
Additional 50001 f. 55v – The Office of the Dead
Additional 50001 f. 55v 1 is a folio with a large illumination in its centre, with surrounding script and a border. It is depicting one stage of the Office of The Dead. It is from a Book of Hours, a personal devotional text. It is dated to the early fifteenth century, between 1420 and 1430. This time period was a significant one for the developments of death literature, and alongside the book of hours flourished in publication during this time. The folio and illuminations demonstrate a cultural impact on lay women and their religion, the changes in the illuminators, and the progression of death ideologies.
The miniature covers the centre of the folio, and the page also has an ornate foliage border, and also features a historiated initial 'D's. 2 The use of red ink to denote the beginning of the Office, an extra touch of decoration for the incipit (opening phrase), making it easy to find. 3 It has 11 lines of Gothic script in Latin, which is likely the owner would not have been able to read in translation, but would have mouthed the words out loud, with understanding of what they meant. ‘The illustrations structured the reader's experience of the texts.’ 4 The main illumination on this folio is that of a funeral. Funerals were often used to inspire consideration of the soul and confession of sin. 5 The image can be determined to be two things, inspiring contemplation of mortality, and depicting a good funeral. There is a little choir, the clearly distinguished black clad monks, all led by a priest in the service surrounding the deceased. This easily displays to the reader of the book what a good funeral would look like practically, when having to organise or attend one for a loved one. It would also have been used to consider one’s own mortality, and the corresponding sins and confession with wanting to die with a clear conscience. It would have been read daily, and some even thought reading the Office of the Dead warded off death. 6 The rest of the page is also ornately decorated, with one historiated initial and a large, flourished border, combining purpose with aesthetics, whilst displaying it was not a budget book. They had started to increase in popularity in the fifteenth century and as they did so they developed new styles, such as the floral border as demonstrated within this folio. 7
This folio is from a book of hours. Books of hours was most commonly owned by women, although men did use them too. 8 The earliest examples were created for women. 9 They were encouraged by the Church to support piety amongst the general public. 10 
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Medieval women in fifteenth century England would have used their Book of Hours every day for personal worship and contemplation.11 They were extremely popular and had a huge cultural influence, bringing literacy in some form into peoples lives previously without any. 12 It contained the hours of the liturgical day, but instead of dedicated to Christ, it was to the Virgin Mary. Books of hours brought religion intimately into the medieval home. They were the first proper lay access to liturgy and heavily interacted with as objects and imagery, although this particular example was perhaps an exception. It is in great condition which can be seen as it was more an ornamental one, some view the heavily used ones to likely have fallen apart. They were used personally and to lead the family in prayer and contemplation. This is a stark contrast to the inaccessible religious books prior to books of hours. They were devotional personal objects but were also still social status items, 13  and despite the improved accessibility by the time of f. 55v’s creation with improved manufacturing methods and a growth in artists, it was still an expensive, luxury item. Books of Hours being largely attributed to female owners, meaning women had access to personal worship daily. This provides a chance to look at women’s relationships with texts.  14 They were also able to lead the family in prayer and teach children to read using it. 15 There was no need to be able to read the text, as long as they understood what it was relating to, the words could be quietly read aloud with the same effect. The illuminations provided all the visual stimuli required to inspire the reader in their devotion and contemplation. This would have been extremely accessible to nobility and gentry, any one with money could purchase one, whereas previously manuscripts had been limited to religious institutions and universities. M. T. Clanchy claims the 'domestication' of ecclesiastical books by great ladies, along with dedication to teaching their children, was the basis for literacy rates growing in 14th and 15th century Europe. 16
Even though they were owned by men too, women played a huge role in the success of the book of hours and were a large amount of its patronage. 17 Its patronage is interesting, with erasures of names at first obscuring the original owner. Despite being called 'The Hours of Elizabeth the Queen’, it is evidenced that it perhaps was first created for Cecily Neville, 1st duchess of Warwick, 1st countess of Worchester. It was produced in England. Its previous owners were erased, which goes against the general practice of leaving them to loved ones. 18 The commissioning or purchasing of books of hours was often done by women, and in the fifteenth century would have been as simple as visiting a bookstore. Cecily could have easily been its patron after a visit to London, or it could have been a gift, for a marriage was usual. It does not contain any imagery that links to a specific family, and a personal image placed in the folio. 
