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Abstract 

The Book of Hours was the prayer book of the laity during the Middle Ages. Its core was the 

Little Office of Our Lady, a set of devotional texts to be recited at each of the canonical hours, 

which became part of the Psalter in the 11 th century. During the 11th and 12th centuries the 

developing veneration of the Virgin Mary among the laity and a wish to bypass the 

sometimes immoral and ill-educated clergy, led to the need for a book of daily devotion, and 

the Book of Hours first appeared in the 13th century. It contained texts from the Psalter and 

the Breviary as well as other Hours, hymns and prayers, and was almost invariably illustrated. 

As the Book of Hours was made to order and was not under Church control the purchaser 

could specify the texts it was to contain and could also determine the programme of 

illustration. The result was a book of prayer designed for a particular person, to fulfil all her 

requirements for private devotion. 

One form of private prayer that became popular during the 12th century was meditation on the 

humanity of Christ, which was seen by religious writers as the first step towards 

contemplation or unity with the Divine. Many of these writers advised the meditator to first 

visualise the events of the Incarnation and Passion, then to imagine being there and to 

summon up the appropriate emotions. The illuminations in the Book of Hours facilitated the 

visualisation of the scenes and thus assisted the owner's meditation. 
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Introduction 

The Book of Hours was the standard book of private devotion for lay people in Western 

Europe in the Middle Ages1• There are more Books of Hours extant than any other type of 

manuscript;2 this abundance indicates that they were produced in large numbers, were popular 

at the time and were considered worth keeping. Most of the extant Books of Hours are 

illuminated and there have been many books and articles ·written about these illuminations. 

Few, however, consider the relationship between the illuminations and the text or are 

concerned with the reason for the existence of any illustration. At the most, there are 

suggestions that the pictures illustrate the text, that they were included to entertain the reader 

or that they show the wealth of the user. These reasons are not adequate, given the variations 

in the subjects chosen and the expense of illumination. It is my hypothesis that the 

illuminations are there as an aid to meditation. 

An understanding of the Book of Hours is necessary to any investigation of its use. I shall 

therefore discuss first the constituent parts of the Book of Hours, then its development from 

the Breviary and the Psalter. Having established what a Book of Hours is, I shall follow the 

developing interest in meditation before going on to discuss how the illuminations in such 

books could be used for private prayer and meditation. In the final section of my thesis I will 

provide some examples of illuminations and discuss the instructions given by religious 

writers and the way some women meditated. 

In the preparation of this thesis, I have studied numerous relevant manuscripts from the 

British Library in London, the Turnbull Library in Wellington, the Dunedin Public Library 

and the Otago University Library. After careful consideration, I have selected Books of Hours 

that were produced for use in England and France. Initially, I decided to use English Books of 

Hours, as most of my primary texts were written in English, but later decided to include the 

1 J Backhouse, Books of Hours, (London 1995), p. 3. 
2 L M J Delaisse, "The Importance of Books of Hours for the History of the Medieval Book." Gatherings in 
Honor of Dorothy E Miner. Ed. Ursula E McCracken, Lilian M C Randall and Richard H Randall Jr. 
(Baltimore, 1974), p. 203. 
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French ones to show regional similarities and differences. Most of the Books of Hours I 

studied were produced in France with the rest coming from Flanders and England. 

There are many Books of Hours extant; the British Library alone has more than 300, but these 

are only a small percentage of the number that were produced. As well as natural attrition, 

many Books of Hours were cut up for the sake of their illuminations and this still happens: A 

H Reed, who donated the Alfred and Isabel Reed collection to the Dunedin Public Library, 

was known to cut out illuminations and give them away. 3 Books of Hours are now collectors' 

items, valued for their antiquity and their decorations but are dead in the sense that they are 

no longer used. While their illuminations can be admired by all, their texts are 

incomprehensible to most people and are, therefore, read only by scholars. 

While researching this thesis, I found a number of problems of varying severity. The major 

one was the shortage of information on book ownership. Apart from the study by Susan 

Groag-Bell, the only time that book ownership is covered is either in reference to a specific 

book or to tl1e collections of a small group of people. There vvas also verJ little information 

available about literacy, particularly that of women, which I cover in appendix A. Neither is 

there much information on the reading or praying habits of people in the Middle Ages. This is 

particularly the case with private reading or prayer. 

Little scholarship exists on how Books of Hours were actually used. Most studies are by art 

historians who concentrate on the style, iconography and sources of the illuminations rather 

than their purpose, or by editors who are concerned only with the text. There is also little 

reference to Books of Hours without illuminations. In his Books of Hours and their Owners 

John Harthan suggests that these were uncommon4 but does not give any numbers. At the 

British Library, I found twelve Books of Hours without illuminations but most of these 

showed signs that illuminations had been removed. Add. 30514, Add. 33385, Harley 2367, 

Harley 2447, Harley 2868, Harley 3835 and Harley 5371 had pages cut out where miniatures 

3 In conversation with Dr Christopher de Hamel, November 1996. 
4-R S Wieck, Time Sanctified: the Book of Hours in Medieval Art and Life. (New York, 1988), p. 28. 
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would no1mally appear such as before Matins of the Little Office and before the Office of the 

Dead. Harley 2367 and Harley 3835 are particularly damaged with small miniatures cut out as 

well. Harley 1260, Harley 1663, Harley 1804, Harley 2849 and Burney 334 showed no signs 

of ever having been illustrated. The only specific group of Books of Hours I know of that are 

not illustrated are those made in England and written in Middle English. These Books of 

Hours are very plain: they contain only the essential texts and have no decoration. 

Unfortunately there are few details available to the modem scholar on the costs involved in 

producing a Book of Hours and how they were split up: parchment, inks for text, inks and 

other materials for illumination, wages for the scribe, wages for the illuminator. Although 

some contracts for the production of a Book of Hours exist, they concern a particular artisan 

and provide only the details of how much that person was paid without giving any indication 

of the other costs involved. It is also difficult to determine the value of some of the amounts 

mentioned. There are no cases where the Book of Hours mentioned in a contract has been 

located. 

Another problem is that most studies on Books of Hours have concentrated on the more 

elaborate examples, such as the Bedford Hours and the various hours of the Due du Berry5, 

rather than the plainer everyday ones. These elaborate books were very different from 

ordinary ones, not only in cost and appearance but also their purpose: they were collector's 

items, or presentation gifts and were not intended for everyday use so that their contents 

cannot be considered typical. 

Although Books of Hours were owned and used by both lay men and women, I have decided 

to use 'she' when referring to my generic reader or meditator. The first reason for this is that 

many owners of Books of Hours were women.6 Secondly, women had a greater need for 

private prayer than men did, as they had fewer religious outlets, being unable to preach or 

5 J Backhouse, The Bedford Hours; J Harthan, Books of Hours and Their Owners, (London, 1977); Les Tres 
Riches Heures du Due de Beny, Musee Conde, Chantilly. Ed. J Longnon, R Cazelles, M Meiss. (London, 
1969). 
6 Sandra Penketh, "Women and Books of Hours." Women and the Book: Assesing the Visual Evidence. Ed. Jane 
HM Taylor and Lesley Smith. (London, 1997), p. 270-1. 
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receive Holy Orders. Thirdly, of the three religious guides I use to support my arguments, one 

was written specifically for a woman while the other two were written for the laity in general. 

Finally, both of the first hand accounts of religious experience that I use were written by 

women. 

There are two appendices: Appendix A is a brief discussion of literacy among the laity in the 

middle Ages, and Appendix B is a list of all the manuscripts consulted during the course of 

this thesis. It includes information of the size, use and date and place of production as well as 

details of the texts and illuminations that were included. 

Biographical details come from the Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church. 7 All 

translations are my own unless otherwise specified. 

7 Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church. Ed FL Cross and EA Livingstone. (Oxford, 1988). 
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Chapter 1 

The Contents of the Book of Hours 

Books of Hours were generally made to the order of an individual8 and their contents and 

arrangement vary according to personal preference. There are, however, certain elements that 

should appear in all Books of Hours. V Leroquais, one of the pioneers in the study of Books 

of Hours, established a classification system9 identifying essential, secondary and accessory 

texts. The essential texts, which must appear in all Books of Hours, come from the Breviary 

and comprise the Calendar, the Hours of the Virgin, the Penitential Psalms, the Litany, the 

Office of the Dead and the Suffrages. The secondary texts are later additions and consist of 

passages from the four Gospels, two prayers to the Virgin: Obsecro Te (I Implore Thee) and 

0 Intemerata (0 Matchless One), the Fifteen Joys of the Virgin, and the Seven Requests to 

the Saviour; also alternative Hours such as the Hours of the Cross, of the Holy Spirit and of 

the Holy Trinity. The accessory texts are still later additions than the secondary texts and 

include the Fifteen Gradual Psalms, St John's account of the Passion, the Stabat Mater, seven 

prayers of St Gregory, the Psalter of the Passion, the Psalter of St Jerome, other extracts from 

the Psalter, the Commendation of Souls, the 15 Oes of St Bridget10, Bede's writing on the 

words uttered on the cross, prayers on the wounds suffered on the cross, prayers to be said 

during Mass and miscellaneous prayers. Other accessory texts are the weekday Hours: 

Sunday Hours of the Trinity, Monday Hours of the Dead, Tuesday Hours of the Holy Spirit, 

Wednesday Hours of All Saints, Thursday Hours of the Holy Sacrament, Friday Hours of the 

Cross, Saturday Hours of the Virgin. Other possible Hours are the Hours of the Conception of 

the Virgin, the Hours of the Compassion of the Virgin, Hours of Eternal Wisdom and the 

Hours of various saints. 

8 De Hamel, A Hist01y of llluminated Manuscripts. (Oxford, 1986). P. 72. 
9 V Leroquais, Les Livres d'Heures, Manuscrits de la Bibliotheque Nationale. (Paris, 1927). Leroquais dealt 
mainly with 16th century printed Books of Hours. By the 16th century, the Book of Hours had become much less 
varied but his classification system is still relevant to the earlier Books of Hours. 
10 This is a set of fifteen prayers, ascribed to St Bridget of Sweden, each starting with 'O.' 
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Books of Hours are not divided up in the same way as modem books, with each section 

starting at the top of a new page. In general, the text continues down the page and the 

divisions are marked in other ways. One of these is by the use of rubrics, which are brief 

headings written in red ink instead of the black ink normally used for the text. They are 

usually in Latin but may be in the vernacular or a mixture of Latin and the vernacular. Most 

of the rubrics in MSR 07 are in Latin, as can be seen in figure 2, but the weekday hours have 

French rubrics such as "pour le dimanche de la trinite". They may be used to mark major or 

minor divisions although major ones are more likely to be marked by miniatures. An unusual 

example is MSR 07 which has, as well as miniatures, rubrics at the start of the major 

divisions, so the Little Office has the rubric "Sequente hare beate marie virginis". Miniatures 

are another way of starting a new division and their size indicates its importance. The most 

important is usually the Little Office followed by the Penitential Psalms, the Office of the 

Dead, the Hours of the Cross, the Hours of the Holy Spirit, the Gospel sequences, prayers 

such as Obsecro Te and the Suffrages,1 1 but this order does not always apply. An example of 

tl1is may be seen in MSR 07, where there are foll-page miniatures before the Hours of the 

Passion, the Hours of the Holy Spirit, the Thursday Hours of the Holy Sacrament, Matins and 

Vespers of the Little Office, and the Office of the Dead. Smaller eight-line miniatures mark 

the other Hours of the Little Office and the Office of the Passion as well as the Wednesday, 

Friday and Saturday Hours, while five-line miniatures mark the other Weekday Hours. It is 

unusual to find one of the Weekday Hours singled out, so it is probable that it was of 

particular significance to the owner. The third method of marking division is with emphasised 

initials. These initials are usually more than one line high and often decorated in some way, 

sometimes with a picture. As with the miniatures, the size of the initial denotes the 

importance of the section. It is common for more than one, or even all three, of these methods 

to he used to mark the divisions. 

Any two Books of Hours will show some variation and the three examples in Table 1 

demonstrate some of the variety possible. For example, Burney 334 is the shortest of the 

11 Delaisse, p. 206. 
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three, containing only the essential texts and the Hours of the Holy Spirit. The Suffrages are 

missing, which is unusual as they are considered essential. Their absence may indicate the 

loss of a complete gathering at the end of the book. In comparison, Harley 2887 is longer with 

extra prayers and psalms. The Suffrages do not appear at the end, as is most common, but 

instead are placed after Lauds in the Little Office of Our Lady. Add. 1 7026 is the longest of 

the three examples and contains, in addition to the essential texts, the weekday hours, the 

gospel sequence, two prayers to the Virgin and a Mass of.the Virgin. The Suffrages and the 

prayers to the Virgin both come before the Little Office, although the more common 

arrangement has the prayers after the Little Office and the Suffrages at the end of the book. 

Burney 334 Harley 2887 Add. 17026 

Calendar Prayers Calendar 
Little Office of Our Lady: use Calendar Prayer to the face of Christ 
ofBourges 
Penitential Psalms Little Office of Our Lady: Calendar 

use ofSarum 
Litany Suffrages ( after Lauds) Monday Hours of the Dead 
Hours of the Holy Spirit 15 Oes of St Bridget Tuesday Hours of the Holy Spirit 
Office of the Dead 0 Intemerata (2 forms) Wednesday Hours of All Saints 

Penitential Psalms Thursday Hours of the Sacrament 
Graduai Psalms Friday Hours of the Cross 
Litany Saturday Hours of the Virgin 
Office of the Dead Mass of the Virgin 
Commendation of souls Gospel sequences 
Psalter of the Passion Obsecro Te 
Psalter of St Jerome 0 Intemerata 

Suffrages 
Little Office of Our Lady: use of 
Rome 
Penitential Psalms 
Litany 
Office of the Dead 

Table 1: Three examples of Books of Hours, showing some of the possible variations in the texts and 
their order. 

The texts, their order and their illuminations were generally chosen by the purchaser, as 

shown by the great variation in Books of Hours. Some of the variations reflected regional 

modifications of the Divine Office. For example, although Rome provided overall guidance to 

the Western Church, other centres, such as Paris, Utrecht and Salisbury, had their own 



Figure 1: Owners at Prayer. 
Turnbull Library MSR 07 f. 22. 

Figure 2: Owner Kneeling before the 
Sudarium. Turnbull Library MSR 07 f. 
230. 
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versions of the Divine Office, as did some of the religious orders such as the Carmelites12, 

and the regional modifications of the Little Office and the Office of the Dead can be seen in 

the Book of Hours. The local modification of a text is kno\~vn as its use and one way of 

determining the use is to check the antiphon at Prime of the Little Office. The antiphon 

begins with 'Assumpta es ... " for the use of Rome, "Benedicta tu ... " for the use of Paris and 

"O admirabile ... " for the use of Sarum.13 There were a large number of uses but they were 

gradually consolidated with, for example, the use of Sarum becoming the most widely 

followed of the English uses. By 1457 it appeared throughout nearly the whole of England, 

Wales and Ireland, and in 1543, the Sarum Breviary became the standard for the whole area. 

Some Books of Hours with other English uses are Harley 1663, which is of the use of York, 

and Harley 1804, which is of the use of Durham. The same situation applied in France where 

the Paris Breviary became the French standard. It is not always easy to determine the use of a 

Book of Hours, although it is sometimes stated in a rubric such as "Incipit Officium beate 

marie virginis secundum consuetudinem sarum. "14 Otherwise, the more common uses can be 

12 Turnbull Library MSR 02 is of the use of Carmel. 
13 de Hamel, p. 165. 
14 Here begins the Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary according to the use of Sarum. 
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determined by comparing the texts against known standards. Once determined, the use is a 

good guide to the intended destination of the Book of Hours and is one of the indicators 

showing that the purchaser chose what was to be in the Book of Hours, particularly as a 

number of them have a use that does not correspond to their place of production. One good 

example is Harley 2900, which was made in France for use in England. 

Another indicator of customisation is the vast number of variations; no two Books of Hours 

are identical. Given the high cost of producing these books, it seems unlikely that a bookseller 

would have such a variety on hand. The illuminations themselves can also show evidence of 

individual choice, as can be seen in MSR 07 (figure 1), where the two owners kneel in prayer 

on either side of the risen Christ. In another miniature, the female owner is kneels before the 

Sudarium held up by St Veronica (figure 2). This illumination comes at the start of the prayer 

"De sancta facie domini" and the owner's appearance here indicates her special devotion to 

the Holy Face. Another purchaser was concerned more with salvation as is obvious in 

Arundel 318, which includes The Christ at the Second Coming, Raising Lazarus and Christ 

as Judge. 15 }.,.s 'Nell as conunissioning self-portraits an owner could include other individual 

marks such as a coat of arms (figure 1) or a name Harley 2887 (figure 8). Further evidence of 

customisation is in the appearance of local saints in the Litany and the Suffrages. St Thomas 

of Canterbury (figure 6), for example, was a popular saint in England and often appears in 

English Books of Hours, whether made in England or elsewhere. 

As it is impossible to discuss every text that might appear in a Book of Hours, I shall 

therefore look only at the most common ones, starting with the essential texts, as defined by 

Leroquais. The first text is usually the Calendar, 16 which is the same as in the Missal, the 

Psalter, the Breviary and other liturgical texts. Its position at the start of the book renders it 

subject to damage and its absence in some Books of Hours may be due to its vulnerability. 

The Calendar shows important days, including the feast days of the Church and of the saints, 

which are marked in gold, red, blue or black inks depending on their importance. Major 

15 The Penitential Psalms begin with The Last Judgement, The Office of the Dead with Raising Lazarus and the 
Commendation of Souls with Christ as Judge. 
16 For an explanation of the workings of the Calendar see Wieck, pp. 157-8. 
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Figure 3: June-July, British Library Add. 11866 ff. 6v-7. 

Church festivals as well as the feasts of apostles and important saints are usually marked in 

red, while less important church festivals and the feasts of lesser saints are marked in black 

or blue. Gold is used for the most importance feast days and for important local saints. The 

local saints mentioned in the Calendar can often indicate the intended destination of the 

Book of Hours, but this is not always the case as is shown by Harley 2966. The Little Office 

is the use of Sarum, indicating the English destination of the book, yet the Calendar contains 

a number of Flemish saints. It is possible that the buyer requested these saints but it is more 

likely that the scribe carelessly included the standard local Calendar. When the Calendar is 

illustrated the usual subjects are the 'labours of the month' and the signs of the zodiac. The 

'labours' vary, but the main ones are shown in Table 2. Occasionally the decoration is more 

elaborate; a notable example is Add. 11866 (figure 3) which also includes scenes from 

Genesis, various Roman gods, the virtues and the liberal arts. As the subjects are so unusual 

it is probable thatthey were specifically requested. 
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Month Activity 

January Feasting; keeping warm 
February Keeping warm; pruning; feasting; breaking ground 
March Pruning; breaking ground 
April Garden scene; picking flowering branches; hawking 
May Hawking; boating; riding; courting; making music 
June Harvesting hay; mowing; shearing sheep 
July Reaping com; mowing 
August Threshing com; reaping; winnowing 
September Treading grapes; picking grapes; sowing; ploughing 
October Sowing; ploughing; picking grapes; treading grapes; gathering acorns 
November Gathering acorns; slaughtering pigs or ox; baking 
December Slaughtering pigs; roasting pigs; baking bread; throwing snowballs 

Table 2: The Labours of the month. 

The Calendar is frequently followed by the Little Office of Our Lady, also known as the 

Hours of the Virgin, and it is from these that the Book of Hours gets its name. The Little 

Office consists of sets of texts that were to be read at each of the eight canonical hours, which 

were the times of day when the clergy prayed. Matins and Lauds were generally said together 

at daybreak, followed by Prime at 6 am, Terce at 9 am, Sext at noon, None at 3pm, Vespers at 

sunset and Compline in the evening.17 There is a section for each of the hours comprising an 

opening verse and response, the Gloria, antiphon, psalms, canticles (liturgical songs derived 

from the Bible), capitula and hymns. In most Books of Hours, each hour is preceded by a 

miniature and these usually form a sequence, generally following the Incarnation or Passion 

Hour Incarnation Cycle Passion Cycle 

Matins Annunciation Agony in the Garden 
Lauds Visitation Betrayal 
Prime Nativity Christ before Pilate 
Terce Annunciation to the Shepherds Scourging 
Sext Adoration of the Magi Christ carrying the Cross 
None Presentation in the Temple Crucifixion 
Vespers Flight into Egypt Deposition 

Massacre of the Innocents 
Compline Death of the Virgin Entombment 

Coronation of the Virgin 

Table 3: Illuminations for the Hours of the Virgin 

17 These times are approximate as the medieval day was divided into 12 equal hours, as was the night. This 
meant that, for most of the year, the length of the hour during the day was different from the length of the hour 
during the night. Lauds was said at sunrise, Sext at noon and Vespers at sunset, with the other hours in between. 



Figure 4: Annunciation/Agony in 
the Garden. British Library Harley 
2887 f. 28v. 

Figure 5: Annunciation. British 
Library Harley 2887 f. 29. 
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cycle with the Passion cycle being more popular in England. The most common sequences 

are listed in Table 3 but the subjects and their order vary. 

Although these cycles of scenes are the most common illuminations for the Little Office, 

there are many variations. This may be due to the scribe's whim, but it is more probable that 

it was the choice of the purchaser. fu some cases, both sequences are used, as in Harley 2887 

figure 4 and 5), which has a double miniature for each of the hours, as well as an historiated 

initial containing the Annunciation, or Harley 3000 which has large miniatures from the 

Passion cycle for each hour (figure 13) and also an smaller miniature containing a scene from 

the fucarnation cycle (figure 8). Variations in the sequence also occur as in Harley 287618 

where the more common Annunciation, showing Jesus's conception, is replaced by The 

Meeting at the Golden Gate, showing Mary's conception. The emphasis is on Mary's role 

and The Dormition, The Assumption and The Coronation are all included. Another variation 

is shown in Add. 17026 which has The Circumcision at Sext and moves the following scenes 

forward. Most of the scenes in this section appear also in frescoes, mosaics and paintings and 

18 The order of scenes is The Meeting at the Golden Gate, The Visitation, the Nativity, the Circumcision, the 
Flight into Egypt, the Dormition, the Assumption, and The Coronation. 
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the iconography is similar. A few, such as Jesus Nailed to the Cross and Souls being Lifted up 

to Heaven, are not common outside the Book of Hours which seems to indicate that the 

scenes used were carefully chosen rather than copied from the frescoes or sculptures found in 

churches. 

The next essential text is the Penitential Psalms, which consists of the Psalms 6, 31, 37, 50, 

101, 129 and 142. These all express regret for havi~g sinned and were selected by 

Cassiodorus ( c.485-c.590), a 6th century Roman senator who later became a Benedictine 

monk. He was the author of a number of works, both secular and religious, including De 

Anima and Institutiones Divinorum et Saecularum Litterarum. He gave the Penitential psalms 

their name and referred to them as "seven means to forgiveness". Because it was believed that 

the Penitential Psalms were written by King David, they are usually preceded by a scene from 

his life. The most common is of the penitent King asking God for forgiveness. Other popular 

scenes are those of the young and innocent David defeating Goliath or the older, sinful David 

watching Bathsheba bathing. More than one of these may be used, as in Harley 2989, which 

has a miniature of David praying with a background scene of David killing Goliath and a 

vignette of David watching Bathsheba bathing. Some Books of Hours. including Harley 2887 

and Harley 3000, have Christ as Judge at the Second Coming instead. 

The Penitential Psalms are usually followed immediately by the Litany, which is never 

illustrated. It starts with the cry for help: Kyrie eleison, Christe eleison, Kyrie eleison then 

continues with invocations of the Holy Trinity (the Godhead), the Virgin Mary (the primary 

intercessor) and the Archangels Michael, Gabriel and Raphael (the messengers of God). 

These are followed by invocations to a large number of universal saints such as St John the 

Baptist, St Christopher and St Catherine. Sometimes local saints, such as St Thomas of 

Canterbury, are also included. The invocations are of the form Sanctus X ora pro nobis. 

The Office of the Dead usually follows the Penitential Psalms and the Litany and is the only 

text in the Book of Hours that is taken in its entirety from the Breviary. In spite of having 

only the three hours of Vespers, Matins and Lauds, it is the longest text. Vespers were said 
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during the vigil held over the body, as it lay on a bier, the night before the burial and contains 

six psalms, one canticle and four prayers. Matins and Lauds were said in the morning during 

the burial service. Matins contains three nocturnes, each of three psalms and three lessons, 

and Lauds contains seven psalms, two canticles and four prayers. The Office of the Dead is 

the section with the greatest number of possible illuminations. Some of these, such as The 

Vigil of the Dead (figure 17) and The Burial (figure 16), portray the actual events that follow 

a death with The Vigil of the Dead being particularly CO.IIlil!On, since it shows the time when 

Vespers of the Office is read. Other illuminations show what happens after death; the fate of 

the soul is depicted by St Michael and a Devil Fighting for the Soul (figure 19) and The Last 

Judgement; the fate of the body is depicted by The Three Living and the Three Dead (figure 

18). Another theme is salvation, which is usually represented by Raising Lazarus (figure 20). 

