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On one page of an elegantly illuminated prayer book from northern France, a
woman, dressed in clothing evoking a religious habit, prostrates herself in prayer,
holding an open book before her intensely fixed gaze (Fig. 1). Another page in the
same book shows a layman in an ermine cloak kneeling in prayer across from Saint
Francis displaying his stigmata; a smaller laywoman kneels in prayer below (Fig. 2).
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Figure 1. A woman (in a religious habit?) lies prostrate with an open book. Franciscan Psalter-Hours
(psalter fragment). Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France lat. MS 1076, fol. 66v. Photo: BnF.
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Figure 2. Saint Francis displays his stigmata while a layman and laywoman kneel in prayer. Franciscan
Psalter-Hours (hours fragment). Marseille, Bibliothèques de Marseille, Fonds Patrimoniaux, MS 111, fol.

141v. Photo: IRHT.
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Dozens of men and women dressed in lay clothing and religious habits appear
separately and together throughout the pages of this prayer book. While these
images conform to the conventions of the owner portrait, showing their figures in
pious poses that anticipate the devotional activities of their viewers, they raise
questions about such images’ reception and interpretation by the book’s medieval
readers. Owner portraits, images of women and men in prayer in the margins or
initials of their devotional manuscripts, were an increasingly common inclusion in
illuminated prayer books in the era of the book of hours (from about 1250 onwards).[1]
While most books with owner portraits represent a single figure only once, a small
number of lavishly illuminated books made in northern France and Flanders in the
decades surrounding 1300 contain numerous devotee images representing different
types of people numerous times.[2] Singular owner portraits use oblique identifiers
and recursive elements to produce an intimate relationship with their anticipated
subject-viewer, functioning as what Alexa Sand has called a “reflexive” image.[3]
These portraits operate by inviting a viewer to recognize themselves in the otherwise
generic images of prayerful figures.[4] In books with portrait figures of different types
of people, each portrait still invites the viewer to identify with its subject, but the
plurality of potential identifications in these books challenges tidy interpretations of
owner portraits and their gendered meanings. Through a close study of two
devotional manuscripts produced around 1300, I argue that the emphatic gendering
of owner portraits creates opportunities for devotional performances that traverse,
even transcend the gender binary. I use the term “transgender reception” to describe
the dynamic these gendered representations of prayer produce when they interact
with the gendered experiences and identities of their viewers. The multiplicity of
transgender receptions available to the elite readers of these manuscripts situate
personal devotional manuscripts as sites for exploring expansive concepts of gender
identity in the later Middle Ages.

Two manuscripts with numerous owner portraits of different types form the focus of
this study: the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book and the Franciscan
Psalter-Hours.[5] The Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book has the more clear medieval
provenance, as the heraldry of its original owners appears throughout the book’s
illuminations, including on many of its portrait figures.[6] The arms of the Aspremont
and Kievraing families associate the book with Isabelle de Kievraing (d. 1337) and
Joffroy d’Aspremont (d. 1302), who were married by 1285, when Jacques Bretel
featured both in his epic poem celebrating the tournament that took place that year
at Chauvency.[7] The two-volumemanuscript contains over 100 portrait figures
representing Joffroy, Isabelle, and members of their extended familial and social
circles identified in many instances by their heraldry (Figs. 3-8). The appearances of
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Joffroy and Isabelle together on a number of prominent pages present them as
co-owners of the book.[8] In the Franciscan Psalter-Hours, thirty-some appearances
of a lay woman and man similarly suggest co-ownership, although this couple
appears together only once (Figs. 2, 9, and 10).[9] In addition to the more typical lay
devotees, the Franciscan Psalter-Hours also includes a surprising number of men
and women in religious habits among its portrait types. The inclusion of religious
figures among and adjacent to the lay portrait figures opens possibilities for
identifications across another binary—for the presumably lay readers to imagine
themselves in a more rigorous performance of prayer. Each book showcases a range
of gendered identities for its viewers’ potential identification with distinct emphases:
religious or spiritual orientations in the Franciscan Psalter-Hours and courtly
identities in the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book. Although this range is not typical
of thirteenth- and early fourteenth-century owner portraits or devotee images, the
divergences in both speak eloquently to matters of gender, representation, and
performance in medieval devotion at the turn of the fourteenth century.

Delineating Gender in Manuscript Owner Portraits

The manuscript owner portraits in these books can be readily recognized by the
conventions of the genre: a prayerful figure in contemporary dress, sometimes with
the recursive attribute of a prayer book or other devotional paraphernalia. While
these conventions are, by 1300, clear-cut, the identities of portrait subjects are less
consistently defined. This, as I have argued elsewhere, grants the owner portrait an
intimacy and immediacy unique amongmedieval portrait forms and appropriate to
its setting in personal devotional books: rather than identifying their subjects
explicitly, owner portraits invite viewers to recognize themselves and their own
devotional performances in the image of the prayerful figure.[10] As the two
manuscripts examined show, names, physiognomic likenesses, and heraldry are
often absent, gender is one of the few “identity signs” consistently depicted in
manuscript owner portraits from the book of hours era.[11] Gender appears to be
intrinsic to the owner portrait form, perhaps even more so than the subject’s specific
identity: while a viewer could be trusted to fill in the personal or familial identity left
obscure by the portrait painter, the gender of the praying figure is almost always
specified. Given the importance of gender alongside owner portraits’ call for readers’
self-identification, what happens when a reader’s gender does not match that of the
subject depicted?[12]

