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Resemblance and Identification in Personal Devotion:
The Images of St. Ursula Commissioned by
Anne of Brittany”

Abstract: Anne of Brittany commissioned three images of Saint Ursula, and I utilize these to
develop a case study to demonstrate that a sense of familiarity with a holy figure was a factor in
a worshipper choosing to engage with a particular saint. The iconography of Ursula’s portrayals
in the Grandes Heures and Saint Ursula’s Nef reflects a likeness between Anne and the image
toward which she directed her piety. I argue that they were commissioned by the queen to help her
intensify her initial sense of identification with the saint. Queen Anne, a pious Christian and an
educated woman, was familiar with patterns of thinking that enabled comparison and association
while reading and contemplating on the vitae of saints. There were three points in Ursula’s vita
that might have evoked a sense of kinship with the saint: they were both born in British lands,
linked to a royal family, and were faced with marriages to foreign princes. These aspects received
significant artistic attention in the portrayals of Ursula under discussion. However, the artists
created the images with an interplay between the saint’s likeness to Queen Anne and a slight
divergence, an approach that promoted identification with the saint but at the same time could mo-
tivate the celebrant to translate the saint’s virtues into her own life. Through an interdisciplinary
perspective on the artworks and a survey of the relevant contemporary texts, this study demons-
trates that the intimate and internal process of selecting a patron saint and the resulting worship
with the aid of images enabled a devotee to negotiate a whole range of aspects linked to his/her
self-identity and to promote religiosity and construction of secular aspects of his/her personality.

Keywords: [1luminated manuscripts; Queen Anne of Brittany; Saint Ursula; devotional works
of art; saints’ vitae; reception theory; personal devotion

1. Introduction

This study deals with three images of St. Ursula commissioned by Anne, Duchess
of Brittany (1477-1517) and twice queen of France owing to her marriages with two
kings of the Valois royal family.! Produced in the first years of the sixteenth century,
these portrayals are to be found on two sumptuous devotional objects. In the Grandes
Heures of Anne of Brittany (1505-1508),> St. Ursula is depicted as one of the queen’s
patron saints in the opening illustration of the book (Fig. 1), and her martyrdom, which
puts an end to her pilgrimage, is rendered on a full page in the Suffrages, the prayer
cycle to saints (Fig. 2).> In the Nef of Saint Ursula (Fig. 3), she is the subject of a de-
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votional sculpture that originally served as tableware in the form of a warship filled
with sailors, which was presented to the queen by the citizens of Tours in 1500 on her
Jjoyeuse entrée.* Five years later, the queen asked that this secular object be reshaped
into a religious model, which was designed to “have the Eleven Thousand Virgins put
on,” as well as a statue of St. Ursula.® The iconography, context, and production of the
portraits reveal Queen Anne’s investment in her spiritual relationship with St. Ursula,
who was the only female saint whom the queen had depicted in a Book of Hours and
on a devotional statue.” The portrayals on the Nef and in the Grandes Heures reflect
the similarity in Ursula’s and Anne’s birthplaces and rank, and allude, as I argue, to
the queen’s sense of identification with the saint.

Fig. I: - Jean Bourdichon, Anne accompanied by her Patron Saints in Prayer, fol. 3r, Grandes
Heures d’Anne de Bretagne, 1505-1508, 30 x 19 cm, Paris, Bibliothéque nationale de France, Ms
latin 9474 (Source: gallica.bnf.fr/ BnF)




Mediaevistik 33 - 2020 215

Fig. 2: - Jean Bourdichon, Martyrdom of Ursula and the Eleven Thousand Virgins, fol. 199v,
Grandes Heures d’Anne de Bretagne, 1505-1508, 30 x 19cm, Paris, Bibliothéque nationale de
France, Ms latin 9474 (Source: gallica.bnf.fr/ BnF)

In this essay, I explore the role of the patroness in shaping her own piety. From the
thirteenth century on, a Christian who sought spiritual perfection could go about it
without taking a religious vow and could engage in his/her devotions in private spaces
without the intervention of the clergy. The Nef'and the Grandes Heures were created
to facilitate such practice. I utilize the artworks and a discussion of the queen’s pat-
ronage to develop a case study in order to demonstrate that a worshipper’s sense of
familiarity with a saint was a factor in initiating an interaction with a holy figure. The
iconography of Ursula’s portrayals reflects a likeness between Anne and the image
toward which she directed her piety. In both artworks the saint is illustrated as a blend
of a Breton and a French queen dressed and accessorized with symbolic elements from
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Fig. 3: - Pierre Rousseau, Saint Ursula’s Nef, 1500, 1505, 46*28* 16.5cm, Reims, Palais du Tau
(Dguendel - Own work, CC BY 4.0 https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=71070008)

Anne’s wardrobe and life. I argue that it was requested by the queen, who sought to in-
tensify her initial sense of identification with Ursula. The portrayals in turn might well
have amplified an aspiration to imitate or even assimilate the saint’s virtuous behavior.