Scenes from Job's life may also be used, since much of the Office of the Dead consists of 

passages from the Book of Job. 

Figure 6: St Thomas of 
Canterbury. British Library Add. 
54782, f. 55v. 

The last of the essential texts is the Suffrages of the Saints, 

which is usually the final section in a Book of Hours, 

although it is sometimes placed immediately after Lauds of 

Our Lady. The Suffrages is a series of short devotions 

consisting of an antiphon, a response and a prayer. They 

usually start with the Trinity, followed by prayers to Mary, 

St Michael, St John the Baptist and the apostles, then by 

prayers to a succession of universal and local saints, in the 

same order as they appear in the litany. The number of 

saints included varies from six to over a hundred and the 

ones to be included, particularly the local saints, would 

have been chosen by the purchaser; a contract for a Book 

of Hours, signed in Dijon in 1398, specifies "six aultres 
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ymaiges de sains pour suffrages, telx qui'il plaira audit Guillaume [the purchaser] 

ordonner."19 Some or all of the Suffrages may be illuminated, either with a small miniature 

showing the saint with his or her emblem, as in MSR 07, or, in the more elaborate books such 

as Add. 54782, a full-page miniature (figure 8). In some Books of Hours all the saints receive 

similar treatment; in others only a few of the saints, presumably those of special significance 

to the purchaser, are illuminated. The saints most likely to be singled out appear to be St 

Christopher, St George, St Antony, St Barbara, St Catheripe and St Margaret, who were all 

universal saints and very popular. 

As well as the essential texts, a Book of Hours usually contains other texts, which may 

include other Hours. The most common of the additional Hours are the Hours of the Cross 

and the Hours of the Holy Spirit. These are much shorter than the Hours of the Virgin, firstly 

because they cover only seven of the canonical hours (lauds is omitted) and secondly because 

each one is short comprising only a hymn and prayer. The Hours of the Cross are often 

introduced with a miniature which is usually The Crucifixion but may be The Finding of the 

True Cross. The Hours of the Holy Spirit usually start with Pentecost or, less often, The 

Trinity or The Baptism of Jesus, all of which involve the Holy Spirit. Other Hours that may 

appear are the Weekday Hours as in Add. 17026, and the Hours of the Conception as in Add. 

11866 and Harley 2917. The weekday hours are sets of devotions assigned to each day of the 

week: the Sunday Hours of the Trinity, the Monday Hours of the Dead, the Tuesday Hours of 

the Holy Spirit, the Wednesday Hours of All Saints, the Thursday Hours of the Holy 

Sacrament, the Friday Hours of the Cross and the Saturday Hours of the Virgin. These hours 

are brief and usually appear together. When illuminated the scenes shown are the Trinity for 

Sunday, the Vigil of the Dead or Raising Lazarus for Monday, Pentecost for Tuesday, a group 

of saints for Wednesday, taking communion for Thursday, the Crucifixion for Friday and the 

Virgin and Child for Saturday.20 

19 J. Simonnet, Documents inedits pour servir a l 'histoire des institutiones et de la vie privee en Burgogne. 
(Dijon, 1867), pp. 354-5. [March, 1398, Protocol, no. 102] quoted in J JG Alexander, Medieval Illuminators 
and their Methods of Work. (New Haven 1992), p. 180. 
"Six other images of saints for Suffrages as it pleases the said Guillaume [ the purchaser] to order." 
20 Add. 17026 and Add. 17280 both follow this pattern 
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Another common section contains the gospel sequences, which are the biblical passages used 

in the Missal as the readings on four of the major feast days: Christmas, the Annunciation, 

Epiphany and the Ascension. The passage for Christmas comes from John 1:1-14 which 

anticipates Jesus's ministry; the passage for the Annunciation is from Luke 1:26-38 which 

gives his account of the Annunciation. For Epiphany the passage is from Matthew 2:1-12 

which deals with the three wise men: their visit to Herod, their adoration of the Child and the 

presentation of their gifts. The final passage is for the Asqmsion, taken from Mark 16:14-20 

and covering the appearance of Christ to the eleven apostles, his command that they preach 

the gospel of salvation, and his ascension. These extracts are not in biblical order but provide 

a synopsis of the story of humankind's redemption. If the Gospel Sequences have any 

illumination, it is of the evangelists and their symbols. In some books, all four evangelists 

appear on one page before the first Sequence, while in others each is introduced by the 

appropriate evangelist. These illuminations are primarily division separators. 

The secondary texts also include prayers on a number of subjects. Three of these prayers are 

to the Virgin: Obsecro Te, 0 L11temerata and Stabat .,.~fater. Obsecro Te is an appeal to Mary 

asking her, as the mother of Christ, to intercede. and is often accompanied by an illumination 

of Mary with the Child, referring to Mary's role as mother and intercessor. In this prayer, the 

supplicant addresses Mary directly, in the first person, and it is common for the illumination 

to show the owner appealing to Mary. 0 Intemerata is more concerned with Mary's sorrows, 

with references to the Crucifixion, and, although it is often not illuminated, may be 

accompanied by the Pieta. When these two prayers appear together, as they often do, the first 

may be the only one illustrated. The Stabat Mater is rarely illustrated but Harley 2919 does 

have The Deposition. Prayers to the wounds of Jesus were also popular, particularly in 

English Books of Hours.21 They are a set of very short prayers addressed to each of the 

wounds Jesus suffered during the Passion: his head, his side, both hands and both feet. Each 

prayer is usually accompanied by a small miniature of the relevant portion of his wounded 

body. Another set of prayers is the 15 Oes of St Bridget, which does not seem to have any 

21 The English seemed to be inclined to concentrate on Christ's suffering as is shown by the popularity of this 
text and by the common use of the Passion cycle to illuminate the Little Office. 
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particular scene assigned to it and is variously illustrated by a Pieta (Add. 27948), a bleeding 

Christ standing on a dish (Arundel 203), a resurrected Christ with the instruments of the 

Passion (Arundel 302), Christ holding a globe (Arundel 318), Christ sitting on a crescent 

(Harley 2846) or a half-figure of Christ (Harley 2471). Prayers to be said during Mass may 

also be included and have rubrics indicating appropriate place for their recitation but the 

prayers are of minor importance and are generally not illustrated. 

Another text that may also be included, particularly in French Books of Hours, is the Joys of 

the Virgin. There can be five, seven or fifteen Joys and they includes events such as her 

Presentation in the Temple, the Annunciation, the Nativity and the Assumption. They are 

sometimes illustrated with The Presentation of the Virgin. In English Books of Hours, the 

Commendation of Souls is common .. This contains prayers for souls in purgatory and is often 

illustrated with Christ as Judge, showing souls being lifted up to heaven leaving empty 

graves behind them. This is a hopeful vision of heavenly reward to remind the reader of the 

advantages of praying for those in purgatory and of the eventual joy of the virtuous. Another 

text that occasionally appears is the Passion according to St John, an excerpt from his Gospel 

describing the Passion; which may be illustrated with The Crucifixion. 

Various Psalters may also be included. These are particular collections of psalms, the two 

most common being the Psalter of St Jerome and the Psalter of the Passion. The Psalter of St 

Jerome is a group of psalms selected by St Jerome and is generally preceded by an 

illumination of St Jerome who is usually shown writing in his study, but can occasionally be 

seen beating his breast with a stone (Add. 17012). There is often a lion with him since he was 

credited with removing a thorn from a lion's paw, and it may be shown holding up its paw 

(Add. 17012), having the thorn removed (Harley 3000), jumping up at him (Sloane 2471), or 

sitting in his study (Harley 2846). The Psalter of the Passion is another selection of psalms 

and may be preceded by The Crucifixion or The Resurrected Christ Surrounded by the 

Instruments of the Passion. Another group of psalms is the Gradual or Fifteen psalms. These 

generally come between the Penitential Psalms and the Litany and are not illustrated. 
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This analysis of the Book of Hours shows that both the texts and their illumination can vary 

from one book to another. Some of the variations depend on where the book was made, some 

on when it was made, some on who made it and some on the person who bought it. This 

variation seems to indicate that the illuminations do not illustrate the text but that many of 

them were intended to be aids to meditation. 
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Chapter 2 

The Development of the Book of Hours 

The first Book of Hours was made in the mid-13 th century but its history started many 

centuries earlier. Its literary roots lie in the Psalter2 and the Breviary,23 which were the source 

of most of its texts, while its devotional roots lie in the increasing importance of Mary to the 

laity and in the wish for a more personal contact with God than the clergy allowed. It is my 

belief that the popularity of the Book of Hours was also due to the rise in interest in 

meditation that was part of the search for a more personal contact with God that prevailed in 

the 12th and 13th centuries. To show how the Book of Hours developed from these roots, it 

will be necessary to look at the changes in the Breviary and Psalter, at the rise in Marian 

devotion and at the laity's desire for a close contact with God. Accordingly, I shall start with 

the 8th century, when Mary began to emerge from the background in the West, and shall 

follow these threads through to the 14th century, when the Book of Hours was fully 

established as the laity's most important book.24 

By the beginning of the 8th century Marian devotion was well established in the East. Both her 

bodily assumption and her exemption from original sin were accepted; she was the Queen of 

Heaven and a powerful intercessor. Praising her in extravagant terms some writers became 

heretical in their enthusiasm. One such was Germanus ( d. 733), the Patriarch of 

Constantinople, who wrote, "But thou, who hast maternal power over God, achievest 

forgiveness in abundance even for them that sin in excess. For it is impossible ever to 

disregard thee, since God obeyeth thee as his true and immaculate Mother with regard to all 

22 The Psalter was the main religious book used by the laity and contained the 150 psalms. 
23 The Breviary was the main religious book used by the clergy and contained the whole of the Divine Office, 
which consisted of the Calendar, the Ordinary, the Psalter, the Proper of Time, the Proper of Saints and the 
Common of Saints. 
24 Today the primary religious book of the laity is the Bible but this was not the case in the Middle Ages, as it 
was not an accessible text. For most of the Middle Ages the Bible was not available in the vernacular; the first 
official English translation did not appear until 1537. The Church discouraged lay use of the Bible as there was 
too great a risk of people without religious training falling into heresy without guidance. 
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things and through all things and in all things."25 The situation in the West at this time was 

quite different as can be seen in the writings of the Venerable Bede ( d. 735), who wrote that 

Mary was venerated by the angels and esteemed more highly than any other woman. He 

praised her humility and chastity and held her up as an example to monks and nuns.26 Bede 

agreed that she was the Mother of God but only of Christ's humanity and not his divinity; he 

was very careful not to give her divine status. At this time, in the West, Mary's bodily 

assumption was accepted only in Gaul; her freedom from original sin had not even been 

considered and there were no services or prayers devoted to her in either the Psalter or the 

Breviary. This changed in the late 8111 century, when Marian devotion started appearing in the 

West due, in part, to writers such as Ambrose Aupert who were influenced by Eastern 

thought. 

Ambrose Aupert ( d. 784), whose Latin sermons were the first in that language to be devoted 

to praising Mary, was the Abbot of a monastery at Benevento in Southern Italy. It was here 

that he came into contact with the Greek monks who, fleeing from persecution in the East, 

had formed communities in Sicily. From them Aupert learnt about Eastern devotion to Mary 

and in his sermons on the Assumption, the Purification and the Nativity he described Mary as 

Queen of Heaven and as an intercessor who would intercede for anyone who asked. Both 

these ideas were new in the West. 27 Another of his images was of Mary as a loving mother 

helping all her children, even the sinful ones. Aupert was probably responsible for the 

introduction into the liturgy of Sancta Maria, in which Mary was asked both to intervene and 

to give help directly by her own power. Although Aupert was certainly influenced by eastern 

writings, Alcuin (c.735-804) was not. Alcuin was a scholar at the court of Charlemagne and, 

like Aupert, was devoted to Mary, but his writings show no sign of eastern influence. He 

introduced the Marian Mass on Saturday, in which Mary is repeatedly asked to intercede but 

is never asked to provide direct assistance through her own power. 

25 Sermo II "in beatam sanctissimae Dominae Nostae Deiparae semperque viriginis Mariae dormitionem." PG, 
vol LXL VIII, p. 352. (Translated by Dr Victor Parker) 
26 Graef, p. 163. 
27 Ibid., p. 168. 
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Many theologians, such as Alcuin, also wrote poetry in praise of Mary and some of these 

poems became popular. One of the most popular was Ave Maris Stella, which was probably 

written in the 8th century and describes Mary as the loving helper of men, as a mother rather 

than a queen and in which she is asked to show herself to be one by using her influence with 

her son. Like all other Marian poetry of the time, Ave Maris Stella was written in Latin; the 

first Marian poem in the vernacular did not appear until the mid-9t.h century, when Otfrid ( d.c. 

870) wrote the Christ, in Old High German. In spite of this innovation in the eastern part of 

the Carolingian empire, Mariology was more advanced in the west, particularly in France, 

where Paschasius Radbert (d.c. 860), a Benedictine monk and theologian at Corbie, implied 

that Mary was born free from original sin. He also argued against Mary's Assumption in a 

letter which he claimed was written by St Jerome. With the weight of Jerome's name behind 

it, this letter, known as Cogitis Me, discouraged further speculation for over two centuries.28 

The first service in honour of Mary appeared in the 10th century, as a private devotion of 

Bishop Ulrich of Augsberg (d.973). The Bishop said the Divine Office daily and added "one 

cursus in honour of St Mary, Mother of God; another in honour of the Holy Cross; and a third 

in honour of All Saints. "29 At about the same time, the provost of the cathedral of Verdun was 

observed reciting Matins of the Blessed Virgin.30 In the late 10th century, the Little Office had 

spread through Germany and a votive Office of the Blessed Virgin had been assigned to 

Saturdays.31 It became so popular with the clergy that the Little Office of Our Lady was added 

to the Breviary. The Psalter was also enlarged at this time, with the addition of the Apostles' 

Creed and the Lord's Prayer,32 but it was not until the 11th century that the Little Office started 

appearing in the Psalter.33 

28 HM Graef, Mary: A History of Doctrine and Devotion. (London, 1963), pp. 178-9. 
29 E Bishop, "The Origins of the Primer", The P1ymer or Lay Folks Prayer Book, BETS 109. (London, 1897, p. 
xxvi . probably refers to 970 or 971. 
30 Bishop, p. xxvii. 
31 Ibid. 
32 E Hoskins, Introduction. Horae Beatae Mariae Virginis or Sarum and York Primers with Kindred Books and 
Primers of the reformed Roman Use. (London, 1901), p. v. 
33 Ibid., p. x. 



22 

Evidence for the common recitation of the Little Office among the secular clergy in Italy was 

provided by Peter Damian (c.1007-1073), when he wrote that the monks at Monte Cassino 

had the long-established custom of saying the Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary after the 

Divine Office.34 Peter Damian, a Benedictine monk, and later Prior, at Fonte Avello was 

greatly respected for his learning, zeal and integrity and was one of the most influential 

theologians of the 11th century. He believed that Mary was the only route to God: "as the Son 

of God has deigned to descend to us through you, so we must also come to him though 

you."3s 

Another influential theologian was Anselm of Canterbury (d.1109), the father of 

scholasticism, Abbot of Bee in Normandy and later Archbishop of Canterbury. He produced 

only three works on Mary,36 but those writings were very influential. In his Orationes, 

Anselm praised Mary, saying that she excelled all others in dignity and power37 and that as 

the Mother of God she is second only to God, than whom there is nothing greater.38 Anselm 

also used the language of chivalry and called Mary the beloved, beautiful lady of her spiritual 

knight.39 Anselm denied Mary's Immaculate Conception, an issue that was also considered by 

Eadmer ( c. l 060-1128), a Benedictine monk and English historian, who wrote two important 

works on Mary: Tractatus de Conceptione S Mariae and Liber de Excellentia Virginis 

Mariae. The former work was the first detailed exposition of the doctrine of the Immaculate 

Conception and Eadmer expressed his own belief in it but was careful to state that he did not 

want to dissent from catholic truth in any way.40 In these works, he introduced the idea that 

prayers to Mary could be more effective than prayers to Christ. He wrote that Christ would 

consider all such prayers very carefully before deciding what action to take, unless they came 

via his mother, in which case he would answer them immediately. This view spread and 

consequently led to the popularity of prayers directed to Mary rather than to Christ. Eadmer 

34 Bishop, pp. xxvii-xxviii. 
35 Sermon 63 cited in Graef, p. 207. 
36 Cur Deus Homo, Orationes and a treatise on "The Virginal Conception and on Original Sin". Cited in Graef, 
p. 210. 
37 Graef, p. 212. 
38 lbid., p. 213. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid., p. 218. 
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also wrote of Mary as a ruler second only to God, on the same level as Christ, who remained 

subject to her maternal authority. 

Marian devotion rose to new heights during the 12th century. One of the most influential 

writers was Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153), a Cistercian monk and later Abbot of 

Clairvaux. Bernard was very influential, partly because of his saintliness and strong 

personality and partly because of his eloquence. His writings were marked by a fervour and 

clarity that made them accessible to both clergy and laity alike. Bernard had a clear grasp of 

theological problems and was careful, at all times, to stay within the teachings of the Church. 

He opposed the Immaculate Conception because it was neither stated in the Bible nor 

affirmed by the Church fathers. For similar reasons, he avoided taking a definite position on 

Mary's bodily Assumption. Bernard's homilies on Mary included three on the Purification, 

four on the Assumption and one on her nativity, as well as a number praising her.41 Most of 

his teaching centred on Mary's mediation between Christ and the faithful, as he felt that a 

purely human mediator was necessary owing to men's fear of Christ's divinity. Although 

Bernard advised, very strongly, that people should use Mary as an intercessor because of her 

influence in Heaven he did not suggest that she had any other powers or that she was the only 

route to Christ. Peter the Venerable ( c.1090-1156), the Abbot at Cluny and a friend and rival 

of Bernard, was also devoted to Mary and ordered a number of devotions to be said at Cluny, 

"that she might be honoured above all other creatures, because she was the Mother of the 

Author of the universe. "42 His devotion to Mary did not lead him into the more extravagant 

ideas that had become popular and he objected to the idea that Mary was omniscient. 

Bernard's and Peter's restraint contrasts with the enthusiasm of some later 12th century 

writers. Amadeus of Lausanne ( d. 1159) was one of these and his writings about Mary were 

very sensual. He described Mary's garments and beauty in great detail and he wrote of the 

relationship between Christ and Mary in erotic terms full of kisses and embraces: "Your 

Creator has become your spouse; he has loved your beauty ... Hurry to meet him that you may 

be kissed with the kisses of the mouth of God and be drawn into his most blessed 

41 Graef, p. 235. 
42 Graef, p. 242. 
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embraces ... You, who will be worthy of such a kiss, who will be united to such a spouse, who 

will be made fruitful by such a husband."43 This imagery was based on The Song of Songs, 

originally King Solomon's wedding song, but interpreted with reference to Mary.44 Another 

writer who used this sort of imagery was Aelred of Rievaulx (d.1167), who described the 

Annunciation as a mairiage "in which God [the Son] is the bridegroom, the Virgin the bride, 

and the angel the best man. "45 

The 12th century was a time ofreligious disturbance. Many of the parish clergy were poor and 

ill educated and thus of little use to their parishioners, either spiritually or materially. They 

lived among their flock, rather than in a monastery, and such close association led to many 

taking concubines and producing offspring. The ensuing dissatisfaction with this state of 

affairs resulted in the formation of a number of religious movements. Some, particularly the 

various Cathar groups, completely condemned the Church, its sacraments and saints, its 

indulgences and its wealth. Other groups, including the W aldenses, the Franciscans and the 

Dominicans did not wish to break with the Church and the Pope but they did, however, want 

to dispense with the wealth and ritual of the Catholic Church and to return to what they saw 

as the apostolic life of poverty and preaching. The Franciscans and Dominicans who were 

able to demonstrate their sound theological knowledge and their orthodoxy received papal 

approval and spread rapidly throughout Europe and Asia, while the Cathars, Albigenses and 

Waldenses were deemed heretical and were persecuted after being condemned at various 

Councils. 

The Albigenses, who were one of the more prominent Cathar groups, tried to create their own 

Church; they had their own bishop and their own organisation. They were dualists, regarding 

the flesh and all material things as evil. They also believed that Jesus was an angel with a 

phantom body, who neither suffered during the Passion nor died on the Cross. This denied the 

Church's teaching that Jesus died to redeem humankind. The Albigenses were condemned at 

43 Patrologia Latina, 188 quoted in Graef, p. 245. 
44 Although individual verses of The Song of Songs had been applied to Mary from early times, Rupert of Deutz 
(d.c. 1135), Benedictine monk and abbot ofDeutz, was the first to provide an exegesis of the whole poem. 
(Graef, p. 226) 
45 Patrologia Latina, 254A. Quoted in Graefp. 249. 
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the Council of Lombers in 1165, the Council of Verona in 1184 and the Fourth Lateran 

Council in 1215 

The apostolic ideal was taken from Matthew 10: 7-13 in which Jesus tells his disciples to go 

forth: 

And as ye go, preach, saying, The kingdom of heaven is at hand. Heal the sick, cleanse 
the lepers, cast out devils: freely ye have received, freely give. Provide neither gold, nor 
silver, nor brass in your purses, nor scrip for your journey, neither two coats, neither 
shoes nor yet staves: for the workman is worthy of his hire. 

The desire to return to the Apostolic life of spiritual simplicity, poverty and preaching led to 

the rise of the Humiliati in Italy in the early 12th century, the Waldenses in France in the later 

12th century and the Dominicans and Franciscans in the early 13th century. Both groups 

originally received papal approval for their vows of poverty but they were not allowed to 

preach as they lacked a theological education and there was concern they would fall prey to 

heresy. However, they were not deterred by this ban and continued to preach. As they had no 

educated spiritual overseer, they did fall into heresy and the movements were condemned by 

the Council of Verona in 1184. From about 1200 they were persecuted, especially by the 

Inquisition, and their numbers dwindled. 

The widespread popularity of these groups throughout Europe during the 12th century showed 

that many people were looking for a different approach to religion from that provided by their 

local clergy. Unfortunately these efforts met with the disapproval of the Church and the 

movements were condemned. It was not until the rise of the Dominicans and Franciscans in 

the early 13th century that an orthodox alternative became available. 

The Franciscans,46 like the earlier groups, wished to return to the simplicity of the apostolic 

life; a life of poverty and preaching among the people. Consequently, they dispensed with 

many of the restrictions of traditional religious life, such as enclosure, a rigid hierarchy, a life 

ordered by ritual, and strict vows; they relied on individual commitment and enterprise rather 

46 The Franciscans began in 1208 and their Rule was approved by Innocent III in 1209. 
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than on conventual supervision. Poverty, both of the individual and the order, was of prime 

importance; this contrasted with many of the existing orders which, in spite of their original 

ideals of poverty and humility, were extremely wealthy and powerful. However, like the other 

orders, the Franciscans found that the ideal of complete poverty was unworkable and the 

order did acquire possessions. In spite of the need for some communal ownership the order 

remained poor. 

The Dominicans47 were another order that arose in the early 13th century. Like the 

Franciscans, poverty and preaching were fundamental to their way of life; their overriding 

commitment was to preaching. They eschewed the administration of land and money, which 

the more traditional orders took responsibility for, fearing that it would interfere with their 

preaching. Since a sound theological education was necessary for successful preaching that 

avoided heresy, study became an important part of their life and the order became noted for 

its learning. 

Both the Franciscans and the Dominicans remained close to the laity. They did not isolate 

themselves in monasteries and did not acquire the wealth and power that would have 

distanced them from the laity. In addition, they continued to go among the people, preaching 

to them 

All these groups, orthodox and heretical, demonstrated and preached that it was possible for 

anyone to aspire to closer contact with God than was possible through the mediation of the 

established Church. Unsatisfactory parish priests were no longer the only mediators available 

to the laity; Mary had become the lay woman's favourite mediator as she was deemed to have 

influence over Christ. Although the laity now had more control over their religious life, the 

ideal of religious devotion was still the monastic life, where a person's entire life could be 

devoted to self-perfection. However, this life was not a universal option. Firstly, few people 

actually desired such a way of life; they preferred an active life and the pleasures of the world 

rather than a contemplative life with all its restrictions. Secondly, few people, particularly 

47 The Dominicans began in 1206 and had their Rule approved by Honorius III in 1216. 
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women, were free to make their own choices about their futures but had to obey parents, 

guardians or overlords. The degree of freedom available to women varied with the time, the 

place, the period, the age and the class of the person, but generally speaking, a young person 

could only enter a monastery with parental approval. This could be withheld for a number of 

reasons: in an aiistocratic household, sons and daughters could help the family by making 

advantageous marriages thereby bringing money, land or patronage into the family; in a 

mercantile household, the child might be needed to assist with the business; in villein families 

a girl could be needed to help with younger children and a boy to help on the land. Most 

families were concerned more with the good of the family than with the individual wishes of 

the child. A certain degree of literacy and a dowry were also required to enter the monastic 

life and these were, of course, unavailable to a large proportion of the population. 

