[bookmark: _Hlk217220577]Assessment Four: Image Commentary
Saint Christopher Wall Painting - Saint Mary Magdalene Church, Baunton, Gloucestershire
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Figure 1The wall painting of Saint Christopher at St Mary Magdalene Church, Baunton
As soon as the south door of Baunton Church is opened, the eye is immediately drawn to the bold colours and monumental scale of the wall painting of Saint Christopher confronting the viewer on the north wall.  Measuring approximately four by three metres, the painting extends from just above floor level to beneath the adjacent window. The top section has been partially obscured since the replacement of the roof during Victorian renovations in 1876, when a roof truss and corbel covered parts of the Christ Child and the inscription above.[footnoteRef:1] The painting is the only part of the church interior walls where there is plaster remaining, the rest being bare stonework.  [1:  ‘Gloucestershire Vol. XVI - Cirencester and District | Institute of Historical Research’, n.d. <https://www.history.ac.uk/research/victoria-county-history/counties-z/gloucestershire/gloucestershire-vol-xvi-cirencester-district> Draft for Baunton [accessed 13 December 2025].] 

The painting depicts a giant Saint Christopher wading through a river whose waters are populated with fish and even a small ship. His feet are submerged, while his head tilts upward toward the Christ Child seated on his right shoulder, holding an orb. On the riverbank stands a hermit holding a lantern before a small church or chapel, while on the opposite side a fisherman holds a rod beside a basket of fish. Above the scene appears a skyline of church towers and a windmill beneath an inscription, now illegible. Surrounding the figures are naively drawn fields, hills and forests in shades of green. Christopher wears a green tunic with a red cloak and holds a brown wooden staff which is bursting into growth at its apex. He has a large beard and long brown hair surmounted with a twisted turban-style head covering.
Technically, the painting is an example of fresco secco, the method typically employed in north-western Europe. Paint was applied to dry plaster, with figures outlined in advance, rather than painted onto wet plaster as in true fresco. Indeed, Binski indicates that, ‘For this reason it is usually quite incorrect to call a Northern Gothic painting a fresco;’.[footnoteRef:2] The artists responsible were likely itinerant craftsmen whose names are now lost. No documentary evidence survives to identify the patron of the painting, though analysis of the materials suggests a work of relatively high quality. The colour palette includes rich greens, blues, purples, orange, and vermilion, the latter being a costly pigment. Fragments of gold leaf discovered during conservation work further indicate a significant donor. These features support the suggestion that Baunton’s origins as a chapel belonging to the wealthy Cirencester Abbey may indicate the Abbey as this potential donor. Nearby St John Baptist Church in Cirencester also has a distinctive St Christopher wall painting from the same period.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Paul Binski, Painters (University of Toronto Press, 1991). P.62]  [3:  ‘St Christopher Wall Painting in Gloucestershire’, Medievalwallpaintings, 13 September 2015 <https://medievalwallpaintings.wordpress.com/2015/09/13/st-christopher-wall-painting-in-gloucestershire/> [accessed 18 December 2025].] 

The scene depicted at Baunton has a distinctly localised character. The fish resemble those found in nearby rivers, while the windmill, church towers, and rolling landscape reflect the surrounding environment familiar to the medieval congregation. Such localisation was typical in late medieval religious art and visual culture and allowed the image to reflect the lived experience of parishioners whilst emphasising the otherness of the saint.
Wall paintings started to appear on the walls of churches in England and Wales from around the mid thirteenth century when the imagery often echoed the illustrations seen in contemporary manuscripts.[footnoteRef:4] They reached their zenith by the end of the fifteenth and turn of the sixteenth centuries with large areas of the walls covered with bolder, brighter images. Whilst early fourteenth-century representations of Saint Christopher tend to depict a static figure, later medieval examples are characterised by a heightened sense of scale, muscularity, and narrative detail.[footnoteRef:5] After this point, the wall paintings disappear, whitewashed into obscurity during the Reformation as imagery redolent of Catholicism.   [4:  Ellie Pridgeon, NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL TRENDS IN HAMPSHIRE CHURCHES: A CHRONOLOGY OF ST CHRISTOPHER WALL PAINTING (c.1240 TO c.1530), n.d.]  [5:  Roger Rosewell, Medieval Wall Paintings in English & Welsh Churches (Boydell & Brewer, 2011).] 

