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RHAGAIR I FOREWORD 

Fel y gwyddys yn dda, prif orchwyl cymrodyr ymchwil Canolfan 
Uwchefrydiau Cymreig a Che\taidd Prifysgol Cymru yw paratoi 
cyfrolau ylw ddol ar rai o themau canolog lien a hanes Cymru. Ond 
y ma 'r bwrlwm o weithgarwch a geir yn y Ganolfan hefyd yn 
cynhyrchu darnau llai o ymchwil sy'n dwyn perthynas uniongyrchol 
neu anuniongyrchol a'r themau hynny . Nod y gyfres hon, felly, yw 
rhoi cyfle i' r cymrodyr ymchwil gyhoeddi peth o ffrwyth eu llafur ar 
ffurf darlithiau neu ysgrifau. Ein gobaith yw y bydd y papurau ymchwil 
hyn yn tynnu sylw at broblemau diddorol a pherthnasol ac yn cymell 
y darllenydd i ailystyried hen ddeongliadau. 

As is well known, the principal task of research fellows in the 
University of Wales Centre for Advanced Welsh and Celtic Studies is 
to prepare substantial volumes on some central themes in the literature 
and history of Wales. But this vigorous activity also produces shor ter 
pieces of research which are directly or indirectly associated with 
those themes . The aim of this series, therefore, is to encourage research 
fellows in the Centre to publish some of the fruits of their labours in 
the form of lectures or essays . Our hope is that these research papers 
will draw attention to interesting and relevant problems and also 
persuade the reader to reconsider old interpretations. 
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What did the poets see? 
A theological and philosophical reflection· 

'The Bible' , according to Professor Beryl Smalley, 'was the most studied 
book of the middle ages . . . both the language and the content of 
Scripture permeate medieval thought.' 1 This is the 'world of the text' 
which is the focus of this paper. The task of entering into this world is 
by no means as simple as it might appear. What, for example, do we 
understand by 'the Bible'? By 'language' and 'content'? By 'thought'? 
Indeed, by the process of 'permeation'? The answers that might be 
given to these questions at the beginning of the third millennium are 
almost cer tainly answers that our medieval ancestors in Wales would 
not have given. At best, one might suggest, they would be puzzled 
and disturbed by them; at worst , our answers would be 
incomprehensible. Fundamentally, this is because, for them, the 'world 
of the text' was the real world; for us it is not. For us, reality has 
another definition. 

Before proceeding any further it is necessary to gain an 
understanding of two words that occur and recur in this paper, namely, 
'bible' and ' text' . As generally understood today, 'the Bible' is taken to 
refer to a collection of Jewish and early Christian scriptures, which is 
regarded as uniquely authoritative for the life and teaching of the 
church. They comprise 'a canon of written literature, and [Christians] 
confess this canon to be the required basis by which to judge all other 
forms of faith and practice'. 2 But in the context of the argument of this 
paper, this definition will not suffice. It must be extended to include at 
least what is now commonly referred to as 'Early Christian Apocrypha'.3 

Although such texts were not included among those Christian writings 
finally accepted by the church as its scriptures in the fourth century, 
nonetheless some of 'these books had been extensively used as 
authoritative foundation documents for at least two centuries prior to 
that time'~ and were to remain at the very least highly influential in 
Christian discourse for a thousand years thereafter. Arguably, they 
can be said to have gained and retained a status of 'popular canonicity'. 

This brings us to the second word requiring explication, namely 
' text' . For too long there has been an equation between 'text' and 
'chirograph', that is, the definition has been narrowed to include only 

This paper is based on a lecture given at a forum organized by the Centre on 'Y Canu 
Crefyddol a'i Gefndir' (Religious Verse and its Background) on 19 May 2001. 



Wl,nt did tire poets set'? 

that which is written . Again, in the context of hri tian d idacl,e, this 
definition will not suffice . As Cartlidge and Elliott hav p_ointed out: 
'The pictorial art of the church has had such ~n in flu _n . on its the~logy 
and piety that it would not be inappropnat t in I t that this ar t 
f rmed a Bible of its own, a sacred scripture whi h wa hand d down 
;~ parallel [my italics] to the written Bibi , th Liv f the Saints and 

the liturgies.'5 

The phrase ' in parall el' is ~trem I . important ~ re .. ar tlidge 
and Elliott are right to emphasize: The old 1conograph1 al dictum that 
texts are the influence which led to sp cific cl f images and 
discrete images is und ergoing consid rabl chang . . . fh e old 
consensus tended to look to texts first6 and to ann unc that a particular 
text influenced the atelier or painter in uch a mann r that the primacy 
of the text was maintained . The developing con n u is that oral 
traditions, texts (rhetorical arts) and th pictorial art all interact so 
that all the arts demonstrate the church' " thinking out loud " in both 
rhetorical and pictorial images.,-

[tis, indeed, both possible and lik ly that in some instances the 
'pictorial text' preceded and influenced the chirograph . In the church 
of St Ambrose, Milan, there survives a fragment of a third-century 
Roman sarcophagus lid with a particular image of the nativity of 
Christ. The first written account to encapsulate that image wh ich 
survives is contained in the Gospel o f Pseudo-Matthew, by general 
consent a document which dates from th eigh th or ninth cen turies, 
that is, some five hundred years la ter. The tradition which gave rise to 
the image is therefore very early; but it is first witnessed in pictoria l 
and not chirographic art.8 

So the 'world of the text' is the world of a bible more broadly 
defined than twenty-first century understand ing would generally allow, 
and of a 'text' by no means confined to the written word. O nce again 
Cartlidge and Elliott help our understanding here: 'There exists in the 
church what one could call a Whole Gospel. It is part of the fa ith in 
which the church believes and of the faith by which the ch urch be lieves. 
It consists not only of the biblical (and the so-called O ld Testament 
Apocrypha) texts but also of the nearly two mille nn ia of commentaries, 
liturgies, sermons, church disciplines, the church's ar ts and . .. the 
Christian apocrypha and the pictor ial ar ts w h ich parallel this 
apocrypha' .9 It is their firm belief that ' the iconic versions of the 
Christian apocrypha have played a strong role in the make-up of this 
Whole Gospel'. 10 The 'real' world of the Bible, the 'world of the text' 
only makes sense if it is seen in this way, as the world of the Whole 
Gospel. 
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Let us now turn to the question of reality . In 1974 the philosopher 
and theologian Hans Frei published a work he entitled The Eclipse of 
Biblica l Narrative. That title was most carefully chosen, for an eclipse 
is the interce ption of the light of a luminous body by the intervention 
of another body between it and the eye. We now live, Frei would 
argue, in an intellectual eclipse . Between our understanding and the 
understanding of reality which characterized our medieval forebears 
something has intervened . The planet which has come between us, to 
co ntinue the metaphor, is th e world of Modernity and the 
Enlightenment. The eclipse, however, is not total. But to enter into 
the medieval world view, to 'access' it, means that we have to get 
behind this intruding world of Modernity and the Enlightenment. 
Unless we make that effort much of what the medieval world was 
saying will remain inaccessible to us. We run the risk of providing 
answers to those questions which I posed, specifically, what is reality?, 
and those answers are likely to be the wrong ones. 

