THE CHRISMON
Subject matter: Chrismon or Chi-Rho monogram.
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Summary: The chrismon is an anagram formed by the first two letters of the name of
Christ in Greek -Xptorog-, Chi (X) and Rho (P), superimposed. It often incorporates a
horizontal crossbar at an average height, whose intersection with the Rho stem
assimilates it into the cross and completes a number of eight radios. The letters A and Q
may appear flanking the symbol or be suspended from both the arms of the Chi or the
horizontal stem'. It is also usual to surround the Chrismon within a circular shape and to
include in it heraldic designs as the imago clipeata, carried by two angels. The
Chrismon is a symbol of Christ and also an emblem of victory because of its association
with Constantine and the defeat of paganism.

Primary sources: The Chrismon was associated from its origins to the vision of
Constantine on the eve of the battle of the Mulvian Bridge against Maxentius. Eusebius
of Caesarea” and Lactantius® gave an account of the episode and narrated the adoption
of the Chrismon as an imperial insignia and as a mark of the army. References to the
Chrismon are also found in Patristic literature, glossed by Paulinus of Nola* and Saint-
Orens of Auch (c. 439)°, who offered a theological interpretation of the symbol. In the
High Middle Ages, authors such as Rabanus Maurus® and Liutprand of Cremona’ also
dealt with it.

Other sources, non-written sources:

Geographical and chronological framework: Its presence is found almost everywhere
in the geography of Christendom, with special emphasis in the West, where it remains
in force throughout the entire High Middle Ages, being much more limited in the later
centuries of the Middle Ages. In its origins, around the 3rd century, and especially since
the 4th century, the Chrismon is particularly common in Italy (Rome and Ravenna),
North Africa, the Iberian Peninsula, Gaul, and Syria. In the early medieval period its
depiction stands out in Hispanic sculpture (niches or inner doors), in the production of
Merovingian sarcophagus (workshops of south western France) and in Carolingian art.
In the centuries of Romanesque art, the Chrismon knew a special impact on North Spain
-Aragon and Navarra mainly- and in the regions of the French Pyrenees.

! Both letters, which constitute the beginning and the end of the Greek alphabet, give a nuance of eternity
to the monogram, also emphasized by its inclusion in a circle. The textual basis of this symbolism has a
biblical origin: Rev. 1, 8, 21, 6, 22, 14. The investment in the order of both letters (2-A) has been
interpreted in a funerary sense of hope in eternal life: through the end (death of the body) to the
beginning, according to the incidence of this change in funerary contexts.

2 EUSEBIUS OF CAESAREA, Vita Constantini, 1, 28-31 (Patrologia Latina [from now on, PL], t. VII,
cols. 22-23).

3 LACTANCIUS, Liber ad Donatum confessorem, de mortibus persecutorum, XLIV (PL, t. VII, col.
261): “Commonitus est in quiete Constantinus, ut coeleste signum Dei notaret in scutis, atque ita praelium
committeret. Fecit ut justus est, et transversa X littera, summo capite circumflexo, Christum in scutis
notat. Quo signo armatus exercitus capit ferrum”.

* PAULINUS OF NOLA, Poema XIX, vv. 617 y ss. (PL, t. LXI, cols. 544-545).

> SAINT-ORENS OF AUCH, Commonitorium, 11, Item plus de Trinitate (PL, t. LXI, col. 1002).

* RABANUS MAURUS, De laudibus sanctae crucis (PL, t. CVII, cols. 237-238).

" LIUTPRAND OF CREMONA (PL, t. CXXXVI, cols. 1039-1042).



