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Introduction 
Previous scholarship has often regarded the depictions of peasants in the Tres Riches Heures as 
negative in a strictly derogatory manner, but has sometimes failed to acknowledge the actual political 
realities of the duke’s tenure as a French politician and, with regards to that end, to establish that the 
relationship between the duke and the lower classes was more complex than has previously been 
recognized. Jonathan Alexander, for example, acknowledges that the Duc de Berry would have been 
aware of the threats posed by the peasants of France to the aristocracy and that the supposedly 
naturalistic scenes of the peasants in the Tres Riches Heures were, in fact, constructions, but he still 
emphasizes the deriding manner in which they were depicted with respect to their morality.1 That 
reading is reductive in the sense that it fails to acknowledge the immediate nature of the peasants and 
the instability that plagued the duke’s political life and how the duke’s actual experiences with the 
lower classes would have informed his impressions of them. As such, the Duc de Berry’s attitudes 
regarding the peasants and the lower classes in part come to the fore and are synthesized in the calendar 
of the Tres Riches Heures.2 The Tres Riches Heures must be understood within the context of an 
artificial reality constructed by the Duc de Berry, through the Limbourgs, in which both the peasants 
and the nobles of France are subordinated to his person through their strict attachment to the (from his 
perspective) stabilizing French cultural rituals associated with both the household of the aristocracy and  
the labors of the peasants that were God-given, unchanging, and eternal. 
 
The Cycle in Context 
Context regarding the calendar cycle on the whole will be addressed here. First of all, it should be 
established that the duke was not isolated from the lower classes. He had intimate, probably distressing 
interactions with the guilds on multiple occasions3 especially during the maillotins and the harelle 
(1382) as well as with the peasants during the tuchins in Languedoc (1378-1384).4 It should be 
acknowledged that the Duc de Berry was aware that the villein system, and by extension the role of the 
feudal order with respect to the peasants and French society, was beginning to shift by the dawn of the 
fifteenth century. While it is true that the villein system broke down later in France than it did in other 
regions (England, for example)5 it was beginning to give way in other territories by the fifteenth 
century.6 This is relevant when we consider that the shifting role of the feudal order would have been 
felt by the Duc de Berry’s aristocratic milieu, and as such, taking his own personal experiences into 
consideration, the duke was well aware of the threat that the lower classes posed to his way of life. 
 
Secondly, it is worth noting that January, February, and December are the only pages with extreme 
divides, especially the first two, between the tympanum and the scenes. In the case of the first two, this 
is perhaps done to emphasize the splendor of the former and the ungodliness of the latter, thus 
furthering an established juxtaposition, while in the case of the third the purpose is less clear, although 
it may be significant in this context that December, like January, depicts a highly ritualized, noble 
tradition. The connections between the tympanum and the scene varies throughout the pages of the 
calendar cycle, with an emphasis placed on a connection between the two in some scenes while a strict 
divide being affected in others. This interaction represents a break from tradition, and as such should be 
considered a conscious decision on the part of the Limbourgs, one that I believe was intended to 



2 

acknowledge the nature of the universe being depicted in the calendar, an artificial one, or perhaps even 
one that is closer to God by virtue of the God-given nature of the rituals associated with labor.  
 
Thirdly, the manner in which the Limbourgs interact with the traditions surrounding the medieval 
calendar cycle is significant. While the traditional, ritualized labors of the months are represented in 
each scene, they are not always depicted in traditional styles. This is true, for example, of February, as 
we shall see, but perhaps the most extreme example of a break from tradition is the inclusion of 
monumental architecture in all but two (January and February) of the scenes. This break must be 
considered significant because the depicted structures usually have some demonstrable relationship 
with the Duc de Berry, and it seems that many of the structures were intended as architectural portraits. 
That being said, this paper will assume that the structures depicted were chosen specifically to facilitate 
the calendar’s rhetorical program (for example, the chateau de Lusignan7). In this context, it might be 
posited that a specific effect was desired by the Limbourgs regarding the duke’s viewing and 
recognizing his own residences: that the scenes depicted in the ‘castle pictures’ bore a specific 
relevance to his own person, and that the peasants and villein depicted were, in the constructed reality, 
specifically subordinated to the duke through their attachment to ritualized labor. 
 
