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ONE



General Introduction


A study of the Hours of Richard III is justified more by his ownership than by any other single factor: his ownership and the addition of certain prayers for his use as King make the manuscript unique.


Lambeth Ms. 474, here styled the Hours of Richard III, was not made originally for the King. As demonstrated below, it was produced in London about 1420 for an unknown owner, possibly a cleric. It is a text of unusual length and some distinctive features. At some date after 6 July 1483, the date of his coronation, Richard III chose to use this text as his personal book of hours. He made four additions to it:


1. His birth-date in the calendar (f.7v).


2. A collect of St. Ninian (f.1).


3. A long, fairly common prayer, the history of which is here studied for the first time. It is called ‘Richard III’s prayer’ because it has been so often and mistakenly asserted that it is unique to Richard and has been used to draw unfounded conclusions about his personality (ff. 181–183).


4. A long devotion, perhaps a litany, which was apparently composed for him personally and which may reflect his interest in the crusading ‘movement’, such as it was, in his day (ff.184–184v).


Richard III (1452–1485) is one of the most controversial figures in medieval history. In 1483 he succeeded his brother, Edward IV, on the throne of England, setting aside his nephews who were declared illegitimate. To establish himself he had to execute several opponents and crush one rebellion. During the two years of his reign his only son and his wife died. In administrative terms his rule was not unsuccessful but its full potential was never realised for he failed to defeat an invasion led by Henry Tudor, the future Henry VII, losing his crown and his life at the battle of Bosworth on 22 August 1485.


Criticism of Richard III centres on the murder of his nephews. Other crimes of which he has been accused and of which Shakespeare’s play is a constant reminder include the murder of Henry VI, Edward IV’s predecessor, his own wife, and his brother, the Duke of Clarence. These charges, however, are rarely now considered worthy of attention by serious historians. The disappearance of his two nephews, who are not known to have been seen again after the first few months of his reign, remains a constant theme of debate: did he murder them or not? Richard’s personality can still be described in the most pejorative of terms as a consequence.


As a man’s religious convictions can be considered fundamental to his character and behaviour Richard’s piety has naturally provoked comment, and conclusions have been made linking his piety with his crimes and a need to atone. Some of these theories have drawn on material in the Hours, especially ‘his’ prayer, but none have been based on any real inspection or understanding of the manuscript or of the prayer’s text and purpose. A study of the Hours is therefore long overdue and should contribute to a better appreciation of what are the facts about Richard III and his piety to be found in the Hours. A caveat must be entered, however, on the more general issue of whether the piety of a king of the fifteenth century, or indeed of any individual, can ever really be known. In the authors’ opinion the enigma of Richard III cannot be solved by looking at his Hours.


There are other reasons to study this second-hand book of hours chosen by Richard III for his own use, and each of these may incidentally contribute to our understanding of why he chose this manuscript. It is a long text, longer than many other hours, and stuffed with individual prayers presumably all chosen by the first unknown owner of the book – these are set out and explained folio by folio in the ‘Analysis of Contents’. Despite this wide choice of prayers offered to him in the book Richard III still felt impelled to add others that were important to him. The liturgical texts of this Hours justify a study in their own right.


In its decoration the Hours is a comparatively modest one. It is not like the more lavish ones so often owned by royalty. If Richard III owned any such magnificent hours, and princes often had more than one, they either do not survive or all signs of his ownership have been expunged by a later owner (Henry VII is known to have superimposed his arms over those of Edward IV in some books). Although Richard’s Hours is plain it is nevertheless a good example of a fine period of London illumination. By its illumination it is also possible to date the manuscript.


Both its liturgical contents and its decoration presumably appealed to Richard III. The text shows the preoccupations of a devout man of the fifteenth century and its decoration puts it in the context of the development of London manuscript illumination in the same period. Richard III chose a very useful, solid, unflamboyant and English manuscript for his daily use – one that can be shown to be entirely in keeping with the other books he owned. He seems to have chosen his books for their contents.


