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Visual Image from the Westminster Psalter
This short commentary will attempt to examine the context of the illustration in the Westminster Psalter, BL Royal 2 A XXII (c1200 – c1250) of the Knight kneeling (folio 220).
 The intention is to comment upon the significance of the visual imagery within its cultural, historical and literary context. 
The Westminster Psalter belonged to the Benedictine Abbey of St. Peter, Westminster and would have been in use for services. Sermons validating the benefits of crusading were not uncommon, and certain Psalms in particular, such as 67 and 78 were associated with a call to holy war.
 During a period of rebuilding of the abbey around 1250 by Henry III, five tinted drawings were added.
 This style of drawing, referred to as ‘tinted,’ is due to the colour wash used to highlight the dark ink of the outlines. It became known as the School of St. Albans and was initially associated with Matthew Paris. Matthew Paris was a monk and chronicler at St Albans Abbey. He entered monastic life as a novice in 1217, and dedicated his life to the abbey, working as a scribe, illuminator and historiographer throughout his life.

Scholars have raised doubt as to the artistry of the five illuminations being attributable to Matthew Paris, suggesting that the drawings are too detailed and ornate for his pleasing but naïve style.
   Notwithstanding this fact, Matthew Paris is recognised as having made a significant contribution to our understanding of medieval literature and art.
The visual image of the knight kneeling in homage is dated to approximately 1250, and believed to be a depiction of a crusader.
 This visual interpretation of a knight, interpolated some fifty years following the creation of the Psalter, places a powerful association between the Crusades and the Church, with Westminster Abbey being of particular significance. 
The knight is illustrated kneeling on one knee; his hands are extended, suggesting an act of homage to the King who is illustrated opposite. Behind him are his horse and a squire above on the battlements holding in readiness, his elaborate and ornate helm. His palms are unarmoured and his head is covered with a coif and ventail, which is pulled across and tied at the temple. His costume is stylised to depict a Crusader and emblazoned with pattees a form of cross, synonymous with the Crusades. His sword is fastened across the surcoat and his lance is adorned with a pennon displaying three crosses.
 
The ceremony of paying homage can be interpreted as part of the ritual carried out prior to departure for the Holy Land, wherein the knight offers homage and fealty to the King and to God, to sanctify and expiate him of his sins before riding to the Crusades. The association with the medieval Knight’s Oath of Fealty is clear.
 The act of homage and fealty arose from the refinement of the system of vassalage, introduced by William the Conqueror to reward his supporters. It was a solemn ceremony of allegiance where the vassal would kneel bareheaded, without weapons, with hands outstretched towards his lord. He in turn would take his hands in acceptance of his loyalty and promise of service. The image in the Psalter, however, depicts the knight wearing an arming sword and lance, and is perhaps more representational of the ceremonial act undertaken by Knights taking the cross and making their Crusade vow. The ceremony was primarily a ritual for bestowing and receiving the cross and pilgrim insignia; and for the remission from sin, in preparation for their pilgrimage to the Holy Land.
The knight’s surcoat adorned in crosses is possibly a reference to his readiness to fight for Christianity. The Roman Catholic Church who sought to liberate the Holy Land from the Muslims and re establish Christianity readily sanctioned the military campaigns. Whilst the image of the knight, is not acknowledged as an allegory of Christ, according to Higgs Strickland, the notion of Christ as the crusader and leader of the Christian faith would have been well understood in medieval times.
 The Crusades were seen primarily as a pilgrimage with the cross, as their emblem, signifying the concept of an oath to God.

Within the image, it is relevant to consider the horse as part of the iconography of the visual context. The horse was a symbol representing the courage and attributes held by a knight. The knight is depicted as being from the elite, hence his attire, ornate armour and stallion. The two together were symbiotic of the perfect relationship. The warhorse of choice was a Destrier, a stallion, trained for war and also used in tournaments where a knight could show his skills. The illustration shows a sense of preparation for battle with the detail of the grips on the Destrier’s hooves. As a narrative, the illustration resonates with ritual.
According to Higgs Strickland, the thirteenth century was a period of great activity and fervour regarding Crusading tradition, and had been so, for some considerable time. People from all walks of life, both men and women were encouraged through the Church to take the cross, either as a demonstration of loyalty to a Lord or as an act of penitence. In reality however, the layman would more commonly have commuted his vow for a donation of money, to better aid the campaign in the Holy Land. This was a commonly exercised alternative and helped to support the fighting elite.  Henry III was active in aspiring to his Uncle, Richard I’s crusading legacy. He made a great display with pomp and ceremony, of taking the Crusader vows on two occasions in March 1250, and again in 1252, although he never actually departed for the Holy Land.
Within this context, it is clear that the thirteenth-century viewer would understand the illustration of the knight portraying chivalric values within the climate of a Crusading tradition. It may be suggested that the illumination was a reflection of the status and self-perception of Henry III, who commissioned the image as part of his rebuilding programme of Westminster Abbey, and of his Royal Palaces; which he ornately decorated and adorned with Crusader imagery.
 
Matthew Paris, or whoever the illuminator was, would have been cognisant of the Church’s promotion of the Crusades, and this illumination would be entirely in keeping with the cultural, historical and literary context of the day.   
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