At Baunton, the wall painting briefly re-emerged in 1737, when it was uncovered and admired before being concealed once more. Its permanent rediscovery occurred in 1876 during a period of widespread Victorian church restoration, when numerous medieval wall paintings were revealed across England.[footnoteRef:6] Many wall paintings were also lost at this time, damaged or destroyed due to contemporary aesthetic judgements that dismissed them as crude or irreparably damaged. [footnoteRef:7] Despite such attitudes, Saint Christopher remains the most frequently depicted saint on English church walls after the Virgin Mary, with over two hundred surviving examples. It has been suggested that virtually every medieval parish church once displayed his image.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  ‘Gloucestershire | Institute of Historical Research’, n.d. <https://www.history.ac.uk/research/victoria-county-history/counties-z/gloucestershire> [accessed 21 December 2025].]  [7:  R.P. Pullan, ‘On the Revival of Polychromatic Decoration in Churches’, The Archaeological Journal, 32 (1875), pp. 265–74; C.E. Keyser, ‘On Recently Discovered Mural Paintings at Willingham Church, Cambridge, and Elsewhere in the South of England.’, The Archaeological Journal, 45 (1888), pp. 160–91.]  [8:  Ellie Pridgeon, ‘The Function of St Christopher Imagery in Medieval Churches, c. 1250 - c. 1525: Wall Painting and Brass’, Monumental Brass Society Journal, XVIII.I (2009), pp. 2–24.] 

The story of St Christopher originated in the Eastern Christian tradition with the earliest Byzantine inscription on the foundation stone of a church dedicated to the saint dated to around 450 CE.[footnoteRef:9] In these early accounts, Christopher is described as belonging to a race of dog-headed people from North Africa and possessing enormous physical strength. The Greek term cynocephalus was later transmitted into the Latin West, possibly through a mistranslation of “Canaanite,” though the saint’s portrayal as monstrous and foreign remained. In both Eastern and Western traditions, Christopher is marked as an outsider, not fully human and originating beyond the boundaries of the Christian world. [9:  Ibid.] 

When St Christopher first appears in England, in the ninth century Old English Martyrology and the tenth century Beowulf manuscript, this monstrous element to his nature as well as the dog’s head is retained.[footnoteRef:10] However, by the time wall paintings such as that at Baunton were produced, the emphasis had shifted. Earlier narratives focus on Christopher’s conversion, missionary activity, imprisonment, and martyrdom, with no mention of carrying Christ across a river.[footnoteRef:11] Of these elements, only the miraculous flowering of the staff appears in the Baunton painting. Nevertheless, traces of Christopher’s otherness persist in his gigantic scale and in his head covering, which resembles the medieval stereotype of a Saracen’s turban.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Simon C. Thomson, ‘Old English Life of St Christopher’, ROEP: Resources for Old English Prose, 26 October 2025 <https://roep.web.ox.ac.uk/article/old-english-life-of-st-christopher> [accessed 15 December 2025].]  [11:  Simon C Thomson, ‘The Overlooked Women of the Old English Passion of Saint Christopher’, Medievalia et Humanistica: Studies in Medieval and Renaissance Culture, New Series, 44 (2019), pp. 61–80.]  [12:  Sophia Rose Arjana, Muslims in the Western Imagination (Oxford University Press, 2014), doi:10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199324927.001.0001. Also see, Ellie Pridgeon, ‘National and international trends in Hampshire churches: a chronology of St Christopher wall painting (c.1240–c.1530)’, Proceedings of the Hampshire Field Club and Archaeological Society, 68 (2013),p109] 

The familiar story that is depicted in the wall painting at Baunton comes from The Golden Legend, a legendary of popular saints by Jacobus de Voragine compiled around the mid-thirteenth century which quickly became popular across Europe.[footnoteRef:13]  In this account, a terrifying giant named Reprobus seeks to serve the most powerful ruler in the world. After rejecting service to a Canaanite king and then the devil, whom he learns fears the cross, he encounters a hermit who instructs him to serve Christ by ferrying travellers across a dangerous river. When Reprobus carries a child across the river, the waters become perilous and the burden unbearably heavy. Upon reaching the far bank, the child reveals himself as Christ, explaining that Reprobus has carried the weight of the world. The giant is renamed Christopher, meaning “Christ-bearer,” and is instructed to plant his staff in the ground, where it miraculously bursts into growth. Although the latter part of the legend recounts Christopher’s martyrdom, this episode is not included in the Baunton painting. [13:   Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend or Lives of the Saints, compiled 1275, first edition 1470, Englished by William Caxton, first edition 1483, ed. by F. S. Ellis, Temple Classics (London: J. M. Dent, 1900; reprinted 1922, 1931), online at https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/goldenlegend/  [accessed 16 December 2025].] 