Books of Hours


A book of hours, or primer, was the private book of devotions of the layman in the later Middle Ages and the Renaissance. It was the result of a long development towards a more personal expression of religious feeling.1


The ‘hours’ referred to are not the sixty-minute hours of the clock as we know them, but recall an older division of day and night marked by the position of the sun and varying with the season. Since very early times and in many religions people have felt the need to pray to their god at frequent fixed intervals. In the Christian faith not only the moment but also the content of each devotion soon became highly formalised. As early as the third century AD the faithful were expected to worship at the ‘natural’ times of midnight, cockcrow and sunset, and also at the third, sixth and ninth hour of the day. They were to express their faith by reading certain parts of the Bible and singing designated psalms and hymns at each of these occasions. This was the duty of laymen as well as of priests and monks.


In the ninth and tenth centuries the renewal of religious zeal led to an extension and elaboration of the official daily devotions, or Divine Office. By the year 1000 the most important ‘extras’ were the Gradual and Penitential Psalms, the Litany, the Office of the Dead and the special offices of the Virgin, the Trinity, the Holy Cross and the Holy Spirit.2 Many of these came to be regarded as integral parts of the older devotions, but unlike them they were not related to the festal days of the saints and hardly changed with the church’s year. The laity found these offices more attractive and convenient than the long complicated devotions of the clergy: their objects, such as the Virgin or the Passion, appealed, and their format was brief and almost invariable. These offices were at first added to the existing layman’s devotional book, the psalter,3 but also came to lead a separate life by about 1400.4


The main and most distinctive item in a book of hours is the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary (Officium Parvum Beatae Virginis Mariae).5 Its prayers, lessons and psalms, read and sung in honour of St. Mary, were spread over day and night, each part to be said at its appointed ‘hour’. The names of the hours or offices changed in the course of the Middle Ages, but by Richard III’s time Matins (matutine, from the Latin matutinum, ‘morning’) was the first and began at midnight or shortly after. Together with Lauds (laudes matutinales, ‘morning praises’, because originally it always ended with psalms 148, 149 and 150 in praise of God) it formed one long office said during the night and early morning. The next four, shorter, offices, Prime, Terce, Sext and None, at the first, third, sixth (noon) and ninth hour, filled the day. Between Terce and Sext, Mass was celebrated. Vespers (vespere, ‘evensong’) started at sunset or earlier. Compline (completorium) completed the cycle and was said before going to bed.6


The text of the Hours of the Virgin was usually preceded by a perpetual calendar listing the saints and feasts of universal and local importance, set passages from the Four Gospels, one from each, and the Passion according to St. John.7 After the Hours themselves (and there could be included not merely those of the Virgin but the Hours of the Cross, the Holy Ghost etc.), followed the Seven Penitential Psalms with the Litany of Saints and The Office or Vigil of the Dead. Several other items are common to most books of hours and will be discussed below in so far as they are included in Richard III’s manuscript.


In specific details the books vary according to the diocese or monastic order in which they were used.8 Among the better known ‘uses’ are those of Rome, Paris and Utrecht on the continent, York and Salisbury (Sarum) in England. Franciscan, Dominican and Augustinian use are also found. Analyses of the variations in the short devotional texts that accompany the psalms sung at each hour and of the saints in the calendar, as well as the precise texts of hymns and prayers, help to establish a manuscript’s origin or the market for which it was made. This is of importance to the art historian studying book illumination and painting.


As the popularity of books of hours grew their contents gradually eluded clerical control and their quality deteriorated. The Latin they were written in came to contain many errors because of the ignorance of the copyist, and items were added, mostly prayers, of which the contents bordered on, and often trespassed well into, the realm of superstition.9 These additional devotions, however, can also provide evidence of sincerity and faith. Some are very old and may be found in collections already existing in the time of Charlemagne. Most were anonymous, many were ascribed to saints and fathers of the church and some were credited with miraculous origins and equally miraculous powers.10


The contents of books of hours were very familiar to every literate person in the later Middle Ages and their influence on imagination and speech and thus on contemporary prose and verse was considerable.11





TWO



The Manuscript, Its Scheme of Decoration and Status


Lambeth Ms. 474 is a book of hours according to the use of Sarum. It is now in a mid-sixteenth century binding, with some gold tooling, which has recently been rebacked. The binding was executed in the workshop of the King Edward and Queen Mary Binder which was active in the 1540s and ’50s doing work for Henry VIII, Edward and Mary as well as less illustrious customers.12 Unfortunately it is not known who commissioned this rebinding. All edges are gilt. The lining sheet from a fourteenth-century service book with music is visible. Two brass clasps with catches survive, hinged to the front cover, but the bottom hinged bar is missing.