How, then, did the medieval thinker conceive of, and give 
coherence to, reality in terms of the world? To his mind, the real 
world was ·contained within the biblical narrative as we have defined 
it . There was one reality, a single temporal sequence, one cumulative 
story . The single temporal sequence was not simply linear progression 
punctuated by events or occurrences. It contained figuration - earlier 
stories or occurrences were figures of later ones. Thus, for example, 
Old Testament persons, events and prophecies were both literal -
they were within the temporal sequence - but also typological. They 
were fulfilled in the New Testament. The variety of biblical books was 
thus turned into a single, unitary canon .11 There was, therefore, a 
recognizable paradigm of canonicity. And within it and upon it was 
predicated ' reality', the reality of the economy of salvation . 

Since this world of the canonical text is indeed the one and only 
real world, it must therefore contain the experience of any present age 
and reader. 12 As Hans Frei puts it, 'not only was it possible for man, it 
was also his duty [my italics] to fit himself into that world in which he 
was in any case a member'. 13 What therefore we might term 'extra
biblical' thought and experience were incorporated into the one real 
world - entered i11to the world of the text, came within the paradigm 
of canonicity . Medieval man sees himself as part of the narrative and, 
because he does so, his own thoughts, actions, passions, the shape of 
his own life and that of his community, society and era contribute 
both literally and typologically to the cumulative story . 

Furthermore, his literal and typological place within this 
landscape of reality is prescriptive, that is, the duty to fit himself into 
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this world means that hi thought and 
exemplary. As with all other in thi world 
good and evil are almost tangible, h may b the 
saints or fall from grace. How he live hi lif nd di hi d ath is 
determinative, as determinative for him a it wa f r Adam and Eve, 
for the patriarchs, prophets, apo tie and martyr w1t'1 w'1 0 111 , alo11Rsidr 
whom he stands . There i a concept f imultan it h r which 
transcends the spacial and the t mporal, nd hi h ha profound 
implications for understanding and int rpr ting th vi ual in our 
medieval culture. 

Let us explore this understanding of th ta w rid -ab orbing 
a little further. I have used the phra the 'paradigm f anonicity' . 
That which was, is, and is to come i all within thi paradigm, a 
unitary canon of the biblical narrativ . But, a I have already 
emphasized, extra-biblical thought and expre ion i I o 'absorbed' 
into this world. We have seen that we cannot re tri t th paradigm of 
canonicity to the canonical biblical texts alone. Vi ual images may be 
inspired by and drawn from the whole 'world of the text' or may 
themselves be examples of the church ' thinking out loud' . Let us 
consider two familiar images which illustrate the point, namely St 
Anne teaching the Virgin Mary to read, and the ox and the ass present 
at the nativity of Jesus. 

In Wales, a representation of Anne teaching her daughter to 
read appears on the painted ceiling at Llaneilian-yn-Rhos 
(Denbighshire). As Pamela Sheingorn has shown, this is an excellent 
example of the church 'thinking out loud' . 14 Pictorial images of this 
scene were widespread from the fourteenth century onwards. 15 

Ultimately, the story of St Anne derives from the Protoevangelium of 
James and the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, but the image of her teaching 
her daughter to read is later eisegesis. As Sheingorn maintains, 
sometime in the eleventh century, 'concomitant with the growth of 
Mary's cult, the idea developed that because she was Mother of God, 
Mary must have been both spiritually and intellectually gifted. 
Byzantine sermons from the eighth to the tenth centuries described 
her as possessing the wisdom of Athena, and one version of the 
Pseudo-Matthew claims: "No one could be found who was better 
instructed than she (Mary) in wisdom and in the law of God, who was 
more skilled in singing the songs of David (Psalms)" .' 16 

!his image of the learned and devout Mary develops as the 
centunes pass. In the thirteenth century Albertus Magnus taught that 
she had b_een a master in the Seven Liberal Arts, 17 and the iconography 
changes m the same period. Mary as weaver, the emphasis of the 
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Go lde11 Legend, is replaced by Mary as contemplative student, and 
images of the Annunciation come to depict her as turning from her 
devotional reading to attend to the message of the archangel. Nor 
does the evolution and transformation of the image stop there. As 
Sheingorn notes, in some representations, both pictorial and 
chirographic, the book on Mary's prie dicu is the Hebrew Bible, open 
at Isaiah 7.14: 'Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son' . Thus, 
with the angelic message, the reader and/or viewer is drawn into the 
whole story of the [ncarnation. 18 

However, the question as to how Mary learned to read remains 
unanswered . The obvious conclusion which can be drawn from the 
Protoevangelium of James, which records Mary's presentation at the 
age of three in the Jerusalem Temple, and her remaining there until 
her marriage to Joseph at the age of twelve, is that she was instructed 
there .19 However, by the fourteenth century, and especially in the 
kingdom of Edward llI of England, it is no anonymous Temple 
pedagogue who teaches Mary, but rather her mother. Here indeed is 
the church ' thinking out loud', for, as Sheingorn points out, this 
image appears, and then becomes widely established until the time of 
the English Reformations, 20 'in spite of a virtual, if not total absence of 
textual sources'. 21 Closely, though eisegetically, related to Incarnation 
history, the image is primarily a devotional one. It draws the reader/ 
viewer into a complex and multifaceted world of mystical theology, as 
well as throwing a great deal of light for us in the twenty-first century 
on areas of high medieval society and culture. 

