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Assessment 4: Image commentary
The image chosen for this assignment is that of the Virgin Mary ‘receiving the Annunciation’, a miniature which forms part of a text identified as ‘The Hours of Henry VII’, dated to around 1500 and currently held at the British Library.[footnoteRef:1] The Book was disassembled in the late seventeenth century and a number of leaves of the original manuscript were found to be missing, along with the original binding which had been replaced and is thought to date from the nineteenth century.[footnoteRef:2] The painting has been attributed to the French artist Jean Bourdichon of Tours France. Praised for his skills at portraiture, Bourdichon served as a court painter in France for around forty years beginning during the reign of Louis XI.[footnoteRef:3] Although the book is believed to have been in the possession of Henry VII, it has also been suggested that it could instead have been owned by Louis XII.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Janet Backhouse, The Illuminated Manuscript, 4th edn (London: Phaidon Press, 1998), p.74.]  [2:  Janet Backhouse, ‘Bourdichon’s Hours of Henry VII’, The British Museum quarterly, 37.3 (1973), 95-102, (p. 2).]  [3:  <https://fitzwilliam.cam.ac.uk/illuminated/manuscripts/discover/leaves-from-the-hours-of-charles-de-martigny> [accessed 3 December 2023].]  [4:  Ibid.] 

The Hours of Henry VII is made of vellum and though paper was used in significant amounts in Europe by the early fifteenth century, it was not of sufficient quality for use by Bourdichon for this particular design.[footnoteRef:5] Recent research using Raman spectroscopy reveals that Bourdichon rarely used pure pigments, rather he created a complex mixture of colours for his compositions.[footnoteRef:6] He used more than twelve different pigments and colourants to achieve a ‘variety of hues and subtle tonal effects’ which are very evident in all his paintings.[footnoteRef:7]Further analysis shows that he was a hugely innovative artist, using a pigment called bismuth black over a thirty year period of his career when no other French artists of the fifteenth or early sixteenth century were doing so.[footnoteRef:8] The pigment has been detected in the work of Italian artists from the beginning of the sixteenth century and the authors of the article speculate that Italian artists visiting France may have picked up the technique from Bourdichon himself.[footnoteRef:9] [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  Karen Trentleman and Nancy Turner, ‘Investigation of the painting materials and techniques of the late fifteenth century illuminator Jean Bourdichon’, Journal of Raman Spectroscopy, (2009), 40.5, 577-584, (p585), https://www.interscience.wiley.com  DOI 10.1002/jrs.2186]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  ibid]  [9:  Ibid.] 

Janet Backhouse writing in 1998, referred to the ‘detached miniature’ of the Virgin as part of a ‘fine manuscript from which nine miniatures and fifty-three leaves of text have so far been recognised’.[footnoteRef:10] The miniatures within Books of Hours were not designed to be viewed as individual, unrelated paintings but were ‘intimately connected with the text’, their purpose being to illustrate the writing that followed.[footnoteRef:11] From the time of Pope Gregory in the sixth century, religious imagery portrayed in churches, frescos and altar pieces were used to recount stories from the bible and were an essential aid used to  guide Christians in acts of worship.[footnoteRef:12] The Book of Hours, also known by the Latin name ‘Horae’, was an illustrated manuscript, highly individual in style that was produced for use in private prayer within the home.[footnoteRef:13]  [10:  Backhouse, 1998, p.74.]  [11:  Backhouse, 1973, p.7.]  [12:  Jean Sarabella, Painting the Life of Christ in Medieval and Renaissance Italy, Heilbrumm Timeline of Art History, (2008), https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/chri/hd [accessed 7 December 2023].]  [13:  Eamon Duffy, Marking the Hours: English People and their prayers 1240-1570, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), p.1.] 