It now has 184 vellum folios with two unruled flyleaves at the end, blank except for some erasures; several leaves are missing and there are no unruled flyleaves at the beginning. Most of the twenty-six gatherings have eight leaves, the first is of two only, the third of six. In the twenty-first gathering, between folios 151v and 152 there is a neat stub. Of the twenty-fourth the seventh leaf is lost (the one that contained the beginning of ‘Richard III’s prayer’). The twenty-fifth gathering has two leaves and after these (that is, after the end of the same prayer) at least three ruled folios have been crudely cut out. The twenty-sixth gathering consists of the leaf on which is written the surviving portion of Richard III’s ‘litany’ – it is of a different, rougher vellum, comparable to that of the concluding two flyleaves. All gatherings and all folios have been numbered in pencil, presumably by M. R. James when he collated the manuscript.13 In two instances only, the Calendar and the instructions of the seasonal variations of the Hours of the Virgin, do the major sections of the text correspond with the physical divisions of the manuscript.


Devotional pieces were added to the original text for the use of Richard III and there are minor inscriptions by or about other persons. All these, as well as the damage or erasures, will be dealt with below in the discussion of the contents, under the appropriate folio, and in the section on ownership.


Without its binding the book now measures 193 by 140mm. It was originally much larger. If the proportions of the decoration of the Annunciation page are considered and if comparison is made with other manuscripts, closely related to Richard III’s Hours in date and style, which survive in their first binding after only one careful cropping, an original size of at least 236 by 173mm. is arrived at.14 Such a size would have left about 10mm. of space between the decorative sprays of the full border of the Annunciation page and the edge of the page. The sixteenth-century binder, who for some reason had to rebind the Hours, overcut the book, but he must be a little excused for his destruction of the Annunciation border for here the artist had painted far more in the upper margin than did the artist of the other two full borders. The binder certainly resewed the manuscript because some letters of the addition of Richard III’s birthday in the October Calendar now disappear into the spine.


The text is in one column throughout and is in what M. R. James described as a ‘tall narrow English hand,’ a gothica textualis quadrata formata. A full page has eighteen lines ruled in brown ink, the text space measuring 83–83.5mm. by 117–117.5mm.15 The devotional additions made for Richard III imitate the hand of the original book.


The manuscript is decorated simply but richly. There are historiated initials (that is, decorated with a picture) for the three key divisions of the text: the Hours of the Virgin (Matins; f.15), the Penitential Psalms (f.55) and the Vigil of the Dead (f.72). The initial of the second has been cut out. All these have full vinets, that is to say a border decoration extending around all four sides of the text.16 There are no other pictures in the book; the rest of the decoration is composed of elaborate, formal foliage patterns of demi-vinets and champs (initials decorated in colour on a gold ground with ornamental sprays in the margin).17


The size of the introductory initials suit the importance of the individual offices, psalms, prayers, and so on down to the responses. Thus, a nine-line historiated initial and a full vinet opens Matins and six-line historiated initials with full vinets open the other key items in the book; a nine-line decorated initial introduces Salve virgo virginum (f.152), while eight-line decorated initials are suitable for the beginnings of Lauds (f.25), Prime (f.37v), Terce (f.41), Sext (f.43), None (f.45), Vespers (f.47v) and Compline (f.49) of the Hours of the Virgin, as well as the Psalms of the Passion (f.101) and the Confiteor (f.124), and the Fifteen Oes (f.145). Seven-line initials are sufficient for the Commendation of Souls (f.90v), the first of the Miserere psalms (f.109), and the Psalter of St. Jerome (f.112v). There are no six-line initials, apart from the two superior, historiated ones, and only one five-line initial, the one introducing the Seven Joys (f.162v). Four-line initials are frequent, for example one opens the first stanza of Omnibus consideratis (f.131v), the prayer of the Venerable Bede (f.136v), the O intemerata (f.156v), the Obsecro te (f.158), the Five Sorrows of Mary (f.168), and the Stabat mater (f.173). The status of the initial I is often not immediately clear as they curve down the margin and have no space left for them in the text, but most of them rank as four- or three-line initials (eg. ff.25v, 35v, 95v, 122v, 129v, 131, 151v).