The second, and particularly familiar, image to be discussed is 
that of the ox and the ass present at the nativity of Jesus. The ubiquity 
of this image, even today in popular Christmas carols (and school 
nativity plays) as well as in pictorial art, leads to an assumption that it 
possesses New Testament warranty, but it does not .22 The first known 
written mention is in the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, a Latin text of 
the eighth or ninth centuries, though, as noted earlier, in pictorial art 
the image appears five centuries earlier. 23 The Gospel of Pseudo
Matthew was, as a result of its popularity, to be one of the principal 
channels by which what J. R. Porter calls 'legends of the infancy 
gospel tradition' became widely current in the medieval we~t,2~ but, ~s 
noted earlier, it is wise not to place too heavy a stress on ch1rograph1c 
art here. The pictorial image thus may well pre-date the written . 

Such images are 'narrative', they are integral to the 'world ?f 
the text' and through their 'recitation' in art and a resp?nse m 
contemplation and devotion they serve to draw us further mto the 
paradigm of canonicity of which they are an integral part. They do so 
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because they, as much as the biblical text it e lf, are part of o ur present. 
As Schubert Ogden pointed out, our 'mode rn ' conception of myth is 
of something fictitious, illusional or fal se. We perceive what he called 
a 'negative relation' between truth and myth Y From that 'modern ' 
understanding we have to free ourselves if we are to enter the medieval 
world . This leads into my next point. 

We have been considering early Christia n apocrypha. Let us 
now_ examine briefly so-called ' pre-Christian' or - even worse - ' paga n' 
surv1v~ls. There are none. It is the breaking apart of the unified concept 
of reality at and after the Reformations,26 the ' purifyi ng' of the world 
of the text, that has brought to birth this false dicho tomy . We are in 
the twenty-first century closely wedded to ideas of pagan and Christian, 
?f sacred and. secular, which, it might be sugges ted , are part of the 
intellectual ecltpse wrought by modernity . 

Thomas O'Loughlin has recently la id out th e medi eval 
understanding with clarity and I make no apology fo r quoting him at 
some length: 

[Medieval theologians] did not view th e rela tion of 
Christians and pagans using a binary view of Christians/ 
Pag~n_s; _true/false; good/bad; saved/damned (th a t is, 
Chnst'.anit~ is true, good, and leading to salva tion, while 
~aganism ts false, evil and leading to damnation). This 
~,mple ~lack-and-white theology only comes into the picture 
m the sixteenth _century .. . The relationship [was seen] as 
one of preparation and fulfilment based on the model of 
P~ul's speech in Athens (Acts 17.22- 31) . This was combined 
wi_th Paul's references to a 'natural knowl edge' of God's 
existence and power in Romans 1 and 2. Taken together 
these form a view of • • • paganism as a dev1at1on from the 
trut~, ?ut_ which has many true elements upon which 
~hrt st•anity can come and build . It is a model of 
incompleteness and perfection . 

T::s pagan_ society and worship is a preparation for the 
gh pel, and mdeed can know itself to be incomplete without 
t e gospel. When the gospel comes it brings complete 
ans"':'ers and the perfect worship. This theory . .. disposed 
m~d'.eval Christians to record those elements of earlier 
religions which the • d the 'fulfl Y perceive as definite pointers towards 

1 ment' of Christianity. 

An incidental co s they did n equence of that Christian view is that 
continued ntot s~e ~spects of the earlier religion which 

o exist m Christ' t· , • l , (such 's . 
1 

, tan 1mes as pagan surv1va s 
urv1va s are seen nl • h ' o y wit in the post-sixteenth-
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century per p ctive where th y ar equivalent to impuritie 
in Christianity) but imply a part of 'the law of nature' 
(that i , bits of true r ligion apart from the go p 1) that 
were not abrogated, but given a perfect dir ction in the 
'law of the criptures' .r 

These 'bi ts of true religion ' are ab orbed into the paradigmatic world 

of the text. 

This und ers tand ing is essentia l if we are to make sense of those 
creatures from the bestiaries, the masks and faces, for example those 
at Cas tlemartin, Pembrokeshi re, the g rotesques, the scatalogical figures 
such as those w hich adorn the tower at Llywel in Breconshire, and the 
sheela-na-gigs, most memorably that at Llandrindod Wells .

28 
These 

are fam iliar fi gures w hich inhabit, if they do not haunt, our churches 
and ca thed ra ls. T hese a re a ll part of the unified reality of the 
metanarrative of Christianity . Such figures, such carvings, are not to 
be seen and interpre ted as decorative flights of fancy on the part of 
the artis t; they a re not ' pagan' survivals, evidence of a world merely 
overlaid by a veneer of Christianity. There is no binary fission . These 
things a re indeed , as O ' Loughlin has pointed out, 'of God' - 'bits of 
true re ligion ' not abrogated, but given a perfect direction by their 
incorporation into the world of the text . 

In the libra ry a t Chatsworth is to be found the magnificent Book 
of Hours tha t Henry Tudor, H enry VII , gave to his daughter Margaret 
on her marriage . The work is prefaced, as one would expect, with a 
liturgica l calendar . ach month occupies the recto and verso of a folio. 
At the beginning of each month, which contains the list of feasts, fasts 
and commemorations to be observed, there is a vignette of that month's 
as trolog ical symbol. [t is a common concept. It is widespread through 
manuscripts such as this . Is this an example of a Christian/Pagan 
dichotomy? Of a ' pagan survival ' into the late fifteenth century? Not 
at all. It is mere ly evidence of an understanding of a Christian 
metana rra tive which draws all things into itself. And, as Mary 
Carruthers has shown, astrological symbols and the star-charts at 
which they hint, had a serious purpose.29 M11e111 e, memory, Carruthers 
asserts, ' produces an art for "thinking about" and for "meditating 
upon" and for "gathering" . .. An art of tropes and figures is an art of 
patterns and pattern-making, and thus an art of 111/leme or memoria, of 
cogitation, thinking' .30 Star-charts, the signs of the zodiac - and the 
vignettes of the 'labours of the months' which so often accompany 
them in liturgical calendars - were all such aides-memoires mnemonics. 
They facilitated the process of re-membering, of finding, assembling, 
putting in place within that metanarrative. When our medieval poets 
saw such things, that is how they would have understood them. 
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What did the poets see? 

