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 What features of medieval books of hours might explain their popularity in the Middle Ages?

[image: A lady praying]
Plate 1: A lady (perhaps the owner) from the de Brailes Hours. BL Additional 49999 f. 64v. England, c. 1240.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=16129] 


Looking at Books of Hours from a distance of several hundred years and from a more secular age, it would be easy to say that what made Books of Hours popular was their beauty and indeed they are now regarded principally as works of art. While this must in part be true, the ornamentation is really only an optional extra: surely the real point was the text. They were personal devotional texts, aids to devotion, rather than books to be used in church (although they sometimes were) and were owned mainly by those with the means to purchase them. Janet Backhouse has called them ‘the standard book of popular devotion in western Europe during the late Middle Ages and Renaissance’[footnoteRef:2] and they are often referred to as medieval best-sellers, following Dr. L. M. J. Delaissé.[footnoteRef:3] Judging from the numbers still extant this is probably true. Where ownership is known, many were owned by women, whether they had commissioned the books themselves or had acquired them by gift or inheritance.[footnoteRef:4] To quote Susan Groag Bell: “…because organized medieval Christian ritual revolved around the greatest artistic treasures, perhaps laywomen, excluded from immediate contact with these treasures during Christian liturgical celebrations, wished their one item of devotion to be as beautiful as possible.”[footnoteRef:5] Some of the best-known Books of Hours were, however, commissioned and owned by men: the Duke of Bedford’s Hours and the Très Riches Heures du Duc de Berry to name only two. While many had full page miniatures, marginal ornament and illuminated and historiated initial letters, plainer volumes existed, and towards the end of the medieval period much less expensive printed volumes were available, proving their popularity. The more luxurious a book was, the more it [2:  Janet Backhouse, Books of Hours (London: The British Library, 1988) p3]  [3:  John Harthan, Books of Hours (London: Thames & Hudson, 1977) p9]  [4:  Susan Groag Bell, 'Medieval Women Book Owners: Arbiters of Lay Piety and Ambassadors of Culture', Signs, 7 (1982), 742-768]  [5:  Bell ‘Medieval Women’, p. 755] 

reflected the wealth and taste of its patron or owner,[footnoteRef:6] but that could have been displayed in any book. The reason for the original popularity of the Book of Hours must lay elsewhere.  [6:  Harthan, Books of Hours p11] 


Features under discussion here fall into two categories: the tangible (calendars, the Office etc.) and the intangible. The first group is obvious, but the second appears only on reflection, and includes such things as feelings of proximity to Mary and the saints and the meditative nature of the miniatures.[footnoteRef:7] These books developed from the Psalters used in monasteries and churches to become a text for personal and domestic use and were often small enough to be wrapped in a chemisette (a wrapper, often made of silk) and suspended from the girdle.[footnoteRef:8] It is widely believed that medieval people attended church frequently, but they were bound to go only once a year[footnoteRef:9] and, when attendance was difficult Books of Hours would be the next best thing, whether read to oneself or used in a household setting, read aloud. John Harthan tells us that they were also used in church: whether to add to the service, or to distract from it is unknown.[footnoteRef:10] This small-scale use must often have made the small dimensions of the book a benefit and given the feeling of having a church in one’s purse. A Book of Hours would consist of the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary with other items such as a calendar, the Office of the Dead, the Office of the Cross, the Office of the Holy Spirit, the Penitential Psalms, the Gradual Psalms, a Litany of saints and prayers to those saints and to Mary as well as other things. Each book did not necessarily have all these parts: the Office of the Virgin was always there, but other parts were optional, although the calendar and the Office of the Dead are frequent inclusions. The selectable nature of the contents must also be a reason for popularity: a Book of Hours could be tailored to the needs of the individual. [7:  Ibid., p15]  [8:  Ibid., p37]  [9:  Canon 21, Fourth Lateran Council https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/lateran4.asp]  [10:  Harthan, Books of Hours p21] 


Usually, the first section of any Book of Hours was the calendar, with one or two pages for each month, often ornamented with the zodiac sign and labour for that month as shown in Plate 2. The calendar listed saints’ days and other religious anniversaries and feasts and so was invaluable in a pious household. The saints included varied: the list could be regional or even personal, according to the wish of the owner although many Books of Hours carried only a standardized selection of saints.[footnoteRef:11] By the fifteenth century many of these books were produced in workshops for sale, rather than having been individually commissioned, making this understandable. Many of the commissioned books must also have been produced in this way by making selections from examples, but with the option of including other saints and extra offices and prayers. This is a practical almanack, often also highlighting inauspicious days to help guard against beginning an enterprise or  [11:  Janet Backhouse, Illuminations from Books of Hours (London: The British Library, 2004) p8] 