Because of the essentially reflexive nature of the owner portrait, the presence of
owner types of different genders in the manuscripts I discuss here imbue their
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reception with queer potential. In defining the term, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick wrote,
“‘Queer’ seems to hinge … on a person’s undertaking particular, performative acts of
experimental self-perception and filiation.”[13] I propose that the opportunities in
these books for reception of devotional portraits across the gender binary open up
rich possibilities for “experimental self-perception and filiation,” for a transgender
reception that queers the gendered experience of literate prayer. Cáel M. Keegan’s
concept of the “trans object” articulates the powerful role images can play in
queering gender:

I might theorize a trans object as offering the subject a normally unseen
transfer between seemingly irreconcilable points (male/female, self/culture,
insight/fact, present/future). A trans media object would cultivate trans
consciousness by offering an aesthetic space in which the subject might feel a
way forward through the closed phenomenological horizon of binary
gender.[14]

In reading the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book and the Franciscan Psalter-Hours as
trans objects, I call on Jack Halberstam’s concept of “transgender space” and Jeanne
Vaccaro’s crafty metaphor of felt to outline the possibilities for transgender reception
that unfold within the context of the reader’s private encounter with the prayer
book.[15]

Ironically, it is the emphasis in the manuscripts’ illuminations on defined, normative
gender roles that creates opportunities for transgender reception. Our consideration
of gender in manuscript owner and devotional portraits must, therefore, begin by
addressing the ways in which these images manifest gender differences and
identities. The bodies of devotees, on the whole, display no discernable signs of
sexual difference.[16] Gender identity is communicated, instead, by clothing and
hairstyle.[17] Among lay figures, women are identified by long robes with or without
mantles (Figs. 2, 3, 4, 9).
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Figure 3. Two women kneeling at prie-dieu with open books beneath the risen Christ.
Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book (abbreviated breviary volume). Melbourne, National Gallery of Victoria

inv. 1254-3, fol. 132r. Photo: National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne.
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Headgear that either covers or shapes long hair further identifies and differentiates
women according to social status and standing as well as fashion.[18] Men,
meanwhile, may wear either courtly dress or armor (Figs. 2, 5, 10). As E. Jane Burns
has observed, masculine courtly dress is similar to feminine costume: a long robe,
sometimes with a surcoat or a hood worn around the neck.[19] Knightly dress, on the
other hand, is distinctly masculine: chain mail from neck to toes covered by a
surcoat, occasionally a chain mail coif or (rarely, in portrait contexts) a plate helmet.
Habits of holy orders create a further gendered category for men and women in the
Franciscan Psalter-Hours (Figs. 1, 11–13).[20] As we shall see, gender identity can also
be expressed and reinforced through individuals’ performances of prayer or the
effects of their devotions. The situation of these figures in the margins of the prayer
books makes their typically tidy, pious appearances even more striking. Numerous
illuminations in each manuscript juxtapose devotees with figures from the
topsy-turvy world of the margins, further accentuating the former as embodiments
of social norms (Figs. 2, 6–8).[21]

The conceptions of gender encoded into these illuminated prayer books are
delineated and shaped by the means by which gender is represented—that is, by
clothing and hairstyle. The central role of clothing in marking portrait subjects’
gender and other identities recalls the role that clothing often plays in medieval
narratives involving gender transitions.[22] In Burns’s reading of the
thirteenth-century romance Floris et Lyriope, by Robert de Blois, she argued that,
“courtly garments can function in place of the anatomical body,” with feminine
clothing transforming Floris in all meaningful ways into a woman.[23] In a context
where clothing replaces anatomy as the defining marker of gender, Burns noted that
the unisex nature of medieval courtly dress creates opportunities for men to move
within a gendered “sartorial continuum” with only a change of clothes.[24] Burns’s
study points to a dialectic within medieval literature, and medieval courtly society as
a whole, wherein the strict, binary construction of masculinity and femininity creates
possibilities for queer spaces in between.[25] This dialectic is echoed in medieval
medical, scientific, and religious discourses, as well.[26] Similarly, the multiple owner
and devotee types in the manuscripts I discuss here outline distinct boundaries
between masculine and feminine roles, yet offer readers opportunities to
imaginatively try on a wide range of gendered devotional identities and
performances.[27] Through their delineations of strict masculine and feminine roles,
manuscript owner portraits encode opportunities for imaginative movements across
and between categories of gender and social order in devotional performances.
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While shifting gender presentations, bodily transformations, and other forms of
transitions and gender fluidity have for some time been recognized as fundamental
aspects of medieval literature, hagiography, spirituality, drama, festivals, and medical
lore, it is only recently that scholars have begun to use the term “transgender” to
describe medieval subjects. For historians working in trans studies, transgender
represents a productive term to examine the varied ways in which medieval
conceptions of gender were open, flexible, fluid, or mutable.[28] In this paper, I use
transgender (or trans) in this broad sense to encompass the wide range of
experiences or conceptions of gender beyond the binary assigned at birth.[29]
Roland Betancourt pointed out the term’s “ethical importance for acknowledging
and retrieving forms of identification that might not have been available to a person
at any given historical moment.”[30] Gabrielle M. W. Bychowski and Dorothy Kim
articulated another ethical dimension: “By saying that trans people have an
acknowledged past, trans people can imagine a better future.”[31] A consideration of
trans-ness within medieval society encompasses more than transitions between the
binary categories of “woman” and “man.” In a paper she presented at the
International Congress on Medieval Studies in 2018, Bychowski emphasized the
expansiveness of the category of “transgender” as it can be applied to the medieval
past:

Let’s not just consider those we once called “male to female or female to
male” but also those mothers to virgins, reproductive men who become
eunuchs, knights who becomemonks, intersexual hermaphrodites and trans
masculine Amazons. Trans does not just allow for movement across the binary
or the creation of a space in between but a breaking open of the binary so we
see that even within the category of man and woman there are many
identities and transitions between.[32]

In this paper, I draw on literature from transgender studies to describe the
experience somemedieval viewers may have had in their encounters with gendered
owner portraits. I do not argue that the users or readers of any of the medieval books
discussed here would have considered themselves transgender in the sense that we
use it today. There were, of course, transgender people in the Middle Ages, and the
recovery and recognition of historical transgender subjects is an important area of
research within trans studies, but that is not my project.[33] Rather, my aim is to
explore the ways in which portraits in devotional books create opportunities for
performances of gender that undermine the gender binary, even as they rely upon it
to signify. I also do not intend, in proposing the potential for imaginative fluidity in
gender performance in this medieval devotional context, to ignore or erase the lived
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experiences of people whose identities transited or transcended the gender binary in
the Middle Ages or today.[34] Even though I will not address specific examples of
transgender historical figures, my analysis of illuminated portraits reveals medieval
modes of conceptualizing gender and its performance that could undergird a
medieval subject’s experience of the plurality of gender transitions possible within
European society.

Gendered Prayer and Transgender Space

Through their portraits of lay men and women, both the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer
Book and the Franciscan Psalter-Hours model distinctly gendered performances of
prayer informed as well by social order and class. These gendered distinctions are
subtle in the Franciscan Psalter-Hours, but the variety and range of portraits within
the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book emphasize and thematize gender difference
as a function within courtly society. In this stark delineation of gender roles, I argue
that the illuminations also inadvertently create the opportunity for receptions and
interpretations across the gender binary, opening up a transgender space.[35]
In the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book, the numerous portraits of Isabelle and
Joffroy model gender roles appropriate to the couple’s courtly station. Isabelle, who
appears over eighty times in the manuscript’s two volumes, is almost always
represented in prayer, often with some specifically devotional attribute or furniture,
like a book, a prie-dieu, or a cross. Joffroy’s portraits, on the other hand, range from
conventional devotional portraits to surprisingly personalized parodies of courtly
behavior. Separate illuminations of each owner receiving an attribute from a
heavenly hand exemplify the differences in their attitudes: Isabelle, kneeling at a
prie-dieu, receives a prayer book; Joffroy, on the other hand, kneeling in armor with
heraldic ailettes on his shoulders, receives a shield with his family’s arms (Figs. 4–5).
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Figure 4 (left). A laywoman (Isabelle de Kievraing) kneels in prayer at a prie-dieu and receives a prayer
book from a heavenly figure. Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book (psalter volume). Oxford, Bodleian

Libraries MS Douce 118, fol. 24v.

Figure 5 (right). A knight (Joffroy d’Aspremont) kneels in prayer and receives a shield with the
Aspremont arms from a heavenly hand. Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book (psalter volume). Oxford,

Bodleian Libraries MS Douce 118, fol. 49v.

Joffroy’s status as a man—and, moreover, a knight—seems to allow for more freedom
in his representation, reflected in the variety of costumes he wears as well as the
range of activities he undertakes in the margins, from praying to jousting to fighting
dragons.[36]

In contrast to the clear articulation of gender roles in the Aspremont-Kievraing
portraits, the owner portraits in the Franciscan Hours present their male and female
subjects as partners in prayer. The lay owners of the Franciscan Psalter-Hours appear
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together only once, in adoration of Saint Francis, in one of the many examples of
Franciscan imagery that give this manuscript its name (Fig. 2).[37] Beyond this one
example of joint prayer, they appear separately throughout the manuscript,
sometimes accompanied by Franciscan friars. The conventional, pious, and
independent representations of both men and women in the Franciscan
Psalter-Hours communicate parity of devotional skill between the genders. Still,
subtle differences in representation lend a gendered flavor to their prayer: women
are represented with privileged access to the Virgin Mary and David, while men
seemmore closely affiliated with Saint Francis.[38] What is more, as in the
Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book, only women among the lay devotees are shown
holding and reading books. This gendered iconography contributes to a larger late
medieval discourse associating women with prayer books and framing literate prayer
as a feminine activity.[39]

The reception of owner portraits in the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book and the
Franciscan Psalter-Hours necessarily crosses gender lines, as men and women
devotees appear in roughly equal numbers and are granted more or less distinct
roles in each book. These gendered representations of prayer position the reader in a
space between that recalls Jack Halberstam’s reading of Shirin Neshat’s 1998 video
installation Turbulent. Halberstam wrote, “the space between the male singer and
the female singer could provisionally be called a transgender space in the sense that
it conjures up a site between two distinct genders where social conduct, religious
doctrine, performance rituals, and cultural histories clash. … Within this turbulence
we can locate a transgender look, a mode of seeing and being seen that is not simply
at odds with binary gender but that is part of a reorientation of the body in space
and time.”[40] Owner portraits of men and women reveal the potential for such
turbulent, transgender spaces within early books of hours.

The many double portraits of Joffroy and Isabelle are especially effective at opening
up these transgender spaces, as gendered attributes of arms and armor and
devotional paraphernalia mark each of their figures. While sometimes the two
devotees will appear side-by-side in the manuscript’s lower margin, on especially
ornate pages the artist will separate them and frame them in quatrefoil medallions
in the border. One such ornate page opens Psalm 109 in the Psalter volume of the
manuscript (Fig. 6).