The majority of prayers rate three-line initials and as these appear towards the end of the book, the book gives the appearance of ‘running out’ of decoration in its second half (especially ff.168v–180), as do other books of hours, for the same reason. The last, or rather the last surviving, prayer of the original book, to St. Julian, is introduced by a one-line initial (f.180v).


Subsidiary sections of the longer items are similarly marked by initials of different sizes. Two- and three-line initials introduce hymns, chapters, psalms and prayers throughout the Hours of the Virgin, and one-line initials introduce most minor items. Subsidiary initials for the Seven Penitential Psalms are all two-line ones, as are those for the Commendationes Animarum and Psalms of the Passion. The Vigil of the Dead is also served by two-line initials, except for one four-line initial at the beginning of the Dirige (f.74v). After an introductory eight-line initial for the first of the Fifteen Oes each subsequent one is marked by a three-line one.


One-line initials perform a great variety of functions: these are in gold or blue alternately and are decorated with pen flourishes in blue for the gold ones and red for the blue. None are remarkable. The lowest level in this hierarchy of attention marks is represented by the pale stroke of ochre paint through certain capitals in the text.


Titles and rubics are in red, sometimes heavily abbreviated, such as those indicating verses or responses. Paragraph signs are also in red (eg. f.36) and line fillers are in blue and gold.


The pages of the Calendar have little decoration: the one champ of the KL at the head of each month has alternately red and blue as its main colour and always has two stiff sprays of foliage jutting out from it. The painter seems to have considered decorating the outer margin of January with other sprays and tentatively sketched in a few, but he thought better of it and went no further. Red, blue and black mark the days and feasts in the usual manner, with one-line initials as described above. (See also in the Analysis of Contents for the Calendar).


The champs introducing the textual additions made for Richard III are in the London style, as it had become in the 1480s: their prolongations are like solid fern fronds rather than the curling tendrils of the decoration of the original book. The one-line initials are in the style of the rest of the book.


The time expended on decorating a book indicates something of its status and relative cost in the absence of precise details of its commission and price. Clearly the Hours of Richard III, with the scheme of decoration indicated above, is in a very different class of manuscript from the lavishly illustrated hours commissioned by such as the Dukes of Berry and Bedford. Nor does it have the status of a book of hours with a long sequence of historiated initials and miniatures such as the Nevill Hours, called after its first known owner, Richard III’s cousin George Nevill, Lord Abergavenny.18 It is, in its turn, superior to hours that have no historiated initials and call for no representational skill from the decorator, such as Lambeth Ms. 459 made in London 1470–90, which has plenty of crude foliage-decorated initials, or Bodley 113, an unpretentious Sarum hours similar in style and date to Richard’s and made in London 1425–50 with a plain vinet for the Hours of the Virgin, demi-vinets, champs, all unelaborate and with little gold.19 Closest to the Hours of Richard III but sufficiently different in small details to show effectively the range of books of hours produced in the same workshop, probably within months of each other in this case, is manuscript AB 6 C 4 of the Benedictines of Altenburg, Austria.20 This has a full vinet and one historiated initial of seven lines for the Hours of the Virgin, using the same model as Richard’s Hours, and its Vigil of the Dead and Penitential Psalms are introduced by demi-vinets with seven-line initials composed of foliage. The last are so similar to those in the Richard III Hours they might have been done for it. Subsidiary decoration is in the same manner, with no decoration at all for its plain Calendar. Everything in the Altenburg manuscript is slightly less lavish than in the Lambeth manuscript: its highest point is the one seven-line historiated initial for Matins; its subsidiary illumination is less extensive and its demi-vinets have less variety, but its style and colouring are the same. The Altenburg manuscript was the cheaper of the two commissions.





THREE



The Illumination: Style, Workmanship and Date


By the time Richard III’s Hours was produced the illumination of books of hours had become subject to several conventions. These conventions imposed an overall order and both facilitated and standardised the tasks of the scribes and painters, speeding up the production of what has been called the best-seller of the middle ages: for example, the method of differentiating saints by their emblems was universal, even if the saints included might vary, and the labours of the months and later the signs of the zodiac became the usual way of illustrating the Calendar. The Hours of the Virgin were illustrated either by scenes from her life, concluding with her heavenly coronation, or by a sequence showing the Passion of Christ, the latter being usual in England. There were regional differences among these conventions, just as there were for the local use or custom of the diocese which affected which prayers, offices and saints were included, and different workshops added their own characteristic decoration. Bruges and Paris were noted centres of production with their own styles, and so was London in the early fifteenth century.


