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This commentary will focus on the frontispiece from Le Dyalogue de la Duchesse, which portrays Margaret of York, Duchess of Burgundy, kneeling in front of Christ following his resurrection; painted by a follower of Dreux Jehan[footnoteRef:1] (although the British Library do also credit a ‘follower of the Girart Master’)[footnoteRef:2]. It will examine various details and consider medieval visual culture in its analysis to give a well-rounded, supported description of the portrait.  [1:  The British Library, Add MS 7970 (fols. 1v).]  [2:  The British Library, Illuminating the Renaissance, 2003 < http://vll-minos.bl.uk/onlinegallery/features/flemish/flemish021lge.html> [Accessed 15th December 2022].] 

The Duchess commissioned this treatise to be written by Nicolas Finet, her almoner, who will have sought out the artist to create the frontispiece for the work since the artist is not recorded by name[footnoteRef:3]. It is an illuminated image, using gold to make the image shine or stand out; the gold can be seen in the main image, in the immediate border around the image and at a multitude of points within the decorative border shown in the first image[footnoteRef:4]. The border includes Margaret’s arms as the Duchess of Burgundy. According to the National Gallery of Art’s page on illuminated manuscripts, the frontispiece would have been drawn onto animal skin with ‘leadpoint ruling lines and thin ink washes’[footnoteRef:5]. Following this, the main picture would have been created with different pigments and binding agents to create paint which would have been applied to the animal skin page. Finally, the illuminated parts of the frontispiece were created by the artist applying ‘a glue-and-chalk ground called bole… to vellum before laying gold…leaf’. The British Library state that the Dukes of Burgundy sought much of their art from the Southern Netherlands rather than within the state of Burgundy itself, which suggests that the artist was Netherlandish[footnoteRef:6]. [3:  A. G. Pearson, ‘Gendered Subject, Gendered Spectator: Mary Magdalen in the Gaze of Margaret of York’, Gesta, 44(1) (2005) pp. 47-66 (p. 49).]  [4:  The British Library, French Illuminated Manuscripts: late fourteenth to early sixteenth century, 2012 <https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/TourFrOut.asp> [Accessed 12th December 2022].]  [5:  The National Gallery of Art, Illuminated Manuscripts, <https://www.nga.gov/conservation/paper/manuscript-project.html> [Accessed 12th December 2022].]  [6:  The British Library, 2012.] 


The image is from circa 1468[footnoteRef:7] and gives the modern viewer/reader an understanding of both Margaret of York and the period she lived in. Firstly, she was clearly a deeply religious person and the fact that she commissioned a treatise with such a detailed frontispiece suggests that this was clearly a particularly religious point in history. Furthermore, for Margaret to ask her almoner to create an entire text dedicated to her relationship with her faith gives the viewer of the image the understanding of how she viewed her purpose in life. As the Duchess of Burgundy, she would have had power, status and wealth. However, she was also passionate about her beliefs, and this is demonstrated by the way she is depicted in the frontispiece; in prayer or soon afterward, in quiet contemplation and communicating with Christ. It is also important to consider the point in Margaret’s life that she chose to have this illumination created. She was newly married and, according to O’Brien, painted wearing her wedding clothes, which in turn suggests that her almoner also sought to depict Margaret’s particularly unique position[footnoteRef:8]: she was the new Duchess of Burgundy, which came with its own responsibilities and burdens, but was also painted in her wedding clothes in her bedroom. This denotes undertones of marriage and children, which also tells the viewer something about the gendered lens that Finet and the artist viewed Margaret through[footnoteRef:9]. This image could also tell the viewer something about religious attitudes in Burgundy in the late 15th century; Christianity may well have been a defining attribute in every person’s life. [7:  The British Library, 2003.]  [8:  A. G. Pearson, p. 49.]  [9:  A. G. Pearson, p. 49.] 

This is the only picture in the manuscript, which indicates Margaret’s intention to show the reader her desire to achieve a spiritual vision or at least some sort of spiritual contemplation to improve upon her relationship with God. More specifically, since the treatise itself concerned Margaret’s personal journey toward spiritual improvement and enlightenment it indicates that the book was written with her as the sole intended audience[footnoteRef:10]. The picture adds to this suggestion, since it only includes Margaret of York and the resurrected Christ alone in her bedchamber; a private audience, quiet and undisturbed[footnoteRef:11]. This also highlights that Margaret took her religion and spiritual improvement incredibly seriously, since she clearly hoped the manuscript to assist her in extending and expanding her heart to accept God[footnoteRef:12]; the illumination certainly supports this idea, shown in the way she is reaching out to Christ with her gaze cast towards the stigmata on his outstretch hand. [10:  E. O’Brien, ‘The Duchess’s Dialogue: Writing and Reading Margaret of York’s Le Dyalogue de la Duchesse’, University of Surrey Women’s Literary Culture and the Medieval Canon Project, 25th April 2016. <https://blogs.surrey.ac.uk/medievalwomen/2016/04/25/the-duchesss-dialogue-writing-and-reading-margaret-of-yorks-le-dyalogue-de-la-duchesse/> [Accessed 12th December 2022].]  [11:  E. O’Brien, 2016.]  [12:  The British Library, Medieval Manuscripts Blog, 2011 https://blogs.bl.uk/digitisedmanuscripts/2011/09/dialogue-de-la-duchesse-de-bourgogne.html [Accessed 13th December 2022].] 

