 1987) p. 148]  [2:  British Library, Catalogue of Illuminated Manuscripts, Detailed Record for Royal 2 A XXII, https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts, [accessed 23/05/18].]  [3:  ibid] 

        A knowledge of the socio-political issues which distinguished 1250 might facilitate our reading of this drawing. It might be taken as an expression of feudalism, the foundation of medieval society, at the head of which were the land holders, i.e. the nobility and gentry, who alone had the resources to produce artistic works.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  T. Tolley; in R. Radulescu and A. Truelove, Gentry Culture in Medieval England (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005), p. 167] 

         That the drawing is of a knight can be determined by the sword girded at his waist with a belt, his destrier, spurs, chainmail, helmet and squire, all of which are class signifiers synonymous with the thirteenth century knight.  The knight’s body is deliberately angled towards us. In this manner, the expense of furnishing a knight, which Coss implies must have been a deterrent to all but the gentry or nobility who had the £20 income from lands,[footnoteRef:5] is clearly intimated. There was a programme implemented by the Crown throughout the 1230’s, 40’s and 50’s, distraint of knighthood, which stipulated to adequate land holders that they must become knights.[footnoteRef:6] This drawing may have been one method used by the Crown to recruit much needed knights.   [5:  P. Coss, The Knight in Medieval England: 1000-1400 (UK: Alan Sutton Publishing Limited, 1993), pp. 61-62]  [6:  ibid, p. 60] 

         In examining a medieval visual image, we must discuss its signs, and the connotations or connections these engendered. Kneeling and elevating one’s hands, signalled humility and the knight’s gift of service to the king and God above him. That he has foregone his helmet, signifies he has stripped himself of his earthly rank and his sincerity to God. The knight’s downward glance, replicated by the horse and squire, represent the chain of deference that supported the feudal hierarchy. 
        The medieval castle has been described as ‘‘the chief architectural expression of feudal society…which, like feudalism itself, arose from the need for protection.’’ [footnoteRef:7] Thus, its appearance in the margin conveyed social stabilisation by alluding to the bigger feudal structure to which the knight inextricably belonged, keeping his lands and castles by providing military service to the king.  [7:  J. W. Thompson and E. N. Johnson, An Introduction to Medieval Europe: 300-1500 (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, Inc., 1937) p. 311] 

        The religious context of the image, the psalter, was a consequence of the Church’s role in The Crusades. Crusaders were knights who sought to liberate Jerusalem from Muslim rule and Christianise it.[footnoteRef:8]  It is from the ‘‘cross pattee’’, the crusader’s motif printed on his surcoat, banner and helmet, and secured at his shoulder, that we can discern he is a crusader.  The sword, which here has equal eminence to the cross, is positioned in the centre of the drawing. This communicated the theory that Christianity and war were entirely compatible. Moreover, the absence of a shield, proclaiming personal arms or lineage, conveys the idea that crusaders didn’t have an individual identity but possessed the shared identity of the brotherhood. [8:  H.W. Koch, Medieval Warfare, (London: Book Club Associates, 1978), p. 88.] 

        According to Lester, monasteries were the sacred sites from which crusaders commenced their crusade.[footnoteRef:9]  Knights received the blessing of the Church, on the premise that they would be a miles Christi - a soldier of Christ.[footnoteRef:10]  The Knights Templars were regulated by the rules of St. Bernard of the Cistercian monastic order.[footnoteRef:11]  The Church evolved to accommodate knighthood, which became ‘‘the secular arm of the Church.’’[footnoteRef:12]  Now that bloodshed was permissible, the Church would be able to impose Christianity on the East using armed force. [9:  A. Lester in L.J. Whatley, The Crusades and Visual Culture p. 169]  [10:  C. Phillips, The Illustrated History of Knights and the Golden Age of Chivalry (London: Lorenz Books, 2008) p. 35]  [11:  Thompson and Johnson, An Introduction to Medieval Europe: 300-1500, p. 533]  [12:  R. Barber, The Knight and Chivalry (London: Sphere Books Ltd, 1974) p. 39] 