[image: March]
[bookmark: _Hlk512961895]Plate 2: March. This shows the figure of Mars to the right, with a man cutting vines (the labour for the month) and Aries the Ram at the bottom. Bedford Hours: BL Additional 18850 f. 3. France, 1410-1430.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMINBig.ASP?size=big&IllID=60369] 


Undertaking medical treatment on a bad day. These were called the dog days (dies caniculares, the hottest of the year and considered unhealthy) and the Egyptian days (dies Aegyptici, perhaps because of their superstitious nature), usually two each month and considered to be best avoided when beginning an undertaking or making a decision.[footnoteRef:13] Although the calendar could be relatively plain, in extreme examples such as the Très Riches Heures du Duc de Berry the calendar reached heights of extraordinary beauty. [13:  Charity Scott-Stokes, Women’s Books of Hours in Medieval England: Selected Texts Translated from Latin, Anglo-Norman French and Middle English (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2006) p8] 


The one thing that all Books of Hours held in common at their heart was the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary, giving a guide to the spiritual path of each day which could be followed in the home or wherever the reader found themselves and following the hours used in religious institutions: Matins, Lauds, Prime, Tierce, Sext, None, Vespers and Compline. Although it fulfilled its purpose of leading the worshipper through the Christian day, it is a text of Marian devotion, perhaps making it more meaningful to women, although it was popular with men as has been said. Much has been written about the perceived appeal of Books of Hours to women and some analysis of wills has 

[image: Visitation]
Plate 3: The Visitation from the Harley Book of Hours, BL Harley 928 f. 4. England, last quarter of the 13th century.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=1589] 


been made to back this up[footnoteRef:15] although wider research would be helpful. Of course, Mary did not only appeal to women: one has only to consider the Cantigas de Santa Maria, compiled in the thirteenth century by Alfonso X (el Sabio) of Castile. Although the Cantigas is not a Book of Hours, its place here is justified by its focus on Marian devotion. In most Books of Hours, the Office was prefaced by a miniature showing the Annunciation and many had one at the beginning of each hour showing further events her life up to the crucifixion and her eventual coronation. Shown above in Plate 3 is the Visitation of Mary to her cousin Elizabeth to announce her pregnancy. Other Books show, instead of events from the life of Mary, stages of the Easter story[footnoteRef:16] as seen in Plate 4. One of Mary’s most important roles was that of intercessor between God and the supplicant and in an age when most people were conscious of living in a state of sin this was believed to be essential. Without intercession by Mary and other saints, time in Purgatory would be lengthened and access to Heaven made more difficult. One could also hope to intercede on behalf of the dead to shorten their time in Purgatory, an act benefitting not only the dead but also oneself. The Book of Hours give a method of access to Mary and the saints: surely a major selling point. Other Offices sometimes included were those of the Cross and of the Holy Spirit which were were shorter and usually less well illustrated.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  Bell, ‘Medieval women’, p 753]  [16:  Backhouse Illuminations from Books of Hours p6]  [17:  Harthan, Books of Hours, p29] 

[image: The Crucifixion; St Helena and the True Cross]
Plate 4: The Crucifixion from the Mirandola Hours. BL Additional 50002 f. 79. Italy, late 15th century.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=60904] 


Many Books of Hours contained the Office of the Dead, a set of services to be read over the corpse and the coffin as in Plate 6, rather than in memoriam. In a time when death was closer to home it must have acted as spiritual balm for the bereaved and one can imagine a bereft mother reading the 
text while grieving over a lost child and finding solace. Images such as Plate 5, which shows souls being borne up to God, must have been comforting. Perhaps the Black Death and other recurrent plagues made this inclusion crucial for many owners. To quote Susan Groag Bell: “Repeated natural disasters (plagues and famines) created hysteria and an emotional need for religious support.”[footnoteRef:19] Although Books of Hours flourished some years after the largest outbreaks of plague, the disease recurred several times and there were frequent wars bringing more deaths. [19:  Bell, ‘Medieval Women’, p 743] 

[image: Three Souls]
Plate 5: Souls being borne to Heaven. The Hours of Elizabeth the Queen. BL Additional 50001 f. 67v. England 1420-1430.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=54887
] 

 


[image: http://www.themorgan.org/sites/default/files/styles/collection_image/public/images/collection/m493_098v_099r.jpg?itok=7q_sgOqb]
Plate 6: Chanting of the Office of the Dead. The Black Hours. Morgan Library and Museum, MS M493, f. 98v. Brussels, c. 1480.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  http://www.themorgan.org/collection/black-hours/98] 