The illumination of books of hours was as much part of the humanisation of the church’s offices and the personalising of devotion as the text. Each manuscript differed in some respects from every other manuscript, although the more expensive the commission the more unique the book might be as a work of art. The purchaser’s wishes and purse affected the decoration, particularly as regards quality and quantity: whether pictures were to be included, how much gold was to be used and whether personal motifs such as coats of arms were to be added. The decoration also depended on certain priorities dictated by the text and its contents: attention was first paid to the opening of the Hours of the Virgin, secondly to the Penitential Psalms and thirdly to the Office of the Dead.21


Only these three sections are historiated (given pictorial illustration) in the Hours of Richard III; the rest of the illumination is purely decorative, to please the eye, indicate the divisions of the text and help the reader to find his way about the book. The original owner did not make any discernible impression upon the artist’s work (though he did on the contents). It is, however, an expensive product of a good workshop. The first page of the Hours of the Virgin has a border of the best quality English illumination of the time, and few openings lack pattern, colour and gold. The restrained reaction of commentators22 hardly prepares one for its bright, clear colouring and its warm attractiveness. The last quality is partly due to the particularly pleasing combination of orange and gold, a softer combination than the blue and pink or harsh red that so often dominate similar manuscripts.23 It is a book for use, for its owner to carry around and take to church, and to add new items to for personal devotion. It is not a showpiece designed primarily for its pictures – if Richard III owned such hours (and many rich people did own more than one), they are not known. This book was the service book he chose to use personally as king.


English Illumination in the early Fifteenth Century


From the end of the fourteenth century a marked change in the style of illumination (the art of decorating or ‘lighting up’ a manuscript with gold and colours) took place in England. A linear, flat and decorative style with little modelling of figures gave way to one that aimed at a three-dimensional and realistic quality, with solid figures and a liking for portraiture. This change is considered to have been the result of communication between English artists with their several native traditions and the continental schools of France, the Low Countries and Germany.24 Artists had their own workshops, mostly small family based units with a few apprentices. They tended to congregate in one area, such as Paternoster Row in London. They were frequently employed by middlemen, for example stationers of London, who handled and financed the commission and put out the work. They taught apprentices; they copied each others’ work, they collaborated on large projects under one master or supervisor and they often specialised in one type of work, such as borders or miniatures; they moved around to find work, influenced each others’ styles and models, borrowed themes; they were attracted or repulsed by foreign fashions and developments. For all these reasons the work and style of individual artists in early fifteenth century London are almost impossible to identify or distinguish, particularly when more than one worked on a book, a gathering or even on one page, and, as so often happens, when the talent of the painter was unremarkable and no details are known of the commission from documentary sources.25


To identify the artists who worked on Richard III’s Hours, or at least locate them, in this web of workshops and styles, it is necessary first to describe the known illuminators and their circumstances in the early fifteenth century, as well as the manuscripts they produced. Secondly, the main decorative features of Richard’s Hours need to be related to similar features in those manuscripts found to be closest to his Hours in character, paying particular attention to dated manuscripts. The main features are the historiation, the portrait heads and the subsidiary decoration of the borders and initials. The fluid interchange of styles and the working environment of the period make this dangerous and speculative. Above all we are conscious of Abbé Leroquais’ gentle reminder of how the long dead painters would smile at modern historians’ attempts to analyse their work.26


One notable English artist flourishing at the beginning of the fifteenth century was John Siferwas, a Dominican friar, whose portrait and name appeared in the great missal illuminated under his supervision for Sherborne Abbey circa 1400–1407. He was also involved in the production of the lectionary made for Salisbury Cathedral at the order of John, Lord Lovel of Titchmarsh (died 1408). He took ideas from everyone and adapted them with great talent, combining native traditions with the new international gothic style, and has been praised for his fine portraiture.27 This theme of portraiture is manifest in several English manuscripts of the early fifteenth century, such as the Bedford Hours and Psalter and, in a minor key, the Hours of Richard III.
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