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A work of brilliance
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Q. Write a commentary on the following image, drawing attention to features of style, content, and symbolism. What scene or narrative is the artist representing here? How is s/he representing it?
The illuminated illustration to be studied is The Crucifixion taken from a The Psalter:
 We are told this Psalter was probably made between thirteen thirty three and thirteen thirty nine for Robert de Lisle. Robert was a wealthy landowner, a parliamentary peer and he gave service to the Kings, Edward 11 and Edward III. A calendar, in the book, lists November 1339 as the time at which Robert presented it to his daughters, Audry and Alborou although it is likely to copied from earlier dated documents: Although we are reviewing an image which would be accessible to all, the actual gift, of a book, from a father to his daughters is an indicator that women were reading and sufficiently educated to be practicing religious worship in personal format at that time.
The Psalter is well drawn, colourful, stylish and proportionate for the era, in which it was illustrated, the depiction of body sizes shows the most important character to be the biggest, and as always, and appropriately for the Portfolio Two exercise, the picture paints a thousand words. The image represents the Crucifixion of Christ in his crown of thorns and he is very much at the centre of the piece: This is in keeping with the maps and illustrations of the period in which the main players take centre stage, for example, as in the Mappa Mundi where Rome is shown to be the middle of all other countries, likewise this shows Christ on the cross centralised as the major force and all other factors of the quill pen and ink drawing surround him to emphasis his importance.
 In addition, the fact that Jesus hangs on the Tree of Vices recalls the Seven Deadly Sins and reminds the viewer to beware of envy, gluttony, greed or avarice, lust, pride, sloth, and wrath . Further to this there is a scroll, over Christ's head, with the letters INRI, Jesus Nazarenus Rex Judaeorum from John 19:19, meaning Jesus of Nazareth King of the Jews, this reference eludes to the passion of Christ. 

Inspecting further imagery in this scene, we see a reference is made to piety with a depiction of a pelican standing over the cross and Moses can be seen on the left with his horns, though on his scroll his name is spelt Moises. John the Evangelist supports a wilting Mary mother Jesus and the sword hangs over her which reminds us of the Angel Gabrielle's warning when her pregnancy was announced.  On the right of Jesus we see three male figures, the Roman Centurian, Longeinius who pierced Jesus with his lance, and Caiaphas the Jewish high priest and Balaam the evil prophet and their names are written as Chenturio, Kaipas and Balaam.  
On a practical note, the piece represents many hours of work and care by the unknown artist who was likely to be a monk working on a commissioned piece to illustrate the Psalter. In the true style of the middle ages, there is nothing discrete or tactful to this drawing, what you see is what you get: Detailed lines containing bold colour, excellent storytelling and an unashamed approach to illustrating what is believed to be 'the truth'. 
In medieval times, it was not uncommon for wealthy people to pay a monastery to create a private volume to be written and drawn for them alone. Not only was this a status symbol but it also allowed them to select what they wanted to read and view in the manuscript they sponsored, they got just what they paid for. A monk or several monks would create a work, perhaps some writing, some drawing and other colouring the illustrations. The works the monks created would be enviable in detail, used at will by the patron and passed down through generations as an heirloom or gift and that piece would be more than just standard prayers to the Saints or the commissioner of the volume most cherished, psalms and quotations it would also contain illuminated illustrations, such as the subject of this second portfolio submission. The illustrations could be constructed to show for whom the commission was being created and the drawings had clues to guide us to recognise 'who was who' through the drawing of symbols to provide unwritten details, hence, the illustrations could be used like the Where's Wally books drawn for the children of today. In Where's Wally we search for the main character 'Wally' and the picture which surrounds him tells us of the time, place and politics affecting the scene. It is much the same in this image of the Crucifixion of Christ where main characters take their place in the visual story which is told and where the scene of grandeur shows Gothic architecture, the tree of vices and cross references set by the shields, words on banners and the pelican who oversees the whole image.   
The picture is a medieval fashion plate as well as a comment on history and religion as seen through the eyes of a monk in medieval Britain. What a joy for the artist to be able to tell this story, the centre of his faith and combine inside the frame so many elements which emblazon his believe and satisfy the errand he is charged to fulfil.: Namely to design a volume of lordly proportions with little consideration for time, the detail he adds are exceptional and would probably have take a day to draw and colour each square inch because his lines are fine and the technicality of his drawing using primitive tools and materials are obvious. 
To aid our interpretation of the page we must weigh in factors such as the time period, the story the image tells us, line thicknesses and use of colour, characters and devices such as the seven shields [which may help to identify possible patrons] but although this is a glorious image, it not of the very highest quality as proved by the thickness of the pen strokes and diluted red, blue and gold colours. In comparison to other works of the same period, such as the illustration of the Song of Solomon in The Lampeter Bible, both works of art could be described as a little prescriptive, rather than intricate, and this shows they were commissioned pieces of illustration and done for the price that was paid.
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