         Strickland argues that the drawing was an acceptable, peaceful visual channel, through which the monks at Westminster Abbey could involve themselves in the crusades.[footnoteRef:13]  Strickland also says the drawing fitted the ‘‘crusading agenda’’ being pushed by the pope and Henry III.[footnoteRef:14]  Geertz describes culture as ‘‘an assemblage of texts.’’[footnoteRef:15]  It was an assemblage manipulated by the gentry classes and above. [13:  D.H. Strickland in L.J. Whatley, The Crusades and Visual Culture (UK: Routledge, 2017) p. 172]  [14:  ibid p. 173]  [15:  Geertz, in R. Howells, Visual Culture (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003), p. 317] 

        Westminster Abbey is the ‘‘coronation church,’’ a ‘‘Royal Peculiar’’ belonging to the monarch, and the church designated to crown England’s new monarchs.[footnoteRef:16] As such, its artworks boast this connection. For example, the knight’s helmet is decorated with a crown-like pattern. Henry’s commitment to renovating the Church[footnoteRef:17] was perhaps being recognised in this drawing.  Moreover, Henry is said to have ‘‘taken the cross’’, a formal pledge to go on crusade, in 1250.[footnoteRef:18]  The Plantagenet dynasty had a reputation as crusaders, its main exponent being Richard I.[footnoteRef:19] The drawing above exemplifies how positive crusader images acted upon the medieval person’s knowledge of this reputation, thereby cementing the power of the House of Plantagenet.  [16:  Dean and Chapter of Westminster Abbey, History of Westminster Abbey,  https://www.westminster-abbey.org [accessed 23/05/18]]  [17:  ibid]  [18:  Strickland in Whatley, The Crusades and Visual Culture p. 159]  [19:  ibid] 

         The two original brotherhoods to which crusader knights belonged were the Knights Templar and The Knights Hospitallers, whose members took monastic vows.[footnoteRef:20]  These vows were ‘‘chastity, poverty and obedience,’’ [footnoteRef:21] qualities exhibited by the knight in the psalter. Coupled with his hairlessness, the angelic, peaches and cream quality to his complexion intimates his virginity. Similarly, the white horse conveys the absence of sin in the Templar knight’s character. Meanwhile, the gesture of kneeling symbolises his obedience to God.  [20:  Phillips, The Illustrated History of Knights and the Golden Age of Chivalry, p. 64]  [21:  Barber, The Knight and Chivalry, p. 227] 

        The knight here is furnished quite basically, in comparative poverty to how splendid his attire might be. He is the visual interpretation of Bernard of Clairvaux’s conception of the Templar knight, set out in a pamphlet entitled De laude novae militia, in ‘‘praise of the new soldiery.’’ [footnoteRef:22]  This made a distinction between the secular corruption and hedonism of the old soldiery, and the new soldiery founded on religion.[footnoteRef:23] [22:  ibid]  [23:  ibid] 

        The artist’s use of surrealism, with the knight appearing to stand on a cloud as if in heaven, worked on a spiritual level, connecting with a religious audience. Strickland has even posed a theory that the figure is Jesus Christ, which links directly to the Psalms in the psalter, the text from which it derives, and their message about the ‘‘coming of Christ’’.[footnoteRef:24]  To equate crusading as an activity approved and practised by Christ would have encouraged religious patronage of the crusades, as would the implication of heavenly reward. [24:  Strickland in Whatley, The Crusades and Visual Culture, p. 172] 

        Two examples of literature published at this time, The History of William Marshal (1225) and Romance of Richard Couer de Lion (1255),[footnoteRef:25] demonstrate that the gentry was defining and romanticising its identity across a range of media. Knighthood has been described as ‘‘a potent civilizing influence on medieval society,’’ from which the principles of civilised behaviour sprang.[footnoteRef:26]  The image of the knight didn’t merely operate as an advertisement for feudalism. It also advertised expectations of class-specific behaviours.   [25:  Phillips, The Illustrated History of Knights and the Golden Age of Chivalry, p. 13]  [26:  Thompson and Johnson, An Introduction to Medieval Europe: 300-1500, p. 325] 


  [image: ]
Image taken from https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts, [accessed: 8/5/18] 
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