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

This image depicts a knight wearing mail, sword and spurs with a horse behind him. Specifically he wears a round coif with a tunic of mail visible under a top surcoat patterned with crosses. His lower legs are also depicted in mail and this also extends down his arms and over his hands although the palms appear clear of any mail covering.  This makes sense when we consider he would need to be able to hold his sword.  The coif, looking like a mail balaclava, appears to be held on by a band, probably of leather.  At his shoulder he wears a cross, known as ailettes these usually displayed heraldic arms[footnoteRef:1]. His lance, tucked into his left shoulder has a pennon with images of crosses.  The descriptive detail for this image on the British Library website begins “A crusader..” and I believe it is clear from the cross imagery depicted that this is not just any knight but a crusader knight[footnoteRef:2].  [1:  C. Gravett, English Medieval Knight 1200-1300 (Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2007) p.57.]  [2:  The British Library, The Westminster Psalter [online]. Available: http://searcharchives.bl.uk/IAMS_VU2:IAMS040-002105811] 


The image has been taken from the Westminster Psalter which is currently held at the British Library as part of their Western Manuscripts collection, record number RoyalMS 2 AXXII.  The manuscript is described on their website as “Psalter, in Latin, with Canticles, Litany, Office of the Dead, compiled for Westminster Abbey”[footnoteRef:3]. It is dated c1200-1250. A Psalter, or texts of the Psalms, was a liturgical book and as such may well have been used for services at the altar. As Clanchy notes, books used for services had to be able to compete with the other instruments of the service, often made of precious metals. However by the time that this Psalter was produced the laity were starting to own and use their own books.  As Liturgical books relied heavily on imagery a high degree of literacy was not needed and any texts would be familiar from the regular services they attended[footnoteRef:4].  [3:  ibid]  [4:  M.T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2002), p. 109-110.] 


This image is listed as f.220r and on the opposite or verso page there is an image of another figure depicted in a crown and holding a sceptre in his right hand. These combined with the rich looking garments he wears identify this figure with royalty and so I think it is reasonable to consider this a king and it is described as such in the detail noted for this image on the British Library website[footnoteRef:5]. The king’s left hand is extended towards our knight on the opposite page.  Our knight’s pose, kneeling with arms outstretched, palms up are associated with an act of homage[footnoteRef:6].  Therefore we could consider that not only is our figure a crusader knight, but one caught in an act of homage to a King.  [5:  The British Library, The Westminster Psalter [online]. Available: http://searcharchives.bl.uk/IAMS_VU2:IAMS040-002105811]  [6:  The Oxford Illustrated History of Medieval England, ed. Saul N. (Oxford University Press, 1997) p. 69.] 


The artist has been considered to be Matthew Paris of St Albans. Backhouse comments that drawings in the Psalter reflect his style. [footnoteRef:7] Saul calls the image “One of the most attractive drawing executed in England in the Middle Ages..” and notes that Matthew Paris is thought to be the artist.[footnoteRef:8] The image together with ff.219v-221v have been identified by Morgan to date from the mid 13th century as their style is reflected in a fragment of a head of a king in Windsor and to a mid 13th century sculpture in Westminster Abbey[footnoteRef:9].  [7:  J. Backhouse, The Illuminated Manuscript (London: Phaidon Press, 2006), p.40.]  [8:  Age of Chivalry, Art and Society in late Medieval England, ed. Saul, N. (Brockhampton Press, 1992)]  [9:  N. Morgan, Early Gothic Manuscripts in The British Library, The Westminster Psalter [online]. Available:  http://searcharchives.bl.uk/IAMS_VU2:IAMS040-002105811] 


Considering the date of the image can we put a name to the knight? Peter Coss who reproduces our image in his book The Knight in Medieval England 1000-1400 notes in his  description that the image could be intended to be that of Henry III[footnoteRef:10].  [10:  P. Coss, The Knight in Medieval England 1000-1400 (Stroud: Alan Sutton Publishing Ltd, 1995) p. 59.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]On 6th March 1250, Henry took the cross in a grand ceremony in Westminster and intended to leave on Crusade in 1256. To that end he began to collect funds for the trip and he also prevented other English nobles from leaving on Crusade, including his own half-brother William de Valence.  We can again place Henry at Westminster during this period as he re-issued the Magna Carta charters from Westminster Hall in 1253.  Henry even ordered Antioch chambers for Westminster[footnoteRef:11].  [11:  H.W. Ridgeway, ‘Henry III (1207-1272), king of England and lord of Ireland, and duke of Aquitaine’ (2010) Oxford Dictionary of National Biography [online]. Available: https://doi-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/10.1093/ref:odnb/12950] 


Henry needed support from his magnates for the crusade, he needed funds. Matthew Paris wrote that “since the King knew that he was to go to the eastern parts where gold is used as money and rewards for stipendiaries serving on expedition, he began to desire to collect gold.”[footnoteRef:12] Henry may have commissioned the image himself to demonstrate his commitment to his crusader vows and to support his cause for raising funds to travel east.  The image may also have served to commemorate this fact.  It is also possible that a supporter, eager to curry favour with the King may have commissioned the image for the Psalter. Either way at this time in England there was only one knight soon to be leaving on crusade and that was Henry III.  [12:  D.A. Carpenter, The Reign of Henry III (London: Hambledon Press, 1996) p. 115.] 
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