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Abstract 

The purpose of this dissertation is to present the first comprehensive catalogue of 

Franco-Flemish books of hours from the collections of the National Library in Prague 

(hereafter, NK). Some of the included manuscripts were already published in journals some 

of them have never been published previously. The core of the catalogue is a formal and 

stylistic analysis of books of hours, including an attribution to the individual masters and 

workshops, localization and dating based on a comparison of stylistically related 

manuscripts. This work is a development from previous my research done on Parisian books 

of hours [NK Břevnov 297, NK Osek 70 and NK XXIII G 89; Master’s thesis and ‘rigorous 

work’].  

Six books of hours come from the National Library in Prague  [NK XXIII H 22, NK 

Břevnov 296, NK XXIII F 198, NK XXIII G88, NK Osek 65, NK VI D 25] and one manuscript in 

the collection of the Lobkowicz family at Nelahozeves castle, previously deposited in the 

Prague National Library [with a shelf- mark VI Fg 67]. The catalogue covers the period of the 

greatest flowering of Flemish book illumination from the first half of the 15th century to the 

beginning of the 16th century.  The books of hours from the Prague National Library typically 

came from aristocratic collections: Lobkowicz, Rohan, etc. However, the owners of books of 

hours in the 15th century came from broad social circles; wealthy merchants and burghers, 

as well as members of highly positioned aristocratic and royal families. 

In the introductory chapter on the origins, organization and iconography of books of 

hours, the entire group of ten Franco- Flemish books of hours is summarized in order to 

ascertain specific iconographic traditions related to individual parts of books of hours, as 

well as to delineate iconographical peculiarities in the individual manuscripts under study. 

Books of hours were a practical part of life, as such they regularly began by a calendar. They 



became extremely popular especially due to the devotional cult of the Virgin Mary. Through 

her, the churchgoer contemplated the mystery of the conception and birth. Love scenes are 

also frequent, e.g. pastoral scenes of the Annunciation to the shepherds. By the end of the 

15th century, introductions to the penitential Psalms are often illustrated with depictions of 

Bathsheba naked in a bath.  An inseparable part of any book of hours was also a vigil for 

death. The contemplation of mortality gave rise to depictions of the ‘dance of death‘ (Danse 

macabre) or the meeting of the ‘three living and three dead’ that served also as a moral 

lesson. Taken together, the iconographic and devotional themes of these manuscripts 

represent a vademecum , a guide through the life of a Christian that he was supposed to 

have with him at the hour of death, either for himself, or for his loved ones.  

 Turning to the historical conditions for illumination in the Burgundian state, 

especially under Phillip the Good and Charles the Bold, the role of the wealthy – and 

rebellious - cities Ghent and Bruges is considered. In the collection of the Prague National 

Library in a manuscript illuminated by the Master of Statutes and Privileges of Ghent and 

Flanders  [NK XXIII F 198], the most influential illuminator in the valley of the river Escaut 

between Ghent and Tournai in the mid 15th century. The ‘Master of Golden Scrolls’ also 

participated in the production of this manuscript. The book of hours [manuscript NK XXIII H 

22], illuminated by the so-called Masters of Golden Scrolls, dates from the period around 

1440 when Bruges dominated the commercial production. The book of hours [NK Břevnov 

296] dates from the time of the active patronage of Phillip the Good“  and was illuminated 

around 1470 by an associate of the leading illuminator in Bruges, Willem Vrelant who 

worked for dukes Phillip the Good and Charles the Bold. The small book of hours [NK Osek 

65] may have been executed in between 1440 and 1460 possibly in the region of Hainaut by 

a recently identified illuminator Marquet Caussin, however there are other opinions that can 

be further researched. 

 In the last stage of Flemish illumination books of hours were produced mainly 

for export. Stylistically, from the 1470´s, figures become more monumental, ‘dramatic close-

up’ is more frequent, and the 3-dimentional looking margins fill with realistic flowers and 

lifelike insects. The book of hours from the Lobkowicz collection [Nelahozeves, NK VI Fg 67] 

was likely painted by the ‘Master of the Prayer book around 1500’ and dates from the first 

decade of the 16th century. Manuscript NK XXIII G 88, a book of hours dating from around 



1490- 1510, was likely painted in the southern part of the Burgundian state around Dijon, 

Beaune and Autun where the Master of Burgundian Prelates was active. However, the 

quality and the quick execution of the manuscript are far behind the fine examples of work 

of this master.  The book of hours originally from the Rohan collection at the Sychrov Castle 

[NK VI D 25] was likely painted in Paris or in the related regions around 1500- 1510. This 

book is placed within the milieu of Jean Pichore, formerly known as the Master of Petrarch´s 

Triumphs. Based on a comparison of stylistically related manuscripts, certain previously-

suggested attributions were confirmed and further specified. However in several instances 

new insights were discovered.  All of the books of hours were discussed on a single platform.  

  

A study of the meaning of a book of hours for a renaissance women and education of 

children concludes the catalogue, yielding interesting results. A woman in the 15th and 16th 

centuries was cultivated and educated her own children at least until the age of seven. Some 

books of hours, sometimes known as primers, were written specifically for children or given 

to children at an early age. They were often used to teach children how to read and were 

beautifully illuminated in order to attract attention. The veneration of Virgin Mary, the noble 

state of womanhood and sanctity of motherhood is particularly stressed in these prayer 

books. A breastfeeding Virgin Mary in Bruges in the time of Phillip the Good gets to the 

burgher´s interior, she is eternally present in the daily life. In some cases we encounter 

depiction of life-size ‘womanly’ wounds of Christ and we are also aware of existence of 

prayers to different parts of Mary´s body. The Virgin Mary is also represented in books of 

hours as an educated woman reading a prophecy or teaching the apostles during the 

Pentecost. The cult of St. Anne that taught the Virgin Mary how to read was also extremely 

popular, especially in Flanders after the Ghent uprising in 1453 since she was venerated by 

widows that hoped for a further marriage. St. Anne teaching is represented in NK VI D 25, St. 

Anne selbsdritt and the Virgin Mary with a book is found in NK XXIII F 198, and the Virgin 

Mary teaching the apostles at Pentecost in NK XXIII H 22. 

A book of hours showed a woman’s position in a society. It was often a subject of a 

wedding gift. In the 15th Flanders women would carry it in an embroidered reticule to the 

mass as a splendid jewel. We know books of hours that were created specifically for women 

(Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore, 195, 197). The French Queen Anne de Bretagne is an 



interesting example of a cultivated renaissance women, who also commissioned books on 

women and for women. Other members of the French royal family, queens and regents such 

as Anne de France, Louise de Savoy, Claude de France and Marguerite de France and their 

interest in books as well as in literature for women or their own literary endeavors are also 

noted. We are fortunate to find examples of women bibliophiles in non-royal circles as well. 

In personalities such as Gabrielle de la Tour and Gabrielle de Bourbon, in Flanders the 

duchess Marguerite of York and Charles the Bold´s granddaughter Marguerite of Burgundy 

(known as well as Marguerite of Austria) we know of their love of books as well as their 

teaching activities. Following on this theme, an independent chapter is dedicated to the first 

known women writer, Christine de Pisan, whose books were popular in royal and ducal 

libraries in the 15th and 16th centuries. Finally, sparse fragments of information were 

gathered on women illuminators. The study of books of hours helped us to understand the 

changing role of a woman in the late Middle Ages and Early Renaissance. 

 


