Commentary on an image, c. 1250 from the Westminster Psalter

           This illuminated Manuscript is seen in the Westminster Psalter c. 1200, which was written to accord with the liturgical requirements of Westminster Abbey, the traditional place of coronation of England’s monarchs since the Conquest.
 It is the oldest surviving Psalter used in the Benedictine abbey. It is recorded in the inventories of 1388 and 1540
 and is believed to have left Westminster after the dissolution of the monasteries. It subsequently joined the old Royal Library as part of the collection of John Theyer, bought by Charles II in 1678, and passed into the British Museum in 1757 (British Museum, Royal MS.2.A.XXII). 
   In the middle years of the thirteenth century five tinted drawings of considerable quality were added at the end of the manuscript, two of which – St Christopher and the Veronica head of Christ – fulfil a devotional purpose. It is uncertain why the remaining three, including the aforementioned illustrated manuscript, a king and an archbishop are included.  It is suggested that these five drawings provide clear evidence for an artist working in London for Westminster.  The definition of London styles, it is claimed, is important for an appreciation of manuscript illustration of the period. 
 
  The unusual drawing of the knight with his horse and squire behind him, wearing crosses on his banner and surcoat, and kneeling to his king, hands cupped in reverence, has been described as a ‘crucial representation not only of the relationship of mutual responsibility imposed by the feudal system, but also of the chivalric code of which the Christian king especially in the Crusades was the extreme exponent’.

       The years 1208 to 1214 witnessed the period of severest conflict between king and Church, when pope Innocent III declared his sovereignty over England, deposed King John at the behest of Stephen Langton and other bishops, and ordered the French king to expel John and seize possession of his throne. 
 This ushered in a new era in the relationship between the political centre and the localities which led to the transformation of the lesser nobility into the English gentry. These were the years when chivalric knighthood really came to the fore.
   The Song of Lewes, is a partisan poem supporting Simon de Montfort’s group of knights and barons who were victorious over Prince Edward - King Henry III’s heir- at Lewes on 14 May, 1264. It extolled ‘exalted notions of knighthood and its high moral purpose’ and suggested that ‘cleanliness’ will ensure that God is on your side’:

   ‘The earl’s knights were for the most part striplings, novices in arms they knew too little of war.  Now girt with his sword the tender youth stands at dawn in battle accustoming himself to arms….Let the knight be girded with his sword upon his thigh, let there be no loosening, let there be no vile acts; the body of the new-made knight is wont to be bathed, so that he may learn to be cleansed from forbidden deeds.’

  It is believed that the armed knight in the illustration is probably kneeling before Edward the Confessor and commemorates the taking of the cross by Henry III,

  his being thus a crucesignatus.
 Although Henry III signed up for the Crusades three times - in 1216, as a boy king eagerly renewing the ecclesiastical protection enjoyed by his father, King John; in 1250, and in 1271, mindful, at the end of his reign of unfulfilled commitments - Tyerman suggests his commitment in 1250 is more difficult to explain.
 Dated the same year as the illustrated manuscript, Henry III could not have been responding to a crusade disaster as news from the French King Louis IX’s campaign in Egypt had been encouraging. Matthew Paris, a Benedictine monk, author, cartographer, scribe, artist, and the chronicler of the Abbey of St Albans, suggests perhaps unfairly that the motives of this pious king - who would probably have taken his vows seriously - had in 1250 been primarily mercenary. Paris believes that he never intended to help the Holy Land and was more than willing to divert his attention to more lucrative ventures in Italy and North Africa.
 
     At the time, crusading had seized the English military classes, but this had complicated political and financial repercussions for the Crown.  The large number who had taken up the cross in 1247-1250 had precipitated an alienation of secular lands, some of which were held by the Crown.  With the crusaders determined on raising cash for the journey, the king’s expectation of feudal incidents was affected.  Furthermore the removal of many of Henry’s powerful councillors at a time of tense relations with some barons, would have unsettled the king.
 
  Henry’s promulgated expedition was accompanied by an artistic propaganda campaign in 1251-52 which extended into the king’s private residences: The siege of Antioch in 1098 - the great victory of the First Crusade - was depicted in Queen Eleanor’s own Antioch Chamber at Westminster, while the famous duel between Richard I and Saladin from the Third Crusade was illustrated in the king’s chamber at Clarendon.
 Henry III never actually embarked, being diverted by unrest in his possessions in Gascony.
    The perception that all manuscripts were made by monks toiling away in Gothic cloisters was mainly true in the early Middle Ages, but this was not the case from the beginning of the thirteenth century. 
A more equitable distribution of wealth at the higher end of the social scale, increased literacy and the establishment of the earliest universities led to a greater demand for books. Secular scribes and illuminators were to be found working among other craftsmen. 
 
   Elaborately decorated Psalters had by the twelfth century become increasingly common; indeed the use of the Psalter text was by this time the most popular luxury private devotional book. By the Later Middle Ages it was supplemented by the Book of Hours. The Psalter was used by the laity as a form of Prayer Book and by the clergy for private devotional reading.
  It provided the corner stone for all regular devotion, with the Rule of St. Benedict, devised in Italy in the sixth century, detailing precise directions for the use of the psalms in daily worship. Psalms were divided between the eight services of office so that a recitation of the complete Psalter might ensue each week. 

    It was believed at one time that the additional drawings in the Westminster Psalter were the work of Matthew Paris, but it is recognised that the Westminster work exhibits more sophisticated professionalism than Matthew Paris’ somewhat naïve style.
 The figure forms are recognised as being substantial with fairly natural fold patterns. The Crusades had brought northern European society into contact with the sophisticated aspect of domestic life of the Byzantine and Islamic world; this is reflected in the faces, which are of Byzantine type, with lighter shades of colour leading to more gentle expressions.
  

  Oxford, London and Salisbury were considered at this time to be the main centres of luxury book production with certain books being so extensively illustrated that they can be termed picture books. Sumptuous decoration of books would have played a part in educating the illiterate but they were viewed in some quarters as a dangerous diversion since the power of the eye might have led the beholder into temptation, his attention primarily being drawn to the beauty of an image.
 Since writing skills and materials were in short supply the medieval memory became trained to store texts and images from illuminated manuscripts. Medieval representations told stories which had to be ‘read.’

Much indeed can be ascertained from a study of the image of the kneeling knight in the Westminster Psalter. Primarily, there is the call to Christian duty, a prevailing chivalrous sense of rectitude and decency, and a firm belief that the God whom you would have been exalting through the psalms, would protect you unfailingly against the acknowledged infidel.
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