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Janine Dixon_1600982
Commentary on a Visual Image: St Christopher wall painting from Pickering church.
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Fig 1. Wall painting: image of St Christopher from Pickering church.

The above image of St Christopher (fig.1) is from a wall painting in St Peter and St Paul’s Church, Pickering. It can be seen on the north nave of the church and forms part of a cycle of images that are positioned to form a liturgical calendar on the north and south naves containing the saints that are regarded as holy helpers. In Roman Catholicism, the fourteen ‘holy helper’ saints are venerated together because their intercession is believed to be effective, especially against various diseases. The wall painting is dated c1450. However, it was whitewashed, but rediscovered and restored 1876-8. St. Christopher was one of the most popular subjects depicted in the 15th century and the image of St Christopher is one of the largest in Pickering church. 
The image depicts the legend of St. Christopher in which he can be seen carrying the Christ child across a raging river full of serpents. According to legend, Christopher ( formally named Reprobus before his baptism) found his way to the river in search of his lord and master. After previous attempts to find the one he would serve, he is directed to the river in search of Christ. In the image the hermit who baptised Christopher (which means the Christ-bearer) looks on from the shore holding a lantern. The Hermit had suggested that he used his great size and strength to help people to cross the river, as a way of pleasing Christ who Cristopher was now keen to serve. One day a child asks for Christopher to help him cross who he would later discover to be Christ in child form. In the image, Christ child holds a Globus cruciger which is a Christian symbol of authority. The orb represents the world with the cross on top representing Christs dominion over it. In the image, he sits on St Christopher’s shoulder as he carries him over the river holding his great staff. Legend states that the child grew heavier, like he had the whole world on his back. When they reached the bank, the child revealed his identity by stating ‘don’t be surprised, Christopher! You were not only carrying the whole world, you had him who created the world upon your shoulders!’

The north nave was a common position for images of saints because they could be seen on entering the church. The word nave comes from the Latin ‘navis’ which means ship. Stemp states that this is ‘reminding us that the congregation is on a journey through life, during which the Church will protect and guide them in the same way that a ship protects its passengers on a stormy sea.’ There is a belief that the viewers of a St Christopher image would be secured from harm or a violent death.  For the illiterate laity, visual images in churches functioned ‘as the Biblia Pauperum, or Poor Man’s Bible, communicating complex theological and doctrinal issues’
 to its audience.  Considering the popularity of St. Christopher visual portrayals at this time, the viewers of the painting would have likely recognised and understood what the painting represented. Furthermore, they would have understood the devotional practices associated with such images. As mentioned previously, the images were positioned to form the liturgical calendar and liturgy is considered an active, performative practice. Therefore, the images would be easier to remember through this active practice. 
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