[image: ]Several visual features allow the painting to be dated with reasonable confidence. Earlier thirteenth- and early fourteenth-century depictions of Saint Christopher, such as that at Lacock Abbey, show the Christ Child carried at the saint’s waist. By the later fourteenth century, this position shifts decisively to the shoulder, as seen at Baunton.[footnoteRef:14] Additional elements, including the ship, the abundance of fish, the upper skyline, and the presence of an inscription, align with developments characteristic of the late fifteenth century. The growing popularity of The Golden Legend in England, particularly following its printing by William Caxton in 1483, further supports this dating.  It has been suggested that the composition may have been influenced by contemporary woodcuts, such as those associated with the John Rylands collection, which share a similar arrangement of figures and narrative elements.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Pridgeon, National and International Trends in Hampshire Churches: A Chronology of Christopher Wall Painting (c.1240 TO c.1530). p.110]  [15:  ‘Early European Print : Saint Christopher’, Manchester Digital Collections, n.d. <https://www.digitalcollections.manchester.ac.uk/view/PR-XYLO-17249-00002> [accessed 21 December 2025]. Cited by Ann Marshall https://reeddesign.co.uk/paintedchurch/st-christopher.htm] 
Figure 3 Image of a sailing ship superimposed over a leaping fish

[image: ] Figure 4 Inscription at the top of the wall painting
The inscription at the top of the painting, though now illegible, offers further evidence for dating. Its angular Gothic script resembles ‘textura semi-quadrata’, a form commonly used in ecclesiastical inscriptions during the late medieval period.[footnoteRef:16] Such inscriptions often served either to identify donors or to function as charm-like prayers, promising protection to those who gazed upon the image. In other churches, inscriptions promise that seeing Saint Christopher’s image would prevent sudden or unshriven death on that day or protect against illness or exhaustion. It is likely that the Baunton inscription performed a similar devotional function. [16:  Dianne Tillotson, ‘Gothic Variations’, n.d. <https://medievalwritings.atillo.com.au/scripts/history7.htm> [accessed 2 January 2026].] 

The popular idea that St Christopher was always merely a talismanic saint for pilgrims and travellers is not borne out by evidence and its presence and location suggest it served other purposes.[footnoteRef:17] In a sixth-century letter, Pope Gregory the Great suggested the use of images in churches, arguing that they served as visual instruction and moral exemplars when supported by clerical teaching.[footnoteRef:18] However, as Rosewell writes, ‘Wall paintings were not commissioned because people were ‘unlettered’ or to remedy their ignorance of the holy’, as medieval congregations were already deeply immersed in biblical narratives and saints’ lives through the rhythms of the liturgical year and therefore would not have required such visual instruction.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  Pridgeon, National and International Trends in Hampshire Churches: A Chronology of Christopher Wall Painting (c.1240 TO c.1530).]  [18:  Celia M. Chazelle, ‘Pictures, Books, and the Illiterate: Pope Gregory I’s Letters to Serenus of Marseilles’, Word & Image, 6.2 (1990), pp. 138–53, doi:10.1080/02666286.1990.10435425.]  [19:  Rosewell, Medieval Wall Paintings in English & Welsh Churches. P.185] 

The cult of Saint Christopher was distinctive in that it relied primarily on sight rather than touch. Unlike saints whose relics were believed to effect cures through physical contact, Christopher’s protective power was activated by seeing his image. This explains the consistent placement of his paintings opposite church entrances, ensuring they were the first and last images encountered by worshippers. The Baunton painting conforms to this pattern. The paternalistic role of St Christopher protecting the Christ Child is extended to his status as a ‘helper saint’ guarding against death, illness, harm and fatigue. Where inscriptions survive, they explicitly command the viewer to look and promise divine protection in return. Although the Baunton inscription is no longer legible, its presence strongly suggests a similar purpose. Saint Christopher images were affective as well as devotional. In some churches, scorch marks beneath paintings indicate that candles were lit before them, though no such evidence survives at Baunton. Nevertheless, the scale, location, and visual immediacy of the painting would have encouraged emotional engagement, reinforcing the saint’s role as a powerful intercessor.
Since its rediscovery in 1876, the wall painting at Baunton is again treasured and revered by the local congregation. Conservation work has taken place on several occasions, most recently in 2018, ensuring its continued survival. Today, the painting continues to attract visitors, who remain struck by the imposing figure of the giant saint carefully bearing the Christ Child across the river, inviting the modern viewer, like the medieval parishioner before them, to pause and reflect on the protective power embodied in Saint Christopher.
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