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‘Enjoyment, both aesthetic and ideological, is a signal attribute of Books of Hours’. 19 The illuminations both help memory and provide a nicer browsing experience. The creators were a combination of illuminators and a scribe under direction of a bookseller, which was normal. 20 It is theorised by the British Library who f. 55v that the miniatures contained were created by two or three artists, which is in keeping with the creation of illuminations and books of hours in the fifteenth century. 
The process of creating a book had mostly moved away from monasteries into lay artists, 21 with individuals who were commissioned by a bookseller to create the folios needed, which they would then bind into a codex and pass onto the patron of the book. 22  They retained the use of scribes and illuminators working on parchment with ink whilst using the laity’s skills to create them on a larger scale. There were options of personality and small ways to inject yourself into the book, but there was an expected style of depictions too. The artists are not named, which was common for the time, especially once it had developed into the laity creating illuminations, there was also therefore no abbey or school to attach themselves too.23  By the fifteenth century they were widely available, with parchment even coming in a pack. This meant availability was wider, but people still choose the wealthier materials, or to decorate it lavishly, as stated previously, they were aesthetically used as status symbols. 24 Hamel is pretty clear with his chapter title, 'for everybody', the book of hours opened up religious texts as a personal item, whereas previous secular works had been romances or literature. 25  John Hartan credits the increasing Towns for these developments. 26 
A principal theme of Christianity in the medieval period was always death, but it developed into a vast portrayal, depicted in many art and literature forms. The Church thought people needed to be constantly reminded of their mortality and sin, and books of hours provided a perfect way to get religious devotion and education into a daily routine. 27  ‘The office of the dead in personal prayer books shapes the lamentations of Job into a celebration of the consoling narrative of Christian redemption.’ 28 It was a regular inclusion in a book of hours. It illustrated the masses for the dead and was typically the last section. The fifteenth century was a busy time for the rumination on death and one’s own mortality. Death imagery can be seen in reliquaries, wall paintings, stained glass, manuscripts, sculptures, stained glass, wall and panel paintings, embroidered vestments, hangings and altar decorations, liturgical objects. 
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The depiction of skeletons and rotting corpses is a recurring theme. 30  Kathrynn Ann Smith 31 posits that the Book of Hours could have also affected the readers experience of other imagery they encountered in their religious environment. They had multiple purposes, such as decoration, teaching and contemplation. The graphic explorations of the decaying corpse itself, and the suffering of a soul in purgatorial fires were meant to inspire humility within the medieval mind. 32 Contemplation on mortality regularly to discourage sin was a vital daily habit and Penance was a big theme in the Office of the Dead, and this was a vital part of medieval Christianity. 33 This happened alongside the popularisation of purgatory, and a need to support your loved ones in the afterlife with prayers, this lessened their time there. This had also led to an obsession with a good death using the ars moriendi, which starts to flourish at the same time f. 55v was created. 34 
This folio is significant for its multi-layered contributions to society. It is contained within a book that has the purpose of inspiring and maintain religious devotion at home whilst upholding the fashionable ownership of manuscripts. 35  It is an example of the Office of the Dead in books of hours and it displays how the medieval reader at home interacted with death imagery and the ideology of death in fifteenth century England.  It provides a focal point for discussing personal contemplation, and leads to acknowledgment of women’s access of book, their daily devotion and interaction with their family. This access to books of hours has been credited to have drastically changed literacy rates.  It shows developments in manuscript creation and the art of illumination moving away from restricted access in monasteries to the laity creating the works of art.  It not only displays artists within the laity, but frequent readers too, demonstrating a development in the access to literature. It is not a public image in terms of on a cathedral wall, and therefore with limitations to certain social classes. Its close personal interaction with the user is an intimate look at the relationship of an individual with themselves and God in the Middle Ages. However, Michael Kerrigan says argues that they were still an elitist object, and did reach people, but he does acknowledge their piety and the prior containment of religious texts now being accessible to some laity as a social development.  36
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