Anne’s biography discloses several parallels to Ursula’s vita. They were both daugh-
ters of royal families raised in British lands faced with marriages to foreign princes.
The queen’s life story reveals that, like Ursula who set out on a pilgrimage to Rome,
Anne undertook a journey of several months to the shrines of the founding bishop
saints of Brittany. Christina Normore considers the resemblance between the queen
and the saint in an article she wrote in 2012, where she uses Friedrich Ohly’s medieval
sign theory to interpret the content and contexts of the Nef with its multiplicity of pat-
rons and its reshaped form.® She contends that the images of Ursula in the possession
of Queen Anne reveal that they were both Breton queens. From her examination of the
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portraits, she concludes that “the role of Ursula as an ancestress for Anne is evident.”’
However, since her study is dedicated to the exploration of the construction of mea-
ning by examining the links among materiality, iconography, function, and location,
the issue of a sense of kinship with a saint as a factor in his/her selection is only a
marginal issue. Typical of this limited interest, scholarship on the reception of saints
in private devotion in the later Middle Ages has not yet comprehensively addressed
the reasons for the selection of a specific saint for personal worship.' I do not intend to
remedy this lacuna completely, but hope to offer one such approach that was common
in the religious life of Christians in the early modern period. I suggest that biographi-
cal similarities (of the saints’ vita and the devotee’s life) might have been the spark that
initiated a sense of identification with a saint and directed the devotee toward his/her
reverence.

My observations find support in Hans Robert Jauss’s approach regarding the cha-
racter of the hero in literary texts and Joachim Duyndam’s philosophical perspective
on the response of worshippers to sainthood. Both scholars emphasize that the appeal
of a saint or a literary hero for an audience may derive from a sense of familiarity evo-
ked in the reader/hearer. Jauss determined a category of “sympathetic identification.”
He suggested that it characterizes the interaction between the reader and the hero (be
he a knight, a saint, or an ordinary man) and that it can engender a solidarity that can
influence the reader’s thoughts and actions. ! In like manner, Duyndam argues that an
important element that initiates the interaction between a devotee and a saint is a sense
of familiarity and kinship that the interpreter shares with his/her subject of adoration.'
The approaches of Jauss and Duyndam emphasize the influence of the hero/saint on
the audience and the requirement that there be an initial recognition of a resemblance
between the devotee and the saint, which, as I contend, was the basis of Anne’s devo-
tion to St. Ursula.

As I show in this study, Ursula served inter alia as an exemplum whom the queen
could imitate. However, behavioral imitation based on the example set by a saint does
not mean copying or duplicating his/her behavior. Duyndam directs attention to the
interpretive quality of the process of assimilating saints’ virtuous conduct, defining
the creativity of the interpreter (the devotee) in applying the values that the exemplary
person reflects. This process, he argues, is based as a whole on kinship or appartenan-
ce (belonging to), a concept he borrowed from the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur,
who contended that it is an essential attribute of the hermeneutical approach to texts.!®
According to Duyndam’s perspective, the saint was a text that the worshipper had to
understand, associate with, and interpret. As I show in this study, as other noblewo-
men of her period, Anne was educated and was familiar with patterns of thinking that
used comparison and associations when reading saints’ vitae.

According to several hagiographies, Ursula was a Christian princess who was
asked to marry a pagan prince. Although she pledged herself as Christ’s betrothed,
because of the threat of the prospective groom’s father in case of refusal, she accepted
the proposal on the condition that her prospective husband would become Christian
and, further, that she would first be allowed to set out on a three-year pilgrimage to
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Rome accompanied by eleven thousand virgins. On their way back home from Rome,
the pilgrims stopped in Cologne for the second time, where they encountered Huns.
Dazzled by Ursula’s beauty, the chief of the Huns tried to persuade her to marry him.
She refused, so he killed her with an arrow and the virgins were slaughtered by his
soldiers. *

The earliest evidence of the story is an epitaph dated to the fifth century, now in-
stalled on the south wall of the choir in the Basilica of St. Ursula, known until the
seventeenth century as the Church of the Holy Virgins, in Cologne. The inscription
does not refer to Ursula specifically, nor does it mention the exact number of female
martyrs; rather, it notes that an individual named Clematius “restored this basilica on
their [the virgins’] land from the foundation up.”"® The presence of a large number of
human relics and the evolving cult of the holy virgins was a source of enormous pride
for the citizenry of Cologne. The cult, which was tied to the worship of reliquary busts,
appealed to female devotees who were the daughters of patrician and middle-class
families. As argued by Joan A. Holladay, the busts were designed to serve as role
models and particularly as exemplars for these female devotees, many of whom were
becoming beguines.'® However, the large number of corpses that were exhumed led
to the expansion of the cult and reached an enormous number of locations, whether
monastic, ecclesiastical, or royal.”

1I.  The Portraits in the Context of Ursula’s Cult

The portraits of St. Ursula commissioned by Queen Anne reflect the significance of
the saint as the leader of the virgins’ group. Prior to the tenth century, it was primarily
the Eleven Thousand Virgins of Cologne who were worshipped. As noted by Scott
Montgomery, the cult was created and developed in the wake of the excavation of
human remains in Cologne and relevant texts and images, and it was fashioned to
reinforce the presence and potency of the holy virgins as a group.'® However, texts
from the ninth century on indicate the interest in naming the leading figures of the
group — Martha and Saula in the Martyrology of Usuardus (ca. 860) and Pinnosa in
the Sermo in natali SS. Virginum XI milium (922)."” Ursula was identified as the leader
of the group of virgins at the end of the tenth century. Although a tension between the
identity of the group and that of the most prominent figure is reflected in many texts
and images throughout the late Middle Ages,?® from the sixteenth century, the empha-
sis on the leader increased.

