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                                         The Month of February[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Source material. Manuscript held at the Musée Collection, Chateau de Chantilly, https://bvmm.irht.cnrs.fr/iiif/22470/canvas/canvas-2045964/view ] 

          


	The Très Riches Heures, created in the early 15th century, was commissioned and owned by Jean, Duc de Berry, second son of King Jean II (Le Bon) of France. A sumptuous example of a Book of Hours, the manuscript is comprised of two hundred and six sheets of vellum, 29 x 21 cm in thirty-one signatures, with one hundred and thirty-one miniatures, sixty-six of which are full-page in colourful and intricate detail.[footnoteRef:2] The execution of this outstanding work of art is testament not only to the skill and innovation of the artists, attributed to the Limbourg brothers, but also to their patron, the Duc de Berry, who as a connoisseur and collector of books and art, was personally involved with the creative decisions regarding illustration and content, encouraging and inspiring artisans under his patronage. Incorporating the Italianate pictorial style popular at the time, the artists, nevertheless, brought realism to the detailed miniatures of everyday life depicted in this work, effortlessly merging the aristocratic, religious and secular worlds, an aspect that sets this Book of Hours apart from others of its time. Consequently, the month of February is of particular interest, revealing details far beyond mere surface-level interpretation. [2:  Lillian Schacherl, Très Riches Heures: Behind the Gothic Masterpiece, ed. by Kirk Marlow and trans.by Fiona Elliot (Prestel-Verlag, 1997), pp. 35-36.] 