The texts ranged in size from the very small to the very large but tended to be portable, the smaller versions often suspended from a belt worn around the waist.[footnoteRef:14] Having its origins in the Psalter and the breviary, the Book of Hours was used by nuns and monks in their daily devotions. By the end of the thirteenth century, the text had emerged as a prayer book for the laity and thousands of the books were constructed between 1250-1700.[footnoteRef:15] Each book was highly individual with the interiors featuring what Stein describes as ‘some of the greatest paintings and drawings of the late Middle Ages and early renaissance.’[footnoteRef:16] Described by Eamon Duffy as ‘one of the most glamorous artefacts of the Middle Ages’, the Book of Hours consisted of sumptuously adorned texts, characterised by richly decorated initials and ornate borders.[footnoteRef:17] The covers of these commissioned texts, were lavishly adorned with brightly painted images or even jewels and many contained personal information and images of the individual concerned. The cost associated with its composition, meant that until the beginning of the fifteenth century, the prized and extremely valuable possession was in general, only available to the gentry and nobility.[footnoteRef:18]  [14:  Dr Jayne Wackett, Book of Hours: a day in the life (2017)  https://rochestercathedral.org/research/book-of-hours [accessed 29 November 2023].]  [15:  Wendy A. Stein, The Book of Hours. A Medieval Bestseller, in Heilbrum Timeline of Art History (2000), https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd [accessed 21 November 2023].]  [16:  Ibid.]  [17:  Eamon Duffy, ‘A Very Personal Possession’, History Today, 56.11, (2006), 12-18, (p. 12).]  [18:  ibid.] 

The book was commonplace by the late Middle Ages though this was not a reflection of a rise in literacy, rather it was an indication that a greater proportion of the population were able to afford to purchase a text.[footnoteRef:19] The majority of the books available to those on modest incomes had few if any of the adornments of the early Book of Hours and were usually plain and purely functional.[footnoteRef:20] Written in Latin, a language that few ordinary people understood, It is likely that the texts were of little interest to most individuals and that it was the images that they looked to for guidance in their meditation and devotional prayers.[footnoteRef:21] As Wieck notes, between the mid-thirteenth and mid-sixteenth century, the Book of Hours was the most popular prayer book used by people in their daily devotions, even outstripping supplies of the Bible. Its popularity lay in its ease of use; indeed, the core text remained the same each day except for slight variations in the psalms.[footnoteRef:22] [19:  ibid]  [20:  ibid]  [21:  Roger S. Wieck, Chapter 15 Prayer for the People: The Book of Hours, A History of Prayer, (Leiden: Brill, 2008), <https//doi.org/10.1163/ej.9789004171220.i-460.87> ]  [22:  ibid] 

Eamon Duffy has noted though how reverence for the holy text was not always evident. His study of a number of Books of Hours, indicates that many contain marginal notes including the details of births deaths and marriages.[footnoteRef:23] Images of the text are ubiquitous in galleries the world over signifying their popularity and the way in which they became embedded in Medieval culture. Not only were more new versions of the text created during this period but significant numbers were passed to family members as valuable heirlooms.[footnoteRef:24]  [23:  Eamon Duffy, Marking the Hours: English People and their Prayers 1240-1570, (Yale: University Press, 2011), p.2.]  [24:  Wieck, p.390.] 

All versions of the book contained the Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary, a sequence of prayers recited hour by hour throughout the day. Indeed, it played a pivotal role in the medieval and renaissance cult of the virgin; as the mother of God, Mary was seen as the intercessor between the faithful and God.[footnoteRef:25]  The elaborately painted pictures in the book were easily identified and were versions of what were displayed in frescoes and altar pieces for instance.[footnoteRef:26] The images were also aesthetically pleasing and functioned primarily as a type of bookmark indicating where major texts began and reminding observers of the themes on which to meditate.[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  ibid]  [26:  Ibid p.437]  [27:  ibid] 

