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ABSTRACT

Representations of childbirth in fifteenth-century devotional and historical manuscripts
are invariably depicted as post-partum confinement scenes in a domestic interior. These
images appear to show a ‘gendered space’ in which women care for each other and men

are marginalized. Neglected by medieval art historians, such pictures have been
uncritically used by historians of obstetric and social history to prove that childbirth was
the one time when medieval women exercised power and control in an otherwise
patriarchal society. However, as with all historical evidence, these images do not offer us
unmediated access to the past.

This thesis brings these domestic, post-partum pictures of childbirth to the centre
of an art historical enquiry by undertaking a survey of this iconography in some fifty
fifteenth-century manuscripts and incunables. Since the occurrence of this generic
Iconography cannot be consistently associated with female spectators, it has been
necessary to reassess in what way they might be en/gendered: how they were received by
their original viewers (male and female) and how we can bring them into meaning as
sources for reconstructing the lives of medieval women. To avoid equating these images
with reality and reducing the female sex at large to the maternal function, I develop a
methodology to show how the social viewing positions occupied by certain spectators
would have rendered them sensitive to images of maternity and childbirth. Specifically, I
argue that the images of childbirth in a group of fifteenth-century Books of Hours made
for male and female members of the houses of Anjou and Brittany would have been seen
“with a ‘situational eye’ that was informed by the requirements of patriarchal, aristocratic
families, and by the dangers surrounding childbirth. My thesis demonstrates that this
situational eye can be extended beyond the field of art history to show how other sources
from fifteenth-century childbearing such as charms, lying-in, and churching, can be
brought into meaning for the women whose social position required them to conceive and
give birth to male heirs.
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INTRODUCTION

EN/GENDERING REPRESENTATIONS
OF CHILDBIRTH IN FIFTEENTH-CENTURY FRANCO-FLEMISH
DEVOTIONAL MANUSCRIPTS

Late-medieval representations of the births of holy and heroic children
invariably show a domestic interior with the new mother lying in bed attended
by female assistants. These images thus appear to show a ‘gendered space’ in
which women cared for each other and from which men were marginalized.
Although they have been invoked by social and art historians, these pictures
have not been adequately surveyed or problematised as a source, either for the
history of art or for the history of women in the later Middle Ages. This thesis

brings images of childbirth from fifteenth-century, Franco-Flemish manuscripts,

to the centre of an art-historical enquiry and suggests how they can be
en/gendered: how they were understood by their fifteenth-century viewers and
how we can bring them into meaning to produce a feminist (art) history of late-
medieval women and their viewing practices.

In the last twenty-five years, feminist historians have actively engaged in
addressing — and redressing — the marginalisation and absence of women from

the historical record. Scholars working on the medieval period have focused on
the very different roles and positions that women occupied during this time as
workers, mothers, rulers, patrons, writers and visionaries.! However, the paucity
of surviving textual evidence concerning women’s lives means that visual
representations of medieval women, especially in illuminated manuscripts, have

been made to work hard for historians: Martha W. Driver notes that ‘[n]on-art

historians especially tend to view manuscript illumination and late medieval

! Works on the history of women in the Middle Ages are numerous. Those works which
have been particularly useful for this project are: Women and Work in Pre-Industrial
Europe, ed. by Barbara Hanawalt (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986); The
Cultural Patronage of Medieval Women, ed. by June Hall McCash (Athens: University
of Georgia Press, 1996); Medieval Women: Texts and Contexts in Late Medieval
Britain: Essays for Felicity Riddy, ed. by Arlyn Diamond, Rosalynn Voaden, and
Jocelyn Wogan-Browne (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000); Women and the Book: Assessing the
Visual Evidence, ed. by Lesley Smith and Jane H. M. Taylor (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press and the British Library, 1997).
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painting, no matter what the original context, as an unequivocal rendering of

reality’.? Since images, like texts, cannot offer us unmediated access to the past,
a recovery of childbirth practices in the fifteenth-century through contemporary

paintings is far from problematic.’

This thesis develops existing art historical work on childbirth
iconography by shifting the focus away from panel paintings and Italian sources
and onto manuscript studies. One of the contributions of this research to
scholarship 1s the survey of manuscripts containing images of childbirth,
tabulated in Appendix 2. By highlighting the generic format of these images and
the variety of non-medical books in which they occur, this study broadens our

understanding of these representations by showing how they can used as
something beyond adjuncts to obstetrical history and spaces in which to house
‘fifteenth-century women’. Whereas midwifery, motherhood, and childbirth are
expanding areas of research for scholars working in the field of medieval literary
and social history, pictorial representations of childbirth have either been
neglected or used as photographic-like evidence to provide information missing

from textual sources.* Two other types of material have come to light during this

? Martha W. Driver, ‘Mirrors of a Collective Past: Re-considering Images of Medieval
Woman’ in, Women and the Book, pp. 75-93 (p. 75).

> On the problematics of using pictures to recover women’s lives see Driver and also
Jeffrey F. Hamburger, The Visual and the Visionary: Art and Female Spirituality in Late
Medieval Germany (New York: Zone Books, 1998); and Margaret Miles, Image as
Insight: Visual Understanding in Western Christianity and Secular Culture (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1985). Hamburger criticises Miles’s approach to representations of
women in her book. This 1s discussed in Chapter Two.

* Gail McMurray Gibson and Theresa Coletti, for example, have explored the
performance of, and anxiety over, medieval gender roles in relation to representations of
the Incarnation and childbearing in the Book of Margery Kempe and medieval mystery
plays. See Gibson, ¢ “Porta haec clausa erit”: Comedy, Conception, and Ezekiel’s
Closed Door in the Ludus Coventriae Play of “Joseph’s Return” ’°, Journal of Medieval
and Renaissance Studies, 8 (1978), 137-56; The Theater of Devotion: East Anglian
Drama and Society in the Late Middle Ages (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1989);
‘St Anne and the Religion of Childbed: Some East Anglian Texts and Talismans’, in
Interpreting Cultural Symbols: Saint Anne in Late Medieval Society (Athens and
London: University of Georgia Press, 1990), pp. 95-110; ‘Scene and Obscene: Seeing
and Performing Late Medieval Childbirth’, JMEMS, 29 (1999), 7-24; and Coletti,
‘Devotional Iconography in the N-Town Marian Plays’, in Drama in the Middle Ages:
Comparative and Critical Essays, ed. by Clifford Davidson, C. J. Gianakaris, John H.
Stroupe (New York: AMS Press Inc, 1982), pp. 249-71; ‘Purity and Danger: The
Paradox of Mary’s Body and the En-gendering of the Infancy Narrative in the English
Mystery Cycles’, in Feminist Approaches to the Body in Medieval Literature, ed. by
Linda Lomperis and Sarah Stanbury (Philadelphia: University of Philadelphia Press,
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research: the representations of childbirth on sixteenth-century majolica bowls,
or scodelle, and 1n 1llustrated obstetrical manuals. These visual and textual
sources also contain post-partum, as well as in partu, depictions and they should
be acknowledged here as an additional subject of investigation for the history of
viewing practices. However, since they fall outside the chronological boundaries
of this research I have not included them in this thesis.