The image, like the entire book, is painted on good quality vellum, using pigments such as azurite, lapis-lazuli and indigo for the blue of the dress and the sky, white lead for the snow and, either gold leaf or shell gold in the gilding.[footnoteRef:3] The quality of the materials is a clear indication not only of the wealth of the patron but the need to impress both the patron and viewers. Ownership of such a book could be said to fulfil a need for both recognition and, the satisfaction of acquiring valuable objects of taste, in an age when martial trappings demonstrating strength and power were giving way to the prestige of luxury goods to convey influence. Patronage, encompassing support on financial and practical levels from the commissioning party, also implies constraints on an artist’s freedom of expression, where production of art was inseparable from its intended practical use and the meaning it was meant to convey. Yet aesthetically the scene depicted  for the month of February, goes above and beyond the fulfillment of expectations, combining a high degree of aesthetic beauty with a level of freedom on the part of the artist(s) that reveals unseen aspects of the natural world, rather than the highly stylized scenes contained in other images in the book.[footnoteRef:4] It covers an entire page, and the scale is part of the impact of the message. It is not framed, and there are no ornate borders to distract the eye from the scene. In an age of feudal lordship, a scene of peasants performing a round of tasks throughout the year, whether it be arable farming or animal husbandry, conveys a series of beliefs and values of the times, reinforcing social conventions and setting the context for its interpretation. It is a ‘tidy’ portrayal of a medieval farm, the covering of snow setting into sharp relief the figures toiling outside. The shading of the snow itself, with tones of blue, grey and yellow, points to a realism rarely seen in stylized depictions of landscapes. The cold is palpable in the freezing breath of the muleteer and the man covered in what appears to be an inadequate cape, given the weather, and further reinforces the physical representation of the biting cold.  The spatial composition with the ‘s’ curve, an example of the “international” Gothic style, curves round to the foreground to bring the focus on the neatly wattle fenced farmyard and the ‘cut-away’ scene of the farmer’s wife and servants snugly ensconced before the fire.[footnoteRef:5]  The vivid blue of the wife’s dress is reminiscent of the blue associated with the Virgin, drawing attention to Candlemas on February 2nd, and the association with St Bridget, the saint of farming, whose feast is February 1st. The correlation between these aspects would likely provoke an emotional response in medieval viewers who would be familiar with these festivals and the importance in their everyday lives. The wife is in a decorous pose, only exposing her petticoat to the fire but she would also appear to have aspirations above her social status given the quality of her dress and her inactivity. Furthermore, the little dog depicted in the foreground appears to be more of a lap dog favoured by aristocratic ladies due to its size and the fact it is residing in the house rather than outside. However, it could be a cat, which given the expectation of mice within a thatched building, would make more sense if looking at the scene from a practical point of view. The male and female servants are much less restrained, clearly exposing their lack of undergarments to the viewers. It could be argued that to refined aristocratic sensibilities, this simply confirmed the universally held belief in the crudeness of the serfs, whose nudity ‘embodies, manifests, personifies, objectifies, the ideas and attitudes projected upon [them] by the creators and/or viewers.’[footnoteRef:6] It would also affirm the viewers own superiority by comparison. This exposure of the servants’ bodies, which today would   be construed as an act of de-humanisation, may simply have re-enforced and justified the differences in the perceived social identity of the viewer, and those portrayed. The subjective perspective of the medieval viewer is intertwined with that of the creator, the commissioner, and with the image itself as a conveyor of meaning. This plurality of perspectives, combined with overt or implicit meaning, necessarily changes when viewed through the prism of time and cultural context. Certainly, later viewers of the Victorian period may have seen such exposure as shocking to their sensibilities, which thus highlights how social constructs are subject to the values and interpretations of their times.  The coldness of February is conveyed not only through the snow and the louring sky, set to unload more snow, but the cutting of wood, the wood carried on the donkey’s back and the neatly bound bundles of kindling which highlight the only means of warmth for people of the period, a reality which we today rarely take into consideration but would have struck a chord with viewers of that period. The influence of the weather on everyday life for those less fortunate is clearly depicted in the scene. Are the neatly arranged skeps for the bees, the enclosed pen for the sheep, and the feeding of the hooded crows (presumably to keep them from devouring the lambs), an attempt by the artist to portray life “as it was” or as an idealized, ordered existence which belied the uncertainty of life and hardship for those of a lower social standing? Is this a studied indifference to, and detachment from, the real fate of the lower classes in a feudal society or a desire to believe that all was well in the estate that God had proscribed for them? The presence of a watchtower in the corner of the enclosed plot further alerts the viewer to the instability of feudal life, while the church in the distance draws the eye to the enduring symbol of religious life that permeated all levels of society, with the steeple drawing the eye towards the existence of an earthly, ecclesiastical hierarchy and the ultimate hierarchy of God and His saints. [3:  Aurélie Mounier and Floréal Daniel, ‘Pigments and dyes in a collection of medieval illuminations (14th-16th century)’, June 2017, Wiley Online Library https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.22146 accessed 17/12/2024.]  [4:  Millard Meiss and Elizabeth H. Beatson, Les Belles Heures de Jean Duc de Berry (Thames & Hudson, 1974), p.9.]  [5:  Lillian Scacherl, Très Riches Heures, p.48.]  [6:  Sherry Lindquist, ‘Introduction to Meanings of Nudity in Medieval Art’, (Ashgate, 2012), p. 8. www.academia.edu accessed 17/12/2024.] 

This idealized concept of sturdy peasants performing agricultural tasks in harmony with the seasons and months, mirrors the concordance between the planets and the occupations of men.[footnoteRef:7] This is represented in the rotating discs at the top of the image depicting lunar and solar cycles. Astrology was an important aspect of the medieval psyche, connecting events on earth with manifestations in the heavens. The influence of the planets (the moon and sun were then both regarded as such) on animals, humans and their seasonal activities and on the weather appropriate to each month, is clearly represented in the two semi-circles. The outer depicts the zodiac signs associated with February, Aquarius and Pices, while the inner shows winged horses drawing a chariot containing a crowned ruler holding a golden sun with multi-directional rays. The integration here of the ancient belief of the stars as divine messengers with the Christian desire to interpret God’s will on earth could be interpreted as Man’s perennial need to align the Divine with the everyday realities of life, and the incorporation of ancient, pagan imagery into a Christian Book of Hours was a common juxtaposition of the times. [7:  Sophie Page, Astrology in Medieval Manuscripts (Gutenberg Press, 2017), p.81.] 