Even though most people were disinclined or unable to enter a monastery, many still wished 

to gain some of the spiritual benefits of a monastic life and one way this could be done was by 

observing the canonical hours, praying and meditating. These activities tended to be private, 

rather than communal as they would be in a monastery, and the person would withdraw, at 

least mentally48, from those around. The core of monastic life was the Office, which consisted 

of the prayers and songs that pertained to the canonical hours. The laity could not follow the 

entire Office as its recitation took up a large portion of the day; a luxury that was not 

available to lay people. When St Benedict established his Rule, circa 540 AD, he allowed 

equal time for the liturgy, private prayer, spiritual reading and work, but this balance did not 

last and, by the late 11 th Century, the liturgy had expanded to fill practically the entire day.49 

In the monasteries, the monastics observed each of the canonical hours by saying a number of 

prayers, psalms and lessons and by singing certain hymns. The actual prayers, psalms, lessons 

and hymns used depended on the time of the day, the day of the week, the time of the year 

and whether the day was one marked out for special observance, such as a saint's day. In 

other words, the entire year was organised to focus the mind of the monk on spiritual truths. 

48 Physical privacy could be hard to find in the Middle Ages: rooms opened off each other and were usually 
shared. 
49 Peter Damian, Epistolae 6.5, PL CXXXXIV p. 380. 
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By the Middle Ages, most parts of the Divine Office were collected into the Breviary. It was a 

large and complex book that could only be used by someone experienced in the intricacies of · 

the liturgy, making such prayer the exclusive domain of the clergy. Although Breviaries were 

owned by lay people, they were too complex for most people to determine what was to be 

said and when. They were also impractical for daily use by the laity, since the actual Office 

took hours to say. There was therefore a need for a smaller book, containing a simpler Office, 

as well as any other prayers that the lay person might want; this need was filled by the Books 

of Hours. These included the Little Office of Our Lady, which consisted of a small set of texts 

that could be recited at the canonical hours. They were much shorter than the texts the 

monastics used, took much less time to say and were thus convenient for the laity, who were 

prevented by duty, or inclination, from spending hours at their devotions. 

It was not possible for such a book to be produced in the quantities desired until the 13th 

century, when book production moved into professional hands. Until this time, the main 

source of books was the monastery and production was limited by the number of monks and 

by the number of hours their Rule allowed them to work. Book production like all monastic 

activity was under the control of the Abbot, or Prior, who decided what books were to be 

made and whom they were to be made for. This naturally limited the number and type of 

books produced. It was not until book production became a professional business that books 

became generally available, although their cost limited them to the wealthy. Since the books, 

particularly illuminated ones, were expensive to produce, they were generally made to an 

individual's order. This was the case with the Books of Hours, which began to appear in the 

mid-13 th century.50 The earliest English Books of Hours, such as Add. 33585, Add. 49999, 

Egerton 1150 and Harley 928, contained the Calendar; the Hours of the Virgin, for the period 

from Purification to Advent; the Penitential Psalms; the Litany; the Office of the Dead; the 

Psalms of Commendation; the Gradual Psalms; the 15 Oes of St Bridget and sometimes other 

Hours, such.as those of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, the Passion, Jesus, St John the Baptist or 

St Katherine. As the Book of Hours was made to order, the customer could specify which 

texts were to be included, the order in which they were to appear and how they were to be 

50 One of the earliest was the De Brailles Hours, British Library Add. 49999, made in .1240. 
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illuminated. The popularity of this type of book increased and they were produced in their 

hundreds in the 14th century51 • Manuscript Books of Hours continued to be made well after the 

introduction of printing in the late 15 th century, but large numbers of printed ones also became 

available. The first printed Book of Hours was published in France in 1486 by Antoine 

V eraud, the royal bookseller, and had spaces left so that illuminations could be added later by 

hand. Later publications used woodcuts, which were sometimes hand-coloured.52 

51 Backhouse, Books of Hours, p. 3. 
52 Harthan, p. 169. 
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The Middle Ages were a period of theological fervour which gave rise to a great outpouring 

of religious writings, covering many aspects of religious thought from the intensively 

subjective mysticism of St Gertrude the Great53 to the ~linical objectivism of St Thomas 

Aquinas,54 from the affective spirituality of the Franciscans to the intellectual spirituality of 

the Dominicans. Among these writings were many works on spiritual progress, a journey that 

ended in contemplation or becoming one with God. Meditation, particularly meditation on 

Christ's incarnation, was often specified as an early step in this journey. A brief survey of 

some of those writers who advocated this form of meditation, and their works, will show the 

ideas that were current from the 12t1i to the 16th century. 

One of the earliest writers on this form of spirituality was St Bernard of Clairvaux and in his 

sermon on meditation55 he described the first stage of mystical love as having for its object the 

humanity of Christ and the mysteries of his mortal life. He provided examples of these 

mysteries and possible meditations in the sermons he preached to his monks on every feast 

day from Advent to Pentecost. The high respect in which St Bernard was held meant that 

these sermons, like his homilies of Mary, were collected and disseminated far beyond the 

walls of Clairvaux. 

Another 12th century writer who advocated meditation on the .life of Christ was Aelred (110-

1167), Abbot of the Cistercian monastery of Rievaulx. He was the author of a number of 

works covering historical, religious and philosophical matters. His most important religious 

works were De Spirituali Amicitia, De Anima and De Institutione Inclusarum. The latter was 

53 St Gertrude the Great, 1256-cl302,. Author of Legatus Diviniae Pietatis, Exercita Spiritualia, and 
Revelation es 
54 Thomas Aquinas, cl225-1274. Author of Summa Theologica, "the highest achievement of medieval 
theological thought and the accepted basis of modem RC theology" [ODCC entry on St Thomas Aquinas] 
55 In Cantica, sern10 20, PL 183, pp. 867-872 
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a treatise on how an anchoress should live and was written in the form of a letter to his sister. 

It was translated from Latin to Middle English and two manuscripts still exist: MS Vernon 

and MS Bodley 423. Aelred described the technique of threefold meditation and one section 

was on "hou a recleuse shuld encresse the loue of Iesu in hir soule by meditacion of pinges 

whiche hen passed, also of the meditacion of pinges that hen present. Also by meditacion of 

thinges whiche hen to come."56 The first part, "meditacion of pinges whiche hen passed," is 

on the life of Christ which the reader is encouraged both to observe: "entre in-to that pryue 

chambre where oure blessed Lady praied deuoutly vnto the tyrne the aungel grette hir"57 and 

to participate: "grete oure Lady with the aungel and saye, Aue Maria gracia etcetera."58 

An important work of the early 13th century was the Speculum Ecclesiae written by St 

Edmund of Abingdon ( c.1180-1240). St Edmund was a mystical writer with a reputation for 

austerity and sanctity; he was the Archbishop of Canterbury from 1233. The book is a guide 

to achieving holiness and one of the important steps is the contemplation of the humanity of 

Christ. There are two contemplations suggested for each of the canonical hours. The book was 

very popular and there are about eighty manuscripts in Latin, English and French. 

In the 13th century Gertrude the Great wrote on the importance of meditation. She was a 

Benedictine nun, a mystic and an author. Among her works were Legatus Diviniae Pietatis, 

Exercita Spiritualia, and Revelationes. She had a large number of mystical experiences, 

mainly during the liturgical offices of the Church, and described them in her Revelationes. 

She wrote that there was no religious exercise comparable with meditation on the sufferings 

of Christ59 and also wrote meditations for each of the feast days. 

56 MS Vernon ch. 14 inAelred of Rievaulx's De Institutione Inclusarum. Ed John Ayto and Alexandra Barratt. 
EETS 287, (London 1984 ), p.17. 
"How a recluse should increase the love of Jesus in her soul by meditation on things that are past, ·also of things 
that are present, also of things that are to come." 
57 Ibid., p. 18. 
"enter into that private chamber where our blessed Lady prayed devoutly until then time when the angel greeted 
her." 
58 Ibid. 
"greet our Lady and say: Ave Maria gracia plena." 
59 Revelations of St Gertrude Book 3, ch 44; Book 4, ch 22-26 
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Another 13th century writer was St Bonaventure (1217-1274), a Franciscan theologian, who 

wrote on the ways of meditation and recommended meditation on the Passion as an essential 

step for any worshipper attempting to achieve sanctity: 

With Christ I am nailed to the cross, from Galatians, chapter two. The true worshipper 
of God and disciple of Christ, who desires to conform perfectly to the saviour of all men 
crucified for him, should, above all, strive with an earnest endeavour of soul to carry 
about continuously, both in his soul and in his flesh, the cross of Christ until he can 
truly feel in himself what the Apostle said above. Moreover any affection and feeling of 
this kind is merited to be experienced in a vital way only by one who, not unmindful of 
the Lord's passion, nor ungrateful, contemplates the labour, suffering and love of Jesus 
crucified, with such vividness of memory, such sharpness of intellect and such charity 
of will that he can truly say with the bride: A bundle of myrrh is my beloved to me; he 
will linger between my breasts. 60 

One of the most influential books was written in the second half of the thirteenth century by a 

Franciscan monk for the nuns of St Claire. It was entitled Meditations on the Life of Christ, 

and was originally attributed to St Bonaventure, but his authorship has been disproved and the 

author of the Meditations is now referred to as Pseudo-Bonaventure. Its popularity is shown 

by the fact that it was widely copied and over 200 manuscripts still exist. Seventeen of these 

were illustrated and of these two were written in Italia.11, four in Latin, four in English61 and 

seven in French. The Italian manuscripts are 14th Century and the rest are 15th Century. The 

book is a mystical biography of Christ, drawing its material from the gospels, visions and the 

imagination of the author. Its aim, as indicated by the title, was to provide 

meditations on all parts of Christ's life. The events of Christ's life were given in surprising 

detail and the author :frequently stopped the narration to explain the implications of a scene, to 

advise the reader to meditate on certain aspects of it or to encourage the reader to be present at 

the scene. The reader was drawn in by the use of phrases such as "regard them well,"62 "see 

also the lady ... "63 and "Be a child with the Child ... Follow Him wherever He goes. "64 

60 St Bonaventure, "The Tree of Life", Bonaventure: The Soul's Journey into God; The tree of life; The Life of 
St Francis. Trans. Ewert Cousins. (New York, 1978), p. 199. · 
61 A Middle English translation of part of this book was Meditations on the Supper of our Lord and the Hours of 
the Passion by Cardinal John Bonaventura; drawn into English Verse by Robert Manning ofBrunne [about 
1315-1330.] Ed. JMeadows Cowper. EETS 60. (London, 1875). 
62 Meditations on the Life of Christ. Ed. I Ragusa and RB Green. (Princeton, 1977), p. 51. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid., p. 72. 
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One of the few significant authors on this subject in the 14th century was Walter Hilton (d. 

1396). He was an English mystic and an Augustinian Canon. His major work was The Scale 

of Perfection in which he discussed meditation as something that comes from God: "It is not 

of your own bringing about ... but is brought about by the grace of the Holy Ghost."65 The 

meditation on Christ's humanity was still an essential step in the spiritual journey to 

contemplation "[f]or a man will not have spiritual delight tn contemplating Christ's divinity, 

unless he dwells first in imagination with anguish and with compassion on His humanity."66 

Hilton described meditation as a process of seeing and feeling: 

[Y]ou seem to see Jesus in your soul as he appeared on earth; you see him taken by the 
Jews and bound as a thief, beaten and despised, scourged and condemned to death; with 
what humility He carried the cross on his shoulders, and with what cruelty He was 
nailed to it. You see, too, the crown of thorns upon His head and the sharp spear that 
pierced Him to the heart, and at this sight you feel your heart moved to such great 
compassion and pity for your Lord Jesus, that you mourn and weep and cry pity with all 
the power of your body and soul.67 

The Scale of Perfection was a popular work; 50 manuscripts have survived and it was 

important enough to be printed in 1494. This edition was very successful and it was reprinted 

four times in the next 40 years. 68 

Another important 14th mystic was St Bridget of Sweden (c1303-1373), the founder of the 

Briggitine Order. Shortly after the death of her husband, St Bridget had an intense mystical 

experience during which she received about 700 revelations. She described these in 

Revelationes, which she wrote soon after her experiences, and in Liber Celestis, an expanded 

work produced 20 years later. In a number of her visions she was shown events of the 

Incarnation and the Passion, or had them described to her by Mary. The books were written in 

Latin and were later translated into Middle English. 69 

65 W Hilton, The Scale of Pe,fection, (London, 1953), book 1, ch 35, p. 50. 
66 Ibid., p.51. 
67 Ibid. book 1, ch 35, p. 50 
68 Dom Gerard Sitwell, Introduction, The Scale of Perfection. By Walter Hilton. (London, 1953), p. v. 
69 R Ellis, Introduction. The Liber Celestis of St Bridget of Sweden. By St Bridget of Sweden, BETS 291. 
(Oxford 1987). pp. ix-x. 
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Margery Kempe also wrote of her spiritual experiences. She was a laywoman born in King's 

Lynn about 1373 and married at the age of 20. Following the birth of her first child, she went 

through a period of madness and spiritual crisis, which ended when she had a vision of Christ. 

For the rest of her life she conversed with Christ and Mary and was prone to frequent 

sobbing, particularly in church. When she was about 40, after 14 children, she began her 

pilgrimages, which took her throughout England and to the Holy Land, Assisi, Rome and 

Santiago de Compostela. She was frequently accused of heresy and Lollardry but was always 

able to prove her orthodoxy and emerged triumphant from all trials. Late in her life Margery, 

who could neither read nor write, dictated an account of her life. It is the earliest surviving 

autobiography in English but is more concerned with her mystical experiences than the details 

of her life. A seven-page pamphlet70 selection of her conversations with Christ and Mary was 

printed in about 1501 and was reprinted in a collection of mystical pieces in 1521. 

The 16th century writer St Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Society of Jesus, formalised 

meditation on Christ's mortal life in his Spiritual Exercises, where he described the way to 

meditate on a particular event. He called the first step 'composite loci', or 'composition of 

place', where the meditator must think of the event itself, then see the place in all its detail as 

if actually present, then see the participant and be there as an "unworthy little servant,"71 

watching what happens and listening to what is said. After the 'composite loci' comes the 

actual meditation where the meditator considers what she has seen and heard, and reflects on 

it "to gather some spiritual profit."72 As St Ignatius wrote after the period when most 

manuscript Books of Hours were produced, and thus was unable to influence their original 

owners, it seems probable that he made use of existing practices. 

There were many ways these ideas could spread among the laity. The most obvious, to the 

mind of someone accustomed to widespread literacy and cheap books, was for a person to 

70 A shorte treatyse of contemplacyon taught by our lorde Ihesu cryste, or taken out of the hoke of Margerie 
kempe of Lynn. 
71 St Ignatius of Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius Loyola, (London, 1915), p. 49. 
72 Ibid. 
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own and read the book. However, this was an option available only to a very limited number 

of people in the Middle ages as books were very expensive and literacy confined largely to 

members of the upper classes, in particular men. Private reading, however, was not a common 

activity and books were more frequently read aloud to a group.73 This demonstrates that 

literacy was not a pre-requisite to familiarity with a book. It was also possible for a laywoman 

to seek out a cleric to read particular books to her, if she had no other access to them, as 

Margery Kempe did. She described how a priest "red jo hir many a good hoke of hy 

contemplaccyon & oper bokys as pe Bybyl wyth doctowyrs per-up-on, Seynt Brydys hoke, 

Hyltons hoke, Bone-ventur, Stimulus Amoris, Incendium Amoris & swech oper. .. Pe forseyd 

preste red hir bokys pe most part of vij 3er or viij 3er."74 But Margery was a particularly 

determined woman and the practice may have been very uncommon. One indirect way of 

"reading" books was through religious instruction, which was usually provided by the local 

priest, who would have access to many of these writings, either in their entirety or in a 

condensed form. 75 The priest could spread these ideas through his sermons and also through 

individual instruction in confession. This method required a priest who was familiar with the 

writings but, unfortunately, many were not and the laity were dependent on the travelling 

preachers. 

The travelling preachers were usually friars, namely members of the mendicant orders, of 

which the main four were the Franciscans, the Dominicans, the Carmelites and the Austins. 

The first Franciscans arrived in England in 1224 and by mid-century there were 50 friaries, 

with over 1200 friars, in the country.76 The Dominican's primary role was teaching and they 

went to the people rather than teaching only in schools or their friaries. They were generally 

better educated than the parish priests. The friars travelled around the country preaching and 

many became well known as Margery Kempe recounted: "Than cam per a frer to Lenne 

73 A comprehensive discussion of this subject can be found in MT Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: 
England 1066-1307. (London, 1979), pp. 214-220. 
74 Margery Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe. EETS 212, (Oxford, 1993), cap 58, p. 143. 
" ... read to her many good books of high contemplation and other books such as the Bible with doctors' 
commentaries, Saint Bridget's book, Hilton's book [Scale of Perfection], Bonaventure's Stimulus Amoris, and 
others like them ... The said priest read books to her for the most part of 7 or 8 years" 
75 Sermons were often collected and distributed for the use of parish priests. 
76 ODCC entry on Friars 
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whech was holdyn an holy man & a good prechowr. Hys name & hys perfeccyon of prechyng 

spred and sprong wondyr wide."77 A good reputation guaranteed a good audience: "Afftyr on 

Seynt Iamys Day pe good frer prechyd in Seynt Iamys Chapel-3erd at Lenne ... wher was 

muche pepil & grete audiens, for he had an holy name & grete fauowr of pe pepyl."78 

The fact that theologians recommended meditation on Christ's humanity and also discussed 

'composito loci' does not necessarily mean that lay people followed their advice; however, 

there is direct evidence that some of them did and the writings of both St Bridget of Sweden 

and Margery Kempe show them meditating in this way. In her revelations, St Bridget saw the 

Passion of Christ: "Criste shewed in pe monte of Caluerri to pe spouse [Bridget], wepinge and 

heui, pe mane of his dyinge on pe crosse."79 She also attended the Nativity: "When I was in 

Bedlam I sawe one maiden with child, pe fairest pat euir I saw ... and with hir one semeli olde 

man, and with pame on ox and ane asse. "80 Margery Kempe also meditated on the Virgin and 

imagined herself with Mary, from her birth to the birth of her son, but played a more active 

role than St Bridget. Margery imagined herself looking after Mary in her childhood, attending 

her in her visit to Elizabeth, attending her again during the journey to Bethlehem and assisting 

at the Nativity. 81 So active was her role that during these journeys Margery found 

accommodation for Mary and begged food for her. On another occasion, Margery witnessed 

the events of the Passion, from Jesus's leaving the Last Supper to the entombment, as well as 

his appearances to his mother and to Mary Magdalene after his resurrection. 82 Margery 

observed but did not participate until after the Crucifixion when she comforted Mary. We 

have few examples of actual meditations, perhaps because they were private; so it is difficult 

77 Kempe, cap 61, p. 148. 
"Then a friar who was said to be a holy man and a good preacher came to Lynn. His name and his skill of 

preaching spread widely" 
78 Ibid., cap 62, p. 152. 
"After, on St James's day, the good friar preached in St James' Chapel yard at Lynn ... where there were many 

people and a great audience, for he was said to be holy and was greatly favoured by the people." 
79 St Bridget, pp. 479-81. 
"Christ showed the Mount of Calvary to the spouse [Bridget], weeping and sorrowful, the manner of his dying 
on the cross" 
so Ibid., p. 485-6, 
"When I was in Bethlehem I saw a maiden with a child, the fairest that I ever saw ... and with her a decent old 
man, and with them an ox and an ass" 
81Kempe, caps. 6-7, pp. 18-20. 
82 Ibid., caps 79-81, pp. 187-197. 
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to tell how common they were. Certainly, in neither of these cases is there any suggestion that 

this activity was exceptional, so it may be assumed that it was not uncommon. 

Writings on meditation go back to the 12th century, shortly before the Book of Hours first 

appeared, and soon spread. By the end of the 13 th century there were writers in Italy, France, 

Germany and England advocating meditation as an early step on the path to contemplation 

and recommending that those who wished to achieve oµeness with God should start by 

meditating on Christ's humanity. That these writings were generally available is shown by the 

number of extant copies and the number of different translations of the Meditation on the Life 

of Christ. It is also clear that these ideas could spread to the laity via confessors or travelling 

friars, or through individual or communal reading. Since meditation on the life and humanity 

of Christ was being highly recommended shortly before Books of Hours became popular, it 

seems probable that one of the purposes of a Book of Hours would be to assist meditation, as 

it assisted other forms of private prayer. The Book of Hours was, of course not an essential 

requirement for meditation; anyone, even the illiterate, could follow the steps by taking the 

time to visualise the scene, but being able to look at a representation of it would have made 

the visualisation easier. 
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Chapter 4 

The Purpose of Illuminations in the Book of Hours 

When looking at a Book of Hours an obvious question is, "why are they illuminated?" Do the 

illuminations illustrate the text? Are they merely decorative, their purpose either to entertain 

the reader or show the wealth of the owner? While all of these observations are more or less 

true, they do not adequately explain the abundance or the content of the illuminations. My 

thesis is that the primary purpose of many of the illuminations in the Book of Hours is to 

assist private meditation. However, before going on to discuss this claim I shall first consider 

them merely as illustrations to a text or as decoration. 

It would not be umeasonable to assume that the illuminations in the Book of Hours illustrate 

the text in order to provide a secondary access point to it for the less literate users of the 

books. If this were the case, we would expect the illuminations and the text to be closely 

cor.u"t}ected. In analysing the illun1inations for each of the sections, it becomes apparent that the 

connection between the text and the illumination varies greatly, depending on where the 

illumination appears. 

The only section where there is a close connection between text and illumination is the Hours 

of the Cross. However, this section does not always appear and, when it does, is rarely fully 

illustrated but the illuminations follow the text. An example of this is Prime where the text is 

"Hora prima Dominum ducunt ad Pilatum, A falsis testibus multum accusatum, Colaphis 

percutiunt manibus ligatum, Vultum Dei conspuunt lumen caeli gratu"83 and the illumination 

reflects this, showing Jesus, his hands tied, brought before Pilate by his accusers. 

83 "At the Hour of Prime, Jesus was led before Pilate and accused by false witnesses. He was beaten and his 
hands were bound. They spat in his face. In this way they mistreated our lord, king of grace." 
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In some other sections, there is also a connection but not between the illumination and the 

actual text. In the case of the Gospels and the Psalms, the subject of the illumination is 

usually the author; the Gospels are accompanied by pictures of the Evangelists who wrote 

them, and King David, who, as already stated, was generally considered to be the author of 

the Psalms, is usually portrayed with the Penitential Psalms. A tenuous connection exists 

between the illumination and the subject of the text, as in the Suffrages, where the prayers to 

the various saints have miniatures of the saints with their symbols, or engaged in an 

appropriate activity, generally being martyred. Another connection is apparent in the Office of 

the Dead where the illumination depicts the occasion on which the Office was read; the most 

common illustration is a coffin on a bier surrounded by monks and mourners as it would be 

during the vigil when Vespers of the Office was said. 