At the time of the production of the Nef and the Grandes Heures, Ursula’s represen-
tational primacy as the leader of the holy band is unsurprising.?! Attributed to Bour-
dichon (1457/1459-1521), who is mentioned in a 1508 record of a payment for deli-
vering “rich and sumptuous historiated and illuminated Grandes Heures for our use
and service ...,”?? the book is a lavish work encompassing in its 238 leaves a calendar,
prayers, and hymns. The design of its illustrations, which includes forty-nine full-page
paintings and more than 300 borders decorated with flowers, plants, and insects, is
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one of the most ambitious early sixteenth-century prayer-book cycles.?® The first folio
is adorned with a full-page armorial surrounded by imposing initials (L, A) of Anne
and her husband, Louis XII (fol. 1v, Fig. 4). On the next opening, we find an image of
the pieta on a background of a rocky view with a castle, while on the opposite folio,
the queen is accompanied by three patron saints — her namesake patron St. Anne,
St. Helena, and St. Ursula (Fig. 1).* The same saints are introduced in the Suffrages,
following a prayer cycle for male saints. Although the calendar notes October 21 as
the feast day of the Eleven Thousand Virgins, as was usual in the Roman calendar, it
refers to the virgins and Ursula as one entity, the chief saint getting personal attention
in the Suffrages when she is addressed as “Madame Saint Ursula” in the title on folio
200r.%° The prayer continues with “Ursula, a flower glowing from Britain/Virgin fruit
of Royal Stock/ Proclaiming God.”?® Similarly, in the image opposite the prayer, the
figure of Ursula is larger than those of the slaughtered virgins.

Fig. 4: - Jean Bourdichon, The Emblem of Anne and Louis, fol. 1v, Grandes Heures d’Anne de
Bretagne, 1505-1508, 30 x 19cm, Paris, Bibliothéque nationale de France, Ms latin 9474 (Source:
gallica.bnf.fr/ BnF)
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Moreover, as Normore shows, Ursula was a prominent saint for the queen, who
perceived her as her ancestress.?’” She points to the position of Ursula’s figure close
behind the queen’s back on folio 3r holding the flag of the Duchy of Brittany (Fig. 1).
Saints Anne and Helena stand on either side of the queen, with their palms pointed
toward her and their gazes fixed on the pieta on the opposite folio. In contrast, Ursula is
hidden by Anne. The image of physical closeness to the queen’s suggests connotations
not only of personal proximity but also of safeguarding, as if the saint is keeping her
from harm.?® The banner on folio 3r and the heraldic shield that hangs on the bow of
the boat on folio 199v emphasize an important point in the saint’s vita — that Ursula
was born on British land, a geographical area that included Brittany both historically
and etymologically.

Ursula is the only female saint portrayed in her martyrdom in the Grandes Heures,
and the scene is depicted as a violent spectacle, with blood and the virgins’ severed
heads (Fig. 2). Ursula is figured in the scenario’s climax as an arrow impales her body
and blood stains her dress and accumulates in puddles around the severed heads of her
companions. Conversely, St. Anne is shown teaching the Virgin to read (fol. 197v) and
St. Helena is depicted finding the true Cross (fol. 207v). Mary Magdalen, St. Margaret,
and St. Catherine of Alexandria are also represented in the Suffrages, yet, although
according to their vifae the last two were tortured to death, their illustrations follow
iconic patterns — St. Margaret is illustrated bursting through the dragon’s belly (fol.
205v),” and St. Catherine holds a palm beside a breaking wheel and a sword (fol.
203v).30

The body of a saint in a dramatic moment had an emotive power over the viewer.
The “theatrical saint’s body in pain,” to use Callahan’s phrasing,* exposed in the cli-
max of the martyrdom narrative evoked the spectator’s interaction with the image
of the saint on the threshold of death. Carlson suggests three models of responses by
late medieval Christian audiences, one of which was identification with the martyred
saint.’> The image of the martyr in this climactic moment might have served as an
impetus for a sense of identification and compassion for the dying saint. In contrast to
the remote image of other female saints in the Grandes Heures, the vulnerable body
of Ursula, violated by the Hun’s arrow, enabled the queen to meditate on the bodies of
the saint and her maidens in pain in a compassionate way. This form of devotion was
closely related to the way laypeople meditated on the suffering body of Christ with the
aid of texts and images describing the Passion.®

In contrast to the climactic moment depicted in the aforesaid illustration, Ursula
and eleven representatives of her company are portrayed on the Nef at the beginning
of their pilgrimage. The figures are imaged on the deck in place of the soldiers and
sailors who were figured there in the first stage of its creation. Eleven figures that
represent the eleven thousand virgins are standing in the ship facing outward — some
with hands folded in prayer and some holding a book. Ursula is posed under the mast;
she is crowned and haloed with a wheel-like golden object. Her dress, which has a
bodice attached to a long skirt, is that of a traditional French queen from the later
Middle Ages. One of her hands was holding one of her attributes, while the other is
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opening her mantle slightly, revealing a glimpse of its lining. The core of her effigy
was cast in gold and covered with enamel, materials that distinguished the saint from
her less prominent attendants, who were made out of silver.* In order to highlight Ur-
sula’s prominence, the artist used the technique of translucent red on gold, known in
contemporary inventories as rouge cler. It was an innovative decorative expertise that
reached its fullest development in Paris at the beginning of the fifteenth century and
was employed in the execution of sumptuous objects made for noble patrons.* A simi-
lar significance, which is reflected in a choice of materials and techniques, is evident
in when comparing the Nef with reliquary busts of St. Ursula created in the first half
of the fourteenth century for the Cathedral of Basel. Unlike the plethora of Cologne
reliquary busts of the virgins made out of wood,*® this one was fashioned of gilded sil-
ver and translucent enamel. This choice of material helped to differentiate Ursula from
her virgin companions, who traditionally are represented as resembling one another.’’
Moreover, on the Nef, her face and body are molded in a more sophisticated fashion
and more elegantly than those of her female attendants.

