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Books of Hours and Christian Prayer

From its earliest beginnings, Christian prayer was to be “without
ceasing” (1 Thess 5.17; cf. Acts 6.4; Eph 6.18) — which
was understood to mean both “at all times” and faithfully at
particular times.

Prayer is a way of marking and sanctifying human lives and the
life of the world within space and time. God’s people and God’s
creation belong to God’s time — not one day out of seven but
“24-7”, both on holy days, and ordinary days: each day of each
human life.

This conviction has deep roots in Scripture, beginning with the
Creator himself who divides the times and seasons, marking
both “evening and morning” of each day of creation and setting
aside the seventh day for the celebration of rest (Gen 1). The
Psalms, which became the prayer book of both synagogue and
church, honour God through prayer offered in the morning, at
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noon, in the evening and at night time (e.g. 5.3; 30.5; 55.17;
59.16; 65.8; 92.2; 130.6; 141.2). “Where morning dawns and
where evening fades, God calls forth songs of joy” (65.8).

Daniel specifically prays three times a day (Dan 6.10, 13), a
pattern that also appears to be anticipated in the Psalms (note
54.16-17), and which relates to the times of the two daily
sacrifices prescribed in the Torah (Dan 9.21). The Torah’s
daily, Sabbath and Festival prayers were also significantly
developed in the Dead Sea Scrolls. At least by the end of
the Second Temple period, three daily prayers had become
standard Jewish practice (cf. Mishnah, Berakhot 4.1); and two
of these prayer times had been coordinated with the two daily
morning and evening sacrifices.'

The Jesus of the Gospels prays early in the morning (Mark 1.35),
in the evening (e.g. Matt 14.23) and at night (Mark 14.17, 32-
39; Luke 6.12). Similarly, the early church in Acts prayed both
at the regular times (Acts 2.15, 46; 3.1; cf. 10.2-3, 30; 13.14)
and at night (16.25).

1 Cf. Ismar Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History (trans. R. P.
Scheindlin; Philadelphia and New York: Jewish Publication Society and Jewish
Theological Seminary of America, 1993); Daniel K. Falk, Daily, Sabbath, and
Festival Prayers in the Dead Sea Scrolls (Studies on the Texts of the Desert of
Judah 27; Leiden/Boston: Brill, 1998); Rubén M. Leikam, “The Liturgy of the
Hours in the First Four Centuries,” in Liturgical Time and Space (Handbook for
Liturgical Studies 5; ed. A. J. Chupungco; trans. L. A. Twomey; Collegeville, MN:
Liturgical Press, 2000), pp. 3 28.
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Fixed hours for these Christian prayer times are difficult to
confirm for the first three centuries, but the early church order
known as the Didache or Teaching of the Apostles (c. AD 100)
already assigned the Lord’s Prayer to be prayed three times a
day (Did. 8). A century later the Christian writers Clement of
Alexandria (c. 150-215) and Tertullian (c. 160-225) affirmed
that while believers ought to pray “without ceasing”, there is
nevertheless wisdom in praying at the third, sixth and ninth
hours of the day as the earliest believers found these times
especially blessed in the Book of Acts (Tertullian, On Prayer 24-
25; Clement, Stromateis 7:7). During the first three centuries,
however, it is hardly possible to make a confident distinction
between personal and corporate hours of prayers.

By the third and fourth centuries, orders for the regular conduct of
common worship began to'be much in demand in churches and,
somewhat differently, in the emerging monastic orders. Journeying
to the Holy Land c. 381-84, the Spanish nun Egeria commented in
her journal about the weekday Liturgy of the Hours she observed
in the Church of the Resurrection in Jerusalem: at cockcrow,
9am, noon, 3pm and vespers (Pilgrimage of Egeria, 27).

These regularly timed daily prayers (sometimes called the
“cathedral office”) eventually expanded to encompass the more
frequent “monastic office”. They became known as the liturgy of
the Hours (horologion, Latin Horae/Hora). Partially anticipated
in Hippolytus’ third-century Apostolic Tradition 41, the Western
Hours came to be regularized by St Benedict (c. 480-550): early
Matins, Lauds, Prime (6 am), Terce (9 am), Sext (noon), the
None (3 pm), evening Vespers and night-time Compline — all of
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which are also explicitly represented in the Abancourt Book of
Hours here being introduced.’

The standard structure of each occasion might include an opening
invitation to prayer, possibly followed by a hymn; one or more
psalms; a Scripture reading followed by another psalm said or
sung responsively, the gospel “canticle” (the Song of Zechariah
[Luke 1.68-79] for morning prayer and the Song of Mary [Luke
1.46-55] for evening prayer); some prayers including the Lord’s
Prayer; a concluding prayer and the blessing.

Churches and monastic communities tended to have at their
disposal small libraries of books to help with this order of
the daily office. By the early Middle Ages, books produced
specifically to aid in these regular prayers had begun to provide
a manual and guide for the liturgy of the “Hours” also known
as the Divine Office. At the same time, Books of “little hours”
for lay people began to appear in the 10" or 11" century, in
many cases with an additional devotional focus on the Virgin
Mary, the Holy Spirit, certain Saints and an Office of the Dead.
For about 250 years (1275-1525) these books, written in Latin
or sometimes in the vernacular, were to become a dramatically
popular instrument of devotion. They began to be increasingly

2 See further Szabolcs Anzelm Szuromi, “The Systematic Development of the
Liturgy of Hours During the First Centuries Based on the Jewish and Christian
Tradition,” Folia theologica et canonica 4 (2015), pp. 153 161; Andrew Brian
McGowan, Ancient Christian Worship: Early Church Practices in Social,
Historical, and Theological Perspective (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2014);
Gregory W. Woolfenden, Daily Liturgical Prayer: Origins and Theology (Aldershot:
Ashgate, 2004).
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lavishly and colourfully illustrated, sometimes deploying the
finest decorative skills and exceedingly costly materials like gold,
silver or lapis lazuli.