January and December 
This section will discuss the depiction of the rituals of the nobility in the Tres Riches Heures within the 
context of the ritualistic court activities depicted in two scenes: January and December. The calendar is 
begun with a depiction of a highly ritualized event in France – the New Year’s Feast. While the Feast is 
a traditional subject for the January scene in the calendar cycles of this period,8 a number of factors 
stand out here as unique from the rest of the calendar itself. Firstly, the scene takes place entirely 
indoors, with no depiction of a landscape or of a recognizable structure. From that perspective, the 
Limbourgs have already situated the household of the duke apart from the rest of France itself to the 
extent that the country is not conveyed through an explicit depiction, although the association is 
obviously implied through implicit markers such as the fleur-de-lis. Secondly, the figure of the duke 
himself is marked by a weighty quality lacked by the other figures, including both the servants and the 
noblemen, present in the scene, who are defined by a weightless quality. In this way, the duke himself 
has been differentiated from those with whom he interacts, although it is also worth noting that the 
duke seems not be interacting with anyone else in the scene. Rather, he gazes in a somewhat stoic 
manner across the scene towards the left edge of the frame, while a number of other figures attempt to 
interact with him on both his left and his right. That the duke is separated both physically (the weighty 
quality) and mentally (the gaze) from the other figures in the scene is significant because it implies, on 
top of the separation between the general aristocratic scene and France itself, a separation between the 
duke and the other nobles. Furthermore, the duke is also detached from the warfare depicted in the 
tapestry of the siege of Troy, while the servants in the scene are relatively integrated with it: just as the 
knights embark from Troy on their way to battle and emerge from the left side of the page, so do the 
servants of the duke embark from their quarters just below, and, as they move to the right, the ranks of 
the Trojan armies become entangled with those of the duke’s servants. The duke himself, meanwhile, 
maintains his stoic look as the servants clamor around the feast and the nobles clamor around him. 
 
With regards to December, apart from the more traditional aspects of its formal arrangement, the 
setting of the scene is hugely relevant: it is in an open clearing in the forest of Vincennes. That forest is 
widely associated with the Capetian royalty, stretching back to Saint-Louis and Louis-Auguste, and so 
it must be considered: what kind of scene would be displayed in such a regal setting? Furthermore, the 
enormous construction depicted in the background is the chateau du Vincennes, where the duke himself 
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was born. In the scene, three hunters direct a pack of dogs to attack and dismember a boar, engaging in 
the ritualized hunt under the discretion of the duke. Although this depiction of violence is somewhat 
visceral, we see a similarly idealized and ritualistic subject in December as we do in January – the 
warfare in the tapestry of Troy is of a ritualistic nature, while the entire event of the feast was highly 
ritualized. A number of factors in December establish clear parallels with the manner in which the duke 
is depicted in January with relation to France. For example, the duke is not actually present in the 
frame of December, although he would technically be situated somewhere nearby in order to direct the 
hunt. This detail is significant within the context of the framing established in January: although the 
duke directs and ultimately has total control over the hunt, he is not actually present in the frame to 
oversee it (the duke is similarly detached from the events which he controls and oversees in January), 
and in this way he is separated from the goings-on of the hunters, who carry out their duties without his 
direct oversight.   
 
In January, the duke is similarly dissociated from the violent Trojan War and the clamorous feast in 
January although he still possesses ultimate. Depicted in both cases are court rituals that are optimized 
to the duke’s specific concerns: the nobles execute their duties and are subordinated to the duke 
peaceably – it is an ideal depiction of the rituals fitted within an artificially constructed universe. 
In December, we see an idealized albeit totally subordinated version of the noble rituals that the duke 
viewed as central to his lifestyle. Indeed, the ritual is centralized within the forest of Vincennes, the 
forest of the Capetian kings and by extension of the royal tradition of which the duke is an inheritor. 
The Limbourgs have dissociated the duke from the direct oversight of the hunt by excluding him from 
the scene, paralleling the less explicit manner in which the duke was dissociated from the direct 
oversight of the feast in January, although in both cases the routines were highly ritualized and as such 
were central to the maintaining of the duke’s household. A singular narrative is advanced: the nobles 
are depicted as acting wholly within the authority of the duke within the framework of traditional, 
stabilizing rituals, and so the nobles are, to put it bluntly, doing what the duke wants, and nothing else, 
without any kind of direct or explicit intervention on his part. 
 
