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Visual Commentary Exercise 
Les Tres Riches Heures de Duc de Berry
Commissioned in 1409 by Jean de Valois, Duke of Berry, Les Tres Riches Heures is a book of hours with vibrantly illuminated pages. It features scenes from the bible and also scenes from daily life going through the seasons of peasants and courtiers. It has been considered to be one of the most important illuminated manscripts ever produced  (MS 65) and is kept at the Musee Conde which is in Chantilly France. Illustrated by Flemish artists, the Limberg brothers, who lived with the Duke from 1410 the book was never actually finished by them. The Duke bestowed many gifts to the brothers and eventually gave them the title’ Valet de Chambre’. The book was likely to have been completed later in the century.
Books of Hours were increasing popular from the 13th -17th century due to the increase in literacy in the population, especially the nobility and being a Catholic country, the focus was devotion to the Virgin Mary.  The hours of the Virgin Mary  incuded devotions which were made at eight canonical hours of the day leading to the name ‘Book of Hours’. Books of Hours normally begin with a calendar followed by prayers and hymns which are structured through each hour of the day.   The purpose of the calendar was to inform the owner of the saints days during the forthcoming year. Often featuring images of the books owner, the image for January features the Duke sitting at his feast table surrounded by friends and family. A number of heraldic motifs relating to the Duke can also be found. These books were the most commonly owned book held by the laity and often treated as heirlooms being passed down the generations.
This book of hours consisting of 206 pages, written in Latin, was painted on very fine quality parchment using gold and silver leaf. The manuscript contains 66 large miniatures and 65 small. The vibrant colours used which would have been very expensive, were created using many different colours obtained from minerals and plants, the most beautiful being lapis-lazuli which was used to create the sky. Black was made from soot or ground charcoal. With pages ruled in red, the calligrapher was obliged to fit his writing into the allocated space.
The book would have involved many specialized artisans so it would have been an extremely expensive book to produce. Books of Hours were personal possessions and valued by noble families as they helped in their devotional practices. The Duke would have commissioned this so people could see how rich and educated he was and he would have used the book for his own personal pleasure to sit and read. This kind of book would mainly have been accessible to wealthy people in society and would have reflected there view of the medieval world. 
The visual image I chose to comment on was Page 91 called HELL which depicts the devil and his demons in hell.
The image of the devil is from the old testament depiction:
One of his nostrils goeth smoke, like that of a pot or cauldron. His breath kindleth coals, and a flame goeth out of his mouth. (Job 41:8).
This image would have been used as part of the ‘Office of the Dead’ prayer cycle which was recited by often monks, at the coffin of a deceased person. This prayer was believed to reduce punishment for the dead in hell as there was an increasing preoccupation in the middle ages with sudden death and therefore one had to be prepared for it. The shadow of death was a daily concern to most due to illness such as plague  and the fate in the afterlife was greatly considered. This prayer would have been recited at family funerals, and chantry chapel services as fear of judgement was a reality and caused a lot of anxiety for rich and poor alike.                   
In the image we can see the devil and his helpers collecting and torturing souls in a red, grey and black fiery scene. The devil and his helpers would be the most notable visual image here. The devil is lying on a griddle above a burning bed with a pit of fire with souls underneath and more souls are lying around the scene. The devils helpers are winged creatures with horns and are operating the bellows which fan the flames that consume the damned and they are also helping to carry the souls they have captured. The image is almost one of a mechanized version of hell and brings to mind an image of a forge. One of the devils helpers at the bottom of the image, is pulling a monk who is just about to have his neck cut by another of the devils helpers. Another soul is being dragged along the floor by his neck and he has a snake wrapped round his body. There are a number of coffins featured in the image with the devils helpers standing on them to ensure the souls inside cannot escape. At the back of the image the mountains and sky are darkened by clouds of billowing smoke. Much significance was given to the hell mouth in medieval art being one of its most dramatic images and was often featured in Doom wall paintings in European churches.