Whether or not luxuriously presented, these illustrated Hours
had the effect of making the church’s prayers more accessible for
individual use by lay people with differing levels of literacy or
knowledge of Latin. They enabled lay participation in Christian
worship, bringing the Psalms, Gospels and Saints into the
spirituality of the home, and joining the rhythms of ordinary life
with the church’s presence to the worship of Heaven. Whether
their rich illustrations also encouraged and aided in the teaching
of literacy is somewhat debated. But the power of their Scriptural
iconography invited lay people to a participation in all parts of
the Divine Office. The Hours did so at a time and in a region
of considerable renewal of popular devotion and piety that had
also produced famously influential spiritual writers like Jan van
Ruusbroec (1293-1381) and Thomas a Kempis (c.1380-1471:
The Imitation of Christ) in connection with movements like
Devotio Moderna and the Brethren of the Common Life. Many of
these books affirm a particular Marian focus in their illustrations
and piety, as our present example also does.’

3 See further Rachel Fulton Brown, Mary and the Art of Prayer: The Hours of the
Virgin in Medieval Christian Life and Thought (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2018); Marie Christine Vilmain, “The Liturgy of the Hours: Praying the
Psalms and Confessing the Faith,” Cistercian Studies Quarterly 50 (2015), pp.
307 317; Roger S. Wieck, “The Book of Hours: The Medieval Best Seller,” Bible
Review 4 (1988), pp. 22 27; Mary Beth Winn, “Printing and Reading the Book of
Hours: Lessons from the Borders,” Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 18 (1999),
pp. 177 204.
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Although most easily suited to a literate audience able to afford
these exquisite and prestigious treasures, in fact they became the
most widely produced and owned books of this era. Thousands
of examples survive in libraries, museums and private collections
around the world, and “Books of Hours” are today the best-
known cultural artefacts of the later middle Ages. Fifteenth-
Century Northern France and the Low Countries represent the
heyday of these beautifully developed private Books of Hours,
of which our Abancourt manuscript constitutes a very fine
example.”

The Abancourt Manuscript

This Book of Hours, made up of 83 folios, with some missing
leaves, has not been formally 'published. It contains over two
dozen richly decorated miniatures and was commissioned by
a lady who appears together with (perhaps) her daughter on
folio 4v, next to the Virgin Mary who is holding her deceased
Son at the foot of the Cross (the motif traditionally identified as
the Pieta). This is part of an extensive Marian cycle of Gospel
extracts and miniatures, many within a design of traditional
border motifs. Relevant rubrics and images concern the full-page
illustration of the Annunciation (folios 8r and 11r), Visitation
(folio 7r) and the Virgin’s Assumption to Heaven (folio 9r),

4 See further John P. Harthan and Maurice Dubies, L4ge d'or des livres d’heures
(Paris: Elsevier Séquoia, 1977); Virginia Reinburg, French Books of Hours:
Making an Archive of Prayer, c. 1400 1600 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2012).
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as well as the Nativity (folio 23r) and several other related
traditional scenes (folios 26r, 28r, 30r, 32r).

Another major cycle of illustrations and decorated letter
Initials relates to the Passion of Jesus (e.g. folios 4v, 51r—54v),
including the striking symbolic and cartoon-like representation
of the various objects and instruments of the Lord’s passion
(folio 75v).

A full elaboration of these and other artistic motifs must be
commended to more expert analysis than the present writer
can offer. In addition to those just noted, it is worth drawing
attention to the traditional symbols of the Four Evangelists
with scrolls bearing their names introducing the opening lines
of John’s Gospel (folio 5r), and to a number of attractive
representations of Saints Christopher (folio 62v) and George
(folio 63r), as well as other saints including Anne, Anthony,
John the Baptist, and the Archangel Michael.

In terms of its liturgical use, our richly illustrated Book of Hours
has been confidently related to the district and diocese of Rouen,
the capital of the Duchy of Normandy. Some ambiguities are
introduced by the fact that two different artists produced the
illustrations, while an association with the city of Rouen itself
is made less likely by an uncharacteristic liturgical calendar
that omits the city’s patron saint Romanus but incorporates
regional saints from both Normandy (Dioceses of Lisieux and
Sées, southwest of Rouen) and Brittany. A date in the later
15" century is uncontroversial, and comports well with motifs
characteristic of the extensive production of Books of Hours
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attested in Rouen beginning in the 1460’s, surpassed only by
Paris.

Prior to its acquisition for the family of Edwin Mok of Hong
Kong, attested ownership of the book appears to have included
the French d’Abancourt family in the 17"-18th centuries,
the Spanish linguist Juan de Iriarte (1701-1771), and the
English collectors Sir Thomas Phillips (1792-1872) and Baron
Frederick Fermor-Hesketh (1916-1955).

5 I am grateful for comments on this text received from The Revd Canon Hugh
Wybrew.
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