So the first answer that can be given to the question posed by 
this paper - 'What did the poets see?' - is simply this: reality. But to 
understand them, and to understand the visual in our medieval culture, 
we have to place ourselves in their understanding of reality and not 
our own. 

We are, perhaps, now in a position to look at the work of the 
medieval visual artist - something else that our poets saw, and which 
itself assisted them to see. The artist operated within the world of the 
text, within the paradigm of canonicity, and, as Wittgenstein pointed 
out in 1916, what he produced was a work of art that is the subject 
seen and depicted sub specie aeternitatis. 31 This is an extraordinarily 
important insight. Wittgenstein understood that a subject so seen and 
depicted is one that, as he put it, has 'the whole world as background'. 
It is possible to see it with space and time instead of in space and time. 
[The emphasis is his.]32 But within the metanarrative of Christianity it 
is possible to develop Wittgenstein's insight still further. There are 
subjects which are depicted by the medieval artist which are to be 
seen not just as having the whole world as background, but the cosmos. 
Depictions of the Holy Trinity, for example, or of the enthroned and 
blessing Saviour, have a cosmic context. The Passion and crucifixion, 
the resurrection, have, as the apostle Paul pointed out, a soteriological 
significance for the whole of creation, which has been 'groaning' in 
anticipation of its coming freedom from its 'bondage to decay', and 
not just for ourselves. 33 

Nor is it necessary to draw a distinction, as Wittgenstein does, 
between that which is seen with space and time as 'background' and 
seen 11'1 space and time. Being drawn into the world of the text, within 
the paradigm of canonicity, means that both can be and are true. We 
return here to the concept of simultaneity mentioned earlier. For 
exa?"~le, let us take what is probably the predominant series of images 
denvmg from the Christian narrative those of the Passion and 
crucifixion of Jesus. How do we view 

1

those images? We can view 
them wit~in ~he context of linear time, a sequence of events at a given 
moment 111 history; the Jesus who 'suffered under Pontius Pilate' - a 
cr~dal affirmation that anchors the sequence in time . Here is 
W1ttge t • ' • ns ems event in space and time. We can also view the Passion 
as a~ event with_ cosmic soteriological significance. This is to see it sub 
spec_,e aeternitat,s, with space and time as background . This is not to 
see 1t as detached ob · t . server or as spectator but rather as the med1eva 
artisltd his patron and those who saw the ~ork of art itself saw it. The 
wor h~f the Passion and crucifixion becomes their world, and 
everyt mg else pale • t • • · · f 

1. . . s 111 0 ms1gmficance. It is at the foreground 0 
rea ity, with time and b .. space as ackground. To stand before the cruc1f1X 
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is to stand at the foot of th 
painter, sculptor or poet, mak 
paints, sculpts, writes about that w 
see, read or hear are mad pa • • n 
the reality. They are enabl 
'ideational meaning', that is taken b 
or the poem itself) and into the w rl 

In the late medieval iconography of th a i n f J 

rt 

no significant difference betwe n th arli t and lh dramati t. In 
the surviving plays of the Corpus Chri ti cycl s, h th r th ar 
from England, Cornwall or Wales, and the artwork, wo d, ton , 
glass and paint, we find that ideational meaning, combined with what 
J. W. Robinson described as 'impas ioned emotionali m' and 
'sensational realism' .35 This late medieval iconography puts u in tou h 
with the intense inner spirituality of that period. The Meditatio11e 
Vitae Christi directs that the Christian should 'make hym-selfe pre ent 
in his thoghte as if he sawe fully with his bodyly eghe all the th ng 
that be-fell abowte the crosse and the glorious passione of our Lorde 
Ihesu' .36 To illustrate how the observer could and did 'make hym- elfe 
present' I would like to use a relatively unfamiliar image taken from 
the Passion story, an image nonetheless which it was possible to see 
in Wales . 

Although there are earlier examples, it is not until the fifteenth 
century that images of Jesus's trial before the Sanhedrin began to 
include that moment described in the Synoptic Gospels when he was 
subjected to physical violence and abuse, being struck and spat upon. 
The earliest of the Gospels, that of Mark, describes it thus: ' And some 
began to spit on him, and to cover his face, and to buffet him, and to 
say unto him, Prophesy: and the servants did strike him with the 
p~lms of their hands.'37 The Gospel of Matthew, dependent on Mark, 
gives this account: 'Then did they spit in his face, and buffeted him; 
and others smote him with the palms of their hands, saying, Prophesy 
unto us, thou Christ, Who is he that smote thee?'38 

Although the Gospel narrative is short, nonetheless the event it 
descri_bes was recognized as having a profound theological and 
?evotional significance. The mocking and buffeting of Jesus was 
mterpreted as a 'type' of the crucifixion which was soon to follow . It 
has, as Jeffrey Helterman pointed out, none of the sublimity of Calvary, 
~ut nonetheless the crudity and the pettiness of the indignity inflicted 
111 the spitting and buffeting accentuates the humility of Christ. 'The 
buffeti_ng was seen as an absolute example of the humility of godhead 
assummg manhood', claims Helterman.39 It is therefore an epitome of 

9 



What did tire poets see? 

the Incarnation, of that kenosis of which the apostle Paul speaks in his 
letter to the Philippians: ' .. . Christ Jesus: who, being in the form of 
God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God: but made himself of 
no reputation, and took upon him the fo rm of a servant, and was 
made in the likeness of men: and being found in fash ion as a man, he 
humbled himself, and became obedient unto dea th , even the death of 
the cross.' 40 In the spitting and buffe ting is found the voluntary 
abdication of reputation, the humility and the obedience of which the 
apostle speaks. 'Every species of outrage was heaped upon [Jesus] , so 
that he became the perfection of human humili ty .q' This voluntarily 
endured suffering elicits a response from the Chr istian on looker as 
imager and imaginer. As the fourteenth-century English spiritual writer 
Richard Rolle expressed it: 'I thank thee, swete Lord Jhesu Cryst of 
the pynus and of the schamus that thou suffryd before the byschopus 
and maystres of the !awe, and of thine enemys, of buffetys and of 
neckedyntes and of many other schames that thou suffred .' 42 Luke's 
Gospel, following a hint in Mark's, has the mocked and abused Jesus 
first blindfolded .43 It is this account of the mocking w h ich inspired the 
carving on several of the Breton Calvaires from the mid-fifteenth 
century onwards into the seventeenth ce ntury, no tably those a t St 
Jean Trolimon - the earliest - Pleyben , Guimiliau, Plougas tel, 
Plougonven and St Thegonnec. The imaging of the bl ind fo lding 
introduces us to other significant 'layers' of the sto ry, and the linkage 
between this 'static' iconography and the 'active' iconography of 
contemporary medieval drama. 