The first two chapters discuss existing literature that relates to late-
medieval representations of childbirth. Chapter One reviews the specific ways in
which social, obstetrical, and art historians have used 1images of childbirth from
across a variety of media and the meanings which have been proposed for them.
This chapter also includes an overview of the results of the manuscript survey
that I have carried out, and identifies the group of devotional manuscripts on
which my third chapter focuses. The second chapter examines more broadly how
images 1in fifteenth-century devotional manuscripts functioned for their
conteﬁlporary spectators. In particular it explores the dangers of reducing female
viewers to the biological function of childbirth. An awareness of the exigencies
of fifteenth-century patriarchal society, and of medieval constructions of gender
and sexuality reveals the multivalent potential of late-medieval images of
childbirth. Drawing on Michael Baxandall’s concept of the period eye and recent
reassessments of this model in relation to contemporary gender theory, I develop
a methodology for analysing how certain categories of viewer — namely, but not
exclusively, aristocratic wives — responded to images of childbirth.

In the third chapter I apply this methodology to a group of manuscripts
produced for lay men and women of the houses of Anjou and Brittany. These
manuscripts have not previously been studied together in terms of how their
texts and images would have been received by their fifteenth-century viewers. I
argue that the dukes and duchesses would have seen their manuscripts with a
‘situational eye’ that was informed by the requirements of patriarchal,
aristocratic families — specifically the need for male children — and by the

personal circumstances of these viewers. The fact that two manuscripts owned

1993), pp. 65-93. Monica Green’s analyses of medieval ‘Trotula’ texts, and Adrian

Wilson’s work on midwifery and the rite of churching in the Early Modern period are
particularly strong on the reinterpretation of sources for a socio-historical recovery of

aspects of women’s lives: see Chapter One, nn. 1-2.
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by Breton duchesses include prayers for assistance in childbearing strengthens
my concept of a situational, maternal, subjectivity, for which textual as well as
visual representations of holy childbirth and motherhood functioned as places for
the projection of identifications and requests regarding successful parturition.

I develop this situational viewing position further in Chapters Four and
Five, where I explore other aspects of fifteenth-century material and devotional
culture that are connected to childbearing. The study of late-medieval charms
and amulets constitutes an growing area of research in the field of
interdisciplinary textual studies but specific charms for parturient women, which
invoke biblical mothers, have not yet been considered in relation to the images
of holy childbirth found in devotional manuscripts. The ceremonies of churching
and lying-in are also increasingly being approached from the point of view of
feminist obstetrical history but my thesis shows that, like the charms, the value
of these ceremonies for mothers and mothers-to-be becomes much more
discernible when seen in relation to the childbirth prayers and images in female-
owned horae.

This thesis began as an art historical project and it has essentially
remained so. Yet by analysing and proposing meanings for these images of
childbirth this study contributes both to the broader fields of manuscript studies

and to that of interdisciplinary medieval feminist scholarship.



CHAPTER ONE

FORMULATION OF THE ENQUIRY AND
PRELIMINARY FINDINGS

This chapter defines the features of late-medieval representations of childbirth
and shows how these images have been used by historians of the later Middle
Ages. It identifies the short-comings of existing approaches to these images in
which they have been harnessed as evidence of actual obstetrical practices. A
more profitable way of understanding these images is the socio-historical
approach taken by some art historians who have related the production and

reception of this female-centred iconography to the interests of commissioners

and spectators. However, whereas these art historical studies have set up a
framework which proposes a connection between images of childbirth and an
audience of female spectators, a more thorough evaluation of the occurrence of,
and audience for, these pictures has been needed. Therefore, as part of this
investigation into how we can use representations of childbirth as evidence for
the recovery of women’s lives, I have surveyed over fifty manuscripts and
incunables contatning birth scenes. In the second half of this chapter the results
of this survey are outlined. It is evident from these findings that looking for
connections between gendered images and gendered readers is problematic.
However, one group of related manuscripts have come to light from this survey

that require further 1nvestigation; these manuscripts constitute the case study in

Chapter Three.

Formulation of the Enquiry

Chaldbirth is one aspect of some medieval women’s lives from which very little

textual evidence survives. Yet as Monica Green has noted, ‘[ijtis a

commonplace — both in histories of medicine and histories of women — that
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throughout the Middle Ages “women’s health was women’s business” *." This
commonplace is often sustained by reference to work on childbirth practices in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries where the rise of the professional man-
midwife and the dissemination of male-authored obstetrical books have led
scholars to focus on the intrusion of men and ‘history’ into the childbirth
chamber.? Historians of obstetrics and gynaecology in the Middle Ages have
therefore presumed — not necessarily unjustly — that prior to this intrusion of men
in the course of the Early Modern period, the care of the parturient woman was
in the hands of her female companions alone: men and their written records were
excluded. This view is taken by Beryl Rowland in her edition of a fifteenth-
century ‘Trotula’ manual, where she says that ‘{fw]omen’s sicknesses were

women’s business [...]. Medieval physicians were not concerned with the

practical aspects of obstetrics’.’

I do not claim that the idea that childbirth in the fifteenth century was
managed by women is entirely wrong: given that it is the female sex who
undergoes pregnancy and birth, together with the pre-modern divisions of labour
and patriarchally-constructed fears about the female body, there is much to be

said for assuming a certain ‘gendering’ of obstetrical care. However, in this

' Monica Green, ‘Women’s Medical Practice and Health Care in Medieval Europe’,
Signs, 14 (1989), 437-473 (p. 437). In this article Green problematises the notion of
gendered healthcare and includes a detailed list of publications in the field of midwifery
and gynaecology. See also her articles ‘From “Diseases of Women” to “Secrets of
Women”: The Transformation of Gynecological Literature in the Late Middle Ages’,
JMEMS, 30 (2000), 5-39; and ‘Obstetrical and Gynecological Texts in Middle English’,
Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 14 (1992), 53-88. The texts published in the latter article
are reprinted in her book, Women’s Healthcare in the Medieval West (Aldershot:
Ashgate, 2000).

% Adrian Wilson has comprehensively studied midwifery and childbirth in the Early
Modern period and his work is useful for historians of the fifteenth century. See in
particular, ‘The Ceremony of Childbirth and its Interpretation’, in Women as Mothers in
Pre-Industrial England: Essays in Memory of Dorothy McLaren, ed. by Valerie Fildes
(London: Routledge, 1990), pp. 68-107; ‘Participant or Patient? Seventeenth-Century
Childbirth from the Mother’s Point of View’, in Patients and Practioners: Lay
Perceptions of Medicine in Pre-Industrial Society, ed. by Roy Porter (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1985), pp. 129-44; and The Making of Man-Midwifery:
Childbirth in England 1660-1770 (London: UCL Press Ltd, 1995).

> Beryl Rowland, Medieval Woman's Guide to Health: The First English Gynecological
Handbook (London: Croom Helm, 1981), p. xv. Anna Delva takes a similar approach in
her study Vrouwengeneeskunde in Vlaanderen tijdens de late middeleeuwen, Vlaamse
Historische Studies 2 (Brugge: Genootschap voor Geschiedenis, 1983). See Green,
‘Women’s Medical Practice’ for an excellent problematisation of these and other

editions of pre-Modern gynaecological texts.
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thests, rather than attempting to recover what actually went on during labour, I
examine how the female space of the childbirth chamber, as it is represented in
late-medieval images, functioned for certain categories of fifteenth-century
viewers, both male and female.

