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The audacious illuminations in this book 

painted for Charles of Angoulême make this 

manuscript the most splendid example of its 

prolific genre: the book of hours.

Such boldness, which could only stem from 

a profound intellectual understanding between 

the artist and the patron, extends beyond the 

concept of the book of hours, i.e. an instru-

ment of personal prayer for its owner.

Perhaps the licentiousness that characterised 

the French court for centuries, the lack of re-

ligious inhibition of a prince as powerful as 

the Count of Angoulême and the scientific 

acumen of such a true naturalist as Robinet 

Testard can help explain this feat in the clos-

ing stages of the Middle Ages.

In any case, rather than an ideal instrument 

for personal prayer, this book was apparently 

an effective medium for the personal enter-

tainment of Charles of Valois, a codex delib-

erately designed and manufactured to arouse 

his curiosity (f. 52v), distract him from world-

ly matters (ff. 28v and 52r ), make him laugh 

(ff. 3r, 4v and 5r), foster his fondness for the 

arts (ff. 16v and 26v) and his love of the jovi-

al pastoral life (f. 20v), and delight this avid 

reader of love stories and (f. 2v) and books of 
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chivalry (f. 53v) whilst still satisfying his vanity 

as a prince – according to Ahuva Belkin’s al-

legorical interpretation (f. 41v).

In addition, it is significant that the folios 

most likely to inspire devotion, such as those 

in the biblical cycle of the Passion, Death 

and Resurrection of Christ (f. 106v), are not 

solely the work of Robinet: they are a series of 

twelve prints by Israhel van Meckenem (I.M) 

which Testard merely coloured using his char-

acteristic and magnificent pallet.

The fact that Robinet Testard chose not to 

paint the holy of holies of this book of hours 

himself and preferred to incorporate work by 

other painters (Jean Bourdichon) or print-

makers (Israhel van Meckenem), should be 

interpreted not as a desire to appropriate the 

artistry of others but rather as an indication of 

the artist’s intellectual uprightness and refusal 

to compromise his own principles by portray-

ing scenes with which he could not, as a natu-

ralist, fully empathise.

Furthermore, the addition of extrane-

ous secular elements – including costumbris-
ta (ff. 4v and 20v), mythological (f. 41v) and 

chivalrous (f. 53v) motifs – plus the lengthy 

Passover narrative in the vernacular (ff. 60r 

- 115v) in a book which is by definition en-

tirely or predominantly Latin, all emphasis-

es how original this manuscript is in compar-

ison with the usual conventions of books of 

this genre.

It would only be a slight exaggeration to 

describe this codex as an extraordinary artis-

tic melting pot that almost undermines and 

desecrates the religious intent of the book of 

hours. This manuscript is an antithesis of the 

book of hours, in short, an anti-book of hours.

Three of its illuminations are particular-

ly captivating: the lively pastoral dance in the 

Annunciation to the Shepherds with consum-

mate naturalism above all in the traits and 

movements of the male figures; the mysteri-

ous scene of the Death of the Centaur and 

his rider, the Wild Woman, with its mytho-

logical tones and two allegorical interpre-

tations: ethical (the struggle between good 

and evil) and political (the death of Louis XI, 

“the spider king”, and his daughter Madame 

Anne of Beaujeu); and the legendary scene 

of the prince, St George of Cappadocia and 

the Queen of Lydia, an illustration ideal for a 

book of chivalry but completely out of place in 

a book of hours.
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In the Middle Ages, medicine was un-

doubtedly the scientific realm influenced 

most by the many cultural elements that 

contributed to shaping society. Its Greek 

foundations were added to by Latin, Byz-

antine, Arabic and Mozarabic contribu-

tions and others from further afield that 

were transmitted by cultures bordering 

on the western world. As a result, each 

medicinal plant had as many names as 

the cultures using it to make remedies. 

But the variety of names used for a sin-

gle plant in different cultures sometimes 

led to confusion. To avoid this risk, dic-

tionaries were produced and botanical al-

bums too, featuring pictures of the plants 

and other simples used in everyday thera-

peutic practices together with the various 

names they were called by the different 

peoples that comprised medieval socie-

ty. The Tractatus de Herbis, codex Sloane 

4016, currently in the collections at the 

British Library is one such book enabling 

the different names of these plants to 

be linked to the plants themselves. This 

helped avoid confusion and the disas-

trous consequences of giving a patient a 

simple other than the one prescribed by 

the physician.
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