In the plays of the Wakefield Master, that which focuses upon 
the mocki~g of the blindfolded Christ, the Coliph izacio, explores the 
messa?e inherent in the image, namely spiritual blindness . The 
Wakefield Master uses his drama to meditate upon the paradox that 
here the Incarnate Word made flesh is silent, despite the constant 
dem~n~ of t_he tormentors that he speak. The dramatis t understands 
that it is this ve:y silence which speaks most eloquently; it is the 
presence of the silent Word, suffering in humility, which is itself the 
message. All the words spoken are by the tormentors and they are 
but no_thing before the Incarnate Word. Similarly, alth~ugh it is that 
Word m the person of Jesus which is blindfolded it is the tormentors 
who are blind. They cannot 'see' the truth that i~ before them. They 
demand ~hat Jesus 'prophesy', that is, foretell the will of God as 
revealed m the eve t f th . n 5 0 e moment. Ironically they do n ot realize 
that the still silent bl" df ld . . . ' . . ' , m o ed Jesus 1s domg JUSt that reveahng by 
his humbl b • • ' , ff e su mtssion that it is God's will that in Jerusalem he should 
su er many things f th Id . killed . 0 _e e ers and chief priests and scribes, and be 

th t h
'. and b_e raised agam the third day'. 44 It is the playwright's hope 

a is audience can 'h , h , , ear t e message of the silent one, and see 

10 

What did tire poets see? 

the truth about the blindfolded Christ , namely that in his silent 
blindness Jesus reveals not only human humility, but the awesome 
power of the Son of God . 

The Wa kefield Mas te r does not stand alone in his exploration of 
thi s theme, though arguably his dramatic skills are among the finest. 
The Chester cycle of plays also includes the assault on the blindfolded 
Jesus, 45 as, seemingly, did the craft plays of Hereford and Worcester, 
though no tex ts survive. 46 There is also a reference to this humiliation 
of Jesus in the preamble of the surviving Welsh plays .47 Although it is 
unlikely tha t many of the people of Wales, the poets among them, 
saw the work of the Wake field Master, some at least would have seen 
the cycles performed along the borders, at Chester, Worcester or 
Hereford .48 Perhaps most importantly for our purposes, among those 
p resent if no t actually participant there were almost certainly artists 
and craftsmen whose work took them into Wales, if they were not 
Welsh themselves . It is worth emphasizing in this context that the 
performance of such plays were the prerogative of the members of the 
craft guilds - at Hereford, for example, the play depicting the buffeting 
was performed by the carpenters .49 

One fu r ther point needs to be made here. A characteristic of 
these d ramatic representations is that the mockers are, as Rosemary 
Woolf has pointed out, 'sometimes ugly peasant figures, sometimes 
mailed soldiers' . Whichever, they are 'equally grotesque, characterised 
th rough their speech and action' . 50 Furthermore, the mocking and 
abuse in which they engage is strongly reminiscent of children's games 
of great antiquity, but which were still played in the fourteenth and 
fi fteenth centuries, namely 'Hot Cockles' and 'Frog in the Middle'. In 
the latter one sits or squats while others dance about him, striking him 
as they go. If he succeeds in catching one of his tormentors, the one 
caught must take his place. In the former, which as Kollabismos "'.ould 
have bee n known to the tormentors of Jesus and to the Gospel writers, 
a player is blindfolded, and then struck by another player and asked 
to identify who struck the blow.51 Again, if the tormentor is correctly 
identified, he must take the place of the victim. 

Almost everyone witnessing this pl~y w~uld hav,e _re~o?nized 
the games, and have been able to identify with the victl°: . from 
personal experience . Thus the dramatist's intention to ehot the 
sympath y and understanding of his audience would ~ave been 
achieved . Their response was participative. T~os~ watchmg "'.o~ld 
have been moved from pity to piety by the reahzat10n that the v~ctim 
was no hapless child at play but the Son of God . Here the game is no 

. . ' b t 1 ·ng He is silent and game, and here the victim plays y no P ayi • 
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makes no effort to identify his tormentors. He is still, and · makes no 
effort to catch them. For in this game there can be no substitute . Jesus 
is the 'Lord of the Dance'. 

Now we are in a position better to understand the significance 
of the wall-painting discovered above the lintel of a "."indow in the 
nave of the small Welsh parish church of Llandeilo Tal-y-bont 
(Glamorgan), a church currently under reconstruction at the Museum 
of Welsh Life at St Fagans. ft represents this mocking of Christ. There 
are three figures, shown head and shoulders only . The central figure 
is depicted full face, the others, one on each side, in profile . It is a 
most moving depiction of the subject we have been considering, 
revealing the influence of the craft plays, with which it is 
contemporaneous. The figures at the sides are shown spitting, the 
spittle clearly delineated, and drops of it fall from the face of the 
central figure, the face of Christ. 

Let us first consider the profile figures. Here are Rosemary 
Woolf's plebeian, nameless men . They are deliberately caricatured as 
such by the artist, with their bulbous noses and expressions of hatred 
for the figure between them. By contrast the face of Jesus wears what 
has been called 'a stern, almost brooding expression', 52 an expression 
created by the artist through the way in which he has delineated the 
eyes, eyelids and eyebrows, and by the skilful use of red and black in 
the iris and pupil, for this figure, following the account in Matthew's 
Gospel, is not blindfolded. The attention of the worshipper is drawn 
immediately to the face, to an expression at once calm and challenging, 
and also, in its air of restrained sadness but not d espair, fully in 
accord with classical and patristic convention .53 

The purpose of this painting is identical with that of the three
dimensional images of the same scene on the Breton Calvaires54 and, 
like them, inspired by what one of the leading commentators on those 
i~ag:_s, the Abbe Castel, calls the 'pantomimes populaires' of the 
time.'" At Llandeilo Tal-y-bont we have an example of the 'sensational 
realism' of which Robinson spoke, which by its very nature challenges 
the observer and enriches his or her spiritual communion with God. 
The faii:iting is at once icon and biblical commentary, and the observer, 
?'editatmg ~pon it, becomes a participant - he or she is in the 
foreground of the action depicted - and is thereby drawn into the 

world of the text. 