January and February 
Firstly, the atypical depiction of the February labors should be addressed. The labors depicted for the 
month of February traditionally include the chopping of wood or the warming of oneself before a fire.9 
Both of these activities are displayed February, but the manner in which the traditional warming is 
portrayed is itself highly nontraditional. This is, of course, with respect to the vulgar nature in which 
the peasant males expose themselves. Unlike in later scenes where the Limbourgs depict peasants and 
the villein as being compressed within the ritualized labors, here the peasants are not conforming 
strictly to the traditional parameters of the February labors. This indicates that the reality constructed in 
February is intended to heighten specifically vulgar aspects of the nature of the peasants in particular, 
rather than display them in relation to their subordination to the duke or to the rituals. Furthermore, it 
can be inferred that the departure from normative depictions of the labors in February is specifically 
intended to intensify the juxtaposition between the peasants and the household of the duke in the 
previous scene when it is considered that February directly precedes January. Where departures from 
traditional pictorial traditions regarding the labors in the so-called ‘castle-scenes’ will later be exploited 
for the purpose of constructing a reality in which the peasants and the villein are subservient to the duke, 
in February a departure from the norm is used to heighten the perceived vulgarity of the peasants, 
especially in relation to the manner in which the duke is depicted in the previous scene. 
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The lack of any major structure should also be considered significant because of its uniqueness within 
the calendar itself: as the only two scenes without large structures, and as the first two pages of the Tres 
Riches Heures, a juxtaposition is established between the highly ritualistic feasting scene in January 
and the barren ‘naturalistic’ peasant scene in February. That being said, the so-called ‘naturalism’ of 
February is, in fact, a constructed naturalism: we are not presented with the peasants as they 
necessarily existed in early fifteenth century France, we are presented with a constructed reality of the 
state of the peasants as envisioned by the Duc de Berry. This is evidenced by the lack of explicit 
association with France itself (through the lack of architecture), as well as by the juxtaposition with the 
equally constructed reality conveyed through the rituals in January. By beginning the Tres Riches 
Heures with these two scenes, the Limbourg brothers established a clear parallel between the world of 
the duke and the world of the French peasants: the duke inhabits, albeit from a removed, superior 
position, a world of austere and noble rituals, while the peasants inhabit the ‘naturalistic’ world 
constructed by the Limbourgs. That world can be defined by extreme poverty and vulgarity (these first 
two traits are self-evident in the orientations of the peasants seated indoors and the decrepit nature of 
their structures), although that will later be seen within the context of rituals regarding labor, unlike in 
February. The household of the peasants is explicitly compared with the household of the duke as seen 
in January, but the household of the peasants is, in contrast to the spectacular nature to that of the 
duke’s, decrepit and vulgar. Furthermore, the lacking of monumental architecture in February also 
signals that we are not viewing the villein as the duke imagined them, as we will later see in the ‘castle-
pictures’, what we are rather being shown is a depiction of a broader peasant class, one that is not 
necessarily tied intimately with the castles – whether or not this broader class can be extended to all of 
the lower classes including the merchants, guilds, and others is dubious. Ultimately, the fact that the 
figures in February are depicted in a more clearly villein-style position of servitude is probably not 
significant.10 At this early point in the calendar the duke, through the Limbourgs, attacks the nature of 
the peasants with respect the state of his own household, and in that context we can see the 
juxtapositions established between January and February as a frame for what will come in the cycle.  
 
