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LITERATURE

IN THE MIDDLE AGES, THE MOST COMMON IMAGES IN CHRISTIAN DEVOTIONAL CONTEXTS WERE THOSE WHICH TOOK AS
THEIR FOCUS THE PASSION OF CHRIST. IT IS A NARRATIVE DESCRIBED IN ALL FOUR OF THE GOSPEL ACCOUNTS, BUT ITS

VARIOUS DETAILS WERE EMBELLISHED MARKEDLY OVER THE COURSE OF THE MIDDLE AGES WITH THE ARRIVAL OF
HAGIOGRAPHIC BIOGRAPHIES, MYSTERY PLAYS, TREATISES, AND APOCRYPHAL ACCOUNTS. FRONT AND CENTRE IN THE

PASSION NARRATIVE IS THE SCENE OF CHRIST’S CRUCIFIXION. IN THE YEARS AROUND 1400, ENGLISH ALABASTER
CARVERS TREATED THE SUBJECT WITH PURITY AND RESTRAINT, PRODUCING IMAGES PARED BACK TO THE MOST

ESSENTIAL DETAILS. HOWEVER, AS THE DECADES WORE ON THEIR SUCCESSORS INCREASINGLY PACKED AND LAYERED
THEIR VISIONS OF THE SCENE WITH FIGURES WHO JOSTLE FOR SPACE AND ENGAGE IN A CACOPHONOUS RABBLE OF

ACTIONS AND GESTURES.

 ON THIS LARGE RELIEF, WHICH ORIGINALLY FUNCTIONED AS THE CENTRAL IMAGE IN A LARGER PASSION ALTARPIECE,
THE FIGURE OF THE CRUCIFIED CHRIST IS JOINED BY NO FEWER THAN FIFTEEN FURTHER CHARACTERS, ALL OF WHOM

OCCUPY A FLUID SPATIAL REALM ORGANISED AND ARRANGED TO FRAME HIS BODY TO THE LEFT AND RIGHT, WHILE
GROUPS COMPRISING THE ROMAN LEGIONARIES AND THE VARIOUS MARIES AND ST JOHN, MIRROR ONE ANOTHER AT
THE FOOT OF THE CROSS. ANGELS FLY FROM EVERY DIRECTION TO CATCH CHRIST’S BLOOD AS IT FLOWS FROM HIS

WOUNDS.

 OF THE MORE THAN ONE-HUNDRED ENGLISH ALABASTER RELIEFS DEPICTING THE CRUCIFIXION THOUGHT TO HAVE
SURVIVED FROM THE MEDIEVAL PERIOD, OURS IS APPARENTLY UNIQUE FOR ITS TREATMENT OF THE FIGURE OF THE

VIRGIN, WHO SWOONS AT THE LOWER LEFT CORNER OF THE SCENE WITH HER HEAD LOLLING VIOLENTLY BACK ON HER
SHOULDERS AND HER ARMS DESCRIBING HARD RIGHT ANGLES IN THE AIR. NO OTHERS SHOW HER COLLAPSING IN THIS

MANNER, SUGGESTING THAT OUR SCULPTOR WAS ACUTELY FOCUSED ON CONVEYING HER GRIEF AT THE DEATH OF
HER SON.
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