In the medieval world, belief in God dictated every aspect of a person’s life, an alien concept in today’s increasingly secular world. Religion was ‘woven into every aspect of cultural, political and even economic life’, it was not a separate entity and late medieval Christians had no opportunity to ‘opt out’ of the Christian way of life.[footnoteRef:28] Art was overwhelmingly religious in nature, it carried with it specific messages including philosophical and religious ideologies though its main purpose was to glorify the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:29] Centred around the life and teachings of Christ, the Christian calendar is marked by significant events including that of the Annunciation of the Virgin birth. Although it is made explicit that the young Mary is a virgin, the Bible makes little reference to the Annunciation, and Christians tend to favour the ‘one authentic’ version of the event provided by the disciple Luke, an ‘educated Greek Christian believer’. [footnoteRef:30] Of the angel Gabriel, Luke reports him visiting Mary and telling her, “Do not be afraid Mary, for you have found favour with God. And now you will conceive in your womb and bear a son and you will name him Jesus”, The Annunciation: Luke 1.26-38.[footnoteRef:31]  [28:  Peter Marshall, Reformation England 1480-1642, (London: Bloomsbury, 2012), p. 1.]  [29:  Bruce Altshuler et al (eds), Salon to Biennial: Exhibitions that made Art History, Volume 1: 1863-1959, (London: Phaidon, 2008), p.127.]  [30:  Laura S. Miles, The Virgin Mary’s Book, (UK: Boydell & Brewer,2020), p.1.]  [31:  Rev Dr Jared Mercer, Merton College, ‘Reflection on the Annunciation ‘https://merton.ox.ac.uk [accessed 7 December 2023].  ] 

In spite of the ambiguity around the events of the Annunciation, most people can easily conjure up an image of the scene due to the existence of an abundance of artists’ portrayals over the last two millennia.[footnoteRef:32]Typically, medieval paintings of the Annunciation depict the Virgin Mary reading in various locations, often in a room with arches or other features, which Kwakkel suggests, may be a reference to a religious setting such as a church or chapel.[footnoteRef:33]The image of the Virgin Mary attributed to Bourdichon, includes many of the key features of the Christian iconography commonly associated with paintings of the Annunciation. His painting shows Mary seated with her hands together, fingers pointed upwards, in a pose usually associated with prayer, an open book, possibly a Book of Hours, resting on her lap. In the upper left corner of the painting a dove is visible, caught in golden rays that are projected towards the Virgin Mary, falling onto her face and clothing.  [32:  Ibid.]  [33:  Eric Kwakkel, Books Before Print, (Amsterdam: University Press, 2018), p.93. https://doi.org/10.1515/97819424o1636 ] 

The picture is highly symbolic. Firstly, the Virgin’s hands pointing upwards ‘towards heaven’ in prayer, is a Christian symbol of submission to God’s authority and dependency on Him for life itself. Symbolising the holy spirit, a white dove flies towards Mary, following behind it a trail of golden light signifying the entry of Christ into the world.[footnoteRef:34] The presence of a dove in paintings of the Annunciation was commonplace and represented the Holy Spirit ‘on its journey to make God incarnate as Christ within Mary’s uterus’.[footnoteRef:35] Theologians have been at pains to point out, that the dove symbolises the act of conception purely through the words of Gabriel and as such Mary remains a virgin.[footnoteRef:36]  [34:  Van Eyck, Jan, The Annunciation, National Gallery of Art, 1985, https://www.nga.gov/collection/van-eyck-the-annunciation.html [accessed 9 November].]  [35:  Florence Eccleston, Introducing Medieval Christianity, https://www.introducingmedievalchristianity.wordpree.com/2019/07/08/medieval-annunciation-symbolism/ [accessed 7 December 2023].]  [36:  Ibid.] 

There have been several suggestions as to the significance of Mary holding a book in depictions of the Annunciation. Reading was a popular pastime in medieval times, at least for the literate and well-off and this is reflected in the fact that after 1300, it was rare for images of the Annunciation to feature the Virgin Mary without a book.[footnoteRef:37] Furthermore, the availability of reading material for women in medieval times was limited and Miles argues that featuring a reading Mary, reinforced the idea that women didn’t need the approval of men to be able to access books.[footnoteRef:38] An alternative explanation offered is that the book could be a symbolic reference to the notion that Christ is the word of God. [footnoteRef:39]  [37:  Kwakkel]  [38:  Miles, p.9.]  [39:  Ibid p.2.] 