It is in the most important part of the Book of Hours, the Little Office of Our Lady, that the 

connection between the text and the illustration is weakest. It is very tenuous if the 

illuminations are from the Incarnation and less so if they are from the Passion. At no stage in 

the Hours of the Virgin are events from either Mary's or Jesus's life described or even 

mentioned. In fact there are no passages from the New Testament. The bulk of the text 

comprises psalms, hymns, lessons (at Matins only) and prayers. The Psalms are all from the 

Old Testament, the hymns and prayers are to the Virgin or God and the lessons are prayers to 

the Virgin. The lack of connection between the text and the illuminations is highlighted by the 

fact that the scenes illustrated vary. Firstly, there are two possible cycles: the Incarnation and 

Passion. Secondly, even though there are typical scenes for each of the Hours within each of 

these cycles (Table 2), these scenes are not fixed. Compline, for example, is typically 

illustrated by The Death of the Virgin or The Coronation of the Virgin if the Incarnation cycle 

is used, by The Resurrection or The Entombment if the Passion cycle is used, or. by anything 

else that the book purchaser might have requested. The Visitation is the standard illustration 

for Lauds when using the Incarnation cycle, but MSR 07 has The Betrothal instead, while all 

the other scenes conform to the usual sequence. Another variant example is Harley 2876, 
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which also uses the Incarnation cycle but replaces The Annunciation with The Meeting at the 

Golden Gate and makes other changes. 84 

From this it is clear that the illuminations were not intended as illustrations of the text or as a 

secondary access method: in the Hours of the Virgin and the Office of the Dead, the most 

important parts of the Book of Hours, there is very little connection between the illustration 

and the text. In the other essential parts of the Book of Hours, the Gospel sequences, the 

Psalms and the Suffrages, there is a connection between the illustration and the text but not 

the contents of the text. Another theory is that the illuminations were intended primarily as 

decoration as indicated by the poet Eustace Deschamps (1346-1406): 

A Book of Hours, too, must be mine, 
Where subtle workmanship will shine, 
Of gold and azure, rich and smart, 
Arranged and painted with great art, 
Covered with fine brocade og gold; 
And there must be, so as to hold 
The pages closed, two golden clasps. 85 

This is not su..rprising since the illuminations in some Books of Hours are very elaborate and 

very beautiful. This is the case particularly in the better known Books of Hours, such as the 

Tres Riches Heures of the Due du Berry or The Bedford Hours, and gives the impression that 

the illumination was primarily decorative, an impression which is not contradicted by the 

lavish borders with their often amusing grotesques. These Books of Hours, however, are 

misleading as they were not intended for everyday use but as works of art or state gifts. The 

more common Books of Hours vary greatly in their programs of decoration but nearly all are 

illuminated. 86 This is interesting given the cost of the illuminations. It is difficult to find the 

costs for each part of a Book of Hours but there are some contracts have been preserved. A 

Book of Hours made in Dijon in 1398 had twelve miniatures with borders and six images of 

saints for which the illuminator was paid 10 gold francs, with the gold and azure provided. 87 

In 1463, Simon Marmion received just over 4 livres for a single miniature, the same sum as 

84 Refer to foot note 18 
85 Ballade. quoted 
86 This is discussed in the introduction. 
87 Alexander, p. 180. 
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he paid to have his thatched roof replaced by a tiled one.88 A Book of Hours, made in France 

during 1517 and 1518, cost 156 livres of which 125 livres were paid to the artist and the 

illuminator for 48 miniatures, 89 which means that the illuminations cost five sevenths of the 

total cost of the book. A missal made in England between 1383 and 1387 cost £41 1 ls 2d of 

which £24 Os 3d was paid for illumination, including 1 Os for a full-page miniature;90 again, 

the illuminations were over half the total cost. All this adds up to very expensive decoration. 

It is true that Books of Hours were not only used in private but were also carried to Mass,91 so 

were, to some extent, on display, but it seems unlikely that every Book of Hours was intended 

to be used in this way. Given their popularity, it would be expected that there would be a 

range suited to the pockets of all those who might wish to buy. Looking at various Books of 

Hours shows that there is a wide variation in the degree of decoration, in the complexity of 

the programmes, in the size of the miniatures, in the level of border decoration and in the 

amount of gold used92 but, regardless of how plain the book is, there are very few without 

some miniatures. This implies that decoration was not the only motive for all the illumination 

as there would have been people prepared to sacrifice decoration in order to own a Book of 

Hours. 

The answer to "Do the illuminations illustrate the text?" the answer is clearly "no!" for the 

most important texts. In general, there is little relationship between the illuminations and the 

texts. The question "Are the illuminations merely decorative?" cannot be answered with such 

as definite "no" since they are certainly decorative yet the presence of illuminations in almost 

all Books of Hours does indicate that there was some other purpose for them. That other 

purpose that this was to assist the book owner in meditation. 

88 Ibid., p. 32. 
89 Ibid., p. 38. 
90 Ibid., p. 36. 
91 Bishop, p. xliv. 
92 Stowe 16 is sparsely illuminated with an 8-line historiated initial of The Annunciation at Matins of the Little 
Office, a small miniature of the Virgin and child reading and 3 small black sketches. Harley 2915 has very 
beautiful illuminations (figure 15) but these are not full page and have little colour. Only the pages with 
miniatures have borders, which consist of grey foliate decoration. On the other hand, Add. 54782 has full page 
miniatures in colour with a solid border filled with illusionistic paintings of flowers, birds and butterflies. The 
facing pages have similar borders and a 6-line initial in red and blue on gold. 
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Chapter 5 

The Usage of a Book of Hours 

The purpose of a Book of Hours was to provide all that the lay woman required for her private 

religious life. This chapter will consider these various requirements and how they were met. 

The first was to know whether the day had special significance since this could affect which 

prayers were said. For example, the Gospel sequences could be read on the occasions they 

referred to, a saint's day could be marked with a special reading of the appropriate Suffrage, 

and prayers on the wounds and last words of Jesus would have been particularly relevant at 

Easter. Some owners also used the calendar to note significant events; an entry under January 

in Royal 2A XVIII reads "The xxvitjl11 daie of January deceassed the noble prynce Henry the 

eight, the yere of our Lord 1546" and Harley 2367 has a brief entry under the 28th of May: 

"my mother decessed upon thys daye." 

Many people preferred to pray to Mary or the Saints rather than directly to God or Christ, 

since they were seen as more human and approachable. With the developing power of the 

Catholic Church and the growing numbers of priests, God and Christ had become less 

accessible to the laity, who were expected to approach them through the priests. The priests, 

however, were not the only means of approach; Maiy and the Saints were closer to God than 

the priests were and they were always available. It was believed that Christ would be unable 

to refuse His Mother; therefore many prayers asked Mary to intercede with her Son. Mary 

was also considered to be more merciful than God, who was just, so that those people who 

wanted mercy rather than justice preferred to address their prayers to her. When praying to 

Mary people could use a variety of existing prayers or could make up their own. Books of 

Hours generally included a number of standard prayers to Mary, which included Ave Maria, 

Obsecro Te, 0 Intemerata, Stabat Mater and Salve Regina. 

Saints were also popular intermediaries and most people had a patron saint who would assist 

them. A number of Books of Hours show the owner with her patron saint, who is often 
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introducing her to Mary and the infant Jesus, therefore showing the patron saint in the role of 

intercessor.93 There were also saints available to help in many of the trials of life and they had 

special responsibilities and special prayers could be addressed to them. Among them are such 

helpful saints as St Anthony who was the patron saint of lost objects, St Apollinaria who was 

called on in cases of toothache94, and St Margaret who helped women in childbirth.95 While 

the official Church position was that Mary and the Saints could help only by intercession, 

many people believed that they could also provide more direct assistance and so prayers for 

aid rather than intercession were also made. 

Lay women who wished to gain some of the spiritual benefits of the monastics were able to 

join them, in a small way, by saying the Hours of the Virgin during the day. The Book of 

Hours contained these Hours and could also contain the Hours of the Cross, the Hours of the 

Holy Spirit, the Weekday Hours or Hours of various saints. 

Another major concern in the Middle Ages was death and there was a great fear was of dying 

in a state of mortal sin and thus being damned for eternity. Death was a common feature in 

medieval Europe; life expectancy was low, half the children died before their tenth year, 

medical care was very rudimentary, wars were common and the plague seemed to strike at 

random taking rich and poor, healthy and sickly. As death came to all and often came 

unexpectedly, it was important to be properly prepared. One method of preparation was to 

recite the Office of the Dead, which contained the prayers that were said over the body before 

the funeral mass. Saying these prayers was thought to help a person achieve a state of grace 

and be prepared for death. 

93 Add. 18850 f. 256 shows John, Duke of Bedford praying before St George, and f. 257 shows his wife, Anne, 
praying before St Anne. In Harley 2900 f. 200, 0 Intemerata is preceded by an illumination of a woman 
kneeling in front of the Virgin who is suckling her Son. 
94 As all St Apollinaria's teeth had been removed by her torturers she was considered to be sympathetic to tooth 
problems. 
95 St Margaret of Antioch was a virgin martyr so may seem an unlikely choice but her role here is based on her 
being swallowed by a dragon but emerging intact. 
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This was not the only reason the Office of the Dead was included in the Book of Hours; it was 

also there so the laity could follow the Office as it was being said by the priest. There was no 

other way they could participate as Matins and Lauds of the Office were said in the choir, 

which was restricted to the clergy. A third reason for the inclusion of the text was that it could 

be read in remembrance of deceased relatives and friends thus providing comfort to the 

mourner and, perhaps, helping those who were in purgatory. 

Other offices, such the Hours of the Holy Cross or the Hours of the Holy Spirit, could also be 

included if the purchaser wished and could also be illuminated. Books of Hours could also 

include more personal prayers: MSR 02 contains prayers for a number of common occasions 

including getting up, going to bed, washing hands in the morning and going to church. 

Books of Hours were designed to provide a simple and comprehensive way for lay people to 

approach God and their great popularity shows that they fulfilled this role well. Since they 

contain prayers and the Offices for the canonical hours it would seem logical that they would 

contain meditations also, since these are another part of private prayer. This is not the case: 

apart from the short Gospel extracts at the beginning of the Hours there are no descriptions of 

New Testament events. Even the Little Office of Our Lady does not describe the events of her 

life but contains excerpts from the Old Testament, hymns and lessons. There are no written 

descriptions in a Book of Hours but there are, almost invariably, illustrations. Illuminations in 

manuscripts were very expensive, mainly owing to the cost of the materials, and could double 

the price of a book; therefore their presence indicates that they were considered an important 

part of a Book of Hours. 

The illuminations for the Little Office depict events either from Mary's life or the Passion and 

are ideal aids to meditation. Instead of a written description of the scene to be imagined, there 

is a complete picture of it providing easy access for the lay reader with limited time to set the 

scene and limited ability to read the Latin description. As the illustrations were independent 

of the text, the purchaser could specify whether scenes from Mary's life, the Incarnation or 
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the Passion were to be used and the actual scenes used could reflect the buyer's particular 

preferences in meditations. 

The illuminations of the Office of the Dead were also important and assisted the book owner 

to meditate on some aspect of death. The variety of illuminations used for this Office show 

the variety of preferences. The most common scene shown was that of the Vigil, during which 

this Office was read and the next most common was the Burial. These scenes· show what 

actually happened when a person died and reminded the reader of what would come. Another 

common scene showed an angel and a devil fighting for the soul of a newly deceased person, 

a reminder that Hell is always waiting. Another group of scenes were more allegorical 

showing that death came to all. One such scene is that of the Three Living and the Three 

Dead, where three young, wealthy men out riding meet three skeletons and are told, "We were 

once as you are now and what we are you will be," a reminder that youth and wealth cannot 

prevent death. 

Each Book of Hours was designed for a particular person and contained all she required for 

her private devotions. Most of her requirements were satisfied by the various texts but these 

did not provide meditations on Christ's humanity, an important form of meditation. The 

illuminations, by depicting the events of the Incarnation and Passion, provided the owner with 

a way to visualise these scenes and meditate on them. The illuminations in the Office of the 

Dead also provide an opportunity for meditation. An opportunity for the meditator to consider 

her fate when death comes, as it comes to all. 
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Chapter 6 

Examples of Illuminations and Their Use 

To show how the illuminations in a Book of Hours could be used for meditation, it is 

important to look at specific examples and at what was written about the scenes they portray. 

The choice of scenes has been restricted to those used in the essential texts because these texts 

appear in all Books of Hours regardless of the time or place of production96• The essential 

texts that contain scenes most suitable for meditation are the Little Office of Our Lady and the 

Office of the Dead. No examples have been included from the calendar, the gospel sequences, 

the Penitential Psalms or the Suffrages of the Saints since none of these contains scenes 

suitable for meditation. 

Four scenes have been selected from the Little Office to demonstrate this: The Annunciation 

and The Nativity from the Infancy cycle and The Agony in the Garden and The Crucifixion 

from the Passion cycle. The Annunciation and The Agony in the Garden were chosen because 

they are the scenes most iikeiy to iliustrate Matins, the first of the canonical hours in the Little 

Office. The Nativity and The Crucifixion are appropriate because they were important scenes 

and often appeared in the Book of Hours. The scenes selected from the Office of the Dead 

present different aspects of death and would have given rise to different meditations. They 

are The Vigil of Death and The Burial which show part of the actual funeral service, Raising 

Lazarus which illustrates salvation, The Three Living and the Three Dead which shows the 

fate of the body after death, and The Angel and the Devil Fighting for the Soul which shows 

the fate of the soul. As these scenes are not consecutive they will be treated independently. 

It is not possible to provide actual accounts of people using their Books of Hours for 

meditation because, as I have commented earlier, there do not appear to be any extant records 

of private meditation, nor are there any accounts where the author describes how he or she 

96 Many other sections of the Book of Hours such as the Hours of the Cross, the Hours of the Holy Spirit and the 
Wounds of Christ among others contain scenes that would have inspired meditation but are not discussed here 
as they appear in a limited number of copies. 



47 

uses a Book of Hours. This is not surprising, since the autobiography, as we know it, did not 

exist in the Middle Ages. In general, the nearest thing we have to an autobiography is the 

author's account of her relations with God. These accounts were generally written by mystics 

who were rarely lay people. The exception is Margery Kempe and there is no evidence that 

she either owned or used a Book of Hours. Given the lack of first-hand accounts of meditation 

using a Book of Hours, I have looked elsewhere for accounts of meditative practises; to three 

types of records that deal with meditation: guides, accounts of mystical experiences and 

poetry. The guides include Aelred of Rievaulx's De Institutione Inclusarum, St Ignatius of 

Loyola's Spiritual Exercises and the anonymous The Meditations on the Life of Christ. The 

accounts of mystical experiences include St Bridget of Sweden's Liber Celestis and Margery 

Kempe's Book. Most of the poetry I have looked at is anonymous; the only known author is 

Robert Southwell. 

Aelred wrote his guide on the proper life on anchoress as a letter to his sister but was copied 

and was probably available to the laity. Both The Meditations and The Spiritual Exercises 

were written for the laity and their popularity is shown by the large number of copies that 

have survived. Both used simple, straightforward language and told the reader how to 

visualise the scene, how to participate in it and what to meditate upon. Margery Kempe's and 

St Bridget's accounts show the importance of visualisation and participation but do not follow 

the meditations suggested in either of the guides. This, however, cannot be taken to mean that 

the guides did not indicate actual lay practices. Firstly, the sample size of first-hand accounts 

is too small to be considered representative; secondly Margery Kemp and St Bridget had their 

experiences long before St Ignatius wrote his Spiritual Exercises, and thirdly, neither Margery 

nor St Bridget were typical lay women. These first-hand accounts have been included, not to 

support the statement that the guides show how Books of Hours could have been used, but to 

demonstrate that these two women actually did imagine themselves observing and 

participating in the event of the Incarnation and the Passion. It might be difficult to determine 

whether poetry is meant as a guide to its readers or as an account of the poet's meditative 

expenence, but these poems ce1iainly show the importance of visualisation as part of 

meditation. 



Figure 7: Annunciation. Turnbull 
Library MSR 02, f. 29. 

Annunciation 

Figure 8: Annunciation. British 
Library Harley 3000, f. 45. 
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The Little Office of Our Lady is the most important part of the Book of Hours and so the 

illumination for the first hour, Matins, is consequently the most important. The most 

common subject to appear in this position is The Annunciation, which depicts the moment 

when Mary conceived, and thus the start of the Incarnation cycle. In some cases it is larger 

than the illustrations for the other hours and in others, where the Book of Hours is sparsely 

illustrated, may be the only illumination for the Little Office. 

The usual representation of the scene shows Mary reading in her bedroom when the angel 

Gabriel arrives. In MSR 02 (figure 7), a typical representation, she is kneeling and has a book 

open on a low table. The room is expensively furnished: there is a large bed with plenty of 

bedding, an expensive looking counterpane and curtain and the floor is tiled. There is little 

other furniture, as was usual in the Middle Ages; only a table and covered stool are visible. 

These luxurious furnishings indicate that the room is that of a daughter of a wealthy family 

and would be typical of the sort of room the owner of a Book of Hours would occupy. MSR-

02 is similar but the book lies on a carved stone altar and a bed with an embroidered 
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counterpane is visible through an archway. In Harley 

2887 (figure 8), the book rests on the bed which Mary 

kneels beside. The furnishings in this room include a 

shelf with four other books. The presence of the books 

indicates both the wealth of the owner and her literacy. 

Although there is no biblical or other religious text 

justifying the image of Mary reading, this interior setting 

for the Annunciation is common in Western art, unlike 

Eastern art which tended to follow the Protevangelium of 

James, which described the angel speaking to Mary first 

at the well, then again while she was spinning indoors. 

Figure 9: Annunciation. Turnbull 
Library MSR 11, f. 42. 

Not all representations of The Annunciation show Mary 

in her bedroom; MSR 11 (figure 9), places her under a canopy in an outside courtyard. As 

this Book of Hours was made for a monk an exterior setting may have been considered more 

appropriate for him to meditate on than a young girl's bedroom. 

However, a contemporary bedroom setting was an aid to meditation for the owners of most 

Books of Hours. Matins is the first of the Hours of the Virgin; it was read on rising, so that 

the possessor of a book containing such an illumination would see a woman like herself in a 

room like hers reading a book, just as she was doing. It would be very easy for her to imagine 

herself as a reflection of Mary at the time of the Annunciation and to put herself in Mary's 

place, listening to the angel's greeting and feeling Mary's anxiety. Another form of 

meditation was available to the reader who, instead of imagining herself as Mary, 

participated in the scene as an onlooker, heard what Gabriel and Mary said to each other and 

meditated on the significance of the Incarnation both for herself and for all humankind. For 

the monk who owned MSR 11, meditation on the Annunciation set in a neutral outdoor 

setting, not unlike his own surroundings, was equally appropriate. 
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An illustration of the Annunciation, such as those depicted in figures 7 and 8, would certainly 

have helped the reader of the Book of Hours follow Aelred ofRievaulx's instructions to 

entre in-to that pryue chambre where oure blessed Lady praied deuoutly unto the tyme 
the aungel grette hir, biholdyng bisely hou she was occupied with redynge of suche 
prophecies in the whiche weren propheceyed Cristis comynge thorugh a maydens 
birthe. Abyde there awhile and thou shalt se hou the aungel cometh and gretith hir, 
seieng thus: Aue Maria gracia plena, dominus tecum.97 

Once the reader had imagined herself there, with Mary and the angel, she could meditate on 

how Mary felt when she conceived: 

mereueilynge what fulnes of grace this might be, of the whiche al the worlde is fulfilled. 
Also beholde and meruaile the with deuocyon, what lord this myght be, the whiche 
vouchith-saaf to ben enclosed in a maydens wombe; than speke to hir and say, 'O 
blessed lady, what swetnesse myght that be that thou were fulfilled with? What fire 
might that be, that thou were enflaumed with, whan a blessed lord chees a bodilt 
substance, verray blode and flesshe of thy body, and whan thou felist the presence of his 
gostly maieste in thy blessed wombe?'98 

The author of The Meditations on the Life of Christ began by describing the arrival of 

Gabriel, "who flew down from heaven and in a minute stood in human form before the 

Virgin, who was in a room of her little house."99 He then he invited the reader to become 

present at the scene: "Now give heed to understand everything that was said and done, as 

though you had been present."100 By looking at a scene of The Annunciation the reader could 

see Gabriel and the Virgin in her room and could imagine herself there listening to the angel 

saying, "Ave gratia plena; dominus tecum; benedicta tu in mulieribus." The author continued 

97 Aelred, p. 18. 
"enter into that private chamber where our blessed Lady prayed devoutly until the time when the angel greeted 
her, watching with close attention how she was occupied with reading such prophecies which prophesised 
Christ's coming through a maiden's birth. Stay there awhile and you shall see how the angel comes and greets 
her saying: Ave Maria gracia plena, do minus tecum." 
98 Ibid. 
"wondering what perfection this might be, by which all the world is satisfied. Also watch and wonder piously, 
what lord this might be who condescends to be enclosed in a maiden's womb. Then speak to her and say, 'O 
blessed Lady what sweetness were you filled with? What fire were you Then speak to her and say, 'O blessed 
Lady what sweetness were you filled with? What fire filled you with love when the blessed lord chose a bodily 
substance, true flesh and blood of your body, and when you felt the presence of his spiritual majesty in your 
blessed womb?' This should be a maiden's prayer." 
99 Meditations, p. 16 
too Ibid. 
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with the account in the gospel, explaining Mary's feelings and reasons, and then proposed 

subjects for meditation: 

Consider this for God's sake, contemplate how the whole trinity is here, awaiting the 
answer and the consent of this unique maiden, considering her modesty and her manner 
and words with love and delight. See also how the angel wisely and assiduously 
introduces and chooses his words ... and see how the Lady remains timorous and 
humble, with modest face, as she is accosted by the angel, not becoming proud and 
boastful after his unforeseen words ... but attributing everything to divine grace. Thus 
you may learn by her example to be modest and humble, because without these 
attributes virginity is worth little ... You must consider how great is the festivity of this 
day and jubilate in your heart and make merry ... Today is the festivity of God the 
Father, who wedded human nature to His Son who is today united to it inseparably. 
Today is the festivity of the wedding of the Son and the day of His birth in the womb 
from which he will later be born ... Today is even more the festivity of human nature, 
for its salvation and redemption have begun ... Meditate on these things, delight in them, 
and you will become happy and perhaps the Lord will show you greater things. 101 

The excerpt demonstrates the way in which the reader is encouraged to be present at the 

scene, to observe closely and then to meditate on what has been seen. The emphasis is on 

Mary's virtues and the glorious implications of the Annunciation. Similarly in his Spiritual 

Exercises, St Ignatius advised the meditator to see the place: 

in particular the house and apartments of our Lady, in the city of Nazareth, in the 
province of Galilee ... to see our Lady and the angel who salutes her ... to study what the 
angel and our Lady are doing, to wit, the angel doing his office of Ambassador, and our 
Lady humbling herself and returning thanks to the Divine Majesty; and afterward to 
reflect so as to gather some fruit from each of these things. 102 

This is certainly what the reader could see when she looked at the illustration of the 

Annunciation; there, in the picture, was our Lady's apartment in the city of Nazareth, and 

there was our Lady and the angel saluting her. With these before her the reader could 

meditate: 

thinking what I ought to say ... to the Mother and our Lady, asking according as one 
feels in oneself in view of better following and imitating our Lord, so newly 
incarnate.103 

IOI Ibid., pp. 18-19. 
102 St Ignatius, p. 85-7 
103 Ibid., p. 87 
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The guides emphasised the importance of the meditator imagining herself present at the 

Arumnciation. They provided a number of subjects for her meditation as well as a number of 

lessons to learn from them. 

The woman looking at the illustration might also consider St Bridget's description of the 

event, described to her by Mary herself: 

Bot onone pare aperid ane aungell of God, as a man of soueraine bewty, noght clethed, 
and he said to me, "Aue gracia plena et cetera: haile, full of grace, pe lorde is with pe, 
pou art more blissed pan all opir women" when I had herd pis, I was astoned, 
meruelilinge what pis suld betaken, or whi he profird to me swilke a salutacion. I wist 
wele and trowed miselfe vnworthi ani swilke, for I held me no3t worthi ani gude ... And 
pan spake mi saule pus for lufe: "Lo, I here redi: pi will be done in me." At pe whilke 
worde anone was mi son conceiued in mi wombe with vnspeakable gladnes of mi saule 
and all mi partis. 104 

This passage is part of the chapter in The Liber Celestis where Mary told St Bridget some of 

her life story. This started with her early devotion to God "And fro I herde more plainly pat 

God was mi maker and juge of al mi werkes, I lufed him als enterli als I might, and euirilke 
- - .. ... .. • . ..... .. .. • ,,..,,.. .. • • • .. ... 1 'I .. 1 o, J. ,..., 11 •11 • '1 

oure 1 was ierde and poght I su1<1 no3t ottencte him m worae ne e1ee1e:---- Aner aescnomg me 

Annunciation to St Bridget, she continued with the Nativity and then the Crucifixion. 

The Annunciation is clearly regarded as an important event with a variety of possible subjects 

for contemplation. For both St Ignatius, who relates the Annunciation to the Trinity and 

human kind, and the author of the Meditations, who rhapsodises for a couple of pages, it was 

the most important event of the Incarnation before the Passion. For St Bridget it was similarly 

important and the culmination of Mary's devotion to God. Both Aelred and Margery saw it as 

part of the Incarnation, but did not emphasise it as much as the other authors did. 

