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Commentary on the Image from the Westminster Psalter
The image of the kneeling knight (c. 1250) from the Westminster Psalter is a visual representation of the ‘new knighthood’ (chivalry), the feudal system and the rise of the gentry as well as the historical backdrop of the Crusades. The image depicts a knight carrying a cross embellished banner and wearing a surcoat of the same style. His kneeling position depicts religious (praying) as well as socio-political (paying homage to the king) values. The image of the sword and the horse purport the lineage and authority of the gentry class, the chivalrous knight and ‘God’s warrior’ carrying the banner of Christianity into the crusades. The image depicts identity (the class of the ‘knight’) and status (nobility or gentry) as well. The context of the image corresponds with the rise of the gentry, the new knighthood and chivalry and the Crusade era that popularized the notion of the Christian knight fighting as a form of penance and spreading Christianity. Moreover, this manuscript image is a form of private art (as it was most likely commissioned by a private individual to be used in Westminster Abbey). The audience would have been limited to the individuals residing in the abbey. 
The image appears in the Westminster Psalter (an illuminated manuscript of the Psalms used for liturgical purposes) and within the context of a religious setting, Westminster Abbey. The knight serves as a representation of ‘Christ as warrior’ an image which had been popularized by the Crusades and ‘Holy wars.’ According to Coss ‘pictorial representations reveal an awareness of the concept of the knight of Christ…most famously, a drawing added to the Westminster Psalter around 1250 shows a knight being armed before a king, probably Edward the Confessor. It may well commemorate the taking of the cross by King Henry III.’[footnoteRef:1] Moreover, the image is set within a religious and military context. The context of the image lies in the depiction of the Christian knight or the ‘armor of God’ to protect against earthly temptations. However, the knight is also set against the context of the new chivalric culture which honored lineage, status, and identity. According to Coss ‘within the space of a single image…[a knight] conveys social standing, his lineage and his earthly affinity…’[footnoteRef:2] Set within the context of knighthood, lineage and association, the image from the Psalter takes on salient socio-political and cultural features as well. There is both chivalry and gentilesse in the poise of the knight. His cross-laden banner and smock, his steed, his elegant sword and entreating hands provide a religious (‘girding the loins’) as well as militaristic (milites Christi) and social context (chivalry and heraldry).  [1: P. Coss, The Origins of the English Gentry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005) pp. 137-138.]  [2:  P.R. Coss and M.H. Keen, Heraldry, Pageantry and Social Display in Medieval England (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 2003) p. 43.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The significance of the image lies in its ability to relate to and depict the values and practices of both religious and social ‘visual cultures.’ Moreover, the meaning of the image is made by depicting both chivalry and Christianity and transmitting that information (via patronage, identity, and status) to a new gentry that embraces the chivalric ideals as well as Crusade concepts. According to Coss ‘the significance of the chivalric knighthood would be difficult to overestimate. Not only did it provide an element of cohesion between higher nobility and local society, but it also inculcated ways of thinking and behaving which penetrated steadily downwards as the English gentry took shape.’[footnoteRef:3] This image relays notions of the gentry and chivalric ‘visual culture’ in that it depicts the collective military identity of knighthood shared by the elite (or chivalry), patronage (the manuscript is private or exclusive), and the status of nobility. According to Radulescu ‘…whether they were knights or newly risen professionals, members of the gentry conducted their lives mindful of the need to project to others their perceived superiority. Display was of paramount importance to them in the affirmation status, demonstrating that the maintenance of social rank was central to the gentle lifestyle.[footnoteRef:4] The image of the knight from the Westminster Psalter seems to be an extension of this notion. It does not seem to serve as a narrative. Rather, it seems to reinforce the social distinction of knighthood and the Christian glorification of that status. According to Whatley the Psalter knight ‘has been identified in the scholarly literature as a crusader, undoubtedly owing to the unusual presence of the multiple crosses that decorate his surcoat and pennon.’[footnoteRef:5] The function of the image points to a visual culture obsessed with social distinction and projection of one’s status. The image is intended to illustrate the text but also to convey notions of identity. According to Whatley ‘for Psalter viewers, the act of homage performed by the knight would have resonated with the language they heard from the preachers describing the activity and benefits of crusading in contemporary fealty terms.’[footnoteRef:6] Set against a backdrop of Holy wars, a new chivalric culture in literature and society and the rise of a visual gentry that used art to project their authority, the Psalter knight embodies the social, political and cultural changes of the 13th century. While the image is a visual reminder of the emergence of the gentry as a new identity and social status the image also embodies the Medieval ideals of chivalry, heraldry and the crusader. The image of homage and the status of knighthood visually appealed to the gentry that held a collective social identity based on military tenure and coat of arms. Moreover, the image appeals to the religious and military identities of the new gentry class and would have been very useful as a recruitment tool for crusaders among the landed gentry. [3:  P. Coss, The Origins of the English Gentry, p.217.]  [4:  R. Radulescu and A. Truelove, Gentry Culture in Late-Medieval England (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005), p.14.]  [5:  L. J. Whatley, The Crusades and Visual Culture (London: Routledge, 2017), p. 166.]  [6:  L. J. Whatley, The Crusades and Visual Culture, p. 167.] 
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