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"Unveiling the Artistic and Political Dynamics: 
A Commentary of St. Bernard's Portrayal in the Flemish Chronicles of Philip the Fair"

The Flemish Chronicles of Philip the Fair, also known as the Chroniques abrégées des Anciens Rois et Ducs de Bourgogne, holds a significant place among the manuscripts of the Middle Ages. Within its pages, there exists a portrayal of St. Bernard of Clairvaux, a subject ripe for exploration. This study focuses on the rich artistic and historical dimensions of Folio 9v within the Flemish Chronicles of Philip the Fair. Through an in-depth analysis, it aims to unravel the content, aesthetic intricacies, artistic techniques, historical context, medium, creators, intended audience, and broader significance of this specific folio. By delving into these aspects, this paper endeavors to shed light on the visual culture of the time, utilizing the unique medium of manuscript illumination as a window into the past.
	The manuscript is bound in velvet, featuring a central bronze boss on the cover along with bronze corner pieces. It has dimensions of 9 ½ by 6 5/8 inches. The pages are crafted from vellum, a luxurious parchment derived from cow skins, known for its high quality. The text within is written in French using Gothic Script. The corner-pieces have been cut down and probably belonged to a larger volume.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Thomson, Henry Yates, George F. Warner, Montague Rhodes James, Sydney Cockerell, and Thomas Okey. A Descriptive Catalog of Fourteen Illuminated Manuscripts in the Library of Henry Yates Thomson. (Cambridge University Press, 1912), p23.] 

	This book is unique among historical sources in that it was made for a child.[footnoteRef:2] It was created in the Flemish town of Brugges in 1486/6 for the heir apparent of the House of Burgundy, Philip the Fair. He was only seven at the time.  This is why there is such minimal text and large illuminations were present with the text. “Like any children’s book, the images were intended to overtake the text.”[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  "A Noble Genealogy — Happy Birthday, Philip the Fair." Rare Books Department of Special Collections, (The University of Utah, 2017)]  [3:  Ibid.] 

	It was written by the child’s tutor, Olivier de la Marche.[footnoteRef:4]  The text journeys through the history (both real and mythological) of the dynasties house, from the time of Mary Magdalene to the death of the boy’ s mother.  Each page has beautiful depictions of the events being described on opposite page as well as colorful depictions of scenes from nature in the Flemish Style.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Ibid.]  [5:  Thomson, 24.] 

	The question might be asked why such an expensive book that took so much dedication and care to produce would be commissioned for the education of a child. What is important to note about this piece is the political background for which it was written.  The Duchy of Burgundy was in chaos. The Duke was dead without an heir, and the families’ lands were being eroded by that of the French crown.  In order to save the duchy from utter and complete destruction, Mary of Burgundy, the daughter of the last duke, married the son of Holy Roman Emperor, Maximilian of Austria.  Philip was their son.[footnoteRef:6] The purpose of this book is to emphasize to the young Philip that he was not just a relative of the Holy Roman Emperor, but that he was the heir of an important and historic house; that he might remember his lands and his heritage of his mother’s side. It has been suggested that the production of this manuscript was, in and of itself, and act of protest against Burgundy’s annexation. It continually asserts that Burgundy was an independent Kingdom, and that it was attempting to convey a direct interest of Philip in the administration of the Duchy.[footnoteRef:7] “…[These] images announce the importance of the dynasty Philip was to inherit.”[footnoteRef:8] Amidst the intricate political backdrop of Burgundy's tumultuous era, the creation of this unique manuscript for the young heir, Philip the Fair, served a multifaceted purpose beyond mere education. As we delve into the portrayal of St. Bernard of Clairvaux within its pages, it becomes evident that this manuscript was not merely a children's book, but a deliberate assertion of Burgundian heritage and independence, intertwined with the political aspirations of its rulers.
	The image is known as “St. Bernard taking possession of the Abbey of Clairvaux.[footnoteRef:9] The background of the illumination is that of an Abby in the Gothic style with pointed windows and flying buttresses.  It is filled with a multitude of monks looking out of windows and cloisters at St. Bernard who seems to be exiting the monastery.  There are monks to the left and the right of him, and all of the monks, including St. Bernard are wearing the traditional white and black robes of the Cistercians.  [6:  “A Noble Genealogy.”]  [7:  Thomson, p. 24.]  [8:  “A Noble Genealogy.”]  [9:  Ibid.] 

	St Bernard takes center stage with a gold Crozier and halo over his head. Of interesting note, there is a little monster the size a small dog next to St. Bernard’s feet. It has the head of a goat with front and rear claws; his rear half is green with a lizard’s tail. Below the image is the following translated from French: “St. Bernard, chaplain of the Virgin Mary and descended from the House of Burgundy.”[footnoteRef:10]  Below and surrounding the inscription is a depiction of assorted flowers on a golden background complete with a blue bird and a butterfly. [10:  Thomson, p. 25-26.] 

As much as the title may suggest that the building complex in the background is Clairvaux, it is not.[footnoteRef:11] It is far too complicated for the early Cistercians spartan sensibilities. The whole idea behind the early Cistercians was one of abnegation and mortification of the flesh. “It was applied to everything – to dress, food, buildings and furniture.  In contradistinction to the linen underwear and black habit of the black monks, the Cistercians adopted a coarse habit of undyed sheep’s wool… The Same cult of poverty and simplicity decreed that the ornaments of the monastic church should be as simple as possible and made of wood or iron rather than precious metals.  Decorative sculpture was forbidden…”[footnoteRef:12]   Additionally, the black on top of the white robes were not described in the early monastic writings.  Both of these go against the early Cistercian values of the simplicity of their dwellings and of their clothing.[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  Norman, Jeremy. "Clairvaux Abbey, from which 1115 Medieval Manuscripts Survived." History of Information..]  [12:  Lawrence, C. H., and Janet Burton. Medieval Monasticism: Forms of Religious Life in Western Europe in the Middle Ages. 5th Ed. (New York, Routledge: 2024) p. 160.]  [13:  Ibid.] 

What is apparent about this depiction is that the illustration depicted of the Cistercians was more in line with the style of when the document was written than an accurate depiction of the Cistercians.  The Abbey depicted is considered to be that of St. Servatius Basilica in Maastricht which appears to have the same look and layout.[footnoteRef:14]  During the time that this was written, Maastricht was within the Burgundian demesne while Clairvaux never was. This is another indication that it was intended to make the young Duke more proud of his Burgundian ancestry.  This is further supported by the aforementioned inscription claiming that he was of the same blood as St. Bernard. [14:  Norman.] 

	The one depiction that has not been mentioned is that of the monster next to the feet of St. Bernard.  It could be the relatively common motif of the saint banishing the evil of sin/indulgence with his arrival to the area. 
In conclusion, the examination of the Flemish Chronicles of Philip the Fair, particularly the portrayal of St. Bernard of Clairvaux within its pages, offers a fascinating glimpse into both the artistic and political dynamics of the era. This manuscript, created for the young heir of the House of Burgundy, serves as more than just a children's book—it is a deliberate assertion of Burgundian heritage and independence. Amidst the intricate political backdrop of Burgundy's tumultuous era, the manuscript's depiction of St. Bernard taking possession of the Abbey of Clairvaux underscores the intertwined nature of art, politics, and identity. While the illustration may not adhere strictly to historical accuracy, it reflects the aspirations and symbolism of its time, aiming to instill a sense of pride and connection to Burgundian ancestry in the young Duke. As we unravel the layers of meaning within this manuscript, we gain valuable insights into the visual culture, political aspirations, and ideological underpinnings of the Burgundian dynasty.
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