Maeve K. Doyle, “Looking Beyond the Binary: Gender and Owner Portraits in Later Medieval Devotional Manuscripts,”
Different Visions: New Perspectives on Medieval Art 8 (2022). https://doi.org/10.61302/SSUT6874.

12

https://doi.org/10.61302/SSUT6874


Figure 6. The Trinity and two knights jousting, with images of Saint Margaret, a knight (Joffroy
d’Aspremont) and a laywoman (Isabelle de Kievraing) in prayer in the border medallions.

Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book (psalter volume). Oxford, Bodleian Libraries MS Douce 118, fol. 127r.
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Joffroy kneels on one knee in chainmail and a heraldic surcoat in the center of the
right margin, directly across from the large initial representing the Trinity; the head
and leg of his horse are just visible to the right. A medallion in the lower border
contains Isabelle, who kneels at a diminutive prie-dieu, her contemplative posture in
sharp juxtaposition with the dynamic figures of the two jousting knights in the
bas-de-page above (Fig. 7).

Figure 7. Detail of jousting knights and a laywoman (Isabelle de Kievraing) in prayer.
Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book (psalter volume). Oxford, Bodleian Libraries MS Douce 118, fol. 127r.

Aman or boy regarding this image, whether Joffroy or his heir, Gobert (who inherited
his father’s title as a minor), would have recognized his gender, class, and familial
identities in the representations on this page and others of the kneeling knight
wearing Aspremont heraldry.[41] Yet this viewer would have recognized his
immediate performance of prayer—kneeling with an open prayer book in his
hands—more readily in the representations here and elsewhere of Isabelle and her
women companions (Figs. 3, 4). The pronounced association of the book with the
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woman devotee in the manuscript’s illuminations has the effect of feminizing the act
of reading for anyone holding the manuscript itself.

Conversely, the manuscript also provides numerous opportunities for women
readers to see themselves in the martial figures that embody the more masculine
style of devotion. Marginal jousts such as the one at the opening of Psalm 109 appear
in both volumes of the prayer book, and these polysemous images provide one
avenue of cross-gender identification for women readers (Figs. 6–8).

Figure 8. The marriage of the Virgin and two knights jousting, with a knight (Joffroy d’Aspremont) in
prayer in a border medallion and two laywomen (Isabelle de Kievraing and another) in prayer in a small

miniature. Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book (abbreviated breviary volume). Melbourne, National
Gallery of Victoria inv. 1254-3, fol. 7r. Photo: National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne.

In each of the manuscript’s four illuminated jousts, two armored knights charge each
other on horseback in the bas-de-page of a heavily decorated page with a large
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historiated initial and elaborate border frame. These prominent jousts have strong
courtly resonances, and they provide an opportunity for the dynamic display of
heraldry and, by extension, dynastic vitality and the gendered roles that uphold it.
In two of the jousts, a knight wearing Kievraing arms faces off against a knight
wearing the arms of Gaucher V de Châtillon, count of Porcien (Figs. 6–8); in another,
the Kievraing knight rides against another opponent whose arms have been
rendered illegible by overpainting.[42] The fourth joust features knights wearing the
arms of Jean de Dampierre and the Bar family.[43] Curiously, despite Joffroy’s
well-documented participation in the tournament at Chauvency in 1285, Aspremont
heraldry only appears on a parodic joust between two hybrid creatures
accompanying the fool at the opening of Psalm 51.[44] The heraldry displayed in
these jousts and elsewhere in the manuscripts situates the Aspremont-Kievraing
family among the prominent families of Lorraine and Flanders.[45]

In addition to these secular, aristocratic meanings, the jousts also participate in the
long-standing visual tradition of evoking spiritual struggle and combat.[46] Spiritual
warfare emerged as a major theme of the psalter in Insular monastic contexts
beginning in the eighth century, and Kathleen Openshaw has read the joust on the
Beatus page of the early twelfth-century psalter made for anchoress Christina of
Markyate (also known as the St. Albans Psalter) as the culmination of this monastic
tradition.[47] We should also view the St. Albans Beatus joust at the head of a new
iconographic tradition, developed within prayer books for elite lay and clerical
readers over the thirteenth century, of allegorizing spiritual combat through images
of courtly pastimes such as jousting and hunting.[48]

While these interpretations shed light on some of the meanings these marginal
jousts may have held for their early viewers, an important question remains: why is
the Kievraing knight so prominent, while the Aspremont knight is nowhere on the
field? The arms of Aspremont and Kievraing feature prominently together in the
manuscript’s owner portraits and illuminated ornament (Figs. 3–8; much of the
heraldry in the Melbourne volume has been painted over). The Aspremont absence
from the joust is further underscored in the two Kievraing/Châtillon-Porcien jousts by
small owner portraits in nearby medallions that show Joffroy at prayer in heraldic
armor; in the Breviary volume, Joffroy actually appears in horseback with hands in
prayer in a quatrefoil medallion between the two tilting knights (Fig. 8).