Such an understanding helps make sense of what are frequently 
referred _to as_ 'donor portraits', those representations in illuminated 
manuscnpts, In stained glass and in paintings of the commissioning 
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patron with his family or others at the foot of a representation of an 
event in the Christian narrative, as we find, for example, in the glass 
of the east window of Llangadwaladr church in Anglesey, or shown 
surrounded by angels and saints, as in the celebrated John Dwnn 
triptych now in the National Gallery.;,; Here we have the donor as 
participant, within what Frei calls the 'narrative web' .57 Sir John Dwnn 
of Cydweli can be seen in the company of saints and angels because 
within the one reality of the world-absorbing text he was and is in 
their company. The artist understood that, the patron understood it, 
and so did those who saw it. Such an understanding was for them 
unavoidable in the true sense of that word, that is, it could not be 
evacuated of its true meaning and significance. They were conscious 
of being 'surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses' and the work of 
art is the hermeneia of the artist, that is, his exteriorizing and thus 
making accessible to all his own and his patron's internal world of 
thought, understanding and faith. The visual repres_entation i~ t~e 
language in which that world of thought, understandmg a~d fa1t~ 1s 
expressed, as is, of course, the work of the poet. Therefore, m loo~'.ng 
at a 'donor portrait' below, say, a representation of the crucified 
Christ flanked by Mary and John (as at Llangadwaladr) or at Sir John 
Dwnn and his family surrounded by saints, we not only see and 
understand that the concept of simultaneity applies to them (the 
Llangadwaladr family at prayer is on Calvary at the foot of the cr~ss; 
just as the worshipper at Llandeilo Tal-y-bont is present at the mockmg 
of Jesus, John Dwnn is in the company of the saints) but we too are 
participants. The work of art is an icon, it is a sacra_me~tal th~ough 
which we are drawn into the presence of that which 1s depicted. 
There are no barriers. 

Jacques Derrida's concept of the parergon can perhafs help or 
reinforce our understanding here. When we think of a picture, we 
tend to think also of a frame, that is of a binary structure. The frame 
defines and delimits the picture . Decorative and someti~es a w~rk_ of 
art in its own right, it is the parergon which keeps the picture wi~hm, 
and the observer without. In the medieval understanding there is no 
such binary fission the delimiting parerga are absent or they are 

- ' b • t full participation in the transgressed. 08 There are no arners o our . 
reality depicted. Thus the angels who spread their wi~gs over us 10 

roofs such as those at Cilcain, LlangoJlen or Llanidloes, Mar~ 
• f h r wall-painting at Llantw1t Magdalene who shares our devotions rom e . . 

• LI d ·1 Tal-y-bont are immediately Maior, or Catherine from hers at an e1 o 
accessible to us. 

The Llantwit Major Magdalene, dating as it does from the !hate 
• • Wales deserves furt er thirteenth century and thus an early survivor m , •• 
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·d t· K theri·ne Ludwig Jansen has shown how la te·r medieval cons1 era ton . a -9 I f h 
religious culture used the figure of Mary Magdalene:~ The cu t o t e 
Ma dalene, energetically promoted from the th1 rte n th cent~ry 
on!ards by the new mendicant Orders in respon e to the campaign 
to bring preaching to the people instigated by the Fourth Lateran 
Council in 1215, was increasingly to render her the s cond most popular 
saint in western Christendom after the Virgin Mary . 

In a sermon on 21 September 591 Pope Gregory the Great, in 
Jansen's words, 'collapsed into one individual the iden tities of three 
distinct women described in the gospels',6() and thus Mary ~ag?ale~e 
not only 'inherited a sinful past' ,61 but acquired her emble~ m p '.ctonal 
art, the jar of perfumed oil. This emblem enables us to iden ti fy the 
Llantwit Major figure . Gregory's conflated Magdalene was _to become 
over the centuries, and particularly through the p reaching of the 
mendicant friars, the exemplum perfecte pe11ite11tie, the example of 
perfect penance.62 As Jansen says: 'The very notion tha t _s inners could 
become saints was an attractive idea to those who had li ved less than 
holy lives. Thus it was fitting for preachers to hold up a pen i_ten t as a 
model to which sinners could aspire . And who more ap propriate than 
the famous sinner Mary Magdalen?'63 This, in less transi tory form 
than a sermon, is precisely what the Llantwit Major paint ing does . It 
confronts the faithful at Mass and at other devotions wi th a constant 
reminder of the necessity of penitence, but simultaneously provides 
encouragement. The Magdalene is there , among them , and they can 
identify with her. The painting is not framed , and is thus no t isola ted . 
There is no artificial 'barrier' between the apostolon1111 nposto ln and 
the people of Llantwit.64 

Over and over again, in Romanesque and high med ieva l art 
and illumination, for example, figures 'step out' of their frames . In 
one copy of a twelfth-century life of St Edmund, now a t the Pierpon t 
Morgan Library in New York, an illustration of the king bei ng led to 
his death shows one of his persecutors with a foot transgressing the 
border of the illumination, and the weapon he has raised to s trike the 
king does the same. This is more than an artistic ' trick'. By it we are 
made participants in the action, and not merely specta to rs of it . The 
actors are in our foreground, as we are in theirs. We are as much in 
their presence as they are in ours.65 

So the second answer to the question, 'What did the poets see?' 
is not just reality but a present reality, with themselves as part icipants 
and not as detached, dispassionate observers . 
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I would like to devote the remainder of this paper to an 
explora tion of the concepts of the artist as creator and translator. 
Compa ratively few medieval works of art bear the name of the artist. 
There is a high degree of anonymity, and this is not an accident of 
histo ry. That we should wish to know the name of painter, illuminator 
or scul p tor would have greatly surprised. them. The craft guilds in 
which they trained , and of which they had been made free, prided 
themselves on the anonymity of their work. Many forbade their 
members to add a signature. This illustrates an understanding of 
crea ti vity that is now largely lost. The creator was not the artist, but 
God. The work of art was a work of worship, it was prayed into 
exis tence, through the God-given craft skills of the artist, as something 
through wh ich God would speak. The work of visual art is as much 
'speech ' as any writte n text. This is very well exemplified in a vision 
of the fourteenth-century mystic, Richard Rolle, who recorded that 
'whiles truly I sa t in this same chapel , and in the night before supper, 
as I could, I sang psalms, I beheld f my italics] above me the noise fmy 
italics] as it were of readers, or rather singers'.66 It is possible that the 
inspi ra tion of Rolle's vision were figures of angels carved or painted 
on the ce iling above him - the chapel in which he sat has not been 
identified - but the importance of his account lies in the fact that 
' beheld ' is a word that he could happily use in conjunction with the 
attribute of sound as well as of sight. The visual , the written and the 
ora l were all 'speech' . 