This image is not simply a one-dimensional representation of an object/scene. It is an ‘intersubjective trinity’ of interpretations instigated by its creator(s), its social and historical milieux and, its interpretative audience.[footnoteRef:8] Its material composition, its style and execution and the reason for its very existence are just some aspects of the ‘multi-faceted nature of material culture’ that brought it into existence.[footnoteRef:9] The above image’s historical context, with its religious, political and social implications are part of the intricate web of acquired meanings, with ‘much of their meaning [being] subliminal and unconscious’.[footnoteRef:10] As an agent, this image could have had a profound  effect on its audience, shaping identity on both a personal and social level. It is a vehicle for power and prestige and a purveyor of distinct social identities of its time, and a reflection of its creator(s) and its consumers. For the historian, the image can appear to be, on one level, a mirror reflecting the reality of agricultural life of that medieval period and those involved. The external evidence of the image, its physical creation comprising the materials used and its placement within a manuscript, its intended use and possible owner(s), can be objectively recorded, yet it is the subjective element that reveals the deeper meanings hidden within the ‘text’ of the image. The subjective decision of the duke to commission it, the subjective viewpoint of the artist(s) in its portrayal of life, the subjective interpretation of its audience, cannot be divorced from its context and the acquired meanings that its very existence engenders. The image is a ‘chameleon’, changing before the gaze of the viewer depending on their own cultural and historical perspective. It is not a ‘text’ in the sense of words and the tools needed to read the image necessarily differ from those needed to interpret a written source. The aesthetic characteristics of the image, their positioning, realization and creation, can convey the values, beliefs and identities of the era of its creation and the above image is evidence of the need for such an interpretative tool in the historian’s arsenal of analysing history in addition to textual analysis. [8:  Sarah Barber, ‘Fine Art: The Creative Image’ in History Beyond the Text: A Student’s Guide to Approaching Alternative Sources, ed. by S. Barber and C. M. Peniston-Bird (Routledge, 2009), p.19.]  [9:  Ibid. p.5.]  [10:  W. David Kingery, ed., Learning from Things: Method and Theory of Material Cultural Studies (Smithsonian Institution Press, 1996) p.1] 

Books of Hours, like the Très Riches Heures, containing prayers related to the canonical hours, calendars, psalms, the Litany of Saints, and masses for Holy days, enabled the expression of lay piety by those wealthy and literate enough to own them. The popularity of such books was concurrent with the creation of clockwork timepieces, an indication perhaps, of Man’s desire to bring order to a time of chaos in everyday life.[footnoteRef:11] The incorporation of a calendar could be as much a desire to follow Church feast days, as it was to regulate time by imposing both meaning and a semblance of order on the vagaries of everyday life in a time of plague, religious schism, war and natural disasters. Although commissioned by the duke, the manuscript may have been intended for the women of the household, who were generally associated with ownership of Books of Hours.[footnoteRef:12] Although the level of literacy among women of the period is still very much under debate, the preponderance of images and the stories they told, certainly did not require an extensive knowledge of Latin for the users of these books. The manuscript begins, as do the majority of the Books of Hours, with the calendar, and monthly representations prominently feature the duke, his court, his possessions and chateaux, in a visible act of self-aggrandisement consistent with his status as a member of the aristocracy. However, the incorporation of a scene which deliberately excludes an overt reference to the duke, stands out among the more stylized depictions where he features prominently. While this might appear to be the artist’s desire to picture a reality of those of lower social standing, it needs to be remembered that some, if not all the figures in the scene, were, in a feudal society, the duke’s “possessions”. And while viewers in our more liberal age might praise the artist for showing the lives of serfs, we still need to be aware of a hidden meaning behind the reality of their existence and the way this is portrayed through a visual medium.  [11:  Ibid. p.7.]  [12:  Christopher De Hamel, Meetings with Remarkable Manuscripts (Penguin, 2016.), p. 388.] 
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