Nigel Morgan interpreted these jousts as representations of an actual tournament
held at Bar-le-Duc in 1294, commemorating the marriage between Henri de Bar and
Eleanor of England, at which he contends knights of the Kievraing, Châtillon, and Bar
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families fought.[49] Stones, on the other hand, proposed a more complex set of
associations for these blazons with the marriages Isabelle and Joffroy arranged for
their children: their son Gobert married Marie de Bar in 1295 or 1296; their daughter
Marie had married Guillaume de Dampierre and Saint-Dizier sometime before 1317;
in 1305, Guillaume de Dampierre’s sister, Marguerite, had married Gaucher II de
Châtillon.[50] Stones’s reading of the jousts forms part of the basis for her re-dating
the manuscripts’ illuminations, arguing that the work did not precede Joffroy’s
unexpected death in 1302, but was interrupted by it.[51]

Whether we understand the jousts as documentary references to a historic
tournament or celebrations of family connections through marriage, the absence of
the Aspremont arms is puzzling. Why choose to celebrate a tournament at which
Joffroy had not participated? Why downplay the Aspremont arms in these
demonstrations of familial connections? Considering the jousts’ spiritual associations
alongside these potential secular and social meanings may provide some clarity. The
portraits of Joffroy throughout the prayer book frame his piety within his chivalric
identity, creating a gendered imagery of prayer based in conceptions of martial
masculinity.[52] The emphasis on Kievraing knights in the marginal jousts may have
provided an entry for Isabelle or her daughters into this mode of prayer inflected by
masculine militarism.

The Kievraing arms appear throughout the prayer book as the counterpart to the
Aspremont device, as we can see in the illuminations opening Psalm 109, where the
alternating arms of the two families fill the lines between the gilded letters beside
the large initial D (Fig. 6). The pairing of the arms in the ornament throughout the
manuscript as well as in three owner portraits of Joffroy and Isabelle together
produce a strong affiliation between Isabelle and the Kievraing arms within the
context of the prayer book.[53] Isabelle had no male relatives living who could claim
the arms, and the Kievraing title and lands descended through her to her daughter,
Mahaut, whose husband Simon de Lalaing became lord of Kievraing after Joffroy’s
death in 1302.[54] The three jousting Kievraing knights may have called to mind
knights of the past (such as her father Nicolas or her ancestor Hauvel [Hauwiel], who
featured in Jakemés’s poem Châtelain de Coucy et la Dame du Fayel) or the
continuity of her line in the future.[55] Yet Isabelle or Mahaut may also have
understood themselves as the bearers of the arms in the present. The three Kievraing
knights in the marginal jousts thus may also have provided an alternative model for
the mother or daughter’s prayers: a devotional stance based not in feminine literate
piety, but in the chivalric pursuits that defined her social class, if not gender.[56]
Literary representations similarly emphasize class as a key element in the successful
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chivalric performance of women and other knights who are not cisgender men, for
example in the remarkable military career of the assigned female at birth
protagonist in Heldris de Cournouailles’s Roman de Silence.[57] This potential for
identification with the jousting Kievraing knight provides Isabelle and Mahaut access
to the masculine mode of devotion the illustrations more explicitly attribute to
Joffroy, just as the experience of reading the prayer book and seeing the image of
Isabelle would have given Joffroy or Gobert access to a feminine style of devotion.[58]

Isabelle’s connection with the Kievraing knight is underscored, even encouraged, by
the placement of her owner portrait at the opening of Psalm 109 (Fig. 7). In the
quatrefoil medallion between the jousting Kievraing and Châtillon knights, a
laywoman in a deep blue dress and white veil and wimple, identifiable as Isabelle,
kneels at a prie-dieu, gaze and hands directed reverently towards the image of the
Trinity above, but also towards the charging Kievraing knight. Figures in the other
medallions of the page repeat the woman’s prayerful gesture: in the right border,
Joffroy kneels in heraldic armor, and Saint Margaret emerges from the dragon at the
top. The presence of Saint Margaret, the patron saint of childbirth, aligned with
Isabelle along the central vertical axis of the page, underscores the dynastic themes
of the page’s iconography. These dynastic concerns are intertwined with the spiritual
and salvific content of the page, representing Isabelle’s dual responsibilities for
assuring the prosperity and the salvation of herself and her family line.

In their stark and distinct articulations of gendered devotion, the owner portraits in
the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book create between them a transgender space, a
space that the reader must, by necessity, inhabit. The variety of devotional
performances and styles that the owner portraits make available ensures that any
reader within Isabelle and Joffroy’s family could see themselves reflected in their
family prayer book’s owner portraits. Conversely, the use of slippery attributes and
signifiers, such as prayer books and heraldry, among the varied and numerous
portrait types in the manuscript invite readers’ potential identification across gender
lines. Whether the illuminations were completed before or after Joffroy’s death in
1302, these flexible portraits could have aided the family in redefining their roles in
his absence and inhabiting their new identities.

Maeve K. Doyle, “Looking Beyond the Binary: Gender and Owner Portraits in Later Medieval Devotional Manuscripts,”
Different Visions: New Perspectives on Medieval Art 8 (2022). https://doi.org/10.61302/SSUT6874.

18

https://doi.org/10.61302/SSUT6874


Gender, Order, and Ambiguity: The Franciscan Psalter-Hours

Like the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book, the Franciscan Psalter-Hours contains
numerous representations of a lay woman and a lay man, suggesting that this
personal prayer book was made in anticipation of multiple readers (Figs. 2, 9, 10).

Figure 9. A laywoman kneeling with an open book. Franciscan Psalter-Hours (hours fragment).
Marseille, Bibliothèques de Marseille, Fonds Patrimoniaux, MS 111, fol. 30r. Photo: IRHT.
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Figure 10. A layman kneeling in prayer before David playing the bells. Franciscan Psalter-Hours (psalter
fragment). Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France lat. MS 1076, fol. 102r. Photo: BnF.
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Yet the representations of both men and women owner types adhere much more
closely to convention than those of the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book, and
gendered distinctions within lay prayer in the Franciscan Psalter-Hours are more
subtle. The starker divide within devotional performance is between lay and religious
figures, and between the devotion of friars and nuns. The Franciscan Psalter-Hours
takes its name from the preponderance of Franciscan imagery within the
manuscript’s marginal illuminations, including eight representations of Franciscan
friars in various postures (Figs. 11, 12).[59] The illuminations also include five women
who may be understood as nuns, although their habits are not as distinctly rendered
as those of the friars (Figs. 1, 13). These figures open up another space between
another binary, the lay/religious binary, which I argue we should understand as
adjacent to and interconnected with that of gender. The privileged placement of lay
devotees throughout the book still strongly suggests lay patronage and ownership of
the Franciscan Psalter-Hours. The distinct devotional performances of mendicant
men and women serve to expand the imaginative performance of the presumably
lay reader and further inflect conceptions of gendered devotion.

