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ABSTRACTS

The wrpus of literature on the Lady and the Unicorn tapestries has most often focussed on
technical /stylistic aspects or attempted to explain the iconography of this work with little definitive
consensus in either domain. An informative element in the history of this problematic work is the
patron, who played a pnmordial role in the artistic process of the late Middle Ages. Although rhe
patron of our subject has been identfied as Jean LeViste and his personal and family history 1s
relatively well-documented, few attempts have been made to place this work in the context of his
reality. An investigation of the figure and his milieu will certainly benefit our understanding of the
themes of heraldic display and courtly love that are most often proposed to winterpret our work. The
patron’s situation will bring us to a new level of interpretation i this work — the glonificanon of
women — which, like the other themes represented throughout this series, served the interests of the

patron and reflected his reality.

Le corpus de littérature sur les tapisseries dites de La Dame 4 ks Loorne se imite pour Pessentiel a
Pexploration des aspects techniques et stylistiques ou a 'explication iconographique de cette ceuvre.
Un element important dans P'histoire de cette ceuvre problématique est bien sir le commanditaire qui
jouait un role primordial dans le processus artistique de la fin du Moyen Age. Bien que la figure
dernére ces tapissenes fut identifié comme Jean LeViste er que son hustoire personnelle et famiiale
soit assez bien documentée, peu de tentatives ont été entreprises afin de resituer cette ceuvre dans le
contexte de son créateur. Une mnvestigation de ce personnage et de son milieu approfondira sans
doute notre compréhension de la thématique de cette série, soit 'héraldique et I'amour courtots.
Cette ¢tude du commanditaire nous menera ensuite 3 un niveau d’interpretation médite — la

glorfication de la femme — sujet qui servira les intéréts de Jean LeViste en reflétant sa réalité.



I. INTRODUCTION

Medseval art rarely provides its students with easy answers; it is more often than not
impossible to solve the mysteries of who, what, where, why, when and how that surround the
production of a work. On the one hand, we are simply lacking in documentation which was ecither
never produced or has been the vicum of negligence, disaster, or time. On the other hand, the
Middle Ages often seem infinitely removed from the modem miund, and despite the realism with
which that world was often depicted, it is difficult today to apprehend the meaning or circumstances
of medieval imagery. The Lady and the Unicorn tapestries (figures 1-6), although among the most
popular and well-known works of the late Middle Ages in France, are no exception to this rule and

are perhaps one of the best examples of the difficult task that lies in understanding medieval art.

Revi f Li

The ady and the Unicorn tapestries were unknown to the art world until the nineteenth
century when the work slowly emerged from the shadows of obscuriry.! Mention was first made by
the histonan Joulietton 1n 1813, when he noted the existence of “Turkish” tapestries housed in the
Chireau de Boussac in France’s Creuse region. The tapestnes discreetly became the property of the
mumicipality when the castle was sold and converted into the local sous-préfecture in 1835. July of 1841
would be the beginning of national interest and concem to preserve this treasure, as Prosper
Mérimée, then inspector for the Commussion of Fistoric Monuments, suggested that the Royal
Library of King Louis-Philippe acquire this masterpiece which was placed for the intenim at the
Aubusson tapestry works. While the govemment haggled over purchase and restoration of the work
with 1ts champion Ménmée, the romantic sptrit of nineteenth-century France was enchanted by the
poetic imagery of the [ udy and the Unicorn thanks to George Sand’s various descripnons in her 18+4
novel Jeanne, in an article in L'Illustration from 1847, and again in the novel Autour de la table
published in 1862. This treasure finally found an appropnate home when it was acquired by the
Musée de Cluny on July 17%, 1877 under Edmond du Sommerand, and the following vear, the Lady
and the Unicorn was displayed to the world as an example of Flemish tapestry at Paris’s Exposition

Unirerselle.> Gallic pnide, however, refused to allow credit for this work to be usurped, while

! This abbreviated chronology is indebted to the thorough research and documentaton that Ms. joubert gives

on the course of our work through the 19t century. F. Joubert, La Tapisseric médiévale au Musée de Qluny,

Paris: Editions de la Réunion des musées nationaux, 1987, p- 66-73.
2 S. Schneebalg-Perelman, “La Dame i Lz fcorme a été tssée a Bruxelles,” Gazette des Beaux Arts, Tome LXX,
November 1967, p. 253.



intellectual insatiety demanded a better understanding, and art historians began to clarify the mystery
of what seemed to be an entrely unique specimen of late medieval tapestry.

Relying on the only information available — the last known location of the work in the
Creuse region and its alleged Flemish production — art historians at the end of the nineteenth and
beginning of the twentieth centuries attempted to determine the Lady and the Unicorn’s “nationality.”
Referring to a 1422 inventory of tapestry belonging to Charles VI, the eminent Jules Guiffrey found
an explanation for the senies which would have been of the same family as certain apissertes & la marche
cited in the royal accounts. Confusing this reference to low-warp technique with a geographical
reference to the Marche region of France, Guiffrey attributed the [ady and the Unicorn to local
workshops of Aubusson located, like the Chateau de Boussac, in the Creuse.* As the Aubusson
tapestry works were not active until at least the late sixteenth century,* Mr. Guiffrey soon retracted
his theory, only to adopt the equally specious proposal that the Ludy and the Unicornt was the product
of folkloric nomadic weavers of the Loire Valley, suggested in 1908 by Marquet de Vasselot.> Other
tapestry centres, such as Toumnai,* were proposed, while a local tradition in the Creuse region gained
popularity for its exoticism: given the oniental flavour of the lady’s luxunious fashions and the many
crescent moons depicted throughout the senies, the work was believed to have been brought from
Turkey by Prance Zizim who serded in France while exiled by his brother Sultan Bazajet II.7 The
whimsical fantasy of this legend was too naive even for the romantic temperament of George Sand,
who recognised that “le croissant n’a nen d’essentiellement turc” and is found “sur les écussons d’une
foule de familles nobles en France.”™ In effect, the origins of this work were not to be found in the
mysterious Orient, and the very prominent heraldry thar figures throughout the senies provided the
first valuable clue to the history of the [ady and the Unicorn.

In 1882 George Callier and Edouard du Somerand idenufied the scarlet banners decorated
with three crescents on a blue band as the arms of the LeViste family of Lyon which had nsen
through the ranks of society thanks to ininal wealth from commerce, distinguished careers as junsts,
and successful marriages with noble women. As no other family is known to have bome these arms
d'agur i la band cossue de guenles, chargée de trois crolssants montants d'argent? the patronage of a member of
the LeViste family is one of the few uncontested aspects of the Lady and the Unicorn. However, given
the size of this veritable dynasty of junsts (Appendix 1} and the lack of documentation on the work’s

3 S. Schneebalg-Perelman, “La Dame i la licorme,” p. 254.

4 F. Salet, “Chronique — Tapissene: [a Dame i Lz Grome, Oeuvre Bruxelloise,” Bulletin Mosumental CXXVI,
1968, p. 104.

5 S. Schneebalg