The picture shows Margaret of York in a pious position. Though she is kneeling before Christ she is not depicted as if in prayer; her hands are painted as reaching out for him rather than clasped together in prayer and her eyes look towards the stigmata on his outstretched hand. Christ is painted in such a way that he appears to position himself away from Margaret of York, as if seeking some space or at least showing her that he does not wish to be touched[footnoteRef:13]. Pearson makes it clear that the miniature frontispiece was deliberately designed to mirror the noli me tangere scene from John 20:11-18, where Christ appeared to Mary Magdalene following his resurrection. His body position does suggest that he does not wish to be touched and Margaret of York’s positioning is very similar to Mary Magdalene’s in the noli me tangere scene[footnoteRef:14]. This also indicates that Margaret of York was perhaps hoping to emulate Mary Magdalene’s piety so that she might succeed in her journey towards spiritual refinement[footnoteRef:15]. It is interesting that the artist included the dog in the picture, which appears to be unbothered by this spiritual visit, suggesting that it is unable to see or comprehend what is going on in the background. It is also significant that the painting shows Margaret in her bedchamber, not only showing that it is a place of prayer and contemplation but also further suggesting that Christ sought to visit Margaret of York privately[footnoteRef:16]. The bedchamber background also indicates that Margaret of York had previously been praying before this spiritual visit, perhaps asking for a sign or seeking a spiritual vision; the prayer cushion is also shown in the painting. It is particularly interesting that the bedroom door is not closed and that the hallway is visible; this suggests that only Margaret could see and hear Christ, or the hallway would have been filled with onlookers[footnoteRef:17]. [13:  A.G. Pearson, p. 47.]  [14:  A.G. Pearson, p. 47.]  [15:  A.G. Pearson, p. 49.]  [16:  The British Library, 2011.]  [17:  A.G. Pearson, p. 52.] 

It is also important to consider that the picture was commissioned by a man as part of the treatise, so the picture also demonstrates his viewpoint and impression of Margaret of York and her spiritual journey; Finet clearly wished to have Margaret depicted as a Magdalene-esque figure but since this book was for her personal use, this was not for her to be generally seen as such by the public; moreover, this was for Margaret’s spiritual betterment[footnoteRef:18]. Since Margaret would not have given Finet instruction as to how she wished to be portrayed in the illuminated image, this was more likely to be Finet’s idea and this also demonstrates the gendered lens through which Margaret was viewed by her almoner[footnoteRef:19]. [18:  A.G. Pearson, p. 51.]  [19:  A.G. Pearson, p. 49.] 

Paying more particular regard to medieval visual culture, what is being portrayed in this image is Margaret of York having a spiritual vision of the resurrected Christ. According to Williamson, a spiritual vision takes the middle place in the hierarchy of vision, with physical vision at the bottom and intellectual vision at the top. Williams defines spiritual vision to be the ‘occurrence of images in dreams or the imagination’ and goes on to discuss the notion of ‘imageless devotion’: where an individual no longer sees images with their physical vision but can view them within their mind[footnoteRef:20]. With this definition of a spiritual vision, it is clear that this is precisely what is occurring in the frontispiece. Margaret’s eyes focus on the stigmata on Christ’s hand, suggesting that what she is seeing is within her mind rather than in the physical sense; combined with the similarities with the noli me tangere scene as discussed above. What Margaret is seeing is happening so privately that it is entirely inward, which also explains the empty hallway and the uninterested dog. If only Margaret can see and communicate with Christ, she must be doing so in her mind. If she were speaking aloud, this would draw the attention of others but also the dog in the room, who would surely be alerted to Christ’s physical presence if he were appearing to Margaret corporeally. As such, the frontispiece depicts a spiritual vision experience by Margaret of York within which she is communicating directly with the resurrected Christ. The detail in the border further compounds this conclusion, portraying an angel carrying Margaret’s coat of arms as the Duchess. This might suggest that Margaret believed her position to be guided and protected by God, thus lending weight to the picture of this spiritual vision and furthering Margaret’s belief in her spiritual refinement. [20:  B. Williamson, ‘Sensory Experience in Medieval Devotion: Sound and Vision, Invisibility and Silence’, Speculum, 88(1) (2013) pp. 1-43 (p. 13).] 

A final commentary on this image is that the spiritual vision shown in the portrait illumination could demonstrate that Christ is giving Margaret guidance or instruction on how she might lead by example as a modern (at the time) Magdalene; that through spiritual refinement, Margaret’s purpose is to become a role model of female piety[footnoteRef:21]. This notion is supported by the undertones of the noli me tangere but also by the depiction of Margaret’s physical form: her gaze does not seek to look upon Christ’s face. Rather, her eyes look far lower towards Christ’s hand. This suggests that the artist, arguably acting on Finet’s instruction, sought to depict Margaret as demure, pious, and respectful[footnoteRef:22]. It is arguable that this presentation of Margaret would have had a particular impact on her in her ordinary life, and she may well have chosen to devote herself to upholding the standard of female piety in the years following the frontispiece’s creation. [21:  E. O’Brien ‘The Duchess’s Dialogue: Writing and Reading Margaret of York’s Le Dyalogue de la Duchesse’, University of Surrey Women’s Literary Culture and the Medieval Canon Project, 25th April 2016. <https://blogs.surrey.ac.uk/medievalwomen/2016/04/25/the-duchesss-dialogue-writing-and-reading-margaret-of-yorks-le-dyalogue-de-la-duchesse/> [Accessed 12th December 2022].]  [22:  A.G. Pearson, p. 49.] 
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