104 St Bridget of Sweden, cap 10. 
"But there soon appeared an angel of God, as a man of great beauty, not clothed, and he said to me, "Ave gracia 
plena etc: hail, full of grace, the lord is with you, you are more blessed than all other women." When I heard this 
I was astonished, marvelling at what this should mean, or why he gave me such a salutation. I knew well and 
believed myself unworthy of any such, for I thought not worthy of any good ... And then my soul, for love, 
spoke "Lo, I am here ready, your will be done in me." At which words my son was soon conceived in my womb 
with unspeakable gladness ofmy soul and all my being." 
105 Ibid. "And from the time I heard plainly that God was my maker and judge of all my works, I loved him as 
wholly as I could and every hour I was afraid and thought I should not offend him in either word or deed." 



Figure 11: Nativity. Turnbull Library 
MSR 07 f. 168. 

Nativity 
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Figure 10: Nativity. British Library 
Add. 54782 f. 106v. 

m1 11,. T , • •, 1 _ • _ 1. b' 1 C } C"'I £ r1 ..1 • • • 1- T • 1ne 1'\lauvuy, oemg tne -irtn 01 tie .-,on 01 uou, is a very 1mpo1tant event m tue u7.carnatwn 

cycle and often appears as the illustration for Prime. The setting is usually an open stable as 

was customary in Western art; a less frequent setting is the cave common in Eastern 

portrayals of the scene. There seem to be two main variants of this scene: the first is 

immediately after the birth with Mary reclining, Joseph hovering in the background and one 

or two women washing the baby. The second, which is more common in Books of Hours, is 

sometimes known as The Adoration of the Child and shows the baby lying on a pile of straw 

with Mary kneeling beside him. Joseph is always present, kneeling with Mary or standing 

beside her. There may also be angels present and occasionally other onlookers. 

In their discussions of the Nativity, most authors started the meditative process with Mary's 

and Joseph's arrival in Bethlehem before discussing the actual birth and I shall likewise show 

how the various authors treated this important preliminary. Aelred encouraged the reader to 

follow Mary to Bethlehem and to assist at the birth: "Yit the nedeth to folewe hir firther in-to 

Bethleem with gret deuocyon and whan thou comest there, be to her obsequyous atte birthe 
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of hir childe."106 He did not provide any description of the scene or emphasise Mary's poverty 

as later writers did. The author of The Meditations on the Life of Christ, for example, 

highlighted the couple's poverty as well as Mary's discomfort: 

When they arrived in Bethlehem they could not find an inn, because they were poor and 
many others had come for the same purpose. Have pity on the Lady, and watch the 
delicate young girl, for she was only fifteen years old, as she walks ashamed among the 
people, fatigued by the journey and looking for a place to rest but not being able to find 
it because of the crowds ... When they saw an empty cave that men used when it rained, 
they entered to lodge themselves. 107 

Here the reader was directed to watch what was happening and to feel sympathy for the holy 

pair. St Ignatius was less concerned with their poverty and even provided them. with a maid. 

He encouraged the reader to participate fully and assist the holy family. 

This is the history of the mystery. Here it will be that our Lady, about nine months with 
child, and, as may be piously believed, seated on an ass set out from. Nazareth. She was 
accompanied by Joseph and a maid, who was leading an ox. They are going to 
Bethlehem to pay the tribute that Caesar imposed on those lands .... This is a mental 
representation of the place. It will consist here in seeing in imagination the way from. 
Nazareth to Bethlehem.. Consider its length, its breadth; whether level, or through 
valleys and over hills. Observe also the place or cave where Christ is born; whether big 
or little; whether high or low; and how it is arranged ... This will consist in seeing the 
persons, namely, our Lady, St Joseph, the maid and the Child Jesus after His birth. I 
will make myself a poor little unworthy slave, and as though present, look upon them, 
contemplate them., and serve them. in their needs with all possible horn.age and 
reverence ... Then I will reflect and draw some spiritual fruit from what I have seen. 108 

Margery Kempe, in her meditation on the Nativity, seems to have anticipated St Ignatius's 

instructions "to serve them in their needs." As the 'poor little unworthy slave' she provided so 

much assistance that Joseph had no part to play. 

And pan went pe creature forth with owyr Lady to Bedlam. & purchased hir herbowre 
euery nyght wyth gret reurens, & owyr Lady was receyued wyth glad cher, Also sche 
beggyd owyr Lady fayr whyte clothys & kerchys for to swathyn in hir Sone whan he 
wer born, and, whan Ihesu was born, sche ordeyned beddyng for owyr Lady to lyg in 
wyth hir blyssed Sone. And sythen sche beggyd mete for owyr Lady & hir blyssyd 
chyld." 109 

106 Aelred, p. 18. 
"Yet it is necessary for you to follow her further to Bethlehem with great piety, and when you arrive there be 
helpful to her at the birth of her child." 
107 Meditations, pp.31-2. 
108 St Ignatius, p. 53. 
109 Kempe, cap. 6, p. 19. 
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Unlike Margery, St Bridget observed the scene of the Nativity without participating in it. In 

her meditation, she saw Mary and Joseph arrive in Bethlehem and watched Mary prepare for 

the birth: 

The spouse saide pus: 'When I was in Bedlam I sawe one maiden with child, pe fairest 
pat euir I saw, clede in one white mantill and one smale kirtill: and with hir one semeli 
olde man, and with pame on ox and ane asse. Ane he bonde pe ox and pe asse at pe 
stalle, and he went and lighted to pat maiden one candill, and festind vpon pe walle. 
And pan went he furthe, for sho was nere time of deliuering. I>an laide sho fro hir 
mantill, and tuke of pe kirchefe of hir hede, and stode in hir kirtill allone, and hir heere 
hange done aboute hir shuldirs faire als golde. And sho tuke two clene clowtes of linen 
and two of cloth pat sho broght with hir, to lappe pe childe in when he ware born. And 
sho laide pame done bi hir, to time were. 110 

Margery's main interest was her own involvement in the event, and this is typical of her 

attitude through out her book; she always described events as they related to herself. In the 

passage quoted above there is no description of Mary's actions or her feelings. St Bridget's 

account was more detached, in that she was an observer rather than an active participant, and 

her prime focus was Mary to the extent that Joseph was excluded altogether and the Virgin 

was alone for the birth. Poverty was not an issue for either :Margery or St Bridget. In Bridget's 

meditation Mary was supplied with candles and clean cloths while Margery herself provided 

everything that Mary could require for the birth. 

After the preliminaries of arriving in Bethlehem and settling into the stable came the actual 

birth. The authors of the guides did not suggest that meditator observe the actual birth; Aelred 

in fact did not describe it all but wrote of the feelings the meditator should have: "Leeue not 

for no shame, but that thou kisse the cracche the which he lay in; putte a-way drede with 

"And then the creature went forth with our Lady to Bethlehem and procured her lodgings every night, with great 
reverence, and our Lady was received with good cheer. Also she begged for our Lady, fair white cloths and 
kerchiefs to swaddle her son when he was born, and when Jesus was born she arranged bedding for our Lady to 
lie in with her blessed son. And afterwards she begged for food for our Lady and her blessed child." 
110 St Bridget, book 1, cap. 22. 
The spouse said thus: When I was in Bethlehem I saw a maiden with child, the fairest that I ever saw, clad in a 
white mantle and a small kirtle: and with her was a ? old, and with them an ox and an ass. He bound the ox and 
the ass at the stall and lit a candle for the maiden and fastened it to the wall. And then he went out, for she was 
near her time of delivery. The she laid her mantle down and took the kerchief off her head, and stood in her 
kirtle alone, and her hair hung down about her shoulders, as fair as gold. And she took two clean linen rags and 
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affeccyon and shame with loue."111 The author of the Meditations also did not suggest that the 

meditator observe the birth but instead reported an account of it:. 

"Now pay careful attention to everything, especially as I intend to recount what the lady 
revealed and disclosed, as told to me by a trustworthy holy brother of our order, to 
whom I think it had been revealed. 
At midnight on Sunday, when the hour of birth came, the Virgin rose and stood erect 
against a column that was there. But Joseph remained seated, downcast perhaps because 
he could not prepare what was necessary. Then he rose and, taking some hay from the 
manger, placed it at the Lady's feet and turned away. Then the Son of the eternal God 
came out of the womb of the mother without a murmur or lesion, in a moment; as He 
had been in the womb so He was now outside, on the hay at His mother's feet. Unable 
to contain herself, the mother stooped to pick Him up, embraced him tenderly and, 
guided by the Holy Spirit, placed Him in her lap and began to wash Him with her milk, 
her breasts filled by heaven ... [S]he wrapped Him in the veil from her head and laid 
Him in the manger. The ox and ass knelt with their mouths above the manger and 
breathed on the Infant as though they possessed reason and knew that the Child was so 
poorly wrapped that He needed to be warmed, in that cold season .... Joseph ... took the 
pack-saddle of the ass and pulled out the stuffing of straw or hair, placing it beside the 
manger that the Lady might rest on it. "112 

This account is of a simple and poor family: Joseph was present, though of little use, there 

were no midwives, no bed for Mary, no cradle or swaddling clothes for the infant and no 

warmth except that provided by the beasts. The birth itself was miraculous but all else was 

mundane. This is quite different from St Bridget's account in which Mary is alone and there 

was a great light and the sound of angels. 

"And when sho had made all redi, sho knelide downe with grete reuerns and praied, and 
sett hir bake againe pe crib, and turned hir visage to pe este and helde vp hir handes and 
hir een vp into pe heuen, and sho was raised in contemplacion with so grete a sweetness 
pat hard it is to tell. And pan saw I in hir wombe a pinge stire; and sodanli sho bare hir 
sone. And pare com so grete a light and brightness pat it passed pe brighten es of pe son, 
and pe lightnes of pe candill pat Joseph sett on pe wall might no3t be sene. And it was 
so sodan, pat beringe of pe child, pat I might no3t persaiue pe passinge furthe of pe 
childe. Neuirpelesse I sawe pat blisfull childe liinge naked on pe erthe, and he had pe 
fairest skin pat euir I sawe, withouten spot. Also I sawe pe secondine, pat is pe rim pat 

two of the cloth that she had brought with her to wrap the child in when he was born. And she laid them down 
by her until the time came. 
111 Aelred, p. 18. 
"Do not leave in embarrassment but kiss the manger in which he lay, drive out fear with spiritual feeling and 
embarrassment with love." 
112 Meditations, pp. 32-3. 
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pe child was born in, liand all white, pan herde I sange of aungells wounder swete and 
likinge. 
And when pe maiden felide pat sho had born hir childe, sho bowed doune hir heed and 
held vp hir handes and wirshiped pe childe, and saide to him: 'Welcome mi God, mi 
lord, and mi son! "' 113 

In his poem New Prince, New Pompe, Robert Southwell described the setting soon after the 

birth: 

Behold a silly tender Babe, 
In :freesing Winter night; 
In homely manger trembling lies, 
Alas a pitteous sight: 

The Innes are full, no man will yeeld 
This little Pilgrime bed; 
But fore' d he is with silly beasts 
In crib to shrowd his head. 114 

Having set the scene, these authors provided a variety of possible meditations with the main 

emphases being on the virtue of poverty, the Son of God choosing to be born in humble 

conditions and the glory of the birth of the Son of God. The author of the Meditations 

emphasised Mary's and Joseph's poverty and lack of all the necessities for a birth and then 

pointed out the virtue of pove1iy: 

Now you have seen the rise of the consecrated prince. You have seen likewise the 
delivery of the celestial queen, and in both cases you were able to consider the most dire 
poverty, for they were in need on many necessary things. The Lord found this the 
highest viliue; this is the heavenly pearl for which it appears one must exchange 
everything (Matt. xiii, 46)."115 

113 St Bridget, book 7, cap. 22, pp485-6 
"And when she had made all ready, she knelt down with great reverence and prayed, and set her back against 
the crib and turned her face to the east and held up her hands and her eyes to heaven, and she was lifted in 
contemplation with so great a sweetness it is hard to tell. And then I saw something stir in her womb; and 
suddenly she bore her son. And there came so great a light and a brightness that it passed the brightness of the 
sun and the light of the candle that Joseph had set on the wall could not be seen. And it was so sudden, the birth 
of the child, that I could not see the child being born. Nevertheless I saw that blessed child lying naked on the 
earth, and he had the fairest skin that I ever saw, without spot. Also I saw the second thing, that is the room the 
child was born in, lying all white, then I heard the song of angels, wondrous sweet and pleasant. And when the 
maiden felt that she had borne her child, she bowed down her head and raised up her hands and worshipped the 
child, and said to him 'Welcome my God, my lord and my son."' 
114 Robert Southwell, The Poems of Robert Southwell, S.J. Ed. JH McDonald & NP Brown. Oxford, 1967, p. 
16. 
115 Meditations pp. 35-6. 
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He then expounded on the virtues of poverty, recommending that the reader emulate Mary 

and "adorn your room with humble arts and poverty."116 Poverty was not the only theme this 

author offered; he also discussed humility, with quotes from Bernard and Augustine, and 

pointed out the significance of the Lord choosing to be born amidst such poverty. 

St Ignatius also advised meditation on the holy family's poverty and particularly on Jesus 

choosing to be born in such mean conditions only to die on the cross: 

look and study what they do, as their journeying and toiling, all that the Lord may be 
born in extreme poverty, and after those many labours, after hunger, after thirst, after 
heat and cold, after injuries and insults, may die on a cross, and all this for me. Then, 
reflecting, to gather some spiritual profit.117 

For both these writers the poverty was the most important aspect of the Nativity: that the Son 

of God should choose to be born under such conditions, should suffer so much during his life 

and should then die an ignominious death. Margery Kempe did not concern herself with 

poverty but, like the previous two authors, thought of what would come and wept over the 

child: "Aftyrward sche swathyd hym wyth byttyr teerys of compassyon, hauyng mend of pe 

scharp deth pat he shuld suffyr for pe lofe of synful men, seyng to hym, 'Lord I schal fare fayr 

with 30w; I schal not byndyn 30w soor. I pray 30w beth not dysplessyd wyth me.' " 118 

Robert Southwell counted poverty a virtue because the Son of God chose it, but he was 

mainly concerned with the contrast between appearance and actuality. First, he advised the 

reader to look beyond the appearance: 

Despise not him for lying there, 
First what he is enquire: 
An orient pearle is often found, 
In depth of dirty mire. 

Waigh not his Crib, his wooden dish, 
Nor beasts that by him feede: 

116 lbid., p. 36. 
117 St Ignatius, p. 53. 
118 Kempe, cap 6, p. 19. 
"Afterwards she swaddled him, with bitter tears of compassion, thinking of the painful death he would suffer 
for the love of sinful men, saying to him, 'Lord I shall be gentle with you, I shall not bind you painfully. I pray 
you will not be displeased with me" 
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Waigh not his Mothers pore attire, 
Nor Josephs simple weed. 

And then described the actuality, taking each mean object and explaining what it really was: 

This stable is a Princes Court 
The Crib his chaire of state 
The beasts are parcell of his pompe 
The wooden dish his plate. 

The persons in that poore attire, 
His royal !ivories weare, 
The Prince himselfe is come from heaven 
This pompe is prized there. 

With joy approach o Christian wight, 
Doe homage to thy King; 
And highly prise this humble pompe 
Which he from heaven doth bring. 114 

Like Robert Southwell, St Bridget saw the glory of the birth; unlike him and most of the other 

writers, she was unconcerned about the poverty and did not look ahead to the crucifixion. For 

her the birth of the Son of God was a mystical event and this was confirmed when Mary told 

her "when I was allone, knelinge on mi knees in pe stabill, I was deliuerd with grete gladshipe 

and withouten helpe of ertheli creature."119 

The authors set the scene and took the reader there to meditate. The reader of a Book of Hours 

could look at the illumination and be there immediately: seeing the stable, the ox, the ass and 

the new baby lying on straw like a peasant's child. Here she could follow Aelred and feel first 

fear and embarrassment, then love. She could follow St Ignatius, Robert Southwell or Pseudo

Bonaventure and meditate on how the Son of God chose to be born amidst poverty to a poor 

but virtuous woman, and on how this glorifies poverty and makes it a virtue. She could follow 

St Ignatius or Margery Kempe and see, in the birth, the ignominious death. Alternatively, she 

could follow St Bridget and see the birth of the Son of God as a glorious and unearthly event. 

119 St Bridget, book 7, cap. 23, p. 487. 
"When I was alone, kneeling on my knees in the stable, I was delivered, with great gladness and without the 
help of any earthly creature" 



Figure 12: Agony in the 
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Agony in the Garden 

Figure 13: Agony in the 
Garden. British Library Harley 
3000 f. 44v. 
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The Agony in the Garden, the start of the Passion cycle, usually appears as the illumination 

for Matins when the Passion cycle is used to illustrate the Little Office. Occasionally, as in 

Arundel 203, Arundel 302 and Sloane 2683, The Annunciation is the illustration for Matins 

with the Passion cycle being used for the other hours, starting with The Agony in the Garden 

at Lauds. This may be because the purchaser wanted the scenes from the Passion cycle but 

chose to begin the Little Office of Our Lady with a scene involving her. Occasionally both 

the Incarnation and Passion cycles are used and both The Annunciation and The Agony in the 

Garden illustrate Matins. Using both cycles provided the owner with a choice of events to 

meditate on at each hour, or the chance to meditate on the whole of Christ's life and death 

over the course of two days. 

The source for the scene is the New Testament, Matthew 26: 36-47 and Mark 14: 32-43 

where, after the Last Supper, Jesus went to the Garden of Gethsemane to pray. He was 

accompanied by some of his disciples whom he asked to keep watch while he prayed. Jesus 

prayed three times, suffering greatly each time, and each time the disciples fell asleep. After 
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the third prayer, He was betrayed by Judas and finally arrested by the soldiers. There is little 

variation in the depiction of this scene: Christ is always shown kneeling partway up a hill 

with a cup floating in the air in front of him and the disciples asleep at the foot of the hill. 

However, there are often differences in the way the surroundings are shown. For example, in 

Sloane 2683 (figure 12), the focus is on Jesus and his agony to such an extent that the 

disciples have been cropped. This is quite different from Harley 3000 (figure 13), where the 

hill is enclosed by a fence and Judas and the Roman sol~iers can be seen approaching the 

gate. A person looking at Sloane 2683 would concentrate entirely on Jesus's experience in the 

garden, while a person looking at Harley 3000 would see the Agony as only the first of his 

sufferings, with the Betrayal imminent. 

Aelred, St Ignatius and Pseudo-Bonaventure all advised the reader to follow Jesus on his way 

to the garden and, in her meditation, Margery imagined herself doing so. After discussing the 

Last Supper Aelred commanded: 

"thou must yit go ferther and folewe hym, as it were al a-fer, vnto the Mounte of 
Olyuete and forsake him not. Al-though he toke with hym Petir and Iohn and lames to 
trete wip hem of the counceyle of his passyon, yit he forbiddith the not, and thou wiit 
come. Seest thou not now hov he fallith dovn and praieth and how he swetith blood for 
anguisshe of his passyon? Why stondist thou stille? Go futhe and gadere vp clene these 
swete dropes, for certeyn they ben ful preciouse; slepe not now as Petir dide."120 

Aelred was concerned more with describing Jesus and his agony than with describing the 

setting. St Ignatius, on the other hand, asked his reader "to see the place ... to consider the way 

from Mount Sion to the valley of Josaphat, likewise the garden, its breadth, its length and 

appearance."121 Like Aelred Pseudo-Bonaventure was less concerned with the physical setting 

and advised the reader to concentrate on Jesus and his actions: 

Heed all these things as though you were present, and watch Him attentively as 
He ... goes to the garden with His disciples, to be accompanied by them on His last 
journey. How affectionately, comradely and familiarly he speaks to the and 

120 Aelred, pp. 20-21. 
"You must go further and follow him, at a distance, to the Mount of Olives and must not forsake him. Although 
he took with him Peter, John and James to discuss with them the private matters of his Passion, yet he does not 
forbid you, and you wish to come. Do you not see how he falls down and prays, and how he sweats blood from 
the anguish of his suffering? Why do you stand still? Go and gather those sweet drops up completely, for they 
are certainly very precious; do not sleep as Peter did." 
121 St Ignatius, p. 84. 
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exhorts them to prayer! How he departs them a short way, that is, a stones throw, 
and prays to the Father, kneeling humbly and reverently! Tarry a little and 
examine the marvellous things of your Lord with pious mind. 122 

Margery Kempe too began her meditation by following Jesus "[She] beheld in pe syght ofhir 

sowle owr blisful Lord Crist comyng to-hys-Passyon-ward123 ••• and pan hir thowt owr Lord 

went forth hys wey, & sche went to owr Lady and seyd ' .. .late vs folwe 3owr blissyd 

Sone.'"124 And so Margery and the Virgin followed Jesus to the garden and watched what 

happened: 

"pei folwyd forth aftyr owr Lord & sey how he mad hys preteris to hys Fadyr in 
pe Mownt of Olyete & herdyn pe goodly answer pat cam fro hys Fadyr & pe 
goodly answer pat he 3af hys Fadyr a-geyn. I>an sche sey hoe owr Lord went to 
hys discipulys & bad hem wakyn, hys enmys wer ner."125 

All the guides recommended that the meditator begin her meditation on The Agony in the 

Garden by approaching the garden as Jesus did. She was then advised to observe all that took 

place, and then to meditate on it. The most important meditative aspect of this scene was 

grief; St Ignatius wrote: "In the Passion it is proper to ask for sorrow with Christ in sorrow, 

anguish with Christ in anguish, tears and deep grief because of the great affliction Christ 

endures for me. "126 He also suggested a number of points to meditate on, including one on 

Christ's double nature and why he chose to suffer. The reader was asked "to consider how the 

divinity hides itself; for example it could destroy its enemies and does not do so, but leaves 

the most sacred humanity to suffer so cruelly."127 The idea of choice is carried through in the 

last point of the meditation which "is to consider that Christ suffers this for my sins, and what 

I ought to do and suffer for Him."128 

122 Meditations, p. 320. 
123 Kempe, cap. 79, p. 187. 
"She saw, through her soul, our blessed Lord coming towards his Passion" 
124 Ibid., cap 79, p. 189. 
"and then she thought that our Lord went on his way, and she went to our Lady and said ' .. .let us follow your 
son.'" 
t2s Ibid. 

"They followed after our Lord and saw how he prayed to his Father and heard the good answer that came from 
his Father and the good answer he returned to his Father. Then she saw how our Lord went to his disciples and 
told them to wake since his enemies were there." 
126 St Ignatius, p. 84. 
127 Ibid., p. 82. 
12s Ibid. 
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The author of the Meditations was also concerned with Jesus's grief, but he advised the 

reader to pity him rather than feel his agony: "Consider how anguished He is now in His soul. 

Also note here, in contrast to our impatience, that the Lord Jesus prayed three times before He 

received any answer."129 A little later he told the reader to "See Him carefully as He dries His 

face, or perhaps he washed it in the stream, and keep Him in mind, deeply afflicted, and 

intimately pity Him, for this could not happen without great bitterness of sorrow."130 At the 

end of the meditation, the author reminded the reader that Christ was human as well as divine 

and that he suffered as a human. ''Therefore, since He was a real man and placed in great 

anguish as a man, pity Him as intimately as possible."131 

As is the case for most of her "contemplacyons", Margery Kempe did not describe how, or if, 

she meditated. She tended to be more concerned with Jesus's physical suffering than his 

mental agony and clearly sees the events in the garden as an amicable conversation between 

Jesus and his father rather than an expression of grief. 

St Ignatius and Pseudo-Bonaventure presented the reader with a number of subjects to 

meditate on, stressing that Jesus's grief is the most important. St Ignatius suggested the reader 

should share in this while Pseudo-Bonaventure suggested she should pity. St Ignatius also 

advises meditations on both the divinity and the humanity of Christ and on the fact that this 

suffering was chosen. During the Agony, Jesus foresaw the Passion and his own suffering. He 

knew what was to come but went through with it anyway. Because bowing to his father's will 

was not easy for Jesus, the meditator is provided with an example of someone doing what 

must be done, no matter how difficult this may be. 

129 Meditations, p. 323. 
130 Ibid., p. 324. 
t3t Ibid. 



Figure 14: Crucifixion. Turnbull 
Library MSR 07 f. 55. 

Crucifixion 

Figure 15: Crucifixion. British 
Library, Harley 2915 f. 170. 
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Because the Crucifixion was the culmination of the Passion, it was always included in the 

Little Office of Our Lady when it was illustrated with the Passion cycle. The scene usually 

appeared at None as in Add. 17012 or Harley 2966 but was sometimes used for Vespers as in 

Add. 48985 or Arundel 302. The Crucifixion was also the most common illustration for the 

Hours of the Cross. As in most of the other Passion scenes, such as The Agony in the Garden 

or Jesus Carrying the Cross, the Book of Hours used standard iconography for The 

Crucifixion However, the complexity of the scene varied greatly. MSR 07 (figure 14) depicts 

the scene in its simplest form; the dying Jesus on the cross in the centre, John to his left and 

Mary to his right. A more complicated version such as Harley 2915 (figure 15) included 

additional figures, for example, Mary's attendants, Roman soldiers and the two thieves. 