The Castle Scenes 
Ultimately, what primarily differentiates the ‘castle scenes’ from contemporaneous calendar cycles is 
the inclusion of monumental French architecture. Not only are the labors and depictions of the peasants 
and sometimes the arrangements of the scenes not extraordinarily unique, the labors themselves are 
highly ritualized within contemporaneous calendar traditions. In this way, the peasants are fully 
integrated into these ritualized labors through March, June, July, September, and October. March 
departs from February with the inclusion of the imposing chateau de Lusignan, an addition that 
perhaps contradicts the lack of noble figures themselves. This latter attribute, I would posit, is an 
intentional design by the Limbourgs intended to divide the worlds of the peasants and the nobles, 
evidencing the constructed nature of the reality depicted in the scene. While the chateau de Lusignan, 
one of the duke’s favorite residences,11 is a symbol of the aristocracy’s power, it is precisely the duke’s 
insecurity towards the peasants that is assuaged. The structure is massive, it dwarfs the figures below 
whose work, turmoil, and vulgarity are emphasized, and two of the three towers ascend into the sky to 
touch the tympanum;  the third tower is guarded by the fairy-dragon Melusine. Aside from defending 
the chateau, Melusine also serves to emphasize the fact that we are not quite seeing France as it exists 
in our world, and the nature of the artificial reality is, in this way, acknowledged by the Limbourgs: 
March is a construction, not a truly naturalistic depiction, of the manorial system. The inclusion of the 
structures explicitly indicates that system, and so the Limbourgs surely intended to depict, for their 
patron, the duke, the manorial system working as it was intended, not as it was necessarily functioning 
in reality. Furthermore, when we consider that the duke was aware of the shifting nature of the feudal 
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order, we might add at this juncture that the manner in which the peasants and the villein are depicted 
in the ‘castle-scenes’ is fundamentally nostalgic: the duke is looking back at a past, albeit a fabricated 
one that probably never quite existed as he imagined it, in which the peasants and the villein are totally 
subservient, peaceably subjugated, within the confines of a set of rituals revolving primarily around 
labor, rituals that were eternal, God-given, and unbreakable. In short, the duke recognizes that the only 
universe that he can exert total control over is a universe that he creates – this is the fundamental 
expression of the calendar cycle. 
 
This basic format of the constructed reality is reused in June and July as well as in September and 
October, including the peaceable subjugation of the peasants through their attachment to the rituals of 
labor. In June, peasants are working in the foreground, while the river Seine, the fields, and even the 
crops themselves lead into the massive structure in the background – the hotel de Nesle, a residence of 
the duke’s along the Seine. The hotel has been brought somewhat down to earth compared to the 
chateau de Lusignan, although, as in March, one of the structure’s main points of emphasis is other-
worldly: the spire of the Sainte-Chapelle reaches for the tympanum, with the crucifix mounted on top 
almost stretching out of the frame. Of course, in this instance, the Sainte-Chapelle acts as an indicator 
of both the power of God and the power of France, and is juxtaposed with the vulgar peasants. The lack 
of noble figures and the other-worldliness of the spire again imply a constructed reality, one in which 
the villein are subsumed by the preeminence of the duke’s residence and are totally attached to the 
rituals of labor.  
 
Similar motifs are further reiterated, thereby extending the constructed universe, in July. The structure 
there is the chateau du Clain in Poitiers, a city with which the duke was intimately connected. Here, the 
walls are far more prominent than in either the chateau du Lusignan or the hotel de Nesle, lending this 
structure perhaps the most immediate presence in its scene. That being said, all three of the structure’s 
towers reach to the tympanum through their spires. Also, here more so than in March or June, the 
tympanum blends in with the earthly sky through the coloring of the clouds, ultimately lending an 
other-worldly element to the sky and by extension to the background of the scene upon which the 
peasants are both dependent and subservient. As in both of the previously discussed scenes, the 
peasants are physically dwarfed by the structure, underscoring their dependence on it, while the other-
worldliness of all three scenes points to their constructed natures: the villein and the peasants are 
depicted as the duke wants to see them, as attached only to the rituals and the manor. 
 
August is the only scene that mixes noble and peasant figures. The most striking addition in this scene 
is the undressing of a peasant on the banks of the Juine. The figure sits at once on the riverbank and on 
the end of a path that leads directly to the only entrance of the chateau d’Etampes. Much can be made 
of the figure and of the other swimmers’ position with relation to the nobility and the chateau. What I 
will draw attention to here is the tower of the chateau: it bursts dramatically into the tympanum in a 
manner not yet seen in the calendar. Perhaps this is intended to place a special emphasis on the 
especially unnatural nature of what is unfolding before the viewer (the duke) – an intermingling 
between the peasants and the nobles. It is also possible that the nobles depicted here are intended to be 
seen as the less virtuous type: they are engaged in a ritual hunt, with an emphasis placed on the dogs 
and the falcons. Perhaps a line can be drawn from the hunt depicted here to the one depicted in 
December, in which the subjugation and dismemberment of the boar is not carried out by exceptionally 
noble-looking figures themselves. It seems most plausible within the iconographic framework 
established in this analysis that the other-worldly aspect lent by the penetration of the tympanum in 
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August is intended to emphasize the impossible nature of a casual mixing of the villein and the nobles 
upon whom they are totally subservient.  
 
