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What Features of Medieval Books of Hours Might Explain their Popularity in the Middle Ages?

The most common of all types of Medieval illuminated manuscript to survive is the Books of Hours1. This raises the obvious question; “why so?”. The popularity of this class of illuminated manuscript is surely a result of features demonstratable in the books themselves; features that make the books appealing to their original owners and thus explaining their popularity in the Middle Ages. The Books of Hours thus gives us an insight into the medieval mind that not only created these beautiful creations, but also they give us access to the personality of the patron that personalized them for his or her use. 
Books of hours were extremely popular to the medieval laity, especially during the 14th Century with the invention of printing1. They would have been costly objects, and furthermore could be considered a medieval fashion object. They were small enough to place in one’s pocket, to take to Church, or perhaps to bring out on a visit to friends.2 They were wrapped in velvets or other expensive materials, some were well-thumbed with daily use, others only brought out only on special occasions; the laity would often have multiple copies of these treasured books.3 While the more artistically superior books of hours are those that were privately commissioned, there were of course alternatives if one were not blessed with wealth; then the cost of a printed book of hours would be much more achievable.  There are many reasons why a medieval man or woman would want to own such a book, and not just for devotional purposes.
 It is my aim in this essay to discuss what made these Books of Hours so incredibly popular in the Middle Ages; I will explore the features found within the Books of Hours which demonstrate their function as an object of private devotion, a status symbol, a learning device and as a device which warded off disease through containing prayers for good health. The prominence of these functions, as evidenced in the books themselves, demonstrate their use to their owners and thus might indicate the reasons for their popularity. 

Private Devotion
The use of Books of Hours in private devotion was the central reason for the purchase and or commission of such an item. They were essentially a prayer book, very much like the Church’s service books4, and of course Psalters, which before the book of hours was the popular choice of prayer book in the medieval period. But with the creation of the books of hours, this made private devotion more accessible to the laity, and the individual that recited these prayers daily were even known as the “…armchair monk…”5 The books contained the eight hours of the canonical day, as the hours in the title suggests. Eight times a day, the owner would read the sections of the book that was appropriate to that particular hour.6 It may seem rather far-fetched in todays’ society, that one would pray repeatedly, hourly, every day from these much-cherished books. But a fear of the afterlife, living in purgatory, and burning eternally in the flames of hell, would indeed seem very real to the Medieval mindset. So, it could be considered that to own one of these books would be a form of personal salvation, to devote themselves entirely to God by repeating a daily ritual of prayer and meditation. 	Comment by User: Time period
Professor Laura Sterponi states that ”…the design of the books of hours afforded a multifaceted devotional activity that embedded the act of reading within a broader moral and spiritual project of self-transformation and religious illumination.”7 It is likely that the laity would have considered the purchasing of the book of hours as a way of bettering oneself, of gaining spiritual fulfilment, and securing a place in the afterlife with their devotion to God. The books of hours were particularly popular with women, especially the Hours of the Virgin, which featured heavily in the hours, especially during the 15th Century.8 The reasoning for this seems clear, as the life of the Virgin Mary must have resonated with many women of this time. Historian John Harthan observes that “…layfolk were to identify themselves with Dei genitrix, the mother of God.”9 In fact many women would have commissioned the artist to portray them in maidenly, romanticized depictions, often sitting with Books of Hours open upon their lap. The Hours of Mary of Guelders features a picture of the patron in blue regalia, the same colour as the Virgin Mary is depicted in, sitting in her garden with a book of hours placed open upon her lap. She lived a childless life, and according to John Harthan, the colour blue is symbolic of that,10 so perhaps her way of gaining spiritual fulfilment was to portray herself in this way, as if the Virgin Mary is helping her reach a life of fulfilment. 
Interestingly historian John Harthan observes that the Office of the Dead was an integral part of the canonical hours “The presence of the Office of the Dead in books of hours shows that it was the habit of layfolk to read it regularly in private.”11 To the modern mind one could view the devotion to the office of the dead as a morbid fascination with death. But it was a different age, people were different, the way they thought cannot be comprehended by a modern thinking person. To the people that these books were intended for there would have probably been some comfort in the recital of prayers in the Office of the Dead. To the people that these books were made for, a life of purgatory would have seemed a very real and horrific punishment to live a life lacking in religious devotion.

Status Symbol
To the wealthy nobility of the Middle Ages, the books of hours was the perfect excuse to show the high status of a particular individual. Historian John Harthan considered the status symbol aspect as to be highly evident in the Duke de Berry collections, he describes books of hours as “…as gems in the collections of rich bibliophiles.”13 Duke de Berry was one such individual who held his wealthy status to be of extreme import and in high regard, he had the largest private collection of manuscripts, and owned the most expensive and beautiful collection of books of hours. In fact, one particular book, namely the Tres Riches Heures, cost the Duke over four thousand livres.14 The price today is likely to be in the hundreds of millions, demonstrating what one man would pay in order to prove his wealthy status to the laity.
If someone were to look at a privately-commissioned Book of Hours, they are likely to see an exquisitely painted picture of the patron in a biblical scene or in a scene from the Passion, an example of a patron in such depictions is in The Grande Heures of John. In this hour book, there is the double page image of the Duke de Berry positioned at the heavenly gates to eternal bliss, while standing in front of the Duke is Saint Peter of the Apostles, hand entwined in the Duke’s, welcoming him.15 The Duke’s high opinion of himself is made obvious in this ostentatious portrayal, he has ascended the stairs to heaven as if due to his wealthy status he has that right, and the saints grasping of Duke de Berry’s hand is equally unpleasant, as if a saint would ingratiate himself so. There are many reasons that one would want themselves painted into their own personal prayer book, but two reasons would almost certainly be personalization and status. That individual would want to flaunt their wealth in the most lavish display; the wealthier one was, the more elaborate the decoration of that particular hours would be. As long as that person could afford the fees, they could hire the finest artists the land had to offer. 