Artistic media and techniques: The Chrismon is depicted in virtually all media,
although its incidence varies with the centuries. Its use as an abbreviation of the name of
Christ and its exaltation as imperial symbol justified its presence in all kinds of fields
and objects. In this sense, its character as a motif associated to the funerary world
remained a constant during the medieval period, so their appearance is extremely
common in epitaphs, sarcophagi, and tombstones. In manuscript illumination stands out
its presence in figure XXII of the carmina figurata of the Rabanus Maurus’ De
Laudibus Crucis, a work of which many different copies of diverse chronology and
provenance are kept. It should also be outlined its emergence as a heading of countless
documents on parchment and paper and its use in coinage. As decoration of
architectural surfaces, the Chrismon is shown in mosaics (Albenga Baptistery vault) and
mural painting (San Pedro de Sorpe, Lleida). In sculpture, as well as the sarcophagi
cited above, the Chrismon stands out as the ornament of lintels and tympanums in the
Romanesque period, although there are a few examples in capitals (Moissac, Saint-
Barthélémy de Gueyze, France). Sumptuary arts incorporate it frequently, especially
trousseau objects of early Christian art, whether in gold, ceramic, metal or glass. It is
also present in liturgical furniture (altar of Besancon; altar supports, cancels and niches
from Mérida).

Precedents, transformations, and projection: Prior to becoming a part of Christian
visual imagery, the formula X+P was used by pagans to abbreviate words as existimare
and ap;(ovrogg. Among the monograms of Christ’s name, three main variants were used
in the first centuries of Christianity: the combination of [+X and the association of Chi
and Rho (X+P) from the 3rd century, and the cruciform monogram or monogrammatic
cross (T+P), which appeared in the 4th century. The characteristic formulation X+P will
be the dominant combination throughout medieval times.

One of the most important features introduced in the early medieval period is the
emergence of a letter S, usually placed on the lower end of the Rho. This is the last
letter of the name of Christ according to a well extended Greco-Latin formula: Xpistus,
abbreviated XPS according to the system of nomina sacra’. Tts occurrence is very
frequent in Diplomacy and it reached monumental art during the Romanesque period,
preferably in the tympanums of portals. During the 11th and 12th centuries, the
Chrismon had multiple variants that included the addition of other letters, causing
designs of difficult reading (Chrismon in the crypt of Loarre Castle), or associating the
symbol with legends like that of Carolingian origin Pax Lux, Lex, Rex (Chrismon of
Saint-Pierre of Simacourbe), leading to the so-called by Daugé “chrismes parlants”.

One of the most significant changes or reinterpretations of the symbol is embodied in
the west tympanum of the cathedral of Jaca, where the Chrismon is taken as an emblem
of the Trinity by associating a letter to each hypostasis (P=Father, A=Son, X=Holy
Spirit)lo forming a new anagram -PAX- understood as a metaphor of the Trinity. This

¥ CABROL, Fernand; LECLERCQ, Henri (1948): cols. 1482-1483; URECH, Edouard (1972): p. 32.

® BRUUN, Patrick (1965): p. 532, points out the existence of the scheme XPS to refer to the name of
Christ in Byzantium and Northern Africa.

10 The key is given by the inscription that surrounds the chrismon: + HAC IN SCVLPTURA LECTOR
SIC NOSCERE CVRA /P . PATER . A . GENITVS . DVPLEX EST SP(iritu)S ALMVS / HII TRES
IVRE QVIDEM doMINVS SVNT VNVS ET IDEM (In this sculpture, reader, try to understand this way:
/ P is the Father, A is the Son, the double [letter] is the Holy Spirit / This three are by right one and the
same Lord).



association is based on a poem by Milon de Saint-Amand'' and is echoed by other
medieval authors like Atton of Vercelli (924-¢.960) 12 and Rufin of Assisi". The
application of a Trinitarian symbolism to the rest of Romanesque chrismons,
traditionally sustained by historiography, is questionable. The case of Jaca could be
known and imitated, but the Chrismon never lost its primary character as a
Christological symbol. Its association with Trinitarian contents had taken place prior to
Jaca'’. In late medieval times the presence of the Chrismon in monumental art was
considerably reduced, appearing on the thresholds of some churches as a legacy of a
long-standing practice.

Typology and related themes: other anagrams share many common points with the
chrismon and were used with a similar meaning and purpose, especially the
monogrammatic cross or staurogram, consisting of a Rho and a Tau superimposed. It is
also clear its relationship to the cross, especially taking into consideration the character
of labarum of both elements, which leads them to share traits like the presence of the A
and Q letters or their surface treatment as objects of gold work.