The Crucifixion was well covered by the guides and, as the most important event of the 

Passion, was of great significance to the meditators. Aelred described the scene briefly, "Now 
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he is nayled to the cros and youen eysel medled with galle to drynke, hangynge bytwene too 

theues, Heusen and erthe han meruaile; hast thov no meruaile?"132 

He then described how the meditator should feel and how she should grieve with Mary: 

I trowe, yhis, for if heuen and erthe ben sory, thou must nedes be sory. If stones breke, 
thyn hert must nedys breke. I wommen wepten beside his passyon, thou must nedes 
wepe. And amonge alle thinges, haue mynde on his blessed pacience, how he shewed 
pyte for wronge: he heled hem that wounded him, h~ gate hem lyf that slowe him; with 
what swetnes, what charite, trowist thou, he saide pese worde: Pater, ignosce illis quia 
nesciunt quid faciunt. That is to say, 'Fader forgeue hem for they wyte not what they 
doon.' Falle down to his feet and beseche him that his bessed passyon mote commende 
the to his fader, seyenge thus, 'Fader, foryeue hem her trespas.' 

Seest thou not how oure Lady wepith? What eyleth the that thou maist not wepe? Why 
be thyn eyen so drye, and thorugh the soule of oure Lady wente a swerde of sorwe? Hou 
maistow here him speke to his moder, "Womman, lo thy sone', wip-oute snobbynge? 
An harde hert is that, pe whiche may not wepe now. 133 

The Meditations on the Life of Christ provided meditations on each hour of the Passion, 

starting with the Agony in the Garden at Matins. The meditation on the Crucifixion comes at 

the sixth hour and the meditator was commanded to: 

look everywhere at wicked people wretchedly at work. With your whole mind you 
must imagine yourself present and consider diligently everything done against 
your Lord and all that is said and done by Him and regarding Him. With your 
minds eye see some thrusting the cross into the earth, others equipped with nails 
and hammers. 134 

132 Aelred, p. 21. 
"Now he is nailed to the Cross and given vinegar mixed with gall to drink, hanging between two thieves. 
Heaven and earth wonder at it. Do you have no wonder?" 
133 lbid., pp. 21-22 
"I believe, yes, for if heaven and earth sorrow, you must sorrow. If stones break, your heart must break. If 
women weep beside his suffering, you must weep. And of all things, think of his blessed patience, how he 
showed pity for wrong-doing; he healed those who wounded him,; he gave life to those who slew him; with 
what sweetness, what charity, do you believe, he said these words Pate,~ ignosce illis quia nesciunt quidfaciunt. 
That is to say, 'Father forgive them for they know not what they do.' Fall down at his feet and beg him that his 
blessed suffering might entrust you to his Father, saying 'Father, forgive them their trespasses.' 
Do you not see how our Lady weeps? What is wrong with you that you do not weep? Why are your eyes so dry 
when a sword of sorrow went through our Lady? How can you bear to hear him speak to his mother, 'woman, 
behold your son' without sobbing? It is a hard heart which does not weep now." 
134 Meditations. p. 333. 
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After giving an explicit description of Jesus being nailed to the cross, the author continued 

with a harrowing account of his suffering: 

Behold the Lord Jesus is crucified and extended on the cross so that each of his 
bones can be numbered ... On all sides, rivers of His most sacred blood flow from 
His terrible wounds ... He bears the bitterest pain and is affected beyond anything 
that can possibly be said or thought. .. Everywhere are torments, everywhere 
injuries, everywhere abuses. For though he is in such anguish, they do not refrain 
from abuse. 135 · 

Prolonging his meditation on pain, the author described Mary's grief and anguish: 

And all this is said and done in the presence of His most sorrowful mother, whose 
great compassion adds to the Passion of her son, and conversely. She hung with 
him on the cross and wished to die with Him rather than live any longer ... The 
mother stood next to His cross, between the crosses of the thieves. She did not 
turn her eyes away from her Son; she was in anguish like his; and with her whole 
heart she prayed to the Father ... " 136 At the end "He gave up his spirit. .. Oh what 
was the soul of the mother like, then, when she saw Him thus painfully weaken, 
faint, weep and die! I believe that either she was so absorbed by the multitude of 
her sorrows as to be insensible or was half dead ... What did the faithful 
Magdelene, the beloved disciple, what did John, beloved above all, what did the 
other two sisters of the Lady, do now? What could they do, filled with bitterness, 
overwhelmed with sorrow, drunk with wormwood? Everyone wept 
unconsolably. 137 

St Ignatius was much less dramatic in his description of the Crucifixion. The entire third week 

of his Exercises covers the Passion starting with the journey to Jerusalem and the Last Supper 

on the first day. The specific instructions given for the earlier meditations were not repeated 

for each day of the third week; instead a terse list of the events of the Passion was given. The 

meditation on the Crucifixion comes on the fifth day and St Ignatius provided a list of what 

Jesus did, what calamitous events took place and what was done to him: 

First Point. He spoke seven words upon the cross: he prayed for those who 
crucified Him: He pardoned the thief; He commended St John to His Mother; He 
said with a loud voice, "I thirst", and they gave Him vinegar; He said that he was 
forsaken; He said, "it is consummated"; He said, "Father, into your hands I 
commend my spirit." 

135 Ibid., pp. 334-5. 
136 Ibid., p. 335. 
137 Ibid., p. 337. 



Second Point. The sun was darkened, the rocks rent, the graves opened and the 
veil of the Temple tom in two from top to bottom. 
Third Point. They blasphemed him, saying, "Thou who wouldst overthrow the 
temple ... come down from the cross.,,; His garments were divided, His side was 
pierced with a lance and blood and water came forth. 138 
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Margery Kempe was greatly affected by the Crucifixion and was very easily reminded of it. 

Every time she saw a crucifix, she would imagine herself at the actual Crucifixion. These 

imaginings would give rise to bouts of uncontrollable weeping139 by Margery, often to the 

surprise, and frequent annoyance, of others. She was never embarrassed by her violent . 

emotion and rebuked anyone who complained to her, saying: 

I>an cam to hir pe ladys preste seying, 'Damsel, Ihesu is ded long sithyn.' Whan 
hir crying was cesyd, sche seyd to pe preste, 'Sir, hys deth is as fresch to me as he 
had deyd pis same day, & so me thynkyth it awt to be to 30w & to alle Cristen 
pepil'140 

She frequently saw the Passion in her "contemplacyons" but generally only described it 

briefly: 

Befor hir in hir sowle sche saw him veryly be contemplacyon, & pat cawsed hir to 
haue compassyon ... Befom hir face sche herd and saw in hir gostly sygth pe 
momyng of owre Lady, of Sen John & Mary Mawdelyn, and of many oper pat 
louyd owyr Lord. 141 

In one passage, she described her experience in vivid detail. She noticed Jesus's physical 

suffering and Mary's grief but, as usual, she is more interested in her own involvement, her 

own conversation with Jesus and her assistance to his mother. 

& pan owr Lordys body schakyd & schoderyd, & alle pe joyntys of pat blisful 
body brostyn & wentyn a-sundyr, & hys precyows wowndys ronnyn down wyth 
reuers of blood on eury syde. & so sche had euyr-mor cawse of mor wepyng & 
sorwyng. And pan sche herd owr Lord hangyng on pe Crosse seyn }:>es wordys to 

138 St Ignatius, p. 132. 
139 This in accordance with Hilton's writing (see footnote 67) which we know she had read (see footnote 74). 
14° Kempe. cap 60, p. 148. 
"Then the lady's priest came to her, saying 'Lady, Jesus is long since dead.' When she had ceased crying, she 
said to the priest, 'Sir, his death is as fresh to me as ifhe had died this day. And so I think it ought to be to you 
and to all Christian people.' " 
141 Ibid., cap. 28, p. 68. 
"Before her, in her soul, she saw him truly by contemplation, and that caused her to have compassion ... Before 
her face she heard and saw in her spiritual sight, the mourning of our Lady, of St John and Mary Magdalene, 
and of many others that loved our Lord." 
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hys Modyr, 'Woman, se thy sone of Seynt Iohn, pe Euangelist.' I>an hir thowt owr 
Lady fel down & swownyd, & Seynt Iohn toke hir vp in hys armys & comfortyd 
hir wyth swete wordys as wel as he cowde er myth. The creatur seyd pan to owr 
Lord, as hir semyd, 'Alas Lord, pu leeust her a careful Modyr. What xal we now 
don & how xal we beryn pis gre sorwe pat we xal han for thy lofe?' And pan sche 
herd pe too theuys spekyn to owr Lord, and owr Lord seyd to pe on thefe, 'I>is day 
pu xalt ben wyth me in Paradys.' I>an was sche glad of pat answer & preyed owr 
Lord for hys mercy pat he wolde ben as gracyows to hir sowle whan sche xulde 
passyn owt of pis worlde as he was to pe thef, for sche was wers, hir thowt, pan 
any thef. And pan hir thowt owr Lord comendyd _hys spiryt in-to hys Fadyrs 
handys & perwyth he deyid. I>an hir thowt sche sey owr Lady swownyn & fallen 
down & lyn stille as sche had ben ded. I>an pe creatur thowt sche ran al a-bowte 
pe place as it had ben a mad woman, crying & roaring. & sithyn sche cam to owr 
Lady & fel down on hir kneys be-fom hir, seying to hir, 'I prey 30w, Lady, cesyth 
of 3owr sorwyng, for 3owr Sone is ded & owt of peyne, for me thynkyth 3e han 
sorwyd a-now. &, Lady, I wil sorwe for 30w, for 3owr sorwe is my sorwe. ' 142 

St Bridget's account was more objective and also more detailed, so detailed, in fact, that it is 

easy to believe that she had actually witnessed a crucifixion. 

Criste shewed in pe monte of Caluerri to pe spouse, weping and heui, pe maner of 
his dyinge on pe cross ... pan loked pe spouse beside and sho sawe his sorowfull 
modir liing at pe erthe, tremelinge as sho suld die, and Jon and hir sistirs comforth 
hir pat were fast bi ... I>an his ein, pat were so clere, semed all ded, and his mouthe 
was opin and full ofblode, and his visage all pale, sprenkled with blode. His bodi 
was blo and wan withouten blode. His fleshe was so tendir pat at pe leste 
towchinge of pe scourges pe blade ran oute and it left all blo. He shrenked upon 
pe cross for bittimes of his paine. And somtime pe sorowe of his woundes went to 
his herte. And so his deth went throw all pe partes of his bodi. 143 

142 Ibid., cap 80 pp. 192-3. 
"And then our lord's body shook and shuddered, and all the joints of that blessed body burst and were sundered, 
and his precious wounds run with rivers of blood on every side. And so she had even more cause for more 
weeping and sorrowing. And then she heard our Lord, hanging on the cross, saying these words to his mother, 
'Woman, see your son., St John the Evangelist' Then she thought our Lady fell down and St John took her up in 
his arms and comforted her with sweet words as well as he could. The creature said then to our Lady, as it 
seemed to her, 'Alas, Lord, you leave a sorrowful mother. What shall we do now and how shall we bear this 
great sorrow that we shall have for your love?' And then she heard two thieves speak to our Lord, and our Lord 
said to one thief, 'Today you shall be with me in Paradise.' Then she was glad of this answer and prayed our 
Lord, for his mercy, that he would be as gracious to her soul when she passed out of this world, as he was to the 
thief, for she was worse, she thought, than any thief. And then she thought our Lord commended his spirit into 
his Father's hands and thereupon died. Then she thought she saw our Lady swoon and fall down and lie as still 
as if she were dead. Then the creature thought she ran all about the place like a mad woman, crying and roaring. 
And afterwards she came to our Lady and fell down on her knees before her, saying to her, 'I pray you, Lady, 
cease your sorrowing, for you son is dead and out of pain, for I think you have sorrowed enough. And, Lady, I 
will sorrow for you, for your sorrow is my sorrow.' " 
143 St Bridget, book 7, cap. 16, p. 480. 
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The passage continues in the same agonising detail and is followed by St Bridget being told 
of the importance of meditation on the Passion; that who do not will be damned: 

Criste saide to pe spouse, 'Lordes of pe worlde takes full litill heede to pat at pou 
hase sene nowe and of pis place, bot all vnto worldli likinges. And bot pai, and 
prelates also, tum paire hertes to me and pinke on mi passion, pai sall be dampned 
with pame pat partid mi clopis. ' 144 

In all the examples the main meditation was to be the Crqcifixion itself, the emphasis being 

on Jesus's physical suffering and abuse, and the grief of his mother, his disciples and other 

companions. None of the writers offered any meditation on the significance of the Passion or 

the Crucifixion; there was no suggestion that Jesus's death meant eternal life for all believers. 

It seems that the thought of the Crucifixion was so terrible that meditation could only be 

concerned with the event itself. Aelred was the only one who suggested any other meditation 

and that was on the theme of forgiveness. 145 The authors had very little concern with Jesus's 

divinity at this point either; all the emphasis was on his humanity: he was abused as a man, 

suffered as a man and died as a man. The amount of descriptive detail shows the importance 

ofv1.<:m1forntion as part of the meditation. 

"Christ showed, on the Mount of Calvary, to the spouse, weeping and sorrowful, the manner of his dying on the 
cross ... the spouse looked beside and she saw his sonowful mother lying on the ground, trembling as if she 
should die, and John and her sisters that were nearby comforted her. Then his eyes, that were so clear, seemed 
all dead, and his mouth was open and full of blood, and his face was pale and sprinkled with blood. His body 
was pale and was without blood. His flesh was so tender that, at the slightest touch of the scourges, the blood 
ran out and left it all pale. He shrank on the cross because of the bitterness of his pain. And sometimes the 
sonow of his wounds went to his heart. And so his death went through all parts of his body." 
144 Ibid., book 7, cap 17, p. 481. 
"Christ said to the spouse, 'Lords of the world take very little heed of what you have seen now, and of this 
place, but [take heed] only of the world's pleasures. And unless they, and prelates also, tum their hearts to me 
and think on my passion they shall all be damned with them that shared out my clothes"' 
145 See footnote 133. 



Figure 16: Burial Service. Walters 
249, f. 119. France ca 1470. 

The Office of the Dead 

Figure 17: The Vigil of the Dead. 
British Library Add. 54782, f. 
106v. 

70 

The Office of the Dead is the most important section in the Book of Hours, after the Little 

Office, and is the only one taken in full from the Breviary. It has the greatest variety of 

illustrations and most fall into three main categories: the death and the funeral, the fate of the 

body and the fate of the soul. The illuminations in the first category depict real events that 

would have been familiar to the reader and a number are shown in figure 16. For example, 

The Deathbed (figure 16, upper left vignette) is one such scene, where the newly deceased is 

attended by mourning or, sometimes, acquisitive relatives. After death the body was wrapped 

in a shroud (figure 16, upper right vignette) and often placed in a coffin (figure 16, centre 

right vignette). The body was then placed on a bier, at home or in the church vestibule, for 

the vigil during which Vespers from the Office of the Dead was said, The Vigil is this scene 

that most frequently illustrates the Office (figure 16, lower right vignette and figure 17). In 

the morning the body was carried inside the church and placed on the high altar. Matins and 

Lauds from the Office were said, followed by the Requiem Mass. Absolution was performed 

and the body was taken to the cemetery (figure 16, lower left vignette), where it received the 

final blessing and was buried (figure 16). 
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All these illuminations would remind the reader of family and friends who had died and that 

she, too, would one day lie on her deathbed, be shrouded and coffined, have the Office of the 

Dead read over her and be buried. They are a pictorial reminder that death comes to all, a 

reminder that was also frequently expressed in writing. One such example is as follows: 

Imagine then (my friend) even thou I saye, which art so fresh and froelicke at this 
instant, that the ten, twenty, or two yeres, ( or perhaps two monthes or daies,) which 
thou hast yet to Ii ve, were now come to an ende, and that thou were even at this present, 
stretched out upon a bed; wearied and wome with dol.our and paine; thy carnal frindes 
about the weepinge and howlinge and desiring thie goodes; the phisitions departed with 
their fees, as having given the over; and thou lyinge there alone mute and dumme in 
most pitiful agonie, expecting from moment to moment, the last stroke of death to be 
given unto thee.146 

Figure 18: Three Living and 
Three Dead. National Gallery of 
Victoria MS Felton 1, f. 78v. 

The illuminations in the second category, the fate of the 

body, show that all people end up the same, regardless of 

wealth, station or virtue. The illustrations were intended to 

shock and generally involve skeletons or decomposing 

bodies. Some contrasted the young and wealthy with the 

and the Three Dead (figure 18), which is the illustration of 

an apocryphal story in which three young men were out 

riding and met three skeletons who told them, "As you are 

so were we, as we are so you will be". 

A similar confrontation appears in a 15th century poem: 

0 wantone yowth, als fresche as lusty may, 
Farest of flowris, renewit quhyt and reid, 
Behald our heidis: 0 lust gallandis gay, 
Full laichlythus sall ly thy lusty heid, 
Holkit and how, and wallowit as the weid, 
Thy crampand hair, and elk thy cristall ene; 

146 Robert Persons, A Christian Directory Rauen, 1585, p. 437, quoted by Louis L Martz, The Poetry of 
Meditation. (New York, 1954)., pp. 136-7. 



Full cairfully conclud sall dulefull deid; 
Thy example heir be us it may be seen. 147 

Robert Southwell meditated on death in his poem The Image of Death. 

I often looke upon a face 
Most ugly, grisly, bare and thinne, 
I often view the hollow place, 
Where eies, and nose, had sometimes bin, 
I see the bones acrosse that lie: 
Yet little thinke that I must die. 

If none can scape deaths dreadfull dart, 
If rich and poore his becke obey, 
If strong, if wise, if all do smart, 
Then I to scape shall have no way. 
Oh grant me grace O God that I, 
My life may mend sith I must die. 148 
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This image of a skull, which could even have been a picture in a Book of Hours, inspired the 

poet to meditate on death but, even with the evidence in front of him, the line "Yet little think 

that I must die" shows he still had trouble believing that death would come to him too. 

Another poem, a 15th century carol, pointed out that riches are of no use to a corpse: 

Tell me sothe qwoso canne; 
Qwan he hys dede, qwat has he wen? 
Qw[e]ne se ye ony rych dede man? 
Reuela mihi hodie149 

The theme was also covered in sermons and, in one of his sermons, a late 14th century 

preacher feigned a conversation with a dead woman who, in life, had been beautiful, well-

147 R Woolf, The English Religious Lyric in the Middle Ages. (Oxford, 1968), p. 320. 
Oh, careless youth, as fresh as early spring, 
fairest of flowers, white and red renewed, 
Behold our heads: oh happy young gallants, 
As low as this shall your young head lie, 
Hollowed out and grey and rolling in the weeds, 
Your curly hair, and your bright eyes as well, 
Shall be sorrowfully ended by dreary death; 
Your example can be seen in us. 
148 Southwell, pp. 73-4. (2nd and final verses) 
149 The Early English Carols. Ed. R L Greene. (Oxford 1977), carol 366, p. 218. 
"Tell me truthfully, whoever can: When he is dead, what he has won? 
When have you seen a rich dead man? Tell me this today. 
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born and wealthy. She described how she had lost all that she had valued and the only thing 

that remained to her was her good deeds. 

Tell us, 0 lady de blacworth, what worth have worldy glory and the aforesaid 
vanities, of which men are wont to make boast. Once you were fair in body, gentle of 
blood, privileged with honours, abounding in houses and wealth. All these things you 
possessed, and now of all you can say thus-

"Now all men mowe sen be me, 
that wor[l]dys joye is vanyte 
I was a lady; now am I non. 
I hadde worchepes; now it ys begon. 
I was fayr and gentil both. 
Now ich man wyle my body loth. 
My frendys, my godes me hav forsake. 
To wymes mete now am I take. 
Of al the wor[l]d now haf I no3th 
bitt gode dedes that I wrogth. 
Only tho schuln abyde wit me. 
Al other thynges am vanyte" .150 

Figure 19: St Michael and the Devil 
Fighting for a Soul. Turnbull Library 
MSR 02, f. 128v. 

The third category of illumination concerns the fate of 

the soul after the body has died, it includes the 

immediate destination of the soul and also its final fate 

at the second coming. One popular illustration is that of 

An Angel and a Devil Fighting for the Soul (figure 19), 

at the moment of death when the soul leaves the body. 

The vignette at the upper left of figure 16 shows the 

most common version of this scene, with a man lying 

on his deathbed while an angel and a devil fight for his 

soul. Fortunately for the dead man, the angel appears to 

be winning. Figure 19 shows a less common example 

where the death is not peaceful but is the result of 

violence. Here St Michael, representing the forces of 

Heaven, has clearly won the fight and the soul of one victim can be seen on the way to 

heaven. The image of the soul being fought over would remind the reader that, while death is 

150 GR Owst, Literature and Pulpit in Medieval England, (Oxford 1961), p. 530. 
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inevitable, Heaven is not and the state of the reader's soul will determine whether the angel or 

the devil will win. That some sinners were sure of their fate, is clearly shown in this 15th 

century poem: 

Worldys blys, have good day! 
pe more for pe lasse y have for-lore; 
y-cursed be pe tyme pat ych was bore! 
y have lore for-ever hevun blys, 
and go now peras ever sorow and car ys. 151 

Margery Kemp, on the other hand, was convinced that her fate was happier because Christ 

had told her, "And pow schalt neuyr com in Hellene in Purgatorye, but, whan pow schalt 

passyn owt of pis world, wyth-in pe twynkelyng of an eye pow schalt haue pe blysse of 

Heuyn. ,,1s2 

The author of The Imitation of Christ meditated on death and the importance of preparing for 

it and he wrote: 

"This daie a man is, and tomorowe he appierep not. Ful sone shal pis be fulfilled in pee: 
loke wheper pou canste <loo operwyse ... Hit is better to escue synnes pen to flee 
deathe ... Who shalle haue mynde of pe aftir depe, and who shai praye for the? Do, my 
dere broper, nowe, what pou mayst do, for thou woste not when pou shalte dye nor what 
shal come to pee aftir thi dethe ... penke nopinge but thi soule helthe. "153 

As well as the illustrations of the immediate destination of the soul, there are also those that 

refer to its final fate at the Second Coming. The most common of these are Raising Lazarus 

(MSR 07, figure 20) and Christ at the Second Coming (Harley 2887) and The Last 

Judgement. The illustration of Raising Lazarus is common elsewhere as one of the miracles 

of Jesus but here is a symbol of the final resurrection, when Christ will raise all people from 

151 Religious Lyrics of the Fifteenth Centwy. Ed. Carleton Brown. (Oxford, 1939), p. 160. 
"Goodbye, earthly pleasures, for lesser joys I have lost the greater. I curse the day I was born! I have lost 
Heaven's joys and go to the place of sorrow and care." 
152 Kempe, cap. 5, pp. 16-17. 
"And you shall never come to Hell or Purgatory, but, when you pass out of this world, within the twinkling of 
an eye you shall have the bliss of Heaven." 
153 The Imitation of Christ: the First English translation of the 'lmitatio Christi'. Ed B J H Biggs. BETS 309. 
(Oxford, 1997). book 1, cap. 23, pp. 31-33. 
"Today a man is and tomorrow he is not. This will come to you soon enough: see whether you can do 
otherwise .. .It is better to avoid sin than to flee death ... Who will think of you after you have died and who will 
pray for you? Do now, my dear brother, what you can, for you do not know when you shall die, nor what shall 
come to you after your death ... Think of nothing but your soul's health." 



Figure 20: Raising Lazarus. 
Turnbull Library MSR 07, f. 207. 
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their graves, as he raised Lazarus. Christ at the Second 

Coming and The Last Judgement both depict the 

judgement of souls at the end of time, but the two 

representations are quite different. Christ at the Second 

Coming is much simpler than The Last Judgement, which 

is often crowded with the saved, the doomed, the angels 

and the devils. It show_s Christ sitting on a rainbow, 

flanked by Mary and John, above a green field, with the 

dead rising from their graves. Mary and John are present as 

intercessors and the value that was placed on Mary's 

assistance during the final judgement is evident in a 15th 

century carol: 

Att domysday, whan we shall ryse 
And cum befor the hygh Justyce 
A_nd geve acount for owr seruyce 
\Vnat helpyth than owr clothyng gay? 
Mary moder, I you pray 
To be owr help at domysday.154 

Aelred of Rievaulx advised meditation on "the thinges whiche ben to come: that is of thy 

deth, hou thou shalte dye. For a blessed deth is the begynnyng of lyf, rest and ende of al 

trauayl and deth of al vices."155 He clearly had a scene of The Last Judgement in mind when 

he told the meditator to: 

Considre now the dredful day of doom ... Ymagyne now in thyself hov thou apperist 
and stondist in the doom bitwene chosen soules and repreued soules, not yit departed to 
the toon syde ne to that other. 
Beholde stondynge on the lift syde a wrecched companye with gret stenche, gret drede 
and grete sorwe ... 
Now ... beholde hem the whiche stonden on the rightsyde, to the whiche company and 
fellowship Crist Iesu, thy loue and thy spuse, as thou hopist hath chosen the to ... 