Illustrations featuring Mary reading (see Plate 7) or being taught to read by her mother, St Anne, featured in the Little Office in many Books of Hours. Since the Bible has no mention of this, were the pictures created to appeal to the owners? St Jerome had encouraged women to learn to read and perhaps this image is a reflection of that teaching.[footnoteRef:22] The inclusion of these images may have made the books more attractive to female owners, creating a holy precedent and giving a feeling of  [22:  Bell, ‘Medieval Women’, p 755] 

connection with Mary, especially if they used the book as a primer to teach children (especially daughters) to read. In her article of 1982 Susan Groag Bell shows two miniatures: one of Mary, in bed and reading a book while Joseph holds the baby,[footnoteRef:23] and another of the Flight into Egypt with Mary reading while riding and Joseph again carrying the baby while leading the donkey.[footnoteRef:24] Sadly I was unable to download these images, but Bell refers to them as being from unnamed Books of Hours, held in Baltimore and Brussels respectively.[footnoteRef:25] This kind of image was surely attractive to women, especially those who did not have the services of a wet-nurse or who considered reading as important as motherhood. Was this the choice of the artist or of the book’s sponsor? [23:  Ibid., fig. 1]  [24:  Ibid., fig. 2]  [25:  Bell, Medieval Women, p. 767-768] 



[image: Detail]
Plate 7: The Annunciation from the Burney Book of Hours. BL Burney 332 f. 53. France: late 15th century.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=4725] 


One of the intangible features of Books of Hours is the feeling of inclusion that could be given to the owner by the use of a personal portrait as part of a miniature. This is one area where the patron and the artist would work together: the patron could be the subject of the portrait or could commission the portrait of the recipient of the book. Such a picture would bring to life an owner’s imaginative view of themselves taking part in a holy scene, much as Margery Kempe was to do in her visions of 
participating at the birth of Jesus. In Plate 8 Anne of Bedford is kneeling before the Virgin and Child with her open Book of Hours before her. 

[image: Image result for anne bedford hours]
Plate 8: Anne, Duchess of Bedford, praying to St Anne. Bedford Hours. BL Additional 16997 f. 257v. France, early 15th century.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=60399] 


Canons 10 and 11 of the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 can be read to indicate that clergy should promote the reading of religious works amongst their flocks[footnoteRef:28] and it can be no coincidence that the De Brailes Hours, the first known Book of Hours to have survived was created soon after that in about 1240, heralding the great flourishing of these books through the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The decision of 1215 gives them a ‘seal of approval’ from the Pope, and thus from God. What Christian home could be without one? [28:  Canons 10 and 11 of the Fourth Lateran Council: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/lateran4.asp] 


Prayers to specific saints were often included, either in the Suffrages of the saints or separately, each saint having a particular benefit. Medicinal help was often asked in the inclusion of prayers to saints such as St Apolinaria for toothache or St Margaret of Antioch for childbirth, sometimes included when the book was created, but often entered in the book by the owner. In Plate 9 Christ can be seen bas de page in the act of healing. Books of Hours often had additions detailing family events such as births, marriages and deaths, rather like later family bibles, as well as prayers to saints such as that after whom one was named or who had links to the locality.

[image: Doctor]
Plate 9: A page showing, in the bas de page, Christ healing a boy and, in the roundel, a doctor dispensing medicine and the text 'de Dieu est toute medecine'. Bedford Hours: BL Additional 18850 f. 59. France, 1410-1430. [footnoteRef:29] [29:  https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=60379] 


There were so many reasons for owning a Book of Hours: practicality, in the inclusion of calendars; education in its use as a reader; demonstration of wisdom and wealth in its ornament and of piety in the whole volume. It was a handbook for a good life and a good death. That so many were made is no surprise in an age when religion was almost universal: these books were not only beautiful but necessary to the owner to enable them to lead a good life and to achieve a good death with the expected happy afterlife. The intercessory nature of Marian devotion and some of the saints’ cults must, I feel, have been the most important factors in the popularity of these usually small, often jewel-like books. I close with a personal favourite from, perhaps, the most famous of all Books of Hours: the Très Riches Heures du Dec de Berry: the calendar page for Mai.

[image: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/d9/Fr%C3%A8res_Limbourg_-_Tr%C3%A8s_Riches_Heures_du_duc_de_Berry_-_mois_de_mai_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg]
Plate 10: May from the Très Riches Heures du Duc de Berry. Musée Condé MS 65 f. 5v. France, 1412-1416.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fr%C3%A8res_Limbourg_-
] 
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