Images:

- Coin of Magnentius (350-353) from Arles. Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale de France,
inv. 9413.

- Chrismon of Quiroga. Lugo, Diocesan Museum (beginnings of 5th century

- Triple chrismon of the vault of the Albenga baptistery (c. 500).

- Sarcophagus of the Archbishop Theodorus. Ravenna, Sant’ Apollinare in Classe (6™
century).

- Altar of the cathedral of Besancon.

- Sarcophagus of Saint-Drausin. Paris, Louvre Museum 6" century).

- Rabanus Maurus, De Laudibus Crucis, ms. Vit. 20-5 of the Biblioteca Nacional de
Espaiia, fol. 66 (10-11" century)

- Chrismon in the access to the crypt of Loarre Castle (end of the 1

- West tympan of the cathedral of Jaca (end of the 11™ century).

- Chrismon reemployed in the portal of the church of Saint-Pierre of Simacourbe -
Pyrénées Atlantiques- (12" century).

- The most complete repertoire of Romanesque Spanish chrismons is hosted on the
website http://www.claustro.com/Crismones/Webpages/Catalogo crismon.htm,
which also includes a significant number of French examples.

1™ century).

" MILON OF SAINT-AMAND, De sobrietate: “Pax apices scindit quos simplex sillaba jungit: / Hi tres
sunt, quia tres personae essentia in una; / Litterulis ternis aptantur nomina terna: / P patrem, qui non
aliunde hoc accipit ut sit,/ A genitum signat, quod graecus nominat alfa / (“Alfa ego sum primus sermone,

novissimus €2 sum, / ipse ego principium”, prior a vocalis apexque est) / Xque duplex, ab utroque venit
quia spiritus almus, / Tertia fine apicum, ad reliquos quia rite recurrit, / Compar et equalis partri natoque
cocevus”. Tomado de FAVREAU, Robert (2004): pp. 9-10

"2 ATTON OF VERCELLL, Expositio in Epistolam ad Ephesios (PL, t. CXXXIV, cols. 554-555).

'3 RUFIN OF ASSISI, De bono pacis libri duo (PL, t. CL, cols. 1594-1595)

'* That is the case of the triple superimposed chrismon of the Albenga Baptistery (2™ half of the 5"
century), whose composition is probably a visual reminder of the Trinitarian invocation under which
baptism is administered. Other known cases are a North African piece of Carthage (5"™-beginnigs of the
6" centuries) in which the monogram appears contained in a triangle (OCON ALONSO, Dulce (1983): p.
249), or a Visigothic inner door preserved in the National Archaeological Museum of Madrid whose three
times repetition of the chrismon probably refers to the Trinity (CRUZ VILLALON, Maria (1985): p. 292-
293). In medieval times, numerous diplomatic examples juxtapose the monogram and a Trinitarian
invocation.



Bibliography:

- ALONSO SANCHEZ, Maria Angeles (1982): “Crismones con A en Espaiia”. En Il
Reunio d’Arqueologia Paleocristiana Hispanica. IX Symposium de Prehistoria i
Arqueologia Peninsular (Montserrat, 1978), Institut d’Arqueologia i Prehistoria,
Barcelona, pp. 297-302.

- AUSSIBAL, Robert (1988) : “Chrisme et tympans romans. Contribution a 1’étude
de ce symbole en Rouerge a Coupiac-Plaisance-Lévinhac”, Revue du Rouerge, n°
16, pp. 451-499.

- BARROSO CABRERA, Rafael; MORIN DE PABLOS, Jorge (1999): “La
organizacion del santuario en las iglesias hispanicas de los siglos VI-VII (I): el
problema de los nichos y placas-nicho visigodos”, Anuario de Departamento de
Historia y Teoria del Arte, vol. IX, pp. 9-27.

- BARTAL, Ruth (1987): “The survival of early christian symbols in 12" Century
Spain”, Principe de Viana, ano XLVIII, n° 181, pp. 299-315.