154 The Early English Carols, carol 361, p. 216. 
"At doomsday, when we rise and come before the high Judge and give account of our service what help is our 
bright clothing? Mother Mary, I pray you, to be our help at doomsday." 
155 Aelred, p. 23. 
"the things which are to come: that is, of your death, how you shall die. For a vlessed death is the beginning of 
life, est and an end of all toil and the death of all vices." 
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Stonde now stylle, as it were in an vncerteyn whethir thou shalt be sett to that oo syde 
or ro that other. 0 that shall be an harde abidynge. If he sette the on the lyfte syde, what 
dred shaltow than haue? If he sette the on the right syde, what ioye shaltow than 
haue?156 

The Office of the Dead gave the reader a variety of aspects of death to meditate on; the 

deathbed, the funeral service, the corruption of the body, the destination of the soul, the value 

of good deeds and the uselessness of wealth and beauty in obtaining eternal life. Thomas a 
Kempis wrote, "Blisfulle is he pat hath pe houre of his depe ever afore his yenn, and pat eueri 

day dispothe himselfe to dye."157 The images do remind the book owner that she will die, her 

soul will leave her body and her body will decompose. The excerpts and poems discussed 

show that visualisation was an important preliminary step in meditation, and that there is 

generally correspondence between the descriptions of the scenes and their appearance in the 

Books of Hours. Being able to view the actual scene instead of having to imagine it would 

lead easily to meditation on death and its implications. 

156 Aelred, p. 24. 
"Consider now the fearful Day of Judgement .. .Imagine to yourself how you appear and stand in the judgment 
between chosen souls and saved souls not yet departed to one side or the other. 
See, standing on the left side, a wretched company with great stench, great fear and great sorrow ... 
Now see those who stand on the right side to which company a fellowship you hope Jesus Christ, your lover and 
spouse, has chosen you for ... 
Stand still in a state of uncertainty whether you shall be seated on one side or the other. 0 that shall be a hard 
wait. Ifhe seats you on the left side what fear shall you have? lfhe seats you on the right side what joy shall you 
have?" 
157 The Imitation of Christ, book 1, cap 23, p32. 
"Blessed is he who always has the hour of his death always before his eyes, and who, every day, prepares 
himself to die." 
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Conclusion 

Religion was integral to life in medieval Europe and shaped the thinking and actions of 

everyone. Sermons, books and confessors instructed people in religious truth, attempting to 

make clear the paths to Heaven and Hell. The prevalence of disease, famine and war made 

people aware that death could come to them at any time, perhaps leaving no time for 

repentance or any other action to smooth their path into H;eaven. Consequently, while others 

were more concerned with their daily lives than eternity, many tried to prepare their souls to 

meet their Maker. One way to ensure an uninterrupted pursuit of the Divine was to enter a 

monastery, but this was a feasible option for very few people. Another way of living a 

religious life was to become a priest, but this option was only available to men. For those who 

remained in the world, the established route to God was through the household chaplain or the 

parish priest. 

With the decline in learning and morality of the parish priests in the 11 th and 12'h centuries, 

this route became increasingly unsatisfactory for many lay people, leading them to look for 

alternatives. As a result, many religious movements appeared, some replicating the structure 

of the church with their own clergy and rituals, while others attempted to do away with 

intermediaries in order to form a closer relationship with God. Many of these movements 

were condemned, but the Franciscans and the Dominicans received Papal approval, and the 

idea of being able to approach God through heavenly mediators, as these groups did, rather 

than earthly ones, as the Church required, became established among the laity. 

For most lay people, the primary mediator was Mary, whose popularity in the West had been 

increasing since the 8th century. Her purity, power and eventual fate had been debated by 

eminent theologians throughout the centuries, but by the 12'1, century it was generally agreed 

that Mary would always intercede with her Son on behalf of anyone who prayed to her, no 

matter how sinful they were. Some people believed that her powers went beyond intercession 

and that she could provide direct assistance, or even overturn the will of God but these were 

not orthodox beliefs. In either case, Mary's aid was regarded as immeasurable. A number of 
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prayers had become popular among the laity as had the Little Office of Our Lady, which 

allowed them to honour Mary and to gain some of the benefits of a monastic life. 

The laity had an increasing need for a book that collected all the Offices and prayers they 

wished to use regularly. The move of book production from the monasteries into professional 

hands allowed many more people to own books. The increased availability of books led to the 

appearance of the Book of Hours, which contained all t~e texts a laywoman need for her 

private religious life. 

One important form of private prayer was meditation, particularly meditation on the humanity 

of Christ. This was advocated by many writers as the first step towards true contemplation, or 

communion with the divine. All these writers agreed that to meditate on Christ's humanity it 

was necessary to take part in the events of Christ's Incarnation. To do this, the meditator first 

visualised the scene, then entered it seeing and hearing what took place; lastly the mediator 

thought about what had occurred and the lessons to be learnt from it while summoning up the 

appropriate emotions. There were a number of books written that provided instruction in the 

way that the scene was to be visualised, how the meditator should take part and the lessons 

and emotions that the scene should evoke. The shortage of autobiographical material written 

by lay-people in the Middle Ages means that there are few examples of first-hand accounts of 

meditation, but those we do have support the importance of visualisation and participation as 

indispensable aids to meditation. The illuminations in the Book of Hours would have assisted 

greatly with the visualisation. Instead of the meditator needing to spend time conjuring up the 

scene in her mind, it was there in front of her. She was able to see the participants and the 

setting, and needed only to step into the picture to take part. 
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Appendix A 

Literacy 
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During the study of Books of Hours, one question that comes to mind is whether the owners 

could read the text. Unfortunately, this is not an easy question to answer. Trying to determine 

the level of literacy of the laity during the Middle Ages is complicated by the fact that 

"literacy" was defined as the ability to read and write Latin fluently. This ability was largely 

restricted to men, and further restricted to those who had received an advanced education. A 

person could be able to read the vernacular and still be described as illiterate. As M T Clanchy 

observes: 

Another anachronism is the assumption that the capacity to read and write is a simple 
and constant measure which readily applies to medieval cases. The automatic coupling 
of reading with writing and the close association of literacy with the language one 
speaks are not universal norms, but products of modem European culture. 158 

Children rarely received any education until the age of seven. Parents were expected to teach 

their children how to cross themselves, and to recite the Paternoster, Ave Maria and the 

Credo. 159 Their subsequent education depended on a number of factors. In noble families the 

eldest son remained at home and received his knightly education there, while some of his 

brothers received similar training in other noble households. Other sons and all daughters who 

were not destined for marriage were sent to monasteries to be educated.160 Prosperous urban 

families might also send younger sons and unmarriageable daughters to the monasteries. 161 

Occasionally, children, particularly boys, in the lower classes received some education. 

Advanced formal education was only available to boys, as girls could not attend the 

universities. Generally a knowledge of Latin was only deemed necessary for those children 

destined for a religious life so was of less importance for girls. 

158 Clanchy, p. 183. 
159 S Shahar, Childhood in the Middle Ages. (London, 1990), p. 100. 
160 Ibid., p. 183. 
161 Ibid. 
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Most articles that consider the literacy of lay women in the Middle Ages have two flaws. 

Firstly, they concentrate on a very small number of high-profile women, generally royalty, 

who cannot be considered representative even of aristocratic women. Secondly, the studies 

equate book ownership with literacy. This assumption cannot be justified as most upper-class 

households had their own chaplain who could read books aloud. In general, books were read 

aloud to a group and solitary reading was rare. While a book owner may have been able to 

read, book ownership does not imply literacy. 

Books of Hours were very popular and it seems unlikely that the majority of their owners 

would be unable to read them. Many Books of Hours show sign of heavy use, with blackened 

comers162• We also know of their usage from contemporary writings. An Italian travelling in 

England in the 15th century wrote: 

That although Englishmen all attend Mass everyday, and say many Pater nosters in 
public, the women carrying long rosaries in their hands, and any who can read taking 
the Office of our Lady with them, and with some companion reciting it in the church 
verse by verse in a low voice after the manner ofreligious; they always hear m\Mass on 
Sundays in their parish church. 163 

Contemporary records therefore are of little help; a person described as illiterate could still be 

able to read familiar Latin texts. A person known to own many books might not have been 

able to read any of them. It does seem highly probable that the owner of a Book of Hours 

would, at least, have been able to recite the texts; it is also probable that she would have had a 

reasonable comprehension of the texts, even if she could read no other Latin 

162 Harley 2869, Harley 2980 and Harley 5370 are all examples of Books of Hours showing signs of heavy use. 
163 Camden Soc. No 37 True Account of the island of England. P. 23 quoted in Hoskins, p. xvi. 



Appendix B 

Lists of Books of Hours and Their muminations 
Publication Details and Contents 

Key: 
Essential texts - Section present164 

+ Section present and illustrated 
? Section present and may have been iHustrated 

Other texts Normal type Text present 
Bold type Text present and illustrated 
Italic type Text present and may have been illustrated 

British Library, London 

Essential Texts 

Little Penit, 
Ms. Size165 Date Use Made Calendar Gospels Litany 

Office Psalms 

Add. 165mmx c. 1500 Paris France - + + + -
11866 110mm. 

Add. C. 1400 Sarum England - + + -
16968 
Add. Small 15th.. Sarum - + + -
17012 quarto 16th 

Suffrages 

+ 

+ 

164 Since the Calendar images were irrelevant to my thesis I did not record whether the Calendar was illuminated. 
165 The sizes are in different formats as they were taken from different sources. 

Office 
of the Other Hours 
Dead 

+ Cross 
Holy Spirit 
Conception 
Passion 

+ Holy Spirit 

+ Cross 

Other Texts 

Other 
Prayers 

Psalters 

Passion acc. St John 
On 7 Psalms 

St Jerome Salve Regina 
Other prayers 

St Jerome 15 Os 
Passion Joys 

Praise 
Wounds 
Comm. Of Souls 

86 



Essential Texts Other Texts 

Little Penit, 
Office 

Other 
Ms. Size165 Date Use Made Calendar Gospels Litany Suffrages of the Other Hours Prayers 

Office Psalms 
Dead 

Psalters 

Add. Duodecimo Late 15th Rome - - + + - + + Weekday Hours Holy Face 
17026 Mass of the Virgin 

Obsecro Te 
0 Intemerata 

Add. 150mmx Late 15m Rome Bruges - + + + - + + Weekday Hours Words 
17280 110mm and Mass 0 Intemerata 
Add. Small c. 1440 Rouen/ France - + + - + + Trinity 
18629 quarto Sarum Virgin (for 

Advent) 
Add. Small 15m France - - + + - - + Cross Comm. of Souls 
19738 quarto Holy Spirit 
Add. Octavo Mid 15tn Sarum England - - - - - Gradual Eucharist 
27924 Comm. of Souls 

Add. Octavo 1st half Sarum England - - + + N + Trinity Gradual 7 Joys 
27948 15th Passion Cross 

St Jerome 15 Oes 
various occasions 
Wounds 
Words 
Comm. of Souls 

Add. Small Early Paris France + + + .. + + Cross 15 Joys 
30059 quarto 15th Holy Spirit Obsecro Te 

0 Intemerata 
Passion acc. St John 
Wounds 

Add. Duodecimo 15tn Sarum - ? ? - ? 15 Os 
30514 ordo ad visitandum 

infirmum 
ordo ad deferendun 

corpus exanime ad 
ecclesiam 

0 Intemerata 
Beata Birgitte 
Comm. of Souls 
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Essential Texts Other Texts 

Little Penit, 
Office 

Other 
Ms. Size165 Date Use Made Calendar Gospels 

Office Psalms 
Litany Suffrages of the Other Hours 

Psalters 
Prayers 

Dead 

Add. Octavo 13th Sarum England ? ? - ? Trinity Gradual Salve Regina 
33385 Passion St Roger 

Holy Spirit 
St Katherine 

Adld. 8½"x5½" 15th Rome France - + Prayers + Saturday Office 0 Intemerata 
39761 based StNinian Obsecro Te 

on St Sebastian Visitation 
psalms St George 

Add. 5¼" X 3½" end 15th Rome Flanders - - + + '" + + Cross Gradual Holy Face 
40155 Holy Spirit Passion acc. St John 

Mass of the Virgin 
Obsecro Te 
0 Intemerata 
Stabat Mater 
Credo 
Eucharist 
Words 

Add. 228mmx c. 1413 Sarum England + - - Cross Gradual 5 Joys 
43473 150mm St Jerome Against thunder 

Passion acc. St John 
For a good death 
Eucharist 
Words 
Comm. of Souls 

Add. 322mmx c. 1275- Sarum England + - Holy Spirit 
48985 217mm 1280 Trinity 
Add. 150mmx 1240 Sarum England + + + 
49999 120mm 
Arundel Octavo 15th Sarum - + + - + + St Jerome 15 Oes 
203 Passion Joys 

Comm. of Souls 
Arundel Octavo Mid 15m Sarum - + + + + 15 Oes 
302 Litany of St Mary 

Obsecro Te 
Trinity 
Magi 
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Essential Texts Other Texts 

Little Penit, 
Office 

Other 
Ms. Sizet6s Date Use Made Calendar Gospels Litany Suffrages of the Other Hours Prayers 

Office Psalms 
Dead 

Psalters 

Arundel Quarto 15th Sarum - + + - + + Passion 15 Oes 
318 St Jerome 7 Joys 

0 Intemerata 
Obsecro Te 
Wounds 
Words 
Indulgences 
Comm. of Souls 

Burney Duodecimo 1st half Bourges France - - - .. -
334 15th 

Egerton Octavo Late 13m Sarum England - + ? .. + Cross 
1151 Holy Spirit 

Passion 
Egerton 170mmx 14th England - + + - + Prayers to the Salutation of the 
2781 110mm saviour for Virgin 

several can. Miracles of the 
Hours Virgin 

Missus est angelus 
Saviour 
Story of the Passion 
Comm. of Souls 

Harley Quarto 15th Sarum + + - + + Passion 0 Intemerata 
210 Obsecro Te 

Beata Immaculata 
7 Joys 

Harley Duodecimo 13th France + + - ? 
928 
Harley Duodecimo Early York - - - - -
1663 15th 

Harley Duodecimo Early Durham England - - - - - Eucharist 
1804 15th Cross 

Words 
Harley Duodecimo early Sarum - ? - - ? Cross Oratio pro muliere in 
2367 15th Holy Spirit tribulatione 

Trinity Comm. of Souls? 
Harley 1st third Sarum - ? - - Various 
2447 15th Comm. of Souls 
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Essential Texts Other Texts 

Little Penit, 
Office 

Other 
Ms. Size16s Date Use Made Calendar Gospels Litany Suffrages of the Other Hours Prayers 

Office Psalms 
Dead 

Psalters 

Harley Duodecimo mid 15th Sarum - + + - + + St Jerome 15 Oes 
2846 Passion Prayers to V 

0 Intemerata 
Obsecro Te 
7 Joys 
Wounds 
Comm. of Souls 

Harley Duodecimo early Sarum England - - - - Beata Immaculata 
2849 14th 
Harley 3"x2" early Sarum - + ? - Gradual 0 Intemerata 
2861 15th St Jerome Obsecro Te 

Words 
Harley 3"x2" early Sarum - - - - - Gradual 15 Os 
2862 15th 
Harley Duodecimo mid 15m Sarum - - ? ? - - ? 
2868 
Harley Duodecimo early Sarum - - - + - - + St Jerome Wounds 
2869 15th Comm. of Souls 
Harley Duodecimo 15th France - + = = + Cross Obsecro Te 
2876 Holy Spirit 0 lntemerata 
Harley Duodecimo znctthird Rome Flanders - - + + - - + Cross St Jerome 5 Joys 
2884 15th Words 

Comm. of Souls 
Harley Small zna third Sarum England - + + - - + Gradual trinity 
2887 quarto 15th St Jerome Blessed King Henry 

7 Joys 
3 Magi 

Harley 240mmx c. 1430 Sarum France - + + + - + + Cross Joys of St John 
2900 155mm Evangelist 

7 Joys of St Anne 
Beati Immaculati 
0 Intemerata 
Our Lord 
Our Lady 
God 
Holy Cross 
Holy Spirit 
15 Oes 
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Essential Texts Other Texts 

Little Penit, 
Office 

Other 
Ms. Size165 Date Use Made Calendar Gospels Litany Suffrages of the Other Hours Prayers 

Office Psalms 
Dead 

Psalters 

Harley Quarto C. 1460 Sarum England - + + + - + + Passion St Jerome StBrigidae 
2915 Passion Eternal wisdom 

Eucharist 
Comm. of Souls 

Harley Small 1470- Rome France - + + + + + Cross Obsecro Te 
2917 quarto 1480 Holy Spirit 0 Intemerata 

15 Joys 
7 Pains of Christ 

Harley Duodecimo late 15tn Bourges France - + + + + + Holy Spirit Gradual Passion acc. St John 
2919 Obsecro Te 

Stabat mater 
Harley Duodecimo end 15th Paris France - + + - + + Cross 
2936 Holy Spirit 
Harley Small 15tn Paris France - - + + - - + Cross Obsecro Te 
2940 quarto Holy Spirit 0 Intemerata 

Passion acc. St John 
Dulce Dame de 

misericorde 
Harley Small 1st half Sarum Flanders - + + - + + St Jerome 0 Intemerata 
2966 quarto 15th Passion Obsecro Te 

Eucharist 
Wounds 
Words 
Joys 
Comm. of Souls 

Harley Small znct third Sarum England - ? ? - + ? St Jerome 15 Os 
2976 quarto 15th Passion Praise OF the 

Virgin 
0 Intemerata 
Joys 
Wounds 
Comm. of Souls 

Harley Small 15th France - + + + - Cross Obsecro Te 
2980 quarto Holy Spirit 0 lntemerata 
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Essential Texti, Other Texts 

Little Penit, Office Other 
Ms. Size165 Date Use Made Calendar Gospels Litany Suffrages of the Other Hours Prayers 

Office Psalms 
Dead 

Psalters 

Harley Octavo ism Sarum - - + + - + + Cross Gradual Praise of the Virgin 
2982 Holy Spirit Passion ObsecroTe 

St Jerome 0 Intemerata 
7Joys 
Wounds 
Words 
Comm. of Souls 

Harley Quarto 15tll France - + + + - + ? Cross Obsecro Te 
2989 Holy Spirit 0 Intemerata 
Harley Quarto 1st half Bourges France - - + ? + Cross 
2998 15th Holy Spirit 
Harley Small Late 1sm Lorraine France - + + .,_ - + Cross Lords Prayer 
2999 quarto Holy Spirit Ave Maria 

Credo 
Eucharist 
ObsecroTe 
0 Intemerata 

Harley Quarto 1st half Sarum England = + + + + Psalter for 7 Joys 
3000 15th service Wounds 

Passion Words 
St Jerome Comm. of Souls 

Harley 1st half Sarum - - - - St Jerome 7 Joys 
3835 1.sth · Passion 
Harley 4" X 3" 1sm France - + + + - + Cross Obsecro Te 
5328 Holy Spirit St Francis 
Harley 15th France - ? + + - + + Cross Obsecro Te 
5370 Holy Spirit 0 Intemerata 
Harley quarto late 15m - ? ? - - ? Joys 
5371 Wounds 
Harley C. 1340 Sarum England ? - - + 0 Intemerata 
6563 
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Essential Texts Other Texts 

Little Penit, Office 
Other Ms. Size165 Date Use Made Calendar Gospels Litany Suffrages of the Other Hours Prayers Office Psalms 

Dead 
Psalters 

Kings9 190mmx early Sarum Flanders - - ? '! .. + + Cross Gradual 15 Oes 
125mm 16th Passion 0 Intemerata 

St Jerome Obsecro Te 
7 Joys 
Stab at Mater 
Wounds 
Words 
Comm. of Souls 
Passion acc. St John 

Royal 8"x5¾" c. 1440- Sarum England - - ? - - ? - Gradual 15 Oes? 
2AXVII 1460 St Jerome Eucharist 

Passion Words 
Royal 8½"x6" C. 1430- Sarum - + + - + + Gradual 5 Joys 
2A 1440 Psalter 7 Joys 
xvm with 12 St Frideswide 

canticles 
Royal 20" X 10" 1495- Sarum England - + + - + + Cross Gradual 7 Joys 
2BXV 1510 Passion Trinity 

St Jerome Words 
Comm. of Souls 

Sloane 2nathird Sarum - + + - + + St Jerome 150es 
2471 15th Passion 6 Joys St Michael 

5 Joys St John 
Baptist 

5 Joys St John 
Evangelist 

7 Joys Blessed 
Thomas 

5 Joys St Anne 
7 Joys St Mary 

Magdelene 
5 Joys St Katherine 
5 Joys St Barbara 
6 Joys St Margaret 
Prayer to the Virgin 
7 Joys 
Wounds 
Comm. of Souls 

93 



Essential Texts Other Texts 

Little Penit, Office 
Other Ms. Size165 Date Use Made Calendar Gospels Litany Suffrages of the Other Hours Prayers Office Psalms 

Dead 
Psalters 

Sloane Early Sarum - + + + + Cross Holy Face 
2683 15th Prayer to the Virgin 

7Joys 
Wounds 
Beata Irnmaculata 

Stowe 16 Octavo Early 15 Sarum England - + - .. - - Gradual Beata Immaculata 
Prayers to V 
Obsecro Te 
Holy face 
St Katherine 
Joys 
Wounds 
Words 

Stowe22 Octavo 15th Sarum France - + + + + Passion 5 Joys St John 
St Jerome Baptist 

5 Joys St John 
Evangelist 

7 Joys St Thomas 
7 Joys St Anne 
7 Joys Mary 

Magdalene 
5 Joys St Catherine 
Joys St Margaret 
5 Joys St Barbara 
Prayers to the 

Virgin 
0 Intemerata 
Obsecro Te 
7 Joys of the Virgin 
Wounds 
Comm. of Souls 
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Dunedin Public Library 

Essential Texts Other Texts 

Little Penit. 
Office Other 

Ms. Size Date Use Made Calendar Gospels 
Office Psalms 

Litany Suffrages of the Other Hours 
Psalters 

Prayers 
Dead 

Reed 168mmx 15th.. Rome N + + + ? - + ? Cross Obsecro Te 
MS.8 112mm 16th France Holy Spirit 

Turnbull Library, Wellington 

Essential Texts Other Texts 

Little Penit. Office Other Ms. Size Date Use Made Calendar Gospels Office Psalms 
Litany Suffrages of the Other Hours Psalters 

Prayers 
Dead 

MSR02 150mmx Early Carmel Lorraine - - + + - - + Cross Gradual Before Mass 
110mm 16th Holy Spirit To the Virgin 

After Communion 
MSR07 195mmx 1555 Besanr;;on E - + + + - + + Passion Daily life 

135mm France Weekdlay Hours Obsecro Te 
0 Xntemerata 
Stabat mater 
Passion acc. St John 
Holy Face 
Attrib. to the Virgin 
St Edmund 

MSRll 184mmx mid Unknown E. + + + - + Cross Passion acc. St John 
133mm 15th France Holy Spirit Joys 

Stabat Mater 
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University of Otago Library, Dunedin 

Essential Texts Other Texts 

Little Penit. 
Office 

Other 
Ms. Size Date Use Made Calendar Gospels 

Office Psalms 
Litany Suffrages of the Other Hours 

Psalters 
Prayers 

Dead 

MS2 178mmx 15th.. Beauvais N - - + + + Cross Obsecro Te 
117mm 16th France Holy Spirit 0 Intemerata 

Salve Regina 
Coelorum 
Passion acc. St John 
Mon benoit dieu 
Trinity 
Stabat Mater 
Saturday prayer to 
the Virgin 
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Illuminations of the Little Office of Our Lady. 