In contrast to the emphasis on heraldry in the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book, the
numerous representations of mendicant saints, friars, and nuns prioritize Franciscan
leanings over familial affiliations and impart a distinctly mendicant flavor to the
manuscript, despite its apparent lay patronage. Since the foundation of the Order of
Friars Minor in 1209 and its swift growth throughout the thirteenth century,
Franciscans had been at the forefront of the shift within Latin Christianity towards an
emphasis on introspection, personal responsibility, and an intimate relationship with
God.[60] Mendicant authors produced a body of penitential literature to support this
new endeavor, literature that by the end of the thirteenth century had become
popular with elite lay Christians striving to hone their devotional practice.[61] This is
the context for the spread of the manuscript owner portrait, which, similarly, guided
and promoted its subject-viewers’ self-awareness in their practices of prayer. In the
Franciscan Psalter-Hours, images of friars and nuns go beyond self-inspection to
provide lay readers a view, ostensibly, into the devotional practices of the Franciscan
religious orders.

Francis appears over thirty times across the manuscript’s two volumes, wearing
either a grey or a brown habit, most often displaying the stigmata or carrying a
closed book (Fig. 2).[62] Other mendicant saints Clare of Assisi, Dominic, and Peter
the Martyr also figure in the illuminations.[63] Franciscan friars in grey or pale brown
habits also appear eight times in the manuscript’s margins (Figs. 11, 12).[64]
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Figure 11. A Franciscan friar kneeling in prayer before the Visitation. Franciscan Psalter-Hours (hours
fragment). Marseille, Bibliothèques de Marseille, Fonds Patrimoniaux, MS 111, fol. 8r. Photo: IRHT.
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Figure 12. A Franciscan friar stands holding an open book. Franciscan Psalter-Hours (hours fragment).
Marseille, Bibliothèques de Marseille, Fonds Patrimoniaux, MS 111, fols. 70v–71r. Photo: IRHT.

While images of saints are largely collected in the Psalter volume, friars appear more
frequently in the Hours, in compositions that have direct equivalents in the lay
devotee figures. Like representations of lay devotees, images in both volumes of
kneeling friars and nuns in prayer mirror the anticipated behavior of the
manuscript’s reader and provide a positive model for and reflection of the viewer’s
performed activity. Other illuminations portray mendicant and monastic figures with
distinct privileges and expertise. Like the lay devotee type, they invite the reader’s
imaginative self-identification and emulation; in so doing, they allow the reader
access to the privileges of mendicant or monastic prayer.

Mendicant figures in the Franciscan Psalter-Hours margins frequently appear with
books, which serve to mark their learnedness and sanctity. Saint Francis holds a
closed book in fifteen illuminations;[65] a female saint in an all-white habit and Peter
the Martyr also hold closed books.[66] Four of the eight marginal friars likewise carry
books, two closed and two with their pages open, facing the viewer (Fig. 12).[67]
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Another figure, a prostrate cleric in a dark robe, turns his open book away from the
viewer, hiding its contents.[68] These varied interactions with books connect the
marginal friars with their order’s founder and draw on his learned authority. They also
encourage a connection with the book’s reader and the devotee images, just like the
images of Isabelle de Kievraing reading in the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book. Yet,
these images of the bookish friars depart from the devotee reader types in
significant ways. The closed books that most of the mendicant figures hold lack the
immediacy of the portraits of Isabelle or other owner figures reading. The two friars
with open books recall these more closely, yet neither friar appears to be in prayer, as
one is seated and the other stands. These figures seem instead to be displaying their
books to the viewer, aligning themmore closely with the images of friars preaching
to a seated audience than book owners in prayer.

Still, these varied interactions with books, in combination with other representations
presenting friars as supplicants, allow Franciscans in this manuscript’s margins to
bridge the categories of lay devotees and saintly intercessors. The authority
established in these representations adds extra weight to the representations
elsewhere of the friars’ prayers. It also reinforces the efficacy of the psalter-hours
itself, the text of which was adapted for lay use frommonastic devotional practices
and texts. The mendicant and monastic figures in the margins of the Franciscan
Psalter-Hours might have reminded a lay reader of the high standards of devotion to
which they might aspire. The figures of friars holding, reading, or showing books in
the Franciscan Psalter-Hours may have provided lay readers with another model
through which to understand their engagement with the psalter-hours.