My view of the image is that the people below the devil are damned in hell but that the bodies that are being spewed out where possibly being saved as they are being sent up towards heaven. I think this image is about lust and has a kind of sexual message to it which is meant to warn people about the evils of sexual activity. The image overall is giving the reader the idea of what Hell is like and is trying to induce fear, distress and shock in the reader so thay they follow the teachings of the bible and lead a virtuous life and therefore will not end up in this very unfortunate situation. Man’s fate after death was a very critical question in medieval times and therefore moral and ethical  lessons were intended to be learnt from this image. It also needs to be considered where the ideas for this image came from. In my opinion the subject matter for the image would have been taken from earlier books of hours and exerts from the bible which often focused on apocalyptic themes. Hell was a place for suffering and punishment and was often used to deter the lower classes from threatening the social order and to ensure that the teachings of the bible were followed and not challenged. The image of the devil portrayed with the head of a beast and  human body is very common in medieval images and animal visual culture  represented ideas that organisations and or individuals had about animals or wanted others to have about animals.
Why was this book of hours important?
Being from nobility was crucial in medieval times and so having wealth and inheritance would have enabled you to have power and priviledge and having ownership of a book of hours would have illustrated this. These books were also important to create family and social  identities often incorporating the families heraldic coat of arms. Coats of arms were used to identify family lines and featured images that were important to a particular family. The family commissioning the Books would often have themselves portrayed in the pages to record aspects of there life forever and would serve as a cultural memory. Cultural memory is important as it helps shape the identity of groups of people and fosters a sense of belonging amongst people. Cultural memory can be identified through stories, myths and legends and also historical events which contributes to maintain continuity.
This book of hours allows us access to the thoughts and behaviours of the nobility in medieval times and reflects the societal changes that happened in those times. Increasing numbers of people were able to read and access to information which was not just produced through church services and religious leaders. 
Visual Culture is important because it enables us to understand the world we live in through looking at buildings, art, photographs, films, paintings etc, basically anything that has a visual component. It shapes how we communicate with each including  our culture and identity and focuses on not just how things looked but how they were interacted with.
In medieval times visual imagery was vital as most people could not read so the main form of communication was through paintings, books of hours, wall paintings and stained glass windows. This would have been a significant way of conveying religious stories, historical events and promoting devotion which would have had a profound influence on human action. For example The Last Judgement painting in  Holy Trinity Church in Coventry which features  figures of the dead rising up wrapped in shrouds, from their graves. This would also have caused the congregation to be fearful over there fate in the afterlife if they were not to uphold the churches moral values. Another example of this would be Giotto’s painting of the Last Judgement which covers the wall in the Scrovegni chapel in Italy. This fresco depicts the twelve apostles sitting next to Christ with heaven above and hell below and features a real extreme visual opposition between good and evil. Heraldic display was another way in which the gentry showed how they could visually inform of  there ranks and lineage. Examples of this can be found on The Sherborne Missal. The gentry would also indicate before their death, how they wished to be visually represented by having elaborate tombs made illustrating their aspirations to climb the social ladder.
When considering visual culture, it needs to be taken into consideration who has the power to produce the images. It was pretty much men who were able to do this but often women who owned and used books of hours. Images found would have conveyed authority and would have reinforced groups identities and contributed towards marginalising women in society. Mostly with held from positions of power, there lives would have been dictated by men. Images portrayed would have been those of mother, wife, daughter and sometimes even as prostitute. Bearing children and being a good wife seemed to be the most important function to perform and there ability to do a good job in this role was what they were judged on. Power was also in the hands of the King and his noblemen and was used to legitimate rule by using visual imagery. In The Governance of England Sir John Fortescue articulates that Kings should have fine jewels, robes and ornaments which should be used for self promotion and that if this is not the case, a king would be miserable. This idea focused on the importance of clothing, in that each class should be easily identifiable by the type of clothes they wore and in 1465 legislation was introduced outlining colours and different types of clothing which were suitable for your rank. Therefore visual images must be considered against the backdrop of the context that they take place in.
This Book and its illuminated pages are significant as they allow us to glimpse into the artistic and spirtual lives of people in medieval times. 
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