Another important feature of Annunciation paintings, common in medieval and renaissance art, including that of Bourdichon is the halo.  ‘An aura’ in the shape of a disc around the head of a holy figure, the halo symbolises divinity, first appearing in the religious art of Iran and quickly spreading to that of Christianity, Buddhism and Hinduism.[footnoteRef:40] Joyce Hoffman goes so far as to assert that the halo owes much of its existence to the ‘natural world of cosmic phenomena’.[footnoteRef:41] She contends that the halo is an icon that is very familiar to humans because of the way in which they interact with ‘planetary phenomena’.[footnoteRef:42] While not everyone would agree, few would fail to recognise the image of a halo whether or not they have religious beliefs. Between the twelfth and sixteenth century the shapes and styles of halos varied from simple round circles to elaborately decorated crowns as a consequence of social, economic, religious and artistic changes.[footnoteRef:43] Indeed after the mid-1400s, Mary is no longer depicted by artists wearing a crown, instead she appears with a thin halo and the throne of early medieval paintings has now been replaced by a more modest seat.[footnoteRef:44] [40:  Matthew Wilson, ‘The Halo: A symbol that spread around the world’, (24 June 2021) https://bbc.com/culture/article/20210623-the-halo-a-symbol-that-spread-around-the-world [accessed 2 November 2023].]  [41:  Joyce Hoffman, ‘A Closer look at Halos in Medieval and Renaissance Italian Art’, (unpublished doctoral thesis, Jan 2022), Uniselinus Europe Networking University]  [42:  Ibid.]  [43:  Ibid.]  [44:  Chris Maunder, The Oxford Handbook of Mary, (Oxford: University Press, 2019).] 

There has clearly been a gradual evolution in the portrayal of the Annunciation, though perhaps one of the greatest challenges to the orthodox representation of the event, is a painting composed in 1898 by Henry Tanner an African American artist.[footnoteRef:45] No longer constrained by traditional representations of Christian art, Tanner has produced an altogether more authentic version of the Annunciation, free from symbolism and the Eurocentric versions of the middle-ages.[footnoteRef:46] Tanner keen to reflect the people, culture and architecture of the Holy Land has set the scene in a ’humble mid-eastern’ home.[footnoteRef:47] In this version, Mary has dark hair, mid-eastern skin tones and is dressed in peasant clothing and is sitting on an unmade bed in the presence of the angel Gabriel, who is represented as a pillar of light.[footnoteRef:48] [45:  Laura Cumming, Guess the painting, The Observer, p.46, 10 December 2023.]  [46:  Revd Canon Ian Morter, ‘The Annunciation by Henry Ossawa Tanner (1859-1937)’ https://exeter-catherdral.org.uk [accessed 10 December 2023].]  [47:  ibid]  [48:  ibid] 

It is clear that when viewing any primary source, the historian must be aware of several factors that need to be incorporated into the process of deconstruction and analysis. Sarah Barber and Corinna Peniston-Bird, suggest the presence of a three-way relationship in the interpretation of any primary document. For instance, a visual source, in this case the image of the Annunciation, would consist of the connection between the painter, the painting and the viewer.[footnoteRef:49]  [49:  Sarah Barber and Corinna M. Pensiton-Bird, Introduction, in History beyond the Text, eds Barber & Pensiton-Bird (London: Routledge, 2009), p.3.] 

This essay has demonstrated the need for caution in striving to find the ultimate truth or authenticity of a source and this is pertinent in the case of a painting which can be interpreted in a number of ways when considering its symbolic or hidden meanings.[footnoteRef:50] ‘Reading’ a painting is a process of determining the intention of the artist, taking into account the period in which it was painted, the social, political and religious influences of the time and thus by its nature is a highly subjective assessment.[footnoteRef:51]  [50:  Ibid. p.9]  [51:  Sarah Barber, ‘Fine Art: the creative image’, in History beyond the text p.19] 
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