Their association with books is one of many ways in which friars are distinguished
from lay men in the margins. As in the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book, and in
other prayer books of this period with representations of men owners, the
illuminations pointedly refrain from any link between laymen devotees and either
books or the act of devotional reading.[69] The illuminations of friars with books add
a model of masculine, clerical authority to that of feminine devotional literacy
embodied in the more typical figure of the reading laywoman devotee. Such a model
would be available to lay readers of any gender, providing a clerical elevation of
feminized devotional practices, and a masculine alternative for conceptualizing
literate prayer. But for any lay reader, following or identifying with this exemplar
would still require the imaginative traversal of a social boundary—that between the
laity and the clergy—as well as, potentially, the gender binary.
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The possible representation of women religious in the manuscript’s margins further
deepens the association between monastic prayer and the book and provides
another potential point of identification across a binary. Five figures stand out
among the female devotees for their heavy, grey, hooded mantles and their extreme
performances of devotion (Figs. 1, 13).[70]

Figure 13. A woman (in a religious habit?) bows low in prayer. Franciscan Psalter-Hours (hours
fragment). Marseille, Bibliothèques de Marseille, Fonds Patrimoniaux, MS 111, fol. 156r. Photo: IRHT.
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Although these figures are not marked by costume as clearly as the friars, the
modesty and uniformity of their clothing evoke religious habits. While fully professed
members of the Poor Clares wore a distinctive black veil and white wimple, lay sisters
and novices simply wore white veils with their habits. None of the order’s
thirteenth-century Rules specified the color of the habit, only that it be “neither
completely white nor completely black.”[71] Extra-religious groups such as the
beguines would also adopt the habits of established orders to signal their piety,
chastity, and collective identity, even in the absence of official vows.[72] In the
Franciscan Psalter-Hours, these figures’ ambiguous habits reflect their strong
devotion while destabilizing any certainty about their social status.

In addition to exaggerated postures of prayer, the images of nuns share an emphasis
on reading: in the margin of Psalm 53, for example, a woman kneels prostrate on the
vine border, holding a book open before her face (Fig. 1). By placing books in the
hands of potential nuns, the illuminations of the Franciscan Psalter-Hours further
align devotional reading with a more professional practice of prayer. Still, a gendered
divide persists among the images of monastic readers. While the friars’ books signify
their authority and align with other outward-facing activities such as preaching,
women with monastic markers use books more introspectively. The friars do not read
the books they hold; whether open or closed, their books seem intended for an
audience outside themselves. The women with books are readers all: they hold their
books before their faces as they kneel, sit, or bow, gazes fixed on their open pages
(Figs. 1, 9).

A divide is also clear in the relationship between lay and mendicant or monastic
figures of each gender. Costume clearly distinguishes the laymen, in armor or courtly
garb, from the mendicants in their brown or grey robes. While both figures may be
shown in prayerful postures, friars appear with a range of other attributes, such as
the book, and doing other activities, such as preaching. Among the women, on the
other hand, the sartorial markers distinguishing nuns from laywomen are
ambiguous. There is also much more overlap between the women’s activities, as
laywomen are also shown throughout the manuscript reading and praying with
books and in exaggerated postures of devotion.[73] The ambiguous social identities
of the women in the margins of the Franciscan Psalter-Hours not only encourage
laywomen viewers to see themselves more readily in a monastic devotional
performance, but also suggest a more fluid boundary between lay and religious
identities—at least, for women.
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The depictions of women religious in the Franciscan Psalter-Hours stand in contrast
with the distinct differentiation of lay and religious women in the
Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book, despite the implications of their shared familial
and class affiliations. Black-veiled women in both dark brown and black habits
appear as devotees, usually accompanying or nearby a laywoman legible as Isabelle,
as Nigel Morgan observed.[74] Whether or not these figures represent specific nuns
close to the family, costume distinguishes them clearly from the laywomen with
whom they most often appear, and with whom they share so many attributes and
postures (Fig. 14).[75]

In presenting women religious as companions of pious laywomen, the
Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book frames religious identity not as a distinct practice
or orientation, but as another valence of aristocratic identity. Thus, the roles accorded
to women religious reinforce the distinct emphasis in each book: while the
supporting role of nuns in the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer book reinforces the
primacy of class identity, the ambiguous delineations between women in the
Franciscan Psalter-Hours center spiritual performance and orientation as central to a
reader’s interactions with the prayer book’s images and texts.

Once again, in each case, it is primarily sartorial markers that place the illuminated
figures within the male/female and lay/religious binaries. In contrast to literary
narratives, where clothing can be donned, doffed, and exchanged at will, the still
images in medieval manuscripts necessarily collapse body, cloth, and embodied
performance together. Clothes do more than mark figures’ identities—they make
them. This collapse resonates with Jeanne Vaccaro’s theorization of transgender
embodiment as felt, the textile that defies the mathematical grid of woven cloth.
Vaccaro wrote:

In fiber arts and textiles, we may initially think of metaphors that will dress the
body in a protective mask or identity, something that can be changed into
and out of at will. … However, my theoretical turn to fiber is not a method to
imagine an outside for a supposed inside. I think with the tactility and
metaphor of fiber to disavow the belief that transgender identity is a condition
of either interiority or exteriority. Rather, it is the connective tissue between
these dimensions.[76]

Vaccaro’s emphasis on the interconnectivity of exteriority and interiority provides a
fresh framework for considering the mutually constructive roles of prayer and
identity in manuscript owner portraits and their reception in use. If the illuminated
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devotees’ (external) identities and performances of prayer (externalizations of an
internal state) are mutually constitutive and enmeshed, what are the implications for
the medieval reader’s internal and embodied performances of prayer?

Figure 14. A laywoman and a nun in a dark brown habit (Franciscan?) kneel with open books.
Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book (abbreviated breviary volume). Melbourne, National Gallery of Victoria

inv. 1254-3, fol. 68r. Photo: National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne.
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The metaphor of felt, as a textile formed by intermeshing fibers, figures transgender
bodies as bodies that come into being through the creation of “connective tissue”
between interior and exterior, through internal and external processes which are
fundamentally connected and interdependent.[77] Vaccaro’s metaphor has
interesting parallels with medieval conceptions of the devotional or penitential self,
which is also produced through the push and pull of exterior and interior upon one
another.[78] The performance of gender and the performance of devotion are
similarly intertwined and enmeshed, and the prayer book provides a private space for
experimentation with both.

