
Write a commentary on an image, drawing attention to features of style, content, and symbolism. What scene or narrative is the artist representing here? How does (s)he represent it?



[image: A religious art on paper

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
The Tree of Life psalter-hours MS M.729 fol.345v[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The Morgan Library,<http://www.ica.themorgan.org/manuscript/page/110/128492> [accessed 28 November 2023]
] 


This image depicts the crucifixion of Christ and is from a Psalter and Hours book produced between 1280-1299. The book was commissioned by the Comtesse de la table of the Coeuvres family but owned by Yolande of Soissons of Amiens who was married to Bernard V the seignior de Moreuil.  It now presides in Morgan Library Museum in New York.[footnoteRef:2]   [2:  The Morgan Library p.110] 

This image is an example of an illuminated (meaning to brighten and enliven the word of God) manuscript.  The art of producing and decorating manuscripts with metals (gold and silver) and bright colours (red, blue, green, yellow and pink) was known as illumination.[footnoteRef:3]  It was an exceptionally expensive process to make and illustrate, the price of the dyes especially the blue lapis lazuli costing even more than gold leaf. Dr Christopher de Hamel stated that the cost in medieval times would be equivalent to commissioning a new building in modern day.[footnoteRef:4] They were usually religious in context and originally produced purely in monasteries although in the thirteenth century, more lay workshops were founded in towns and ‘literacy was no longer confined to the clergy’.[footnoteRef:5] Scribes and illuminators were employed, and this saw the formation of craftsmen guilds.  Originally manuscripts were placed in Psalter books- (a book of Psalms) with the Book of Hours as an appendix, but they separated with the book of hours becoming very popular especially with women. They were a compendium of texts and pictures, usually honouring the Virgin Mary and very often read at set times in the day. They were hugely treasured as they could be used as a private prayer book and for teaching their children to read, but, because of their huge cost, they could also be used as a statement of wealth.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  John Harthan, Illuminated Manuscripts, (London.Her magesty’s stationary office), 1983 ]  [4:  Andrew Graham-Dixon, Illuminations,Treasures of the Middle Ages BBC You Tube. 2016. https://youtube.com/watch?v=HVM9qvUohO0 [accessed 28 November 2023]]  [5:  Harthan, Illuminated Manuscripts, p.7]  [6:   Graham-Dixon,] 

Illuminated manuscripts and books were highly decorated and usually followed a pattern of construction with four elements: the script, the initial, the miniature which was a picture that could be small or full sized and the border.[footnoteRef:7] The image above is a full sized miniature with a border and the remainder of this commentary will discuss the content, style and symbolism depicted. [7:  Harthan, Illuminated Manuscripts, p.7-8] 


 The image has been drawn on velum which would have been folded into two, to make a bifolium. It would have been stitched to other leaves and these would not have been known by a folio number.[footnoteRef:8]  It has a border which is Gothic architecture in style featuring four pointed arches. This was quite commonly used as a style and Gould stated that this is an excellent example of French Gothic Illumination.[footnoteRef:9] Several of the images in this book of Hours have similar gothic style borders and Barnes, investigating the similarities of the manuscript to the architectural decoration of the Notre Dame Cathedral in Amiens where it was thought to have been drawn, believes there is a relationship between the two. Borders often included images of miscellaneous creatures which were thought to be for keeping the readers amused and to divert from the boredom of long church services[footnoteRef:10] but in the case of this image, the only drawings within the border are six heraldic shields spaced evenly, three of these are decorated with the Moreuil family crest. [8:  lbid]  [9:  Karen Gould, ’Illumination and Sculpture in 13th century Amiens. The Invention of the Body of Saint Fermin in the Psalter and hours of Yolande de Soissons’, The Art Bulletin, Vol.59 (2),(1977), p.161-166 ]  [10:  Harthan, Illuminated Manuscripts, p.8] 


The main body of the image depicts Christ’s crucifixion. It shows Christ on the cross which is also the tree of life. The background to the picture is in gold leaf with much of the area decorated with red, pink and blue foliage from the tree. Christ’s head with a nimbus and circled with a crown of thorns is bowed. Nail wounds to the hands and to his feet are shown to be bleeding as is the wound to his side from the Holy Lance.[footnoteRef:11] Above Christ’s head on the crucifix is a banner stating INRI, which translated from Latin to English is Jesus the Nazarene, King of the Jews. This is commonly found on catholic paintings of the crucifixion.[footnoteRef:12]  At the top of the cross is the pelican, a symbol of piety who was ‘believed to revive her dead chicks by spilling her own blood; an obvious allusion to the belief that Christ willingly shed his own blood to save mankind’.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  The Morgan Library p.110]  [12:  biblestudy.org, <https://www.biblestudy.org/question/what-does-inri-mean.html> [accessed 28 November 2023]]  [13:  Esther French,’The pelican in her Piety’, Shakespeare &Beyond Blog, 5 March 2017, http://www.folger.edu/blogs/shakespeare-and-beyond/ /the-pelican-in-her-piety-symbolism/>[accessed 29 November 2023]] 


Below Christ are six witnesses. To his right are the Virgin Mary who has been stabbed with a sword to her heart to represent the agony of a mother losing her son.  She is held by John the Evangelist thought to have been the favourite disciple. Also depicted is Moses who is carrying a scroll with the name Moises. As is often portrayed in medieval manuscripts, he is wearing horns which originates from a mistranslation by Voltares stating that Moses descended the mountain with horns instead of a radiant face. [footnoteRef:14] These three witnesses were much revered in biblical terms in contrast to the three on the left side of Christ who are carrying scrolls naming themselves. Chenturio wearing chainmail, known as Longinus of Jerusalem, the centurion who stabbed Jesus on the cross but subsequently repented and converted to Christianity.[footnoteRef:15]  Kaipas known as Caiaphas who was the Jewish high priest thought to be involved in the plot to kill Jesus and who continued to persecute followers after the crucifixion.[footnoteRef:16] Balaam was a prophet from the Book of Numbers in the Old Testament but also mentioned in the New Testament where his reputation had fallen.[footnoteRef:17] The right hand of God and Jesus is seen as a place of strength and honour while the left hand  is only ever spoken about negatively in the bible.[footnoteRef:18] God uses his left hand for judgement which would correspond with the position of the six witnesses in the image.  [14:  Biblical Archeology Society, The Horns of Moses(2023)< http://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/the horns of moses>[accessed 19 November 2023].]  [15:  Wikipedia, Longinus, (2023),<https://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Longimus>[Accessed 29 November 2023] ]  [16:  Wikipedia, Caiaphas (2023),<https://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caiaphas>[Accessed 29 November 2023]]  [17:  Wikipedia, Balaam (2023),<https://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balaam>[Accessed 29 November 2023]]  [18: Ayanniyi.B.Alhassan, ’Left handedness and Stigmatization in Africa: Implications for parents and teachers’ Global Journal of Archaeology and Anthropology, Vol,7, Issue Nov (2018), 001-004 , p.002] 


As can be seen, this image, with the rich and high- quality illumination of Gothic architecture, mythological creatures and biblical references, demonstrates the high status of the owner of the Psalter-hours book. It also shows some of the beliefs and culture of the time and according to Gould is ‘an outstanding achievement in the art of the decorated manuscript’[footnoteRef:19]. [19:  Karen Gould, The Psalter and Hours of Yolande of Soissons,( Medieval Academy of America),(1978) p.35
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