All were created sub specie neternitntis; the craft-skill of the 
artist is exercised as his participation in the creativity of God and a~ 
111njo re111 g loriam Dei; the purpose of the resulting work of art, be it 
s tatue, glass, mural , icon or manuscript illumination as we_ll as the 
written word which in this era before printing was also 111 a real 
sense a work ~f created art, is kerygrnatic, it is proclamatory, re~uiring 
our attention and response. It compels us not to speech but to silence, 
the silence of awe and worship. In and through that silence _God 
speaks and we listen . We listen and, because God's word thus mediated 
is prescriptive, we respond . 

The work of art itself can be elaborate, or it can be pared down 
to the bare essentials. Because we are participants in the story, abso~bed 
into the world of the text few 'words' are necessary. ThuS, 111 a 
d • • ' • t Ewenny Priory of the ep1ction on a fragment of stone carvmg a 

• 1 5 d the fgure of the Christ entry mto Jerusalem by Jesus on Pam un ay, 1 
can be ' reduced' to a head; the flagellation _of Jesus shown on_ ~h; 
pulpit at Newton Nottage distilled into three figures; and the crucifie_ 

• d th ss at Bosherton. This Chns t represented only by a hea on e cro . 
kind of visual art is what Archbishop Rowan Williams calls 'mediated 
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theology' .67 It is all that is necessary to mediate and to stimulate 
intensive thought about the chosen subject, and to ev ke a r sponse 
to its challeng~ and its message. 

What the poet saw was the image; what he experienced in his 
seeing was the power and majesty of the Creator; what he heard was 
the Word - with a capital 'W'. In what sense, then, is the artist, as 
participant in the creativity of God, to be understood a a 'translator'? 
The question is best answered under four headings - translation as 
exegesis; translation as a hermeneutic of access; translation as enarratio, 
or as a vehicle for vernacular appropriation of academic discourse; 
and translation as recupera tion . The categories - which, of course, are 
not mutually exclusive - are those which have been identified by Rita 
Copeland in her work on Latin written texts of the early Middle 
Ages, 

68 

but they are also exceptionally helpful in respect of the visual 
in culture, which is as much a part of the world of the text as the 
written word. 

The medieval visual artist takes 'the story', which may be 
mediated to him through a written, literary text or through another 
work of visual art, as what Copeland calls his 'originary authority' and 
he interrogates it. In this way its essential meaning is uncovered and 
disclosed. The artist's exegetical work is the exposition of that essential 
uncovered meaning. The written is given visual expression. And since 
all exegesis is 'active', that is, it redefines, even paraphrases, the 
resulting work always includes invention . It is new, fresh, and unique. 
Nevertheless, because it takes place within that paradigm of canonicity 
and reality we have discussed, every work of art points beyond itself 
to its originary authority. This cannot be displaced, nor can anything 
else be substituted for it. 

Therefore, despite innumerable differences in detail - the 
redefin_ition and invention of the exegesis_ the image is immediately 
recogniz_able and accessible. It transcends temporal and linguistic 
bo~ndanes. Thus a representation of St Christopher bearing the Christ 
Child, ~s on the wall-painting at Llanynys, St Catherine with her 
wheel, in the glass at Old Radnor, or St Barbara with her tower, as in 
the st~tue at S~ Brides Major, is ubiquitous . Even when the exegesis of 
the visua l artist fades, because his work has referred back to the 
originary authority the image remains both accessible and powerful. 
At ~rinsop i~ the Welsh borderland there is a wall-painting, all the 
details of which have either faded or been erased. Little more than 
s~a_do~s remain. Yet t~e painting is immediately recognizable as the 
Visitati~n of Mary to ELizab~th. The relative size, shape and dynam ic 
of the figures, where the artist was faithful to his originary authority, 
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m ans that hi wo rk a tran lator i till acces ible - and, even in its 
pre nt conditio n, would have b n to any we tern Christian during 
the Middle A 

cond category, that of translation as a 
• I am u ing th word 'hermeneutic' here in the 

for th xpression or convey ing of ideas. The 
medieval vi ua l arti t ' p n d' hi originary authority, his text, in this 
way. He mad th t t lu id _and available. Vv_e should bear in_ mind 
that th lite rar text from which h was working and from which he 
derived hi inspiration was most lik ly to be a Latin one. Hi~ translation 
into vi ual repre entation was thus very much a hermeneutic of acc~ss; 
it wa the m dium of transference from Latinity to vernaculanty . 
And, it can be argued, admittedly controversially, that this mode of 
translation 'open d ' the text to a greater extent than th_at effect:d_by a 
purely interlingual transference . A translation from written Latin into, 
say, written Wei h, Copeland insist ,69 does not make the_ text much 
more accessible . In the Middle Ages, it merely substituted one 

• • • ( h I kl 1·terate) with another (the privileged stratum of society t e c er y 1 . 
non-clerkly literate), or simply expanded it. On the othe~ hand, vis_ual 
translation was a more effective vehicle. It had the potential of opening 
the academic text, be that text in Latin, English or Welsh, to non
hieratic and non-hierarchic use. 