Notes 
Historiated initials are in 0-
Border vignettes are in[] 

British Library, London 

Ms. Matins Lauds 
Add. Annunciation Visitation 
11866 
Add. (Annunciation) (Visitation) 
16968 

Add. Agony in the Betrayal 
17012 Garden 
Add. Annunciation Visitation 
17026 
Add. Angel speaking to Visitation 
17280 man 
Add. Annunciation Visitation 
18629 
Add. Annunciation Visitation 
19738 
Add. Missing page Missing page 
27948 
Add. Annunciation (Visitation) 
30059 
Add. Agony in the Betrayal 
39761 Garden 
Add. Annunciation Visitation 
40155 (Agony in the (Jesus before 

Garden) Pilate) 
Add. Annunciation (Presentation) 
43473 

Prime 
Nativity 

Betrayal 
Nativity 

Jesus before Pilate 

Nativity 

Nativity 

Nativity 

Nativity 

Jesus before Pilate 

(Nativity) 

Jesus before Pilate 

{Flagellation} 

Little Office o,f Our Lady 

Terce Sext None Vespers Compline 
Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Presentation Flight into Egypt Coronation 
Shepherds 
Jesus before Pilate Jesus carrying the Cross Crucifixion Crucifixion Deposition 
Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Massacre of the Flight into Egypt Presentation 
Shepherds Innocents 
Flagellation Jesus carrying the Cross Crucifixion Deposition Entombment 

Annunciation to the Circumcision Adoration of the Magi Presentation Massacre of the 
Shepherds Innocents 
Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Massacre of the Flight into Egypt Presentation 
Shepherds Innocents 
Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Flight into Egypt Coronation 
Shepherds 
Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Presentation Flight into Egypt Coronation 
Shepherds 
Flagellation Jesus carrying the Cross Crucifixion Deposition Entombment 

(Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Missing page Flight into Egypt Missing page 
Shepherds) 
Flagellation Jesus carrying the Cross Crucifixion Deposition Entombment 

Missing page (Jesus carrying the (Crucifixion) (Deposition) (Entombment) 
Cross) 
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Little Office of Our Lady 

Ms. Matins Lauds Prime Terce Sext None Vespers Compline 

Add. Infancy cycle (Jesus before (Jesus before (Jesus before Pilate) (Jesus Mocked) Flagellation Crucifixion (Resurrection 

48985 (Betrayal) Ananias) Caiaphas) Peter's Denial in margin and instruments 
of the passion 

Add. Betrayal 
49999 Flagellation 

Denial 
Blindfolding 
Denial 
Mocking 
Denial 

Arundel Annunciation (Agony in the (Jesus before Pilate) (Jesus carrying the (Nailed) (Crucifixion) (Deposition) (entombment) 
203 Garden) Cross) 
Arundel Missing page Agony in the Betrayal Jesus before Pilate Flagellation Nailed Crucifixion Entombment 
302 Garden 
Arundel Agony in the Betrayal Jesus before Pilate Flagellation Jesus carrying the Cross Missing page Crucifixion Entombment 
318 Garden 
Egerton Virgin and Child 
1151 
Egerton Annunciation Visitation Presentation 
2781 
Harley (Virgin and Child) (trinity) (monk+ book on (monk+ book) (monk+ book on (monk+ book on (Bishop blessing) (bishop + book 
210 table) lectern) table) on lectern) 
Harley Nativity 
928 Visitation 

Adoration of the 
Magi 
Presentation 
Betrayal 
Resurrection 

Harley Annunciation Betrayal Jesus before Pilate Flagellation Jesus carrying the Cross Crucifixion Deposition Entombment 
2846 (Visitation) (Nativity) (Annunciation to the (Adoration of the Magi) (Presentation) (Massacre of the (Flight into 

Shepherds) Innocents) Egypt) 
Harley Missing page Missing page Missing page Missing page Jesus carrying the Cross Missing page Missing page Missing page 
2861 
Harley Golden gat Visitation Nativity Circumcision Flight into Egypt Dorm Assumption Coronation 
2876 [ Annunciation to [Presentation] [ delivery of 

the Shepherds] [Annunciation] girdle] 
Harley Annunciation Visitation Nativity Annunciation to the Presentation Adoration of the Magi Massacre of the Flight into 
2884 Shepherds Innocents Egypt 
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Ms. 

Harley 
2887 

Harley 
2900 
Harley 
2915 

Harley 
2917 
Harley 
2919 
Harley 
2936 
Harley 
2940 
Harley 
2966 
Harley 
2976 
Harley 
2980 
Harley 
2982 
Harley 
2989 

Harley 
2998 

Matins 
Annunciation 
Agony in the 
Garden 
[Visitation] 
[Nativity] 
[res] 
Annunciation 

Annunciation 
[Presentation of 
Virgin] 
(Virgin at loom] 

Missing page 

Annunciation 

Annunciation 

Annunciation 

Annunciation 

Missing page 

Missing page 

Agony in the 
Garden 
Annunciation 
[Adam,Eve, 
serpent] 
[Presentation of the 
Virgin] 
[Marriage of the 
Virgin] 
Annunciation 

Lauds Prime 

Visitation Nativity 

Visitation Nativity 

Missing page Missing page 

Adoration of the 
Shepherds 

Jesus carrying the Jesus before Pilate 
Cross 

Missing page Missing page 

Betrayal Jesus before Pilate 

Visitation Nativity 
[Shepherds 
dancing] 
[Angels kneeling] 

· [Shepherd looking 
over a fence] 

Visitation Nativity 

Little Office of Our Lady 

Terce Sext None Vespers Compline 

Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Presentation Flight into Egypt Coronation 
Shepherds 
Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Presentation Flight into Egypt Coronation 
Shepherds 

Missing page Missing page Adoration of the Magi Flight into Egypt Coronation 

Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Presentation Massacre of the Coronation 
Shepherds Innocents 

Flagellation Jesus carrying the Cross Crucifixion Deposition Missing page 

Missing page Missing page Missing page Flight into Egypt Coronation 

Flagellation Jesus carrying the Cross Crucifixion Deposition Entombment 

Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Presentation Flight into Egypt Missing page 
Shepherds [Massacre of the 
[Magi on horseback] Innocents] 

Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Presentation Flight into Egypt 
Shepherds 
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Little Office of Our Lady 

Ms. Matins Lauds Prime Terce Sext None Vespers Compline 

Harley Annunciation Visitation Nativity Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Presentation Flight into Egypt Coronation 
2999 Shepherds 
Harley Agony in the Betrayal Jesus before Pilate Flagellation Jesus carrying the Cross Crucifixion Deposition Entombment 
3000 Garden Visitation Nativity Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Presentation Massacre of the Flight into 

Annunciation Shepherds Innocents Egypt 
Harley Annunciation Visitation Nativity Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Presentation Flight into Egypt Coronation 
5328 Shepherds 
Harley Annunciation Visitation Nativity Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Presentation Flight into Egypt Coronation 
5370 Shepherds 
Kings9 Annunciation Visitation Nativity Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Presentation Massacre of the Flight into 

Shepherds Innocents Egypt 
Royal2A Annunciation 
xvm (Kneeling woman) 
Royal2B M&trinity Visitation {Nativity} {Annunciation to the (Adoration of the Magi) {Presentation} {Flight into {coronation} 
xv Annunciation Shepherds} Egypt} 

Agony 
Visitation 
Nativity 
Ascension 
Assmnption 

Sloane Agony in the Betrayal Jesus before Pilate Flagellation Jesus carrying the Cross Crucifixion Deposition Entombment 
2471 Garden 
Sloane Annunciation Agony in the Betrayal Jesus before Pilate Flagellation Jesus carrying the Deposition Entombment 
2683 Garden Cross 
Stowe 16 Annunciation 
Stowe22 Agony in the Betrayal Jesus before Pilate Missing page Jesus carrying the Cross Missing page Missing page Entombment 

Garden 

Dunedin Public Library 

Little Office of Our Lady 

Ms. Matins Lauds Prime Terce Sext None Vespers Compline 
Reed Annunciation Visitation Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Flight into Egypt Coronation 
MS8 Shepherds 
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Turnbull Library, Wellington 

Little Office of Our Lady 

Ms. Matins Lauds Prime Terce Sext None Vespers Compline 

MSR02 Annunciation 
MSR07 Annunciation Betrothal Nativity Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Presentation Flight into Egypt Death of the 

Shepherds Virgin 

MSRll Annunciation Visitation Page missing Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Presentation Flight into Egypt Coronation 
Shepherds 

University of Otago Library, Dunedin 

Little Office of Our Lady 

Ms. Matins Lauds Prime Terce Sext None Vespers Compline 

MS2 Annunciation Visitation Nativity Annunciation to the Adoration of the Magi Flight into Egypt Coronation 
Shepherds 
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Other Illuminations 

Notes 
Historiated initials are in Q. 
Border vignettes are in [] 

British Library, London 

Ms. Penitential Psalms 

Add. King David Penitent 
11866 King David watching 

Bathsheba 
King David giving note 

Add. King David Penitent 
16968 
Add. King David Penitent 
17012 

Add. King David Penitent 
17026 

Office of the 
Dead 
3 living & 3 dead 
[Souls in Heaven] 
[Souls in sea of blood] 
[screaming souls shoved 
in mouth of beast] 
Vigil of the Dead 

Raising Lazarus 
[Fly] 
Last Judgement 

Raising Lazarus 
Corpse + angel & devil 

Other Hours Other Psalters Prayers 

Cross: Crown of thorns placed on head 
Holy Spirit: Pentecost 
Conception: Meeting at the Golden Gate 
Passion: Crucifixion 

Holy Spirit: Pentecost Salve Regina: Virgin and Child 
Other prayers: Coronation 

St Jerome: St Jerome beating his 15 Oes: Mary blessing 
breast in front of the crucified Praise: Virgin and Child in glory 
Christ, lion holding up a paw Joys: Presentation of the Virgin 

Passion: resurrection and Wounds: Wounds 
Instruments of the Passion Comm. of Souls: (2 flies) 

Sunday Hours of the Trinity: Enthroned trinity Holy Face: Christ with crown of 
Monday Hours of the Dead: Raising Lazarus thorns 
Tuesday Hours of the Holy Spirit: Pentecost Obsecro Te: Pieta and instruments of 
Wednesday Hours of All Saints: Christ in glory the Passion 

with saints 
Thursday Hours of the Sacrament: Taking 

communion 
Friday Hours of the Cross: Crucifixion 
Saturday Hours of the Virgin: Virgin and 

Child 
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Ms. Penitential Psalms 
Office of the 

Other Hours Other Psalters Prayers 
Dead 

Add. King David Penitent Angel holding soul & Sunday Hours of the Trinity: Suffering Trinity 0 Intemerata: the Virgin reading a 

17280 [Man talking to King fighting devil off Sunday Mass: trinity crowning Mary book held by an angel 

David] Death leading man away Monday Hours of the Dead: Raising Lazarus Words:Monk 
[Man carrying head on Death leading poorer Monday Mass: Vigil of the Dead 
stick] woman away Tuesday Hours of the Holy Spirit: Saints 

preaching 
Tuesday Mass: Pentecost 
Wednesday Hours of All Saints: Virgin and 

Child with female saints 
Wednesday Mass: Group of saints 
Thursday Hours of the Sacrament: Last 

Supper and Priest giving Communion 
Thursday Mass: Priest raising Monstrance 
Friday Hours of the Cross: Betrayal, 

[Flagellation], [Chaining] 
Friday Mass: Crucifixion, [Entombment], 

[Jesus carrying Cross] 
Saturday Hours of the Virgin: Mee1fag at the 

Golden Gate 
Saturday Mass: Virgin and Child with angels 

Add. King David Penitent Vigil of the Dead Trinity: Suffering trinity 
18629 Virgin (for Advent): Woman kneeling before 

Virgin suckling the Child. 
Add. King David Penitent Raising Lazarus Holy Spirit: Pentecost 
19738 ( corpse climbing from 

tomb) 
Add. Christ at the Second Vigil of the Dead Trinity: Suffering trinity St Jerome: St Jerome writing at 15 Oes: Pieta 
27948 Coming a desk Comm. of Souls: Christ as Judge 
Add. Job on a dunghill visited Cross: Crucifixion Obsecro Te: (pieta) 
30059 by neighbours Holy Spirit: Pentecost Prayers: ( coronation) 
Add. Saturday Office: Man writing in book and 0 Intemerata: Annunciation 
39761 looking at Virgin and Child Visitation: Visitation 

St Ninian: St Ninian 
St Sebastian: St Sebastian 

Add. (deesis) (raising Lazarus) Cross: Crucifixion [ passion scenes] Holy Face: half figure of Christ 
40155 Holy Spirit: Suffering Trinity Passion according to St John: 

Resurrection and instruments of the 
Passion 

Obsecro Te: Virgin and Child with 
angels 
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Ms. Penitential Psalms 
Office of the 

Other Hours Other Psalters Prayers 
Dead 

Add. Holy Spirit: Martyrdoms 
48985 Trinity: Martyrdoms 
Add. Christ & King David Magnificat:Annunciation 
49999 King David Penitent 
Arundel (Christ at the Second (Vigil of the Dead) St Jerome: (St Jerome with lion , 15 Oes: Christ on dish, bleeding 
203 Coming) and a book) Comm. of Souls: Christ as Judge 

JL>assion: Resurrection and 
instruments of the Passion 

Arundel Crucified Christ in Vigil of the Dead 15 Oes: Resurrection instruments of 
302 Glory with Mary and St the Passion 

John Litany of St Mary: Virgin and Child 
Trinity: Trinity 
Prayers to the Magi: 3 scenes of 

Magi on horses, Adoration of the 
Magi 

Arundel Christ at the Second Raising Lazarus St Jerome: St Jerome in desert 15 Oes: Christ holding globe 
318 Coming with a lion jumping up. Praises 

0 Intemerata: Virgin and Child with 
St John holding a cup 

Obsecro Te: Pieta 
7 Joys: Presentation of the Virgin 
Comm. of Souls: Angel lifting soul 

above soul kneeling between angel 
and devil 

Egerton Vigil of the Dead Holy Spirit: 
1151 Prime: Getting up with the Holy Spirit 

Terce: Morning prayers with the Holy Spirit 
Vespers: Evening prayers with the Holy Spirit 
Compline: Bedtime with the Holy Spirit 

Egerton Adoration of the Magi Prayers to the saviour for several Hours: Salutation of the Virgin: 23 Scenes 
2781 Matins: Betrayal from the life of the Virgin and 

Lauds: Flagellation Jesus's ministry 
Prime: Jesus before Pilate Prayers to the Virgin: (miracles of 
Terce: Mocking the Virgin) 
None: Crucifixion Prayers to Saviour: Deesis 
Vespers: Deposition Story of Passion: scenes from the 

Passion 
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Ms. Penitential Psalms 
omceof the Other Hours Other Psalters Prayers 
Dead 

Harley (Kjng David + harp) Vigil of the Dead Passion:: (Instruments of the Prayers: (Flagellation), (Nailing to 
210 Passion) the Cross), (Entombment) 

0 Intemerata: (Madonna) 
Obsecro Te: (Deesis) 

. Beata Immaculata: (3 people in a 
pot over a fire, hand of God above) 

Harley Woman kneeling before 
928 Christ 
Harley (Kjng David Penitent) Vigil of the Dead St Jerome: St Jerome in his 15 Oes: Christ on crescent 
2846 study with lion Prayers to the Virgin: coronation 

7 Joys: Presentation ofV 
Wounds: Pieta 
Comm. of Souls: Christ as Judge 

Harley (Christ at the Second (Vigil of the Dead) 
2869 Coming) 
Harley Raising Lazarus Cross: Crucifixion 
2876 Holy Spirit: Pentecost 
Harley Christ at the Second Vigil of the Dead Cross: Comm. of Souls: Christ as Judge 
2884 Coming Matins: Agony in the Garden 

Lauds: Betrayal 
Prime: Jesus before Pilate 
Terce: Flagellation 
Sext: Carry cross 
None: Crucifixion 
Vespers: Deposition 

Harley Christ at the Second (Vigil of the Dead) Trinity: Trinity 
2887 Coming Comm. of Souls: (Christ as Judge) 
Harley King David Penitent Vigil of the Dead Cross: Beati lmmaculati: Burial 
2900 Lauds: Betrayals 0 Intemerata: Virgin and Child + 

Prime: Jesus before Pilate kneeling woman 
Terce: Flagellation 
Sext: Jesus carrying the Cross 
None: Crucifixion ., 

Vespers: Deposition 
Compline: Entombment 
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Ms. Penitential Psalms Office of the Other Hours Other Psalters Prayers 
Dead 

Harley Christ at the Second Vigil of the Dead Passion: Passion: Resurrection and Comm. of Souls: Christ as Judge 

2915 Coming Matins: Agony in the Garden instruments of the Passion 
Lauds: Betrayal St Jerome: St Jerome writing in 
Prime: Jesus before Pilate his study, lion present 
Terce: Flagellation 
Sext: Jesus carrying the Cross 
None: Crucifixion 
Vespers: Deposition 
Compline: Entombment 

Harley King David Penitent 3 living & 3 dead Cross: crucifixion Obsecro Te: Virgin and Child 
2917 Holy Spirit: Pentecost suckling 

0 Intemerata: Icon of the Virgin and 
Child 

Harley King David Penitent Skeleton stabbing woman Holy Spirit: Pentecost Passion according to St John: 
2919 in breast with spear Agony in the Garden 

Obsecro Te: Virgin and Child 
Stabat mater: Deposition 

Harley King David watching Job, Dunghill, neighbours Cross: Jesus carrying the cross 
2936 Bathsheba bathing Holy Spirit: Pentecost 

Harley King David Penitent Vigil of the Dead Cross: Crucifixion Dulce Dame de Misericorde: Virgin 
2940 (grave digging) Holy Spirit: Pentecost and Child enthroned, with angels 

(internment) 
Harley Christ at the Second Vigil of the Dead Passion: Resurrection and Comm. of Souls: Christ as Judge 
2966 Coming instruments of the Passion 
Harley Page missing Page missing Praise to the Virgin: (Virgin and 
2976 Child) 

0 Intemerata: (Pieta) 
Joys: (Presentation of the Virgin) 
Wounds: (Wounds) 

Harley King David Penitent Cross: Crucifixion 
2980 (David killing Goliath) Holy Spirit: Pentecost 

(King David Presented 
with head) 
(King David + 
Bathsheba in bath) 
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Ms. Penitential Psalms 
Office of the 

Other Hours Other Psalters Prayers 
Dead 

Harley Christ at the Second Vigil of the Dead Passion: Resurrection and Praise of the Virgin: Death of the 

2982 Coming instruments of the Passion Virgin 
St Jerome: St Jerome writing in 7 Joys: Christ blessing Mary 

his study, lion with lifted paw Wounds: Christ and instruments of 
the Passion 

Words: Pieta 
Comm. of Souls: Christ as Judge 

Harley King David Penitent Cross: Crucifixion, [Flagellation J Obsecro Te: coronation 
2989 with David slaying Holy Spirit: Pentecost 0 Intemerata: Pieta 

Goliath in the 
background 
[Christ at the Second 
Coming] 
[King David watching 
Bathsheba bathing] 

Harley Vigil of the Dead Cross: Crucifixion 
2998 Holy Spirit: Pentecost 
Harley King David Penitent Job + neighbours Cross: Crucifixion Obsecro Te: Pieta 
2999 Holy Spirit: Pentecost 

Harley Christ at the Second Raising Lazarus Psalter for service: scenes from 7 Joys: Presentation ofV 
3000 Coming King David's life Wounds: Wounds 

St Jerome: St Jerome in his Words: Pieta 
study, removing thorn from Comm. of Souls: Christ as Judge 
lion's paw 

Harley King David Penitent Job on a dunghill, visited Cross: Crucifixion Obsecro Te: Virgin and Child 
5328 by neighbours Holy Spirit: Pentecost St Francis: St Francis receiving 

stigmata 
Harley King David Penitent Burial Cross: Crucifixion 
5370 Holy Spiri11:: Pentecost 
Harley Vigil of the dead 
6563 
Kings 9 King David playing a Raising Lazarus Passion: Resurrection and 15 Oes: 2 angels catching the blood 

harp instruments of the Passion from the wounds in a chalice 
St Jerome: St Jerome writing at 7 Joys: Presentation of the Virgin 

his desk, lion in courtyard Stabat Mater: Pieta 
Wounds: Wounds 
Comm. of Souls: St Michael and the 

devil fighting for a souls, God 
above, corpse below 
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Ms. Penitential Psalms Office of the Other Hours Other Psalters Prayers 
Dead 

Royal2A Second Coming Vigil of the dead Psalter with 12 Canticles: Tree 
XVIII of Jesse 
Royal2B King David Penitent Raising Lazarus Cross: Passion: (Mass of St Gregory) Magnificat [Visitation] 
xv Lauds: Betrayal C~mm. of Souls: Christ as Judge 

Prime: Jesus before Pilate 
Terce: Jesus carrying the Cross 
Sext: Nailed to the Cross 
None: Crucifixion 
Vespers: Deposition 
Compline: Entombment 

Sloane Christ at the Second Vigil of the Dead St Jerome: St Jerome in desert 15 Oes: Upper part of Christ 
2471 Coming with a lion jumping up. 6 Joys St Michael: St Michel 

5 Joys St John Baptist: St John with 
the Angus Dei 

5 Joys St John Evangelist: St John 
with a cup and a devil 

5 Joys St Anne: Virgin and Child 
with St Anne 

7 Joys St Mary Magdalene: Mary 
Magdalene · 

5 Joys St Katherine: St Katherine 
5 Joys St Barbara: St Barbara 
6 Joys St Margaret: St Margaret 
Praises of the Virgin: Virgin and 

.Child 
7 Joys of the Virgin: Presentation of 

Virgin 
Wounds: wounds 
Comm. of Souls: Christ as Judge 

Sloane Christ at the Second Vigil of the Dead Holy Face: Sudarium 
2683 Coming Praises: Virgin and Child 

Wounds: Resurrection and 
instruments of Passion 

]Praises: Virgin and Child 
Stowe 16 Prayers to Virgin: Virgin and Child 

Holy face: Head of Christ 
St Katherine: St Katherine 
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Ms. Penitential Psalms 
Office of the 

Other Hours Other Psalters Prayers Dead 
Stowe22 King David Penitent Raising Lazarus Cross: Jesus Nailed to the Cross St Jerome: St Jerome in his 7 Joys of St Thomas of 

study looking at the lion Canterbury: St Thomas of 
Canterbury 

7 Joys of St Anne: St Anne teaching 
Mary to read 

5 Joys of St Catherine: St Catherine 
Joys of St Margaret: St Margaret 
Prayers to the Virgin: (Virgin and 

Child) 
0 Intemerata: the Virgin holding 

gold cup 
7 Joys: {female saint) 
Wounds: Wounds 
Comm. of Souls: Christ as Judge 

Dunedin Public Library 

Ms. Penitential Psalms 
Office of the 

Other Hours Other Psalters Prayers Dead 
Reed Holy Spirit: Pentecost 
MS8 
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Turnbull Library, Wellington 

1\-ls. Penitential Psalms 
Office of the 

Other Hours Other Psalters Prayers 
Dead 

MSR02 King David Penitent Raising Lazarus Cross: (Holy face) with events and instruments 
[David and Goliath] of Passion in border 

Holy Spirit: (Dove) 
MSR07 Owner at prayer Raising Lazarus Passion: Daily life: Owners at prayer before 

Matins: crucifixion vision of risen Christ 
Prime: Ecce Homo Obsecro Te: Virgin in Glory 
Sext: Jesus Carrying the Cross 0 Intemerata: Virgin and Child 
None: Jesus Nailed to the Cross Stabat mater: Virgin of Sorrows 
Vespers: Pieta Passion acc. St John: Betrayal 
Compline: Entombment Holy Face: female Owner lmeeling 
Sunday Hours of the Trinity: Suffering Trinity before sudarium held by St 
Monday Hours of the Dead: Pentecost Veronica 
Tuesday Hours of the Angels: St Michael Prayer attrib. to the Virgin: 
Wednesday Hours of All Saints: the Court of Kneeling Virgin 

Heaven St Edmund: standing naked child 
Thursday Hours of the Holy Sacrament: 

Manna falling from Heaven, 2 angels 
displaying a ciborium, the Last supper 

Friday Hours of the Cross: Finding 1he True 
Cross 

Saturday Hours of.the Conception: Meeting at 
the Golden Gate 

MSR11 King David Penitent Burial Holy Spirit: Pentecost 
St Michael fighting Devil 

University of Otago Library, Dunedin 

Ms. Penitential Psalms 
Office of the 

Other Hours Other Psalters Prayers Dead 

MS2 Job on dunghill Cross: Crucifix.ion Passion acc. St John: Agony in the 
Holy spirit: Pentecost Garden 

Mon benoit dieu: half length Christ 
Trinity: Trinity 
Stabat Mater: Lamentation 

.. ...... ........................... ............. HHn•••••OoHUHOoHoouo • -uo • o • Huoouooououo ....................................... .. Saturday _Prayers:. Annunciation .......... 
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