The figures of St. Ursula in these three portraits are compatible with the evolution
of the cult of St. Ursula and the Eleven Thousand Virgins at the threshold of the Early
Modern Period. The artists’ use of different media and iconography for her attendants
and other holy figures reveals the significance and prominence of the saint for Queen
Anne.

111, Similarities between the Life Narratives of Anne and Ursula

As I noted above, three points of resemblance could have elicited the sense of kinship
on the part of the queen that led her to invest in St. Ursula’s images. They were both
born in British lands, linked to a royal family, and faced with marriages to foreign
princes. However, this path of selection was not engendered in a vacuum. The awa-
reness of noble and educated Christians of issues of resemblance might have been
evoked when they read about or contemplated on narratives of saint’s lives, which
in many cases were based on the fopos of ancient saints’ vitae or on the way Christ’s
life is styled in the Gospels.*® Bonaventure’s The Life of St. Francis (Legenda maior,
1257-1261), provides a model for reflective strategies that Franciscan-informed devo-
tees such as Anne could deploy when meditating on the life of a saint.** Although there
is no evidence of Bonaventure’s text in Anne’s library, there is good reason to assume
that the queen was familiar with St. Francis’s vita as she was raised in an environment
that favored the Franciscan Observants and in her maturity chose to include Fran-
ciscan confessors in her entourage.*

Studying The Life of St. Francis using an intertextual approach reveals a relations-
hip between this text and archetexts such as the Scriptures*::

In these last days / the grace of God our Savior has appeared / in his servant Fran-
cis ... He was poor and lowly, / but the Most High God looked upon him / with such
condescension and kindness / that he not only lifted him up in his need / from the dust
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of the worldly life, / but made him a practitioner, a leader and a herald / of Gospel per-
fection / and set him up as a light for believers / so that by bearing witness to the light/
he might prepare for the Lord/ a way of light and peace into the hearts of his faithful.*?
As a medieval author, Bonaventure consciously inserted a string of verses from the
Bible in his text.*® In this brief paragraph he embedded quotations and fragments from
the Acts of the Apostles, the Pauline Epistles, Isaiah, Job, the Gospel according to
John, and the Gospel according to Luke.* Taken as a whole, the opening of his Prolo-
gue to The Life of St. Francis describes the role God gave to St. Francis — to be a leader
who would lead the faithful to union with Christ and the Divine through reflection on
the path that he chose for his life. The embedded texts from the Gospels reflect the
author’s intention to make his audiences aware of a likeness between Christ and Fran-
cis.® Writers of sacred biographies took into account the familiarity of their audiences
with other sacred texts and employed various rhetorical devices to evoke emotional
and spiritual effects of identification in their audiences.*

The legend of Ursula tells us that she lived in the British lands whereas Anne was
born and raised in Brittany. In general, the hagiography of the saint and her compa-
nions from around the tenth century leaves an uncertainty as to whether Ursula was
born in the British Isles or in Brittany.”” Historically and etymologically, Brittany has
been linked to Britain. After the fall of the Western Roman Empire, Britons moved
across the channel and settled in Armorica,*® which has been referred to as Brittany
(Britannia minor) since the twelfth century in order to distinguish it from Great Bri-
tain (Britannia major) across the channel

A telling piece of evidence of the association of Ursula with Breton origins is to be
found on the shield of the city of Cologne, which since the late fifteenth century has
comprised eleven ermine tails on a chief gules with three golden crowns. This coat of
arms is figured on an altarpiece that was devoted to St. Ursula and the Eleven Thous-
and Virgins, painted by the Master of the Legend of Saint Ursula (1482, Groenin-
gemuseum Bruges). Two frames on the lowermost panel of the altarpiece depict the
second arrival of the group to Cologne and the murder of the saint and her virgins,
and both renderings feature the arms of Cologne with the ermine tails (Figs. 5a and
5b). The use of ermine tails in this case is similar to the design of the ermine spots in
the heraldry of the Duchy of Brittany. In the Cologne coat of arms, they symbolize the
eleven thousand martyred virgins, which clearly identifies Ursula and her companions
as Bretons.*

Her choice of Ursula as a patron saint is an indication of the importance that Queen
Anne attributed to her place of birth. She was born in the fifteenth century, at a time
when the dukes of Brittany were defending the perpetuation of the duchy’s autonomy.
She functioned as an autonomous female ruler of her duchy from after the death of
her father, Francis I1, in 1488 until her marriage to Charles VIII and, again, during the
time she was married to Louis XI1.5! Historians agree that Anne sought throughout her
life for ways to ensure the independence of Brittany, an assertion that is reflected in
artworks and manuscripts she commissioned that emphasize the cultural and political
legacy of her duchy.’> Her second marriage treaty (1498—1499) was, as Michel Nassiet
puts it: “one that was contracted between two sovereign rulers.”* Anne ensured in the
contract that after the death of herself and her spouse, the duchy would remain in the
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Fig. 5a: - Master of the Legend of Saint Ursula, The Legend of Saint Ursula, 1482, Groeningemu-
seum Bruges (Master of the Bruges Legend of St. Ursula / Public domain)

hands of one of their children or the closest relative from her father’s family, a condi-
tion that was never realized.