• • • • th l't rgy in drama such as the To some extent part1c1pation m e I u , . 
plays of the variou Corpus C nst1 eye es, a .. h • • I nd even preaching were 
similar hermen ia of access. All served to draw the participant furt~er 
into the world of the text which was his natural horn: . Visual a~t as 
to be seen in this context, and not as a decorative 'optwnal extra · 

I I I ted to the second . The third category is very c ose y re a Id f language r • • h t • aking the war o ranslation as enarratw, t a is, m . medieval tradition, 
intelligible. Copeland pointed out t~at in t:~. it can rthus] take on 
enarratio 'contests and remakes the primary te ' b ropriated 

k. • • f. becoming a text to e app 
a md of ongmary force o its own, . text and thus [changing] 
by later exegetes ••• grafted on to the pnma_ry . ' 

1 
Id suggest is 

h t t' ,o This wou ' the conditions of reception for t at ex • ' h estion 'What 
extremely important in our search for answer~ t? t e qhu meneutic of 
d • • ete prov1dmg a er 1d the poets see?' The artist as exeg '. . . . th creative work 

d • • arhc1patmg 111 e access, by so being and so oing, m P . . true to it. The 
f G d • • t t whilst remammg o o , re-forms the ongmary ex d Th re is a dynamic, re-

foundational meaning is thereby re-prese_nte : . e text The poet in 
• ·th his ongmary · creative engagement by the artist WI . t· ues the process 

1,· • • h h k of the artist con m 1s turn, engaging wit t e war . h' ori inary text of the 
of participation, in both the exegesis and t e g 
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metanarrative, and by so doing himself continues the work of 
translation. In its turn, his poetry can itself become part of the process 
of enarratio, to be interpreted afresh by the visual artist. Artist and 
poet thus live in a symbiotic relationship within the paradigm of the 
one reality which is the world of the text. 

Finally in this context there is what Copeland calls the 
'recuperative motive' of translation. This is the work of recovery, in 
the sense of regaining possession of, re-accessing, the originary or 
primary authority . This returns us to the idea of the artist as participant 
in the creativity of God - creativity from 'within' the world of the text. 
It is the text which controls the work of the artist, and not vice versa . 
The intelligibility of the work of art depends upon it being ultimately 
loyal to and understandable within this paradigm . Only thereby is the 
artist's exegesis valid and made accessible. It 'lives' because, the 
medieval artist believed, it was of God, and was the fruit of the artist's 
participation in the continuing and constant creativity of God . The 
result was a work of art that is referent (to the originary authority) , 
but also exegetical, intelligible, kerygmatic, possessive of ideational 
meaning, prescriptive, and in its turn a work of reference. 

All of these things, I would suggest, the poets 'saw' . The visual 
in the culture of medieval Wales was part of the illumination by which 
they were enabled to see the reality within which they, the artists, the 
saints, angels, the redeemed and the damned, all who lived, had 
lived, and were to live, have being. They lived in a reality which was 
sub s~ecie aeternitatis; and that reality, their place within it, and the 
creative_ work they undertook, was ad mnjorn111 glorinm Dei . It could 
be n~t~mg else, for that creative work was their participation in the 
creat1v1ty of God himself. 
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Beryl malley, The tudy of the Bible 111 the Middle Ages (3rd edn ., Oxford, 1983), 
p. xxvii 

David R. ar llidge an d J. Kei th lliott , A rt 1111d the Christian Apocrypha (London 
and ew York, 200 1), p. 8. 

The ' umbr Ila title "The Apocryphal New Testament" is mi leading and somewhal 
of an an;ichronism. The definit article implies that there is one agreed and 
exhau~tiv coll ction comparabl to the canonical New Testament of twenty-seven 
books, or to the generally agr ed contents of other Biblical collections, such as 
printed d itions of the ptuagint or the Latin Vulgate. The extra-canonical Christian 
texts, many qui t early, which may make up a published collection of "New 
Testament Apocrypha" are numerous, extant in many different languages, often 
app aring in a varie ty of textual forms, lacking critical or definitive editions, and 
from a wide geograph ica l and chronological range.' Ibid ., p. 1. 

Ibid ., p . 2. 

Ibid ., p. xv . 

i.e. to the ch irogra ph . 

a rtlidge and Ellio tt , A rt 1111d the Chris ti1111 Apocrypha, p. xv. 

rh e sa rcophag u is illustra ted in ibid ., figure 1.3, and discussed on p. 18. 

Ibid ., p . 18. 

Ibid. , p . 20. 

It is necessa ry to emphasize that 'fulfilment ' may be found in the 'popular canon' 
of early Chris tian Apocrypha as well as in the canonical ~ew Testament. _The 
creative im pulse behind much of the former was the makmg up of perceived 
lnn 11111 r in the latter. 

Behind th e oral, pictorial and written 'word' lies the 'experience', encapsulated in a 
mental 'image', of the speaker, artist, craftsman and writer. 

Hans W. Frei , The Eclipse of Bihlicnl Narrative : A Study i11 Eightee11th n11d Ni17etee11th 
Crn tury Hcr111e 11c11tics (New Haven and London, 1974), p. 3. Much of the argument 
of this section is indebted to Frei 's introduction . 

Pamela Sheingorn, "'The Wise Mother": The Image of St. Anne Te_ac~ing the 
Virgin Mary' , Ges /n , XXXll/1 (1993), 69- 80. Much of what follows here 1s mdebted 
to this paper. 

• • f I the highly popular thirteenth-This popularity cannot be explamed by re erence o . 
century Golden Lege11d, i.e. the Lege11d11 S1111c/oru111 of Jacobus de Voragme (c. l2~0-
98) . Jacobus whilst recounting the story of Joachim and Anne, does not m~nt,~n 
h ' d I that Mary was skilled at weavmg, 0 t e latter teaching her daughter to rea , on Y V . Tl Golden 

which as a child she devoted six hours a day . Jacobus de oragme, ie 

Lege 11d, trans. William Granger Ryan (2 vols., Princeton, 1993), 2, P· 153-

Sheingorn, 'The Wise Mother', 69. 

Id f 1949), pp xiv- xv, quoted by Wolfgang Braunfels, Die Verkii11dig1111g (Diisse or, 
Sheingorn, 'The Wise Mother', 69. 
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18 Ibid . 

1, There are representations of this. Th ir teenth-century gla s in hartre a t~edra l 
shows Mary in a schoolroom with other p upi ls, an_d fourteenth - ent~ry _glas m the 
Frauenki rche a t Esslingen shows her as a tudent 1n th Temple b ginning to learn 
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