The image of the book within the manuscript’s illuminations also plays a role in this
complex reforming of the viewer’s performances. As we have seen, the recursive sign
of the open book invites the actual reader’s self-identification with the reading figure;
the book is the barb that hooks the reader, tugging them closer to and entangling
them with each reading figure, regardless of their other orientations. Yet the book is
also an attribute that expresses the gendered differences in each figure’s devotional
performances, distinguishing between the outward-facing authority and didacticism
of the friar, the daily piety of the laywoman, and the extreme introspection of the
women coded as nuns. This variety in the use of books within the Franciscan
Psalter-Hours’ margins provides the book’s actual readers with a range of models
through which to conceptualize their own reading—and, by extension, their
devotional performance and identity. The shared attribute of a book makes the
authority of the mendicant men, the introspection of the monastic women, and the
privileged spiritual connections of the lay woman all more available to the reader.

Religious figures of all genders remind the Franciscan Psalter-Hours’ anticipated lay
audience of the high standards of devotion to which they might aspire. As in the
representations of lay devotees, the recursive image of the open book in the
mendicant/monastic figures’ hands invites the viewer’s performative
self-identification with the reading figure. This opportunity for self-identification
across the lines of gender and social order allows the reader imaginative access to
the activities and privileges of mendicant or monastic devotion. In the case of the
monastic women, their ambiguous costumes downplay distinctions between lay
and monastic women and draw connections between the personal and
introspective reading practices of both. Images of friars, meanwhile, create clear
distinctions between the social orders for men, but provide rare representations of
masculine literate devotion, conferring a masculine authority on the actual reader’s
religious practices. The even more stark articulation of the gender binary between
the Franciscan figures than between the lay devotees makes all of these gendered
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performances available in some way to the book’s reader. The reader occupies not
just a transgender space between femininity and masculinity, but also between
gendered lay and monastic or mendicant identities. Devotional performances
marked on the page by external identifiers such as clothing, hairstyle, attributes, and
gestures have the potential to fuse and mesh, like felt, with the interior identity of the
reader adopting, adapting, or aspiring to the practice depicted.

Conclusion: Looking Beyond the Binary

These identifications cross boundaries and binaries that are closely aligned with
those of gender in the Middle Ages. The transition from laywoman to monastic man
is a trope in the literature of transgender saints throughout the medieval Christian
world. The lay/religious binary, furthermore, represents one set of gendered identities
between which medieval subjects transitioned routinely and with broad social
sanction, as women and men entered religious orders. While we cannot speak with
certainty about the identities of the Franciscan Psalter-Hours owners, we can see
some examples of transitions in the lives of members of the Aspremont-Kievraing
family.

Nothing in the scant historical record suggests a transgender identity for any
member of this family. But a consideration of the reception of these images within
the context of the family’s history prompts consideration of the ways in which
gender is actively constructed, and the ways in which a subject’s gendered identity
and performance would change over their lifetime. At Joffroy’s death in 1302, Isabelle
de Kievraing’s status changed from wife to widow, and from lady to dowager, roles
she held for thirty-five years until her own death in 1337.[79] Joffroy and Isabelle’s
oldest son, Gobert, unexpectedly became Lord of Aspremont, when previously he
had been a boy. Their daughter, Mahaut, left her identity as a virgin behind when she
married Simon de Lalaing, then returned to it in a way in 1333 when Simon died and
she entered the Franciscan abbey at Valenciennes, where she lived an additional
forty years.[80] While the effigy on Mahaut’s tomb represented her simply as a nun,
the lengthy inscription circumscribed her life with an account of her various
identities, looking back from the final transition from life to death.[81] Manuscripts
such as the Aspremont-Kievraing Prayer Book and the Franciscan Psalter-Hours had
the capacity to prepare their readers for such transitions, perhaps even facilitate
them, by modeling diverse performances of gendered devotion.

In this interplay of gendered performance and its representation, like in Vaccaro’s
metaphor of felt, gender identity and devotional performance are interconnected in
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intimate, non-linear, and inextricable ways, and their fabric is constantly in transition.
This transgender space may have been uncomfortable for certain medieval readers,
which may provide some insight into why gendered performances are so starkly
defined within medieval prayer books. Yet there may also have been something
desirable and generative in the transgender space these portraits and their ritual
function together frame. “A reorientation of the body in time and space,” to borrow
Halberstam’s words again, would seem like an appropriate description of a medieval
Christian’s hourly prayer. Perhaps for the owners and readers of these books, the
reorientations of their gendered performances provided a means to step out of their
present time and space and to better approach the divine.

Owner portraits, and the prayer books that contain them, are agents of normativity.
The availability of portraits as alternative models for the performance of gendered
prayer is an ironic side effect of their emphatic assertion of the gender binary.
Nevertheless, it is through this assertion of the binary that its seams begin to show,
opening up spaces between. These spaces require us to shift the terms we use to
discuss objects like personal prayer books. Devotional books, like the comb or the
mirror, were objects that were coded feminine in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries, but were by no means restricted to women’s use. Books of hours and their
like remain a rich resource for investigating the agency, anxieties, and experiences of
medieval women as well as the means by which visual culture both reflected and
constructed medieval conceptions of femininity. We should not forget, however, that
for all they can tell us about feminine experience in the later Middle Ages, they can
be equally eloquent about masculine experience as well as the transgender spaces
that existed in between.
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