- BARTAL, Ruth (1997): “Anges et louange du triomphe chrétien en Espagne”, Les
Cahiers de Saint-Michel de Cuxa, n° XXVIII, pp. 29-39.

- BURZARECCHI, (1954-1955): “Sull’uso Pre-Constantiniano del Monogramma
Greco di Cristo”, Atti della Pontificia Accademia Romana di Archeologia, serie 111,
vol. 28, pp. 197-211.

- CAAMANO MARTfNEZ, Jestus Maria (1977-1978): “En torno al timpano de Jaca”,
Goya, n° 142, pp. 200-207.

- CABROL, Fernand; LECLERCQ, Henri (1948): Dictionnaire d’Archéologie
Chrétienne et de Liturgie, voz “Chrisme”, t. Ill.1, Letouzey et Ané, Paris, cols.
1482-1483

- CERRILLO MARTIN DE CACERES, Enrique (1974): “Los relieves de época
visigoda decorados con grandes crismones”, Zephyrus, t. XXV, pp. 439-455.

- CRUZ VILLALON, Maria (1985): Mérida visigoda. La escultura arquitectonica y
liturgica, Diputacién Provincial de Badajoz, Badajoz.

- DAUGE, S. (1916): “Inventaire des chrismes du département du Gers”, Bulletin de
la Société Archéologique, Historique, Littéraire et Scientifique du Gers, t. XVII, pp.
58-72.

- DAUGE, S. (1939): “Chrismes ou monogrammes anciens du Christ dans le Gers”,
Bulletin de la Société Archéologique, Historique, Littéraire et Scientifique du Gers,
t. XL, pp. 82-87.

- - DELGADO GOMEZ, Jaime (1995): “El Crismén Trinitario de Leboeiro”, Boletin
do Centro de Estudios Melidenses. Museo da Terra de Melide, n° 9, pp. 51-59.

- DELGADO GOMEZ, Jaime (1998): “Un segundo crismén trinitario en la comarca
melidense”, Boletin do Centro de Estudios Melidenses. Museo da Terra de Melide,
n° 11, pp. 16-20.

- EISENLOHR, Erika (1994): “Monogramme und Invokationszeichen in iberischen
und frinkischen Urkunden”, Signo, n° 1, pp. 35-50.

- EISENLOHR, Erika (1996): “Von ligierten zu symbolischen Invokations- und
Subskriptionszeichen in frithmittelalterlichen Urkunden”. En RUCK, Peter (ed.),
Graphische Symbole in mittelalterlichen Urkunden. Beitrdge zur diplomatischen
Semiotik, Thorbecke, Sigmaringen, pp. 167-262.

- ESTEBAN LORENTE, Juan Francisco (1993): “Las inscripciones del timpano de la
Catedral de Jaca”, Artigrama, n° 10, pp. 143-161.



ESTEBAN LORENTE, Juan Francisco (1999): “El timpano de la Catedral de Jaca
(continuacién)”, Aragon en la Edad Media, t. XIV-XV (Homenaje a la profesora
Carmen Orcastegui Gros), pp. 451-472.

FAVREAU, Robert (1996): “Les inscriptions du tympan de la cathédrale de Jaca”,
Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres. Comptes rendus des séances de I’année
1996, fasc. II, pp. 535-559.

FAVREAU, Robert; MORA, Bernadette; MICHAUD, Jean (eds.) (1985): Corpus
des inscriptions de la France médiévale, vol. 10. Chrismes du sud-ouest, C.N.R.S.,
Paris.

FRANCO MATA, Angela (1982): “Un crismoén ravenatico en Toledo”, Toletum, n°
13, pp. 289-300.

GARLAND, Emmanuel (1988 a): “Le décor sculpté des églises romanes du
Comminges. Premiére partie: le décor des portails. Recension des chrismes”, Revue
de Comminges, t. CI, n° 1, pp. 15-31.

GARLAND, Emmanuel (1988 b): “Le décor sculpté des églises romanes du
Comminges. Recension des chrismes (suite)”, Revue de Comminges, t. CI, n° 2, pp.
161-172.