Ursula was close to Anne in rank, both were born to royal families, and both were
faced with marriages to foreign princes. Various secular texts in the queen’s possessi-
on demonstrate similarities between the two in regard to their royal status. Moreover,
these works reveal Anne’s interest in reading portrayals of virtuous females of rank
and demonstrate the role of these texts in contemporary discourse on gender-oriented
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Fig. 5b: Master of the Legend of Saint Ursula, The Legend of Saint Ursula, 1482, Groeningemuse-
um Bruges, detail (Source: Musea Brugge, www.artinflanders.be, photo: Hugo Maertens)

virtues that facilitated the self-construction of the noble female. A careful reading of
these texts alongside the saint’s vifa reveals some parallels between these two royal
figures.

The popular topos of “famous women” engendered by the translation of Boccac-
cio’s De mulieribus claris into French in the early fifteenth century inspired imitations
such as Christine de Pizan’s Cité des dames (1405).>* In 1493 the French publisher
Antoine Vérard (1485-1512) dedicated the first known printed edition of De mulieri-
bus claris in the vernacular to Anne of Brittany. A decade later, Anne commissioned
a text on the same subject from Antoine Dufour, who presented her with a decorated
manuscript of Les vies des femmes célébres in 1504.% Such texts, which were read
silently in private as well as aloud in public, reflected social and cultural norms and
encouraged and reinforced the continuity of these behavioral codes.*® Dufour noted in
the dedication that he complied with the queen’s request to write Les vies des femmes
célebres in the vernacular rather than in Latin: “And given that most noble ladies of
France do not understand Latin ... I, Brother Antoine Dufour ... by her order, wanted


www.artinflanders.be,

Mediaevistik 33 - 2020 225

this present book to be translated into [our] mother tongue ...’ This quote highlights
the importance the queen placed on vernacular texts that could be read aloud and
understood by her court ladies. Compilations of this sort initiated their readers into a
discourse on female virtue and guided noble women toward proper behavior.

In Les vies des femmes célebres, the celebrated ladies are referred to using nume-
rous superlatives. Thus, Dufour described Jeanne of Naples (1328—-1382) as, “well-re-
garded, magnificent, opulent, rich and powerful, industrious, factious and eloquent.”*
By the same token, Ursula’s vita offers a description of a virtuous woman who had the
same merits: for instance, the young Ursula assisted her father in resolving the politi-
cal problem that derived from the marriage proposal.” Ursula was aware of the con-
sequences of her refusal and offered a satisfactory solution that would avert the anger
of the groom’s father, a fact that testifies to her political sense and her wisdom, which
was praised by the authors of the various versions of her biography.®® Furthermore,
Ursula’s schooling is mentioned in her vifa as a combination of Christian knowledge
with the education suitable for a princess, and there is a link between this information
and the sentence that praises her mental maturity in parallel to her physical growth.!
Anne could find in these descriptions an echo of her own childhood. The education she
received from a young age included Greek, Latin, and science. It was said that by the
age of nine she was intellectually mature enough to act appropriately as a princess. ©

Although Ursula is not included in Les vies des femmes célebres, her vita offers
another point of correlation with Anne’s life. A careful reading of the saint’s hagiogra-
phy reveals elements of court hierarchy that are similar to those of the French Court.
Ursula appealed for a three-year delay during which she would go on a pilgrimage, but
she did not intend to travel on her own. Rather she asked her father for “ten maidens
in their earliest youth and most carefully selected as to beauty and lineage. Then you
[father] should assign to me, and to each one of them, a thousand maidens of excellent
repute.”®

Departure on a journey accompanied by attendants, privileged by their beauty and
lineage, with one thousand maidens of good reputation attached to each one reflects
a whole cultural world of court conduct. The presence of courtiers and court ladies in
the proximity of the queen was a central component of aristocratic social life in the
late Middle Ages. The nobility as well as the king and his wife were surrounded by
privileged attendants day and night. Le livre des trois vertus, written in 1405 by Chris-
tin de Pizan,* which offers advice to the wise princess, tells us about the scope of the
involvement of female attendants in the life of a lady of rank:

When the princess or high-born lady wakes up in the morning, she sees herself lying
luxuriously in her bed between soft sheets, surrounded by rich accoutrements and ever-
ything for bodily comfort, and ladies-in-waiting around her focusing all their attention
on her and seeing that she lacks for nothing, ready to run to her if she gives the least sigh
or if she breathes a word, their knees flexed to administer any service to her and to obey
all her commands.®

The above text was designed to warn the lady about avoiding temptations that stem
from her position and to elucidate the everyday conduct of the princess’ attendants and
their role in the close circle that surrounded the noble lady.®® However, it also resonates
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with a well-established royal household’s conduct that parallels an essential point in
the narrative of Ursula and the Eleven Thousand Virgins.