Family Records/Method of Teaching
According to Historian Laura Light the Book of Hours was in a sense “…a family bible.”16 It would have been a family heirloom, handed down from generation to generation, which interestingly passed down through the mother’s side of the family. It was considered a treasured possession, recording important family events of that particular family. In a large proportion of Books of Hours, one would find records of births, marriages and deaths of a family that once owned that particular book. Inventories and Wills would also have been recorded in them,17 it could be considered that they were very important objects and invaluable artefacts. As for marriages, it would have been considered a highly fashionable wedding gift for the new bride, often from the husband or close relative, what could be considered a blessing for the marriage. The book of hours is descried by Professor Sandra Hindman as ”…a religious mainstay of family life, and in many cases, an intimate witness to that life.”18
A mother using the book of hours to teach her child literacy was a common practice from the fourteenth century onwards. Furthermore, what is fascinating is that one can tell if a privately-owned Book of Hours belonged to a man or a woman. One obvious indication would be the patron’s picture, but it is the Little Office of the Virgin that holds the biggest clue. Another feminine touch would be the Virgin Mary’s prayers, the favourite at the time was O’bsecrote and O’interneatra19 and a number of books of hours indeed owned by women started with these two prayers. According to Professor Laura Light, women were described as ”…their children’s first teacher.”20 This is an extremely interesting fact in context to the book of hours. A child of the medieval laity would have relied on its mother for teaching and guidance through the early years. A child’s attention would often waiver making teaching a trial, but the existence of the books of hours, with its colourful borders and pictures full of detail, in vivid, bright colours, was the perfect method of teaching a small child literacy, combined with lessons in morality. 
There is a very interesting example of a book of hours, the hours of Grandes Heures of Anne of Britanny. In this particular hours, St Anne is teaching the Virgin Mary to read in this beautifully painted illumination, this suggests that the books of hours was almost certainly used in the teaching of children. Historian Laura Light observes that this particular scene is not in the Bible and the very nature of its depiction in many books of hours from the fourteenth century onwards, clearly signifies the teaching of children.21 

The Medicinal Benefits
There is sufficient evidence in many books of hours of the medicinal benefits of owning such a book, at least to the superstitious minds of the medieval laity. According to historian John Harthan ”…a particular saint would be invoked against a specific malady or ailment in a particular part of the body.”22 An example of this would be that if one were to suffer from an ailment such as toothache then they would turn to Saint Apollionia, who became a martyr when her teeth were savagely pulled out.23 Another example would be Saint Margaret as the patron saint of childbirth; the image of Margaret breaking out of the dragons stomach was an oft seen illumination in the manuscripts of the medieval era. She would have been very important to the women of this time, where death from childbirth was a common occurrence in an age where midwifery practices were basic. Interestingly there are invocations against specific hazards such as bedbugs and other parasitic ailments of the medieval every day household nuisances.24 There were prayers against the plague called Stella Celi Extirpant which was found in the Salisbury hours,25 and prayers against other such diseases are also recorded in a number of books of hours. It is clear why these books were much sought after by the fearful laity, perhaps hoping that this will be the end of their ailments and household problems.

Conclusion

It is hard to fully comprehend exactly how popular and an everyday item to the laity the Books of Hours were, and what they meant to the people of the medieval era. When one opens a book of hours today, one sees the exquisite detail, the fine artwork, an artwork equal and if not in some cases superior to that shown in many art museums today. The beautiful and often extravagant decoration that border the text. But it holds deeper meaning than just mere decorative qualities, it had a very private and spiritual property. When one opens a book of hours, it holds someone’s personal identity, it is a very individual object, it is as if someone were bearing witness to the inner thoughts and fears of that individual from such a long time ago, a person long dead, and yet brought to life as one turns the pages of his or her book of hours. 
Historian John Harthan observes “Their popularity was such that they form the largest single category of illuminated manuscripts which now exist.”26 Today, if one wanted to they could easily own such a book, they are readily available on the internet, so many thousands of these books of hours are still in existence that no-one can possibly record all of them, making archiving almost impossible.27 
 What made the book of hours so popular to the laity was the books variety of functions, not only was it a prayer book, but it also served a number of other important functions as well, making it a treasured and valued household object. One did not need to be literate to understand it’s meaning, all one has to do is see the beautifully painted pictures to gain an understanding of what it represents. Hour books are vital to the modern-day historian too, to give us an insight into an age where the fear of damnation was very real. It gives us information on how the medieval people dressed, how they worshipped, how they celebrated, and as depicted in the feast days in the calendar, the agricultural information that these painted scenes tell.
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