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4.21 SkillBuilder: Interpreting medieval art as sources
4.21.1 Tell me
What are works of art?
Works of art may be one type of primary source. Throughout this chapter we have examined various
primary sources: artworks, monuments, buildings and written sources. Artworks include paintings,
sculptures, bas reliefs and mosaics. Art styles changed significantly throughout the Middle Ages, and
differed from kingdom to kingdom.

Why is analysing artwork useful?
Artwork can tell us a great deal about a particular period or event. It may also tell us what ideas, beliefs or
activities people felt were important enough to express in artwork. For example, an elaborately carved
altarpiece in a church tells us that much attention was given to expressing the Christian faith during the
Middle Ages.

4.21.2 Show me
How to analyse a work of art
A useful way to approach the task of analysing a work of art is remembering to use ‘the three Cs’ —
content, context and comment.

Content
The content is what the artwork actually shows. Look at it very carefully and make sure you note all the
details. For example, you might need to look for particular symbols or gestures. Think about how you would
describe the image to someone who has not seen it; that way you can be sure you have looked at it
thoroughly.

Context
Context refers to what was happening at the time the artwork was created — the historical background. Try
to find out about the origin and purpose of the artwork: who created it, and why? Is it a primary or a
secondary source? Knowing this can reveal as much as the artwork itself. The detail from the Mariacki altar
in SOURCE 1 was created by an artist called Wit Stwosz. The artist and his team were commissioned to create
this altarpiece for the Church of Our Lady in Krakow, Poland. During the Middle Ages, artists were
frequently employed to create artworks with religious themes. This altarpiece shows various saints, the
ascension of the Virgin Mary into Heaven and scenes from the life of Jesus. At the time of its creation in the
Late Middle Ages, it was the largest altarpiece in the world.

Comment
You should question the value of every source. Why is it useful? Does it give you raw information or does it
show only a particular point of view? Are there any limitations to the source — that is, is there anything the
illustration cannot tell you? Do you think it is a reliable source? Why or why not?

Remember, the origin and purpose of any historical source will always influence its value and limitations.
If you ask these questions each time you analyse an artwork, you’ll be on your way to becoming an

effective historian. In the following example, the three Cs have been applied to SOURCE 1.
Content. One of the scenes on this altarpiece shows the arrest of Jesus. Except for the central figure of

Jesus, the figures have the sort of attire that would have been familiar to the artist. In short, they are dressed
like people from late fifteenth-century Europe, not like people from the time of Jesus in the Roman Empire
almost 1500 years earlier. The soldier does not look like a Roman soldier of the first century CE. He is a
knight of the Late Middle Ages. The buildings in the background are also from the late fifteenth century.
Before modern times, and before the science of archaeology, little was known of how people in past
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societies dressed, or how artefacts looked. So if an artist created a scene from a past era, he showed the
clothes and objects as they were in his own time and place.
Context. The Church was a powerful and important institution in medieval Europe. Great expense went

into embellishing churches with works of art such as this. Artists were commissioned to undertake such
projects and employed people to help them in their task.
Comment. Can we trust this image? We can clearly trust that it represents how important religious

artworks were to the Church in the Middle Ages. We cannot trust that it is an accurate image of how things
looked at the time of Jesus. However, as students of the Middle Ages, we can trust that the artist used
models from his own time to create these images. Thus we can say that, for the most part, it is an accurate
image of how people looked in late medieval Europe. It shows knights’ armour, head-dresses, coats, belts
and other attire common to the time and place where the artist lived and worked.

SOURCE 1 A detail from the Mariacki altar in the Church of Our Lady
in Krakow, Poland, showing the arrest of Jesus. It was carved by Wit
Stwosz in the late fifteenth century.
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4.21.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

4.21 ACTIVITIES
HS3 Look at SOURCE 2 and first analyse it by completing the tasks below.

SOURCE 2 A French illustration depicting nuns looking after
the sick

1. Describe what is happening in the artwork.
2. What impression is the artist trying to make about the subject of the artwork (the nuns)?
3. What are the figures doing? What are the various activities? Can you identify the different roles among the

figures?
4. What sort of problems in dealing with historical sources do your answers to the above questions highlight?

You have learnt some of the history behind SOURCE 1 and the sort of information it presents. This helped
assess its usefulness as a source. You should now be able to think about the effectiveness of SOURCE 2 as a
historical source by answering the following questions.

5. It is fairly certain that SOURCE 2 was created under the direction of Church authorities. Perhaps members of
the clergy created it. How might that influence the way the nuns are presented?

6. If this was the only source available on the role of nuns in the medieval Church, what conclusions might you
draw? Would all your findings be accurate?

7. Why must historians be careful when looking at sources such as this?
The types of questions you have asked about SOURCE 2 can be used for any medieval artwork — in fact,
they can be used to analyse artwork from any era. Keep them in mind whenever you are looking at history
through artwork.
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