Anne might have chosen Ursula as her patron saint owing to the similarity of one
particular detail in their narratives: she, like Ursula, accepted the idea of an eventual
carnal marriage, whereas most female saints were mystically betrothed to Christ and
remained virgins.®” As the only descendant of Francis II (1435-1488) and Margaret of
Foix (1458—-1486), Anne was contracted into a marriage that would keep Brittany inde-
pendent.®® While joining a nunnery was a possible choice for noble women if their fa-
milies had enough offspring to enhance the family’s political power by marriage, this
was not the case in Anne’s life. Several rulers wooed Anne in order to acquire political
domination over one of the most hotly contested regions in Europe. She was betrothed
several times,*” and finally in 1490 married Maximilian I of Austria (1459-1519) by
proxy, a ceremony that was held in the Rennes Cathedral but was never consumma-
ted.”” Nonetheless, King Charles VIII saw their marriage as a political threat to France.
He started a military campaign that eventually forced the duchess to renounce her
union with Maximilian, and in 1491 she married the king.”

The unexpected death of Charles VIII (1498) left her a widow, but not for long. It
was agreed in her marriage contract that in the event of the death of the French king,
she would marry the new regent, so Louis XII, who was already married to Jeanne de
France (1465—1505), had to request an annulment.”” Although Ursula could not fulfill
her marriage contract because she became a martyr before the wedding could take
place, her initial agreement to wed constructs a significant point of similarity between
the saint and the queen related to their gender-oriented roles and royal modi vivendi.

Apart from the similarities between points in the life narratives of the queen and
the saint discussed thus far, Anne might have chosen to venerate Ursula because of
the central theme of the saint’s hagiography — her projected three-year pilgrimage to
Rome, which ended in Cologne. The story does not elaborate all the holy sites the vir-
gins were intending to visit, but in spite of the lack of details, Anne would have been
able to fill the gaps in her imagination. Devotees set out on pilgrimages for several
reasons — seeking cures, penance, or giving thanks for sanctity.”” The queen, who at
the beginning of 1505, saw her husband falling ill, almost dying, had a reason to think
of a pilgrimage, a journey to thank God for his health rather than one to pray for his
recovery. Louis XII, her third husband, suggested that she visit Notre-Dame-de-Folgo-
et in northwest Brittany, but she had a devotional journey in mind much more akin to
Ursula’s three-year pilgrimage. She proceeded to prepare herself to set out on a pilgri-
mage to the shrines of the founding bishop saints of Brittany. The journey was to take
several months during which she would be away from the French Court, surrounded
by and embraced in the love of her patrimonial duchy’s inhabitants.”* Like Ursula, she
journeyed partly by water, as the entourage sailed down the Loire toward Nantes.”
The whole trip took five months, and although her husband asked her to return before
she completed the trip, she refused, pleading an eye infection that she said she had to
cure with the miraculous aid of the finger reliquary of St. John the Baptist in Saint-
Jean-du-Doigt.”®
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So far, I have dealt with these similarities by means of comparative readings of the
life narrative of Anne, who in 1505 was a mature woman, and Ursula’s hagiography.
I have also suggested that the queen turned to the saint for spiritual aid on her pilgri-
mage. In the following section, I discuss choices of artworks in order to elucidate the
ways in which the patroness demanded a visual intensification of her sense of identi-
fication.

1V, Visually Intensifying the Likeness

A woman who lived a vita contemplativa alongside a vita activa,”’ as other late me-
dieval queens who demonstrated their power, personal taste, and Christian devotion
through their treasuries,”® Anne collected secular manuscripts and artworks — ivories,
tapestries, and artifacts made of gold, as well as devotional books and objects. Al-
though the record on the Nef is laconic, we know that she was actually involved in
commissioning artworks and employed artists in her service. Indeed, in 1499 she paid
several artists — painters, goldsmiths, and a tapestry maker — for objects, as attested
by payment records.

Given her active role as a patroness of the arts, the vessel must have reminded her of
a particular point in St. Ursula’s legend — the ship that transported the virgins on their
pilgrimage.®® The ship is a shared element in the lives of Queen Anne and the saint,
and the act of reshaping the gift of the citizens of Tours reflects the way the queen
chose to intensify her devotion through a strategy of resemblance. The Nef was cre-
ated with a sensitivity for naturalistic details, including ample elements reminiscent
of a ship dating from the beginning of the sixteenth century. The soldiers and sailors
imaged on the original deck indicated a warship. The initial form and the iconography
of the Nef might have evoked memories regarding the flagship of Brittany’s fleet, a ves-
sel that was constructed around 1494 on the order of Anne’s husband, Charles VIII.®!
The flagship had a crew of more than 1,000 and 200 guns — wheeled cannons that fired
rocks weighing 100 to 150 pounds. After Anne’s second marriage, the ship, which
was launched in 1501 as the La Cordeliere, the name of a women’s order founded by
the queen in 1498 after the death of her first husband, played an important role in the
campaign against Italy.®> The original Nef was not an exact replica of the flagship of
Brittany, but the differences between the two enabled the queen to expand its import
by introducing elements of St. Ursula’s legend. The integration of holy figures with the
iconography of a ship featuring an image of the fleur-de-lis around the elegant circular
base on which the body of the ship rests links the two narratives.