The i1dea that in the fifteenth century the childbirth chamber was an area
solely occupied by women might appear to be easily established with reference

to visual representations of childbirth from Western Europe where men are often
absent or marginalized. In Domenico Ghirlandaio’s late-fifteenth-century frescos
of the Birth of the Virgin and the Birth of St John the Baptist in Sta Maria
Novella, Florence, the newly-delivered mothers, Anne and Elizabeth, rest in bed,
attended by female visitors and servants who offer food, prepare the infant’s
bath, and nurse the child (figs 1-2). There are no male figures present in the
room.* This domestic setting is found in other late-medieval representations of
the births of holy children across a variety of media. On Andrea Pisano’s relief
of the Birth of St John the Baptist from the Baptistery in Florence, and in Rogier
van der Weyden’s panel painting, the St John Altarpiece, we find the births
depicted with a number of female assistants who take care of the mother and
child (figs 3-4). In devotional and historical manuscripts, the births of saintly or
heroic figures are also depicted in the same domestic, post-partum fashion (figs
5-7). On objects from Italian material culture, such as deschi da parto (birth

trays) we again find the domestic setting with women providing food, drink, and

assistance for the mother and child (fig. 8).
From these examples it is evident that late-medieval representations of

childbirth consistently show a space where women care for, and are taken care of

by, each other. Theretore, for historians wanting to replace women in the
historical record, late-medieval images of childbirth — especially representations

of the birth of St John the Baptist or of the Virgin — seem to provide evidence of

an historical space where women acted by and for themselves, away from men.’

* In Ghirlandaio’s Birth of the Virgin the meeting of Joachim and Anna is shown at the
top of the stairs on the left hand side of the fresco. This is a narrative device and
Joachim takes no part in the scene below.

> It should be noted at this point that the Nativity of Christ, especially in the late-Middle

Ages, 1s usually defined by the stable setting, the animals, with Mary and (often) Joseph
adoring the child. This iconography differs sufficiently from the domestic scenes of the

births of John, the Virgin, and other figures, and is not dealt with explicitly in this
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The danger with this approach is that representations, as Gillian Beer notes,
‘rapidly become representatives — those empowered to speak on behalf of their
constituency: the authentic voices of a group’.® Images of childbirth do
consistently show a space inhabited by members of the female sex but I suggest
that these 1mages actually call attention to their own uniformity and thereby
invite an enquiry into how they can be used as evidence for women’s lives.

It 1s important to remember that no representation, textual or visual,
offers us an objective, unmediated access to the past. Previous analyses of
representations of childbirth, such as Robert Miillerheim’s early-twentieth-
century thesis, Die Wochenstube in der Kunst, have fallen into the trap of
equating the images with real life.” Miillerheim’s work is the only existing
survey of representations of childbirth and although it remains useful for its
enormous number of illustrations, he assumes the images can be equated with a
past reality: ‘“No historian would be able to give us as clear a picture of the life
and times of the different periods as these artists have done’.® Clearly of its time,
Miillerheim’s thesis serves to highlight the problematic presumptions made
about images by some more recent scholars, especially in the field of medieval
and Early Modern obstetric and gynaecological history. For instance,
in her study of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century midwives, Myriam Greilsammer
states that ‘[t]he delivery room was one of the few areas where a wife escaped
marital authority and expressed her specific womanliness [...;} a glance at
medieval depictions of birth strengthens this contention’.” Whilst Greilsammer is
not concerned with images per se, in her ‘glance at medieval depictions’ — which

are in fact religious birth scenes — she makes no attempt to recognise the

thesis. However, some representations of the birth of Christ are included, especially
where they contain domestic features, such as the bathing of the child or female

assistants.
® Gillian Beer, ‘Representing Women: Re-presenting the Past’, in The Feminist Reader,

ed. by Catherine Belsey and Jane Moore (London: Macmillan, 1989), pp. 63-80 (p. 64).
" Robert Miillerheim, Die Wochenstube in der Kunst (Stuttgart: Ferdinand Enke, 1904).

I am grateful to Dr Valerie Worth for her help in reading and summarising this thesis.

8 “Kein Historiker wire imstande, uns ein so klares Bild von dem Leben und Treiben in

den verschiedenen Epochen zu geben, wie diese Kiinstler es getan haben’, Miillerheim,
. 32.

EMyriam Greilsammer, ‘The Midwife, the Priest, and the Physician: the Subjugation of

Midwives in the Low Countries at the End of the Middle Ages’, Journal of Medieval

and Renaissance Studies, 21 (1991), 283-329 (p. 321); emphasis mine.
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problems of using pictures as evidence of actual practices. She also fails to
address the wider implications of identifying childbirth with “specific
womanliness’, an identification which will be discussed in further detail in
Chapter Two. Louts Haas also invokes religious images in his study of
childbearing practices in medieval Florence. He admits that ‘we know very little

about what went on inside the room in which birth occurred, since our writers of

ricordanze were kept outside’. However, he refers to ‘Renaissance paintings
depicting the birth of the Virgin or St John the Baptist [which] commonly place

the expectant father outside the room’ in order to emphasise that the space of

childbearing belonged to women. "’

Another study that uses generic images as evidence of obstetrical
practices is Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski’s work on depictions of Caesarean
sections in manuscript illuminations. She adheres to the commonplace, noted by
Green, that ‘[t]he birth chamber was considered the exclusive domain of women,
at least up until the eighteenth century’.!! Blumenfeld-Kosinski rightly notes that
manuscript representations offer us schematic, rather than realistic,
representations of childbirth, as in paintings of Christ’s nativity. However, she
does not apply the same understanding to the Caesarean images that she
discusses. Instead she uses these images to argue expressly for the
marginalisation of women in the field of surgery and obstetrics after the

fifteenth-century. She says ‘the [visual] evidence shows [that] midwives were
systematically excluded from the Caesarean operation starting about the

beginning of the fifteenth century’.!? Whilst these images may represent certain
medical practices, it must be stressed that all but one of the paintings of
Caesarean sections that Blumenfeld-Kosinski discusses are not taken from
medical manuscripts but from historical narratives such as Les Faits des

Romains and therefore all represent the birth of one figure, Julius Caesar (fig.

' Louis Haas, “Women and Childbearing in Medieval Florence’, in Medieval Family
Roles: A Book of Essays, ed. by Cathy Jorgensen Itnyre (New York and London:

Garland, 1996), pp. 87-99 (p. 91).
't Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski, Not of Woman Born: Representations of Caesarean

Birth in Medieval and Renaissance Culture (Ithaca and London: Cornell University

Press, 1990), p. 91.
12 Blumenfeld-Kosinski, Caesareans, p. 91
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9).1% Schematic images of the birth of Caesar are no less problematic as visual

sources for obstetrical procedures than representations of the birth of the Virgin

or St John the Baptist are for natural deliveries.