GARLAND, Emmanuel (1988 c): “Le décor sculpté des églises romanes du
Comminges. Recension des chrismes (fin)”, Revue de Comminges, t. C1, n° 3, pp.
321-333.

HOYO CALLEIJA, Javier del (2001): “El crism6n de la catedral de Jaca y la pérdida
de la conciencia lingiiistica”. En ALBERTE GONZALEZ, Antonio; MACIAS
VILLALOBOS, Cristébal (eds.), Actas del Congreso Internacional “Cristianismo y
tradicion latina” (Malaga, 2000), Laberinto, Madrid, pp. 317-322 [Available online:
http://www.anmal.uma.es/numero6/Hoyo.htm. Consulted in 23-01-2010].
HURTADO, Larry W. (2006): “The staurogram in early christian manuscripts: the
earliest visual reference to the crucified Jesus?” En KRAUS, Thomas J.; NICKLAS,
Tobias (eds.), New Testament Manuscripts. Their Text and Their World, Brill,
Leiden, pp- 207-226 [Available online:
http://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/bitstream/1842/1204/1/staurogram%?20chapter-
%20Manuscripts%20volumea.pdf. Consulted in 23-01-2010].

ITURGAIZ CIRIZA, Domingo (1998): El crismon romdnico en Navarra. Cuenca
de Pamplona, Ayuntamiento de Pamplona, Pamplona, 1998.

KENDALL, Calvin B. (1996): “The Verse Inscriptions of the Tympanum of Jaca
and the Pax Anagram”, Mediaevalia, vol. 19, pp. 405-434.

KOLDENHOF, Gerja (2005): Gewapend met Chi-Rho. Ontwikkeling van gebruik en
betekenis van het Chi-Rho teken, Master thesis, Universiteit Utrecht [Available
online: http://igitur-archive.library.uu.nl/student-theses/2006-0324-
082214/masterscriptie.doc. Consulted in 23-01-2010]

LEPLANT, Bernadette (1977): “Réflexions sur le chrisme: symbole et extension en
Gascogne”, Bulletin de la Société Archéologique, Historique, Littéraire et
Scientifiqgue du Gers, t. LXXVIIL, 1¥ trimestre, pp. 22-33.

LOPEZ RODRIGUEZ, José Ramén (1982): “El primer crismén en terra sigillata
hispénica tardia”, Boletin del Seminario de Estudios de Arte y Arqueologia, t.
XLVIIL, pp. 181-185.

MATARREDONDA SALA, Francisco (2006 a): “El crismén del portal de la cripta
de Santa Quiteria del Castillo de Loarre”, Asociacion de Amigos del Castillo de
Loarre. Revista, n° 3, pp. 8-9.

MATARREDONDA SALA, Francisco (2006 b): “El crismén medieval trinitario”,
Romdnico, n° 2, pp. 28-33.




MESPLE, Paul (1970): “Les chrismes du département du Gers. Observation sur
I’évolution et le groupement des chrismes au nord et au sud des Pyrénées”,
Mémoires de la Société Archéologique du Midi de la France, t. XXXV, pp. 71-88.
MESPLE, Paul (1979): “Les chrismes du département du Gers (5°™ série)”, Bulletin
de la Société Archéologique, Historique, Littéraire et Scientifique du Gers, aio
LXXX, 2° trimestre, pp. 166-172.

MONTERO VALLEJO, Manuel (2004): “Un crismoén jaqués en Madrid, prueba de
la antigiiedad de la iglesia de San Juan”, Madrid. Revista de arte, geografia e
historia, n° 6, pp. 237-257.

MORA, Bernadette (1993): “L’autel de Besangon. Datation et symbolique”, en
Cahiers Archéologiques, vol. 41, pp. 31-36.

OCON ALONSO, Dulce (1983): “Problematica del crismén trinitario”, Archivo
Espaiiol de Arte, t. LVI, n° 223, pp. 242-264.