As the Nef changed hands several times owing to patronage,®® was damaged, and
lost some of its parts,® we cannot know whether it was adorned with Anne’s coat-of-
arms. However, St. Ursula’s ship as portrayed in the Grandes Heures (Fig. 2) bears the
coat-of-arms of the Duchy of Brittany, /’hermine plain, adorned with a golden crown.
Moreover, Jean Bourdichon, who created the illustrations for the book, inserted sym-
bols and elements associated with the queen in the portrayal of the saint. Scrutiny of
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the illustrations where Ursula is depicted reveals formal and contextual links between
elements from Anne and Louis XII’s armorial and the saint’s accessories (Fig. 4).
Apart from the presence of the flag on folio 3r and Brittany’s coat-of-arms on folio
199v, the crown on Ursula’s head on folio 3r is similar to the crown in the armorial on
folio 1v. The saint’s lavish skirt in the Grandes Heures is decorated with red-contou-
red flowers on golden brocade. A similar sumptuous pattern can be found on the cover
of the bed Anne died in as depicted in an illustration of her funeral procession in Paris
in 1515 (Fig. 6). Although there is no consistency in the portrayals of Anne’s dress,
many illustrations show her attired in various combinations of red and gold fabrics, as
can be traced in an illustration in Jean Marot’s manuscript Le Voyage de Génes, also
illustrated by Bourdichon (Fig. 7). All this visual evidence alludes to a conscious for-
mulation of the saint with symbols and elements from Anne’s reality.

Fig. 6: - The Funeral Procession of Anne in Paris, fol. 44, Commemoration and warning of the
Death of Anne of Brittany, 1515, 25 x 18cm, Paris, Bibliothéque nationale de France, Ms 25158
(Source: gallica.bnf.fr/ BnF)

Source gallica.bnf.fr / Bibliothéque nationale de France
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Fig. 7: - Jean Bourdichon, Anne Receiving the Manuscript from Jean Marot, fol. 1, Le Voyage de
Génes, Jean Bourdichon, ca. 1508, 31 x 21 cm, Paris, Bibliothéque nationale de France, Ms fr. 5091
(Source: gallica.bnf.fr/ BnF)

Source gallica.bnf.fr / Bibliothéque nationale de France. Département des Manuscrits. Francals 509

Notwithstanding the foregoing, on the Nefas well as in the book, Ursula is attired
as a generic French queen from the beginning or the middle of the fifteenth century,
which is not the way Anne is usually portrayed. The saint is depicted in the Nef
dressed in a long skirt, its hem descending beyond her feet, while her upper body is
clothed in a separate bodice of ermine fur. Anne’s mother, Margaret of Foix, is por-
trayed wearing the same dress (Fig. 8).% Whereas some of Anne’s portraits display
this kind of costume, most of them depict her and her female attendants robed in her
special fashion.
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Fig. 8: - Francis II and Margaret of Foix in Prayer (detail), fol. 103v, Missal of the Carmelites of
Nantes, Princeton University Library, United States, Ms Garrett 40 (Master of Jeanne de France
/ Public domain)

In Marot’s Voyage de Génes, Anne is dressed in a gown with a low-cut square neck,
which is seen in many renderings of the queen. The skirt, as well as the upper part of
the garment, is fashioned from satin or velvet. The skirt is open from the waist down,
offering a glimpse of other layers of different-colored fabrics; the sleeves are loosely
opened and end in wide borders of white fur. Anne is portrayed in the same way knee-
ling in front of the pieta in the Grandes Heures (Fig. 1).

If in the fourteenth century the royal household often refrained from adopting new
sartorial modes,* at the end of the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth century
the rapid change in clothing fashions had a great influence on the Valois courts. Chan-
ges in technological processes and the evolution in manufacturing procedures for pre-
cious fabrics, along with the development of haute couture, led to a variety of designs
and models.’” Trade relations as well as conquests helped convey aspects of fashion
from court to court, and the French aristocracy embraced elements of royal fashion
from different countries. Anne’s first husband conquered Italian territories, and an
influence of Italian royal fashion, such as the open multilayered skirt, can be traced
in her attire.®® Together with foreign influences, various queens combined traditional
fashion from the regions of their birth with the styles of their new homes.*
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The decision to portray Anne dressed after her court fashion, but to show Ursula in
a traditional French queen’s gown on the Nef as well as in the Grandes Heures indica-
tes a complex picture in terms of how the queen perceived herself as a distinguished
persona and sheds light on the way that she identified and empathized with the saint.
Dress had a central role in fashioning the social persona in the late Middle Ages. It
not only provided warmth, protection, and coverage, but also articulated individuality.
Fancy dress suitable to be worn in nobles’ courts required from 300 to 800 days of
work and a complete network of merchants and craftsmen.*

A set of symbols was added to individually designed garments, which, among other
things, was designed to display a distinct identity. Mottos, coats-of-arms, and unique
colors were among the signs that reflected a particular personality.”’ Anne is portrayed
in the Grandes Heures as a specific ruling individual rather than as a generic French
queen, and her clothing was one of the articulations of her historic individuality. Her
image reflects the change that was taking place in the later Middle Ages, which was
reinforced by practices and beliefs relating to likeness and to the ability of naturali-
stic depiction of corporeal similitude to represent an individual.**> Despite the artists’
continued use of traditional signs such as heraldry, inscriptions, and other indications
of rank,” her portrait represents her royal persona together with her distinguished
singularity.

