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ASSIGNMENT 3: COMMENTARY ON ST CHRISTOPHER WALL PAINTING

This image occupies a space on the north wall of the nave of the church of St Peter and St Paul at Pickering, North Yorkshire and this placement is the norm for St Christopher.
 The reason for this configuration is supposed to be the fact that as the usual point of entry into a church in medieval times was through the south door, the saint’s likeness would be one of the first pictures to be seen. The necessity for this prominence is discussed in Kate Giles’s article where she argues that the sight of these religious images impacted significantly on their medieval audience and increased the efficacy of their influence due to a belief that in this unspoken link the saints had a power ‘to look back and affect the observer’.

In Pickering, St Christopher’s image is part of an extensive series of pictures which, in this church, represents the liturgical calendar of the Church.
 The image of this saint was very popular in the Middle Ages and, according to Pridgeon, most churches possessed one by the mid-fourteenth century.
 This one, however, was probably created in the third quarter of the fifteenth century and possibly during the reign of King Edward IV (1461-70,71-83).
 St Christopher was regarded as a saint with special powers, one of only a handful of saints thus venerated.
 In legend he was a strong man who carried the Christ child across a river, suffering more as his burden became greater.
 He is usually painted as a large figure, especially those created in the later medieval period, and in the waters through which he moves there are often images of sea life like the serpent which appears in the picture at Pickering. Sometimes the artist would include a watching religious figure as also appears in the church at Pickering or ‘a preening mermaid’.
 

The connection St Christopher has with safe travelling is a relatively modern one; Pridgeon states there is little evidence for such a relationship being prevalent in the medieval era.
 The power St Christopher appears to have offered was for other benefits, such as the protection of anyone who saw his image from ‘an evil death that day’.
 Unlike some other saints, St Christopher had ‘international appeal’ and, Rosewell suggests, his is probably the most common surviving painting.
 The earliest reference dates from 1240 when King Henry III (1216-72) gave orders for an image at the chapel of St Peter ad Vincula with the earliest surviving image dating from a decade later.
 The figure itself altered in its representation during the succeeding centuries; the earliest show a standing figure with Christ being cradled in the crook of the arm but in later depictions the child is moved to the saint’s shoulder, as in the Pickering version.
 By this time there had also been the adoption of a more naturalistic portrayal of the face.

The painting of the walls in churches was widespread during the Middle Ages with many thousands being executed.
 Apart from the obvious advantage it offered of colourful decoration, there were other social, religious and educational purposes involved. The provision of an image by an individual or a family pointed to their wealth and status; the names of the benefactors were sometimes included, gaining the donor prestige.
 Sometimes small donations by a group of people were used,
 and even the simple act of creating the picture for ostensibly personal use could be met with gratitude from others, as in the case of John Warde in the sixteenth century.
  Pridgeon argues that St Christopher had a special attraction and meaning for the medieval community.
 The saint was the object of many donations but he was also sometimes paired with St George,
 himself an important and much-venerated saint during the later medieval period. In Pickering Church, the pictures flow into each other; the hermit who appears with St George is gazing over the spectacle of St Christopher’s journey across the river and is a part of the Christopher story.

These embellishments to the walls, especially of churches, had been continuous since the seventh century and persisted until the Reformation.
 Although a simplistic reason for the images may be that much of the laity was illiterate during this time and thus the religious education of the population could in part be taught by the series of images on the walls, this is not a speculation that commands universal agreement. As Pridgeon points out, this theory ‘has been exaggerated by researchers in the past’,
 stating that images were only useful if they underlined a story already known; their pedagogic value would be diminished in the ‘crowded and badly lit’ conditions of the church at that time.
 It is perhaps more likely that the images were there for a multitude of reasons, some of which certainly included a reinforcement of religious knowledge for such purposes as catechism or personal contemplation.
 The paintings themselves must have been glorious in their original colours and brightness; an objective of their creation is surely to have encompassed a desire to attract people to the building in which they existed to be seen. 

These images were completely destroyed or deliberately painted over during the Reformation and, for a time, were lost. Even upon the rediscovery of the paintings in the church at Pickering there was a mixed reaction and, temporarily, they were covered up again before being exposed once more and repainted for preservation.
 For now they remain visible as a symbol of the medieval mindset.
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