OCON ALONSO, Dulce (1987): Timpanos romdnicos espaiioles: reinos de Aragén
y Navarra, vol. 11, Universidad Complutense de Madrid, Madrid.

OCON ALONSO, Dulce (2003): “El sello de Dios sobre la iglesia: timpanos con
crismén en Navarra y Aragén”. En SANCHEZ AMEIJIERAS, Rocio; SENRA
GABRIEL Y GALAN, José Luis (eds.), El timpano romdnico: imdgenes,
estructuras, y audiencias, Xunta de Galicia, Santiago de Compostela, pp. 75-101.
OCON ALONSO, Dulce (2004): “El timpano de Jaca: nuevas perspectivas”. En
FRANCO MATA, Angela (dir. y coord.), Patrimonio artistico de Galicia y otros
estudios. Homenaje al Prof. Dr. Serafin Moralejo Alvarez, t. 111, Xunta de Galicia,
pp- 217-226.

ORTEGO FRIAS, Teégenes (1995): “Piedras de historia. Un crismén medieval y
una lauda hebrea en el castillo de Soria”, Celtiberia, n° 10, pp. 309-320.

PACHECO SAMPEDRO, Rogelio; SOTELO MARTIN, Elena (2001): “Crismones
y simbolos invocativos cristianos hispano-visigodos”. En ALBERTE GONZALEZ,
Antonio; MACIAS VILLALOBOS, Cristébal (eds.), Actas del Congreso
Internacional “Cristianismo y tradicion latina” (Mdlaga, 2000), Laberinto, Madrid,
pp. 377-386 [Available online: http://www.anmal.uma.es/numero6/Pacheco.htm.
Consulted in 23-01-2010].

PEYRELADE, Louis (1979-1980): “Les chrismes dans les Hautes-Pyrénées”,
Bulletin de la Société Ramond, 17 semestre, pp. 43-50.

SAVES, Georges (1970): “Quelques notes sur la présence du chrisme en
numismatique”, Mémoires de la Société Archéologique du Midi de la France, t.
XXXV, pp. 89-90.

SENE, Alain (1966): “Quelques remarques sur les tympans romans a chrisme en
Aragon et en Navarre”. En GALLAIS, Pierre; RIOU, Yves-Jean (eds.), Mélanges
offerts a René Crozet, vol. I, Société d’Etudes Médiévales, Poitiers, pp. 365-381.
SENE, Alain (1976): “Les tympans a chrisme des Pyrénées: remarques et
suggestions pour une carte”, Actes du 96° Congres National des Sociétés Savantes.
Section d’Archéologie et d’Histoire de I’Art (Toulouse, 1971), t. II, Bibliotheque
Nationale de France, Paris, pp. 33-49.

SENRA GABRIEL Y GALAN, José Luis (2008): “La puerta como dogma: a
propdsito de un nuevo descubrimiento en la iglesia romdnica de San Zoilo de
Carrion de los Condes (Palencia)”, Archivo Espaiiol de Arte, t. LXXXI, n°® 322, pp.
139-150.

SIMON, David L. (1994): “El timpano de la catedral de Jaca”, en Jaca en la Corona
de Aragon (siglos XII-XVIII). XV Congreso de Historia de la Corona de Aragon
(Jaca, 1993), t. I1I, Diputacién General de Aragén, Zaragoza, pp. 405-419.




- SULZBERGER, Max (1925): “Le symbole de la Croix et les monogrammes de
Jésus chez les premiers Chrétiens”, Byzantion, t. II, pp. 337-448.

- TORRES BALBAS, Leopoldo (1926): “La escultura romdnica aragonesa y el
crismon de los timpanos de las iglesias de la region pirenaica”, Archivo Espaiiol de
Arte y Arqueologia, t. 11, n° 6, pp. 287-291.

- URECH, Edouard (1972): Dictionnaire des symboles chrétiens, Delachaux &
Niestlé, Neuchatel.

Author and electronic address: Francisco de Asis Garcia Garcia -
fdagarcia@ ghis.ucm.es; fcoagarcia@ gmail.com