Meanwhile, both the chateau du Saumer and the Louvre in September and October respectively are 
rendered with such a high degree of visual complexity that they completely dwarf even some of the 
previous monumental structures, let alone anything attached to the villein or the peasants. In both 
scenes, the peasants toil in the foreground, although there are notable differences between the overall 
compositions. The chateau in September is mostly unobstructed, lending the scene a more open 
atmosphere than in October, where the bottom half of the Louvre is obscured by a large wall and the 
structure itself is detached from the peasants by the Seine. Differences between the peasants in the two 
scenes can also be noted.12 That being said, in both September and October, the nobility is inaccessible, 
all-powerful, and reaching to the heavens through the structures’ reaching towards the tympanum. The 
peasants are, by contrast, tied to the earth and their work and by extension to the rituals of labor upon 
which the duke wants them to be wholly reliant. None of the above differences contradict the 
constructed depiction of France and of the peasants expressed by the duke through the Limbourgs in 
the calendar, one that was established through the noble rituals as depicted in January and December, 
one that was constructed through the juxtaposition of the peasants and nobles through January and 
February, and one that was defined through the conformity of the peasants to the rituals of labor in the 
castle scenes of March, June, July, September and October.  In these five scenes, we see a depiction of 
the villein system as it was intended to work, a constructed reality, in which the peasants are peaceably 
subjugated within the context of the chateau and the traditional labors of the months.  
 
Conclusion 
The constructed reality on display in September and October is ultimately one in which the villein and 
the peasants are subordinated by the power of the duke in a manner that results in them fitting within 
the ritualized prescriptions of the labors, a series of rituals that is ultimately both eternal and God-given. 
The labors of the months themselves are ritualistic with regards to the contemporaneous calendar 
tradition, and it is precisely those rituals which affect the subordination of the peasants with respect to 
the duke specifically. The duke, it must be said, is depicted as being above the rituals that define even 
his own household as well as those that define the household of the peasants. That being said, the 
duke’s household is also depicted as above that of the lower classes that are, at least in the case of the 
villein, intensely subjugated, albeit perhaps, once again, not by the duke directly, but rather through 
intermediaries – the structures themselves. Through the calendar, the Limbourgs have constructed a 
reality which caters precisely to the duke’s most sensitive desire, a France in which he is in control of 
both the people and the nobles, not one in which the nobles and the people control him. 
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i Alexander, p. 439-440, 451-452 
i One of the fundamental assumptions of this paper is that the Limbourg brothers were attempting to represent the 

personal views of the duke rather than those of themselves, based on the fact that the book of hours was an intensely 
personal piece intended for personal devotion. 

i Sumption vol. 3, p. 402-403 
i Sumption vol. 3, p. 443-445, 702-705; Sumption vol. 4, p. 11; Farr, p. 172 
i Johnson, p. 157; Prestwick, p. 547-548, 553 
i Bailey, p. 202-203 
i This has to do with the inclusion of the fairy-dragon Melusine. Although Melusine has traditionally been associated 

with the chateau de Lusignan, the Limbourgs would have chosen that particular structure with knowledge of its 
mythological background, and so the selecting of the castle would have been tied to the inclusion of the dragon. As such, 
it may be suggested that the Limbourgs chose the chateau de Lusignan knowing that they would have an opportunity to 
depict an other-worldly figure. 

i Perkinson in Roelofts, Deckers, and Rijksmuseum, p. 51; Buettner, p. 598-625 
i Meiss, p. 174 
i There is no evidence to suggest that the duke would have seen the villein and the peasants as mutually exclusive social 

classes, and as such the relatively arcane details of France’s instability at the time, for example that the tuchins was a 
revolt of the peasants and not of the villein specifically, would probably not have resulted in a major shift in the duke’s 
view towards one group but not the other. As such, the figures in February should be viewed as a broad representation; 
the figures there may not be villein, perhaps it is implied through the lack of a castle, but, either way, these two groups 
would likely not have been extensively distinguished by the duke, and if they were then their position in society 
converges in the later scenes anyways. 

i Meiss, p. 174 
i The peasants in September take vulgar postures while those in October do not, for example. 
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