Despite the surgical aspect of Caesar’s birth, it is evident from the images
discussed by Blumenfeld-Kosinski that the format of these ‘Caesareans’ is based

fundamentally on the same format as ‘natural’ birth scenes: the mother in bed,

the furnished chamber, the female attendants, a bath, various other

accoutrements (fires, bowls, food, animals) and, often, an absence of men. In

Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Douce 208 (fig. 10), for example, the room with
the canopied bed, the female attendants holding linen, the view through the door

at the back of the room into the town, are not dissimilar in format to

representations such as the left-hand panel of Rogier’s St John Altarpiece or the
Birth of St John in the Turin-Milan Hours (figs 4;11 ). In another study,
Blumenfeld-Kosinski shows how the birth of the Anti-Christ is often represented

as a Caesarean operation.'* Although some of the pictures show devils
surrounding the bed, others are indistinguishable from the birth of Caesar, with a
benign-looking child extracted from the mother, all represented in a domestic
interior (figs 12-13). The desire to account for the absence of women in areas

such as medicine and art history must not be done at the expense of ignoring

possible disjunctions between representation and reality. Manuscript

1> The exception is London, Wellcome Library, MS 49. The paucity of Caesarean
section diagrams in medical manuscripts may well be, as Blumenfeld-Kosinski
concedes, due to the ‘small role obstetrics played in the university curriculum and
education. The great medical and surgical handbooks concentrated on illustrating those
procedures their readers were likely to perform themselves’; see Blumenfeld-Kosinski,
Caesareans, p. 59. In fact, the Church only decreed that a child should be removed from
its dead mother in the thirteenth century. This can probably explain the absence of
illustrations of Caesarean sections in medical books especially since, until Rousset (who
coined the phrase ‘I’enfantement cesarienne’ and who wrote about it 1n his treatise in
the 1580s), it was strictly a post-mortem procedure. The first medical occurrence of the
Caesarean would appear to be that contained in Guy de Chauliac’s Inventarium seu
collectorium in parte cyrugicali medicine written in France in 1363. | owe the
information on Rousset and the caesarean operation in this footnote to a discussion I had
with Dr Adrian Wilson, 15 July 2002. For references to Chauliac’s original text, and for

a fifteenth-century Middle English translation, see Cyrurgie of Guy de Chauliac, ed. by
Margaret S. Ogden, EETS, o.s. 265 (London and New York: Oxford University Press,

1971).

' Blumenfeld-Kosinski, ‘Illustration as Commentary in Late Medieval Images of
Antichrist’s Birth’, Deutsche Vierteljahrsschrift fur Literaturwissenschaft und
Geistesgeschichte, 63 (1989), 589-607.
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1lluminations of the birth of Caesar or the Antichrist may tell us something about
medieval labour divisions and post-mortem attempts to extract a dead child.
However, given that Caesarean deliveries (on live women at least) did not
become medical practice until the late sixteenth century, it is extremely difficult
to use these 1images as historical evidence. The representations that Blumenfeld-
Kosinski discusses reveal more about biblical and historical narratives, the
standardisation of iconography, and about how the births of certain figures were
re-imagined in cultural memory, than they do about actual obstetrical practices.
The difficulty of ascribing specific meanings to standardised
representations 1s further demonstrated when we consider that birth and death
scenes were both represented in furnished domestic interiors. At the opening of
Prime in the Hours of Catherine of Cleves, there is a miniature of the Birth of the
Virgin."> The ceiling beams and the tiled floor give a sense of depth to the room.
There is a latticed window, a fireplace with a cat seated before it. St Anne sits in
a bed hung with red curtains and a woman presents her with the baby Mary (fig.
14). At the Matins 1n the Office of the Dead in the same manuscript, a dying man
lies on a large bed 1n a furnished interior attended by men and women, including
a physician and a man 1n a religious habit (fig. 15). The representation of the two
rooms is based on the same format. In the death scene there is the same tiled
floor, beamed ceiling, and window at the back of the room, as we find in the
Birth of the Virgin. Although the bed is not hung all around with curtains as in
the birth image, there 1s a curtain sack over the left side of the bed. This Book of
Hours was made for a lay female reader and it is possible, as we shall see below,
that the inclusion of a birth scene was related to this readership. However, it
should also be noted that in the Deathbed Scene, as in the miniature of the
Preparation of the Corpse of the Deceased, the dying and dead person is male.

This suggests that the gender of the depicted person was not necessarily as

important for the 1lluminator or the viewer as the recognisable schema of the
event shown and it asks us to be wary of assigning meanings to images based

solely on the gender of the figures depicted. In any study of the representation of

women and childbirth, it is essential to open up the field of play of meanings by

" For a facsimile of this manuscript see John Plummer, The Hours of Catherine of
Cleves (London: Barrie and Rockliff, 1966).
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remaining aware of the context in which images were found and the purposes to

which they were put by different viewers.

Apart from images of Caesar’s birth many fifteenth-century
representations of childbirth are of religious figures, especially the births of the
Virgin and of St John the Baptist. The mothers and children in these scenes are
part of Christ’s family, the details of which circulated through canonical and
apocryphal Gospels, and sources such as the Golden Legend. Consideration of
Christ’s extended family is important for contextualising representations of
childbirth and there is a substantial amount of work on textual and visual
representations of St Anne and the Holy Kinship as models for family life and in
particular for lay women. This is a large area of study in itself which should be
acknowledged at this point but which is discussed in more detail in relation to
de\{otional manuscripts in the following chapter.'® Jacqueline Lafontaine-
Dosogne’s L’Iconographie de l’enfance de la Vierge provides a detailed account
of the apocryphal sources relating to the life of St Anne, and the Virgin’s

conception and childhood.'” However, her stylistic approach towards the history

and development of certain iconographies means that her book offers little on the

circumstances of the commissioning and reception of this iconography.'® A
consideration of social context rather than just iconographical details can help us

to understand how representations of childbirth were received by their

contemporary audiences.

' On the figure and cult of St Anne see the essays in Interpreting Cultural Symbols; and
Ton Brandenbarg, ‘St Anne and Her Family’, in Saints and She-Devils: Images of
Women in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries, ed. by Léne Dresen-Coenders
(London: Rubicon Press, 1987), pp. 101-27.

' Jacqueline Lafontaine-Dosogne, Iconographie de 1’enfance de la Vierge dans
I'empire byzantin et en occident (Brussels: Palais des Academies, 1964).

'® A recent publication that draws upon the images and textual sources in Lafontaine-
Dosogne’s book is David R. Cartlidge and J. Keith Elliott, Art and the Christian
Apocrypha (London and New York: Routledge, 2001) which contains summaries of the
Apocryphal Gospels and tables that compare the cycle of the life of the Virgin in the
East and West. The related website Apocicon includes a searchable database of
descriptions of images illustrating episodes from the Apocryphal writings and is thus a
valuable source for finding images of the Virgin’s birth. It does not list images of the
birth of St John the Baptist, which is included in the canonical Gospels and, like

Lafontaine-Dosogne, Cartlidge and Elliott do not analyse the circumstances in which
the images were commissioned and viewed. The website address is included in the book

but I have found the following link more satisfactory:
http://faculty.maryvillecollege.edu/scripts/as_web4.exe?Command=First& File=Apocicon.ask
Accessed online: 11 December 2002.
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Social art-historical analyses of images of childbirth have favoured
[talian sources and have privileged a connection between this seemingly all-
female iconography and female viewers. Such a connection is most easy to
establish for those confinement scenes that decorate fifteenth-century Italian
deschi da parto (birth trays) which were given as presents to women in
childbirth. Jacqueline Marie Musacchio suggests that Italian women were
encouraged to fulfil their maternal roles through the images on deschi that
emphasised the production of healthy, male babies.'” She also notes that these
deschi, on which images of childbirth featured, were given to women as part of
‘highly politicized ritual affairs’ orchestrated by men.?’ Her approach to the
strategies involved in the preparations for childbirth indicates how lay women’s
social roles were promoted and appropriated by those men in positions of power
and wealth. Musacchio raises several issues which have implications for my own
work, regarding the importance of childbirth for patrician families, female
spectatorship, and the power of objects and images as mediators between the
public and private spaces of childbearing. Her work is discussed in more detail
in Chapter Two, where I formulate a methodology of viewing, and in Chapter
Four, where I discuss the material culture of childbirth.