Thus, alongside the similarities of forms and symbols that shaped the image of
Ursula that were taken from Anne’s life, a slight difference was introduced between
the queen and her subject of worship in the way that their dresses were designed. The
complex manner by which devotees related to and adored their saints is traced in the
nature of sainthood: saints were human beings who had virtus morum and virtus sig-
norum.®* In order to maintain a relationship with a saint, it was necessary to perceive
him or her both as a human being and as a holy figure. This led to artistic approaches
of approximation and withdrawal wherein the images of saints were rendered with
attention to elements that encouraged identification but did not suggest similarity to
their audiences, and so evoked reverence. In the three portraits of Ursula, the artists
must have considered the clothing carefully, and the differences between Anne and
Ursula in this regard were illustrated. Saints were human beings, but they were also
people of great stature, with spiritual qualities that others were supposed to aspire to.

The style and iconography of the images of Ursula in the Grandes Heures and on
the Nef reflect an artistic effort to elicit a sense of identification with the saint and to
amplify familiarity. The relevant iconography is similar but far exceeds that in por-
traits of other female saints. St. Helena, for example, is depicted on folio 3r dressed in a
generic late-medieval French queen’s robe, similar to Ursula’s costume. The presence
of other female saints in the manuscript who are garbed, to a lesser extent, in attire
reflecting the queen’s wardrobe alludes to the degree to which artists employed visual
elements that might evoke identification and bonding with her preferred saints.

Alongside visual resemblance, my study showed that the portraits represent a slight
divergence from the real life of Queen Anne. As Duyndam contends in reference to
veneration of saints, the combination of a sense of familiarity coupled with an element
of strangeness usually initiates the appeal of the saint on the venerating individual
and also motivates the celebrant to imitation. Saints functioned inter alia as exempla
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for their worshippers. However, imitating a saint meant that the devotee did not copy
the deeds of the holy individual, but rather translated the acts of the exemplar and the
virtues of the saint into his/her life.”> Visualization of a favored saint in accord with
the detailed naturalism shaped by northern artists at the beginning of the sixteenth
century enabled a patron/patroness to engage in a dialogue with the life scenario of
a saint, his/her virtuous behavior, and his/her martyrdom. It also offered viewers an
immersion in mental practices of comparison and association that could enhance the
sense of kinship but at the same time would encourage the patron/patroness to rephra-
se the virtuous behavior recorded in the saint’s vita. On the one hand, Anne set out on
a pilgrimage similar to one undertaken by Ursula, which in all likelihood was moti-
vated by her devotion to the saint. On the other hand, she might well have translated
many other components from the narrative of the saint’s life and integrated them into
her daily life. Ursula’s leadership of the group of virgins resonated with Anne’s social
role as the head of her court, and she is credited with establishing one of the largest
female courts of her time. Numbering some one hundred women of the highest noble
origins, it was, in many respects, an essential component of her status, but at the same
time, as Ursula did, she took it upon herself to serve as a model of chastity and piety
for her ladies.”

The similarities I discuss in this paper reveal that place of birth, gender, and so-
cial status were the points of resemblance between Queen Anne and St. Ursula. In
medieval Europe, these categories were central features that determined self-identity.
Illustrated prayer books in the later Middle Ages were, as described by Kathryn A.
Smith, an intimate vehicle that ““reflected’ and mediated both the inner and outward
dimensions of the book owner’s personhood: her conscience, values and ambitions,
her habits of thought, feeling and response, her conduct, and her sense of social and
spiritual place.”®” As such, they promoted the construction of the self-identity of their
owners. Material and textual evidence and especially Anne’s patronage of the arts
emphasize the role of her collection in self-formation in constructing her royal image
as a Christian queen who conducted herself in accord with expected virtues.”® Never-
theless, this study reveals that the intimate and internal process of selecting a patron
saint and the resulting worship with the aid of images enabled the devotee to negotiate
a whole range of aspects linked to his/her self-identity. Not only could a patron/patro-
ness contemplate his/her religious self through mental engagement with processes of
comparing, associating, and translating the saint as an image and as a text, but there
was an opportunity to meditate on social position, one’s rank, and one’s secular self.

Examination of the portraits of Ursula revealed that in their creation the artists
assimilated the customary request of a noble patron to render the saint in a way that
would promote self-perfection. In this study, looking at late medieval devotional ob-
jects through the perspective of patronage and the viewer’s response while adopting
an interdisciplinary approach to study the figure of the saint revealed new layers of
significance of the images. In spite of the fact that relevant documents do not disclose
patrons’ motivations in commissioning devotional objects, an interdisciplinary per-
spective on the artworks and a survey of the relevant contemporary texts, which came
from Queen Anne’s library or were taught by her Franciscans confessors suggest their
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patterns of thinking and initiatives and disclose mental practices that promoted reli-
giosity and self-construction.
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more on the recent biographies of the queen with criticism regarding some of the publica-
tions, see Cynthia J. Brown’s introduction to The Cultural and Political Legacy of Anne de
Bretagne.

2 A document from 1508 recording the queen’s agreement to pay Jean Bourdichon for il-
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