In addition to the explicit connections between secular deschi da parto
and female viewers, connections have also been proposed between female

viewers and more monumental, religious, birth scenes. Cordelia Warr has argued

that the fresco cycle of the life of St John the Baptist in the Baptistery at Padua
was commissioned by a patrician wife, Fina Buzzacarini, who used it to express
her thanks for the birth of her son.?! Warr claims that Fina’s fourteen-year wait
for a son could have led her to identify herself with the mother of St John the
Baptist, the barren St Elizabeth, and that she may have manipulated the Birth of

St John fresco to commemorate his birth some sixteen years previously.*

'” Jacqueline Marie Musacchio, The Art and Ritual of Childbirth in Renaissance Italy
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1999); see also her ‘Imaginative
Conceptions in Renaissance Italy’, in Picturing Women in Renaissance and Baroque

Italy, ed. by Geraldine A. Johnson and Sara F. Mathews Grieco (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1997), pp. 42-60.

20 Musacchio, Ritual, p. 46.
2! Cordelia Warr, ‘Painting in Late Fourteenth-Century Padua: the Patronage of Fina

Buzzacarini’, RS, 10 (1996), 139-155.
2 Warr, p. 154.
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Although the identity of Fina as the patron is not definitively established, Warr’s
focus on the circumstances of the proposed commissioner-viewer of these
frescos shows how useful it can be to take dynastic factors as well as gender into
account when proposing meanings for childbirth iconography.

The fresco cycle in the Baptistery was executed in about 1375 by Giusto
de’ Menabuot as part of the adaptation of the building into a funerary chapel for

Francesco il Vecchio da Carrara, the ruler of Padua (d. 1393). Evidence for the
involvement of Francesco’s wife Fina in the decoration of the building is only
circumstantial but she is documented as the patron of another chapel dedicated to
St Louis of Toulouse at the convent of San Benedetto, Padua, where her sister
was abbess.*’ Francesco’s arms are found in several places in the Baptistery but
Fina Buzzacarini’s own arms decorate the altarpiece and a donatrix portrait,
which may represent Fina presented to the Virgin, is found on one wall.
Catherine King has suggested that Fina’s association with the chapel is
strengthened by testamentary evidence since in her will of 1378 Fina exercised
one of her few rights as a woman — to choose both her place of burial and the
disposal of the material belongings found on her at her death. She chose to be
buried in the Baptistery and to leave any material belongings for the adornment
of the chapel and altar.**

It is in the Birth of St John fresco that Fina’s presence has been most
strongly identified (fig. 16). Here St Elizabeth sits in bed attended by a group of
six women, one of which is the Virgin, identifiable by her halo. At the right of

the fresco stands a woman with three companions whom Warr suggests is Fina
with her daughters. In the foreground there are three women seated on the floor,

bathing the infant John. Warr notes that one of the women turns towards Fina ‘in
order to present the newly born John the Baptist to Fina’s gaze’ and that ‘[o]ne

of Fina’s female companions also gestures towards John while Fina herself

acknowledges this mark of favour by raising her hand towards her heart’.*’

£ Catherine King, “Women as Patrons: Nuns, Widows, and Rulers’, in Siena, Florence
and Padua: Art, Society and Religion, 1280-1400, ed. by Diana Norman, 2 vols (New
Haven and London: Yale University Press), 11, 244-66 (pp. 249-50); see also her
‘Medieval and Renaissance Matron, Italian Style’, Zeitschrift fiir Kunstgeschichte, 55

(1992), 372-93.
% King, “Women as Patrons’, p. 251.

¥ Warr, p. 145.
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Francesco 1l Vecchio’s sovereignty was threatened by his uncle Giacomo
who had tried to assassinate him. The attempt failed but without a male heir
Francesco had no legitimate successor until Francesco Novello was born. Thus,
although she had already given birth to three daughters, Warr shows that for Fina
the birth of Francesco Novello was extremely important both in terms of her
husband’s dynasty and in terms of the success of her own marriage. She claims
that Fina may have associated herself with the aged Elizabeth who, by the grace
of God, bore St John in old age or after a period of barrenness and that the Birth
of St John fresco ‘may be seen as an appropriate thank-offering for [her son’s]

safe delivery and prayer for his future safety’.*®

Warr’s reading of the Birth of St John is based on the hypothesis that
Fina was indeed the patron of the Baptistery’s transformation and that the
woman in the frescos can be identified as Fina. Another factor involved in the
identification of Fina — or at least a female donor — as the patron is the
privileging of biblical women such as St Anne and St Elizabeth, and the
matriarchs Sarah, Rachel, and Leah, in parts of the programme. Female saints
such as St Mary Magdalene, St Martha, and St Agnes take priority over normal
liturgical order, being placed close to the Virgin instead of St John the Baptist
and St John the Evangelist.?” Thus in addition to identifying herself with the
barren St Elizabeth, it is possible that Fina also acknowledged the relevance to

her own situation of these women who had found grace with God — especially

the Old Testament matriarchs Sarah, Rachel, and Leah who had also conceived

late 1n life.

When researching the patronage of late-medieval women, it is always
necessary to acknowledge the codes and constraints under which they operated
within a patriarchal society. Jaynie Anderson has noted how female patronage
allowed women to play a significant role in art production yet she also notes that
(in Italy at least) although ten percent of patrons were women, ‘almost all [were]

widows and nuns’.?® Therefore even if Fina’s independent commissioning of the

* Warr, p. 153-54.
*’ King, ‘Women as Patrons’, p. 252. In the Litany of saints, John the Baptist and John

the Evangelist are traditionally first, with the female saints towards the end.
*® See Jaynie Anderson, ‘Rewriting the History of Art Patronage’, RS, 10 (1996), 129-38

(p. 131).
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cycle were to be proved, it would still be difficult to distinguish between Fina’s
social position, the choice and manipulation of the iconography, and the
building’s function as a funerary chapel for her husband’s family. The fact that
Francesco was still alive at the time of the adaptation of the Baptistery
complicates any assumption that Fina acted — if she in fact did — entirely

autonomously. Thus King suggests that, with her husband’s permission, ‘Fina

benefited at least seventeen women in her will” and claims that the privileging of
biblical mothers and female saints in the cycle may have been allowed ‘as long

as the main function of the baptistery was clearly sustained as glorifying the

Carrara dynasty’.*’

Warr and King’s readings of the Padua frescos underline the importance
of art as a commemorative device, as a semi-public demonstration of dynastic
power and, in particular, the importance of children in the safeguarding of that
power. The importance of male children for patrician families, the possibilities
for 1dentifying with biblical figures, and the fears surrounding childbirth have
also informed some other scholars’ approaches to images related to childbearing.
Julia I. Miller and Penny Howell Jolly have situated two fifteenth-century
paintings in their social context where, for many families, not least those in
power, the birth of children was extremely important. Jolly has suggested that
the Annunciation on Jan van Eyck’s Ghent Altarpiece is related to ‘the late
medieval Annunciation at SS. Annunziata, Florence, a fresco believed to have
miraculous properties with regard to marriage and childbirth’.”® She claims that
‘[bly »copying« significant elements of that trecento fresco [...] Jan hoped to
retain the apotropaic values of the Florentine cult image in his Ghent and
Washington Annunciations, paintings intended to aid childless couples,
specifically the Vydts and the Duke and Duchess of Burgundy’.*"

Miller’s article on Hugo van der Goes’s Portinari Altarpiece relates the

iconography of the painting to the place and people for whom it was produced -

the church of S. Egidio, the chapel of the S. Maria Nuova hospital in Florence,

»King, ‘Women as Patrons’, p. 252.
** Penny Howell Jolly, ‘Jan van Eyck’s Italian Pilgrimage: A Miraculous Florentine

Annunciation and the Ghent Altarpiece’, Zeitschrift fiir Kunstgeschichte, 61 (1998),

369-94 (p. 369).
*! Jolly, p. 369.
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the patients of this hospital and the donor family.”* She suggests that the
painting’s emphasis on miraculous childbirth — seen particularly in the heavily
pregnant Virgin in the top of the left wing and in the figure of Saint Margaret,
patron saint of childbirth — functioned as ‘a powerful message of hope and solace

to those afflicted with physical ailments’.>> Miller also indicates how the
personal, childbearing concerns of the patron could have become part of this

public display. She suggests that Maria Maddalena, the wife of the donor
Tommaso Portinari may have either just given birth or was pregnant when the
painting was commissioned. In paintings, donors are often presented by their
patron saint who usually shares the same name. In the Portinari Altarpiece, the
placing of St Margaret (traditionally the patron saint of childbirth), rather than St
Mary Magdalene, behind Maria Maddalena alludes to ‘the theme of the painless
and miraculous birth of Christ’ and so St Margaret ‘can be seen extending the

protection of the patron saint of childbirth to the person most in need of it’.*

Existing interpretations of representations of holy childbirth in
illuminated devotional books also consider the relationship between the subject
matter and the childbearing concerns of their viewers or commissioners. Susie
Nash has suggested that the cycle of images emphasising the Virgin’s conception
and birth in the Hours of Jacques de Chdtillon relates to the hopes and desires of
the Chatillons to have their childless marriage blessed.” The Hours of the

Virgin in the manuscript is decorated throughout with scenes from the early life
of Mary, including her Nativity, rather than with the more usual scenes from the

Annunciation and the infancy of Christ. The opening of the hour of Prime shows

the Birth of the Virgin in a cosy domestic interior with a cradle, cats and even a

*2 Julia 1. Miller, ‘Miraculous Childbirth in the Portinari Altarpiece’, Art Bulletin, 77

(1995), 249-61 (p. 249).

*3 Miller, p. 258.
** Miller, p. 259. The women’s patron saints have been swapped in this picture: whereas

Maria Maddalena is presented by St Margaret, her daughter Margherita is presented by

St Mary Magdalene.
*> Susie Nash, Between France and Flanders: Manuscript Illumination in Amiens in the

Fifteenth Century (London: The British Library and University of Toronto Press, 1999),
p. 69. The manuscript is no. 31 in the catalogue. The whereabouts of the Chdtillon
Hours were unknown at the time Nash’s book was published but the manuscript was
recently acquired by the Bibliothéque nationale. See the article by Frangois Avril and
Sylvie Lisiecki, ‘Le livre d’heures de Jacques 11 de Chatillon’, in Chroniques de la
Bibliotheque nationale de France, 17 (2002), 7-10. The manuscript now has the shelf
mark Paris, Bibliothéque nationale, nouvelle acquisition latine, 323 1.
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mouse; a woman tends to the baby Mary before the fire (fig. 17). Later in the
manuscript, during the Suffrages, there is a miniature of the mothers and
children of the Holy Kinship: St Anne, the Virgin, and Christ, with St Elizabeth
and St John the Baptist. If it is indeed the case that the Chétillon’s marriage was
childless at the time of the book’s execution, it becomes significant that at the
beginning of the manuscript there are two full-page miniatures showing Jacques
and Jeanne in prayer, presented by their patron saints, and surrounded by male
and female children respectively. Francois Avril and Sylvie Lisiecki have
referred to these children as ‘leurs descendants fictifs’ — their imaginary
descendants (fig. 18).’® If these are hoped-for, rather than actual, children (and
the sheer number alone would suggest this), the Chdtillon Hours indicate how
images in manuscripts relating to birth and pregnancy may have been used as a
space for the projection of the hopes and desires of the viewer — whether male or

female.

In addition to Nash’s comments on the Chatillon Hours, which were
made ostensibly for a married couple, the work of Alison Stones and Anne
Rudloff Stanton has foregrounded the possibility that images of holy
motherhood and childbirth in devotional manuscripts were more widely destined
for a female audience — or at least for an aristocratic, lay, female audience.
Stanton proposes that the iconographic programme of the early-fourteenth-
century manuscript known as the Queen Mary Psalter suggests that it was made
for a royal woman.”’ The manuscript is illustrated with many scenes of strong

women and their children, ‘ranging from Eve and Bathsheba to Mary and the

mother of Thomas Becket [who] actively protect and champion their children’.*

Stanton claims that the manuscript’s iconographic programme, which has

parallels with a Psalter made for Queen Isabella, wife of Edward II, ‘may

3 Avril and Lisiecki, p. 9; see above.
*" Anne Rudloff Stanton, ‘From Eve to Bathsheba and Beyond: Motherhood in the

Queen Mary Psalter’, in Women and the Book, pp.172-89. The patronage of the early-
fourteenth-century Queen Mary Psalter has long been a subject of debate and there is no
conclusive proof that it was originally commissioned for a woman. The Psalter was
produced between 1310 and 1320 and only acquired the association with Queen Mary
when it was presented to her in 1553; see Stanton, p. 172.

*% Stanton, p. 172.
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suggest that 1t was intended either for the use of a mother, or to emphasize the

primary role of motherhood in the life of a woman’.””

Stones’s reading of the images in a female-owned prayer book
acknowledges the actual dangers of conception and parturition that must have
been acknowledged by any woman who was, or expected to become, pregnant.*’

Her interpretation also highlights the need not to focus solely on matching the

gender of the reader with the gender or vitae of the saints depicted since
devotion to saints in the later Middle Ages was not always gender-specific.*!
Stones claims that the images in this book made for an enigmatic ‘Madame
Marie’, including the Meeting at the Golden Gate and the Birth of the Virgin,
emphasise ‘themes of motherhood and family’ and proposes that they ‘would
have presented models appropriate to a woman whose state this was’. She also
says that the images of the Circumcision, the Presentation of Christ, and the two
images of St Margaret ‘emphasis[e] the patroness’s interest in themes of
motherhood’.** However, she also implies that the images of childbirth and holy
matriarchs might not have been sufficiently evocative as identificatory devices
for women undergoing childbirth. Female saints such as St Margaret, the Virgin,
St Anne and St Elizabeth ‘could not embody those fears [of conception and
childbirth]’ since their situations resulted in ‘a positive outcome’.*’ In particular

she claims that since ‘the Virgin [...] could not be literally vested with the fears

surrounding childbirth’, the Evisceration of St Vincent scene ‘might certainly

*? Stanton, p. 184.
 Alison Stones, ‘Nipples, Entrails, Severed Heads, and Skin: Devotional Images for

Madame Marie’, in Image and Belief: Studies in Celebration of the Eightieth
Anniversary of the Index of Christian Art, ed. by Colum Hourihane (Princeton:
Princeton University Press/ICA, 1999), pp. 47-64. The manuscript Stones discusses is
Paris, Biblioth¢que nattonale, nouvelle acquisition francaise, 16251. Stones proposes
that the owner of the book was Marie de Rethel, known for her commission of a French
translation of Thomas de Cantimpré’s Liber de monstruosis hominibus and for the
founding of hospitals in the region of Mons; see Stones, p. 49

! Lay men and women’s devotion to saints often seems to have been determined by the
saint’s ability to assist with a particular problem, rather than gender per se. On this, see
Ronald C. Finucane, Miracles and Pilgrims: Popular Beliefs in Medieval England
(London, Melbourne and Toronto: J. M. Dent and Sons, 1977); Susan Signe Morrison,
Women Pilgrims in Late-Medieval England: Private Piety as Public Performance
(London and New York: Routledge, 2000); and Eamon Duffy, ‘Holy Maydens, Holy
Wyves: The Cult of Saints in Fifteenth- and Sixteenth-Century England’, in Women and
the Church, Studies in Church History, 27 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990), pp. 175-96.

*2 Stones, p. 50.
3 Stones, p. 61.
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allude, 1n reverse, to the fear of a caesarean section’. Thus she says of this
martyrdom scene that ‘[o]ne might see this torture inflicted on a man not only as
a suffering saint for whom to feel pity and fear, but also as a reversal of the
particular fears proper to a woman, and a focus for reifying them’.** Stones finds
a space for the possible concerns of the owner of this manuscript amongst its
iconography but she also acknowledges that generic representations of
successful, holy, childbirth would not necessarily have constituted the most
appropriate locus for the projection of childbearing fears.

So far in this chapter we have seen the difficulties of using images of
childbirth as evidence for medical practices and women’s histories since the
images are generic and often represent the births of saints. We have also seen
how, in some contexts, the childbearing narratives associated with saints such as
St Elizabeth and St Anne seem to have been considered suitable examples with
which lay women could 1dentify and towards whom they might direct their
concerns about or thanks for children. To test out whether the connections
already identified between childbirth imagery and female viewers is
demonstrated across a broader selection of images, I have carried out the first
survey of childbirth iconography in late-medieval manuscripts and early-printed
books. I chose to focus this research on manuscripts since scholars have already
engaged with gender and social history as categories for analysing book
patronage and ownership. However, the way images of childbirth in fifteenth-
century books functioned for their readers has not yet been adequately studied.
The following section provides an overview of the findings from this primary

research and highlights the specific manuscripts on which the rest of this thesis

focuses.

Primary Research and Preliminary Findings

In my primary research I set out to assess the occurrence of images of childbirth
in late-medieval manuscripts and whether, as previous scholarship has

suggested, they tend to appear in books owned by lay people, especially married

¥ Stones, p. 61.
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women. However, in the course of this research, the impossibility of
Investigating these images solely in female-owned manuscripts was immediately
evident since, where they can be identified, such manuscripts do not necessarily
contain representations of childbirth. In addition, looking only at female-owned
manuscripts would have defeated any attempt to complicate the iconography as a
popular choice for lay, female readers. Therefore the manuscripts consulted were
selected by virtue of their iconography, rather than their ownership.

Appendix 2 consists of a table listing all the books that I have closely
consulted and which contain birth scenes.*> The material is divided into two
broad groups: the first group (nos 1-36) includes devotional-liturgical books
such as Books of Hours and breviaries; the second (nos 37-51) includes
manuscripts of historical or religious narratives such as the Golden Legend. Thus
the manuscripts represent a broad range of material, from large, collectively-
owned monastic breviaries and antiphonals, personalised horae and prayer
books, to impressive historical volumes such as the Speculum historiale and La
Fleur des Histoires. The majority of the material dates from the late-fourteenth
to early-sixteenth centuries and was produced in French and Flemish workshops
for French, Flemish, or English owners.

Two primary conclusions are evident from this survey and can be noted
from the descriptions in Appendix 2. The first conclusion substantiates the
observation made at the beginning of this thesis that childbirth scenes are most
often depicted post-partum, in a domestic interior, and usually with one or more
female assistants. As the table shows, where there is a male figure present, this 1s
often the father. The second conclusion relates to the intended viewers and users
of these texts containing childbirth images: where they can be identified, these
owners vary considerably in terms of gender and social status, from enclosed
religious to lay married people.

Whereas the domestic setting and post-partum representation i1s common

to the majority of these images, the births depicted and the level of articulation
of the space in which the births take place varies considerably between

manuscripts and between genres of manuscripts. In historical manuscripts the

> All the manuscripts in the table are numbered and are cross-referenced with the
illustrations. When referring to manuscripts from this survey I give the number of the
manuscript in parentheses.
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birth scenes functioned as part of wider narrative images and were used as a
visual rubric for the stories that follow. By contrast the smaller images in
devotional books were intended not only as reminders of holy stories but also as
stimuli to devotion and meditation.

Many of the liturgical and devotional books are profusely illustrated,
sometimes on every page. As the table in Appendix 2 demonstrates, devotional
and liturgical books tend to include representations of the births of St John the
Baptist and the Virgin Mary since, along with Christ, these were the only two
births officially celebrated by the Church. The birth scenes in devotional
manuscripts often occur 1n the margins of the page, either accompanying larger
images of the Annunciation in Matins, or forming border decorations in the
calendar (e.g. nos 1, 11, and 19; figs 19-23). For example, in one Book of Hours
of the Bedford Master Workshop (no. 19), the Birth of St John the Baptist and
the Birth of the Virgin float amongst the border foliage of the months of June
and September respectively (figs 22-23). These tiny figures contrast with the
enclosed, defined images of the labours of the month and signs of the zodiac at
the bottom of the page. The birth scenes are kept in the borders by the lines
(actual and implied) that demarcate the text of the calendar but these lines are
not concrete and the birth spaces are fluid: the bed clothes tlow into the
surrounding space threatening to merge with the acanthus leaves and disrupt the
list of saints names; there i1s no hint of a room in which the birth is anchored. In
contrast to these unsecured images, other manuscripts are illuminated with self-
contained, framed miniatures that mark the start of a text, such as at the
Sanctoral (e.g. no. 3; fig. 24). Two miniatures already noted, from in a Flemish
Book of Hours, show the Birth of St John and the Birth of the Virgin in highly
detailed domestic interiors with several female assistants performing domestic
duties (no. 13; figs 5-6). The examples considered here indicate some of the

different ways this generic iconography could be manifested in devotional

manuscripts.

Manuscripts of historical narratives sometimes contain a much fewer
number of miniatures than devotional texts (e.g. nos 38 and 40). These
miniatures are used to signal the start of each chapter and the birth scenes often

constitute one part of a larger miniature that relates episodes of a story within the
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same {rame. In the Roman de Merlin the birth of Merlin on the left-hand side of
the ir’ﬁage, takes place in a room in a turreted castle (no. 46; fig. 25). The side of
the ‘edifice is open to show the birth chamber. Merlin’s mother lies in bed and
the two women standing around her place the naked child into a wicker basket.
The company of women 1n the birth chamber is here extended beyond the
building in the gathering of the women below the window, who assist in
Merlin’s escape. Here the female figures play a pivotal role in the image, not
only by assisting at the birth but also by mediating the child’s transference from
room to outside world and into the arms of the crowned male figure below. In
another example from Wavrin’s History of England there is a large miniature
showing the events leading to the birth of Constantine (no. 39; fig. 7). In the
background, hardly visible, we see a procession of people with three crosses held
aloft, which represents Helena’s finding of the True Cross. In the foreground, on
the left is the marriage of Helena and Constans, Constantine’s parents. On the
right we see the Birth of Constantine. Helena lies in a canopied bed and her child
is handed to her by another woman.

Post-partum confinement scenes also appear in early-printed horae and
in books which were not bespoke productions but available for the (sufficiently
wealthy) public to purchase. A woodcut from Caxton’s translation of the Golden
Legend printed in 1497 shows the Birth of the Virgin with the mother lying in
bed assisted by female companions (no. 51; fig. 26). The latticed window and
the fireplace with a cooking pot hint at the domestic setting. Woodcut scenes of
the Birth of the Virgin also decorate printed horae. These woodcuts were
continuously re-used throughout the book and were shared between publishers.
As the examples in the table show, this practice meant that images of the Birth of
the Virgin occur more frequently in printed sorae than in their manuscript
counterparts. These images also occurred at several different places throughout
the same text, rather than just once, as in manuscript versions. For example, in
two printed horae (nos 34 and 36), the same woodcut of the Birth of the Virgin is

reprinted at least twice in each book.*° In another example the birth scene occurs
at five places throughout the book. The illustration printed here shows the image

in the borders of the Salve Regina prayer (no. 35; fig. 27). St Anne sits up in bed,

1 See Appendix 2 for list of places.
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gesturing towards a woman who holds Mary wrapped in a sheet. Another woman
kneels on the floor pouring water into a wooden tub. The images above and
below the Birth of the Virgin and the text at the bottom of the page refer to the
Virgin’s place in salvation history. In the top right hand corner is a Jesse Tree
with the Virgin and Child in the centre; at the bottom right hand side is a

representation of Balaam on his way to Balak. The words at the bottom of the

page are Old Testament references which accompany the images of the Jesse
Tree and Balaam, taken from Isaiah and the Book of Numbers. These extracts
were interpreted typologically as references to the Virgin: ‘And there shall come
forth a rod out of the root of Jesse, and a flower shall rise up out of his root’; ‘a
star shall rise out of Jacob and a sceptre shall spring up from Israel’.*’ The same
border woodcuts decorate the pages of another horae at the opening of Matins.
Here the main image is an Annunciation which 1s paired with an depiction of
Gideon praying before a fleece for a sign from God (no. 33; fig. 28). The Old
Testament story of Gideon and the fleece (Judges 6. 36-40) was a type of the
Virgin birth. Thus in these printed horae the Birth of the Virgin appears not as
part of a calendar or as part of the narrative of St Anne and St Joachim, but as a
fulfilment of Old Testament prophecies. With the advent of printing therefore,
one artist’s decision to include the birth of the Virgin in a woodcut model and its
selection by a printer means that the domestic, female-centred birth scene was

frequently re-used and was available to a wide audience of both men and

women.43

In addition to the various manifestations of this iconography, this survey
of manuscripts demonstrates that the viewers for whom these childbirth images
were 1intended were equally various. We saw 1n the previous section how

existing analyses of representations of childbirth have focused on those instances

where we know or can presume something of the intended recipient of the
image. However, from studying the descriptions of the manuscripts in Appendix

2 it is evident that representations of childbirth as a space occupied exclusively

Y p. F3a: ‘et egredietur virga de radice Jesse et flos de radice eius ascendet’ (Isaiah

11.1); and ‘orietur stella ex Jacob et consurget virga de Israel’ (Numbers 24, 17).

*® There is also a Birth of the Virgin in the border of a printed horae reproduced on the
cover of Peter Meredith’s edition of The Mary Play From the N. Town Manuscript
(Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1997). The source is a Book of Hours printed by
Philippe Pigouchet in Paris in the late fifteenth century.
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or mainly by women occur across a range of manuscripts for which the owner-
and viewership would have varied considerably: from lay married men and
women, to chaste clerics and enclosed religious. For many more of the
manuscripts it is difficult to establish who their original readership was. In

particular this survey shows a paucity of representations of childbirth in books
we know to have been owned or used by women. Thirteen of the fifty-one

manuscripts and books detailed in the table we know (or can presume) to have
been written for the use of a man: these include manuscripts containing the
Offices of the Mass that could only have been used by male clerics (e.g. no. 8);
and manuscripts 1dentified with particular owners, such as Abbot Islip’s
Devotions (no. 18) and the three manuscripts made for English King Edward IV
(nos 38, 39, 40). Three of the manuscripts were ostensibly made for the use of a
husband and wife (nos 35, 9, and 22). For only three of the manuscripts with birth
scenes 1s it possible to establish a female ownership: the fourteenth-century
Taymouth Hours, which appears to have been made for a noble or royal woman
who is depicted in the illuminations (no. 33); the Fitzwilliam Hours (no. 26); and
the Hours of Marguerite de Foix (no. 24). For two other manuscripts, a female
ownership 1s suggested but still needs to be established (nos 28 and 29).

Conversely, other manuscripts of known female ownership do not contain birth

SCCI‘IBS..A9

The relatively large number of male-owned books in this survey does
complicate the thesis that this iconography was popular amongst, or deemed
suitable for, female viewers. This is particularly the case when considering
manuscripts and printed books that were bought off-the-shelf. For example, in
devotional manuscripts, although female forms in Latin and vernacular prayers
do indicate a female audience for a text (famulam tuam instead of famulum tuum,
for example), the absence of female forms cannot definitively prove that the

book was not made for, or used by (originally or at some later stage), a woman.>°

* These manuscripts are: Paris, Bibliothéque nationale, fonds latin 1369, and nouvelle
acquisition latine 588; Liverpool, University Library, MSS F2.7, F2.14, and F2.18;
Liverpool, NMGM, MS 12020. See Appendix 1.

** For example, in the Fitzwilliam Hours to be discussed in greater detail below, the

main prayers to the Virgin (the Obsecro te, and the O intemerata), illustrated with
female donor portraits, were written with masculine forms. Only the Creator celi prayer,
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In the case of the large historical volumes, we have already seen that some of the
examples listed here are known to have been made for male patrons, such as
King Edward IV. The fact that none of the historical volumes here can be
associated with female owners should not mean that we dismiss them as having
been seen or read by women. There 1s evidence to suggest that aristocratic

women owned or commissioned copies of books such as the Golden Legend, as

Anne-Marie Legaré has shown in her analysis of the library of Charlotte de
Savoie.”’ Although men’s literacy and book ownership far outweighed that of
women, one must always be cautious when assuming male ownership as a

default.”® The class and social roles of possible readers should be taken into

account along with gender when considering ownership for manuscripts.

By revealing the different places in which images of childbirth occur, this
manuscript survey shows that we should be wary of interpretations such as
Greilsammer’s which claim all-female, post-partum, representations as
uncomplicated evidence for childbearing practices, and for the location of
‘specific womanliness’. It is necessary to be aware of the possible disjunction
between the audiences for whom the images of childbirth were intended, and the

meanings which modern historians have ascribed to them. This outline of the

findings of my manuscript survey is intended to acknowledge the broad
manifestations of this iconography but, given the wide-range of texts and
viewers represented in this survey, it would be impossible to investigate the

function and reception of childbirth imagery in all these contexts. From this

later in the manuscript, has feminine endings. Prayers forms and illuminations could be

altered when books changed hands.
>l Anne-Marie Legaré, ‘Charlotte de Savoie’s Library and Illuminators’, JEBS, 4

(2001), 32-87. The inventory of Charlotte’s library shows that she owned copies of La
Fleur des Histoires, the Golden Legend, and Le Miroir historiale, Jean de Vignay’s
translation of Vincent Beauvais’s Speculum historiale. See also Legare, ‘Reassessing
Women'’s Libraries in Late Medieval France: the Case of Jeanne de Laval’, RS, 10
(1996), 209-29.

*2 On medieval women’s literacy see Julia Boffey, ‘Women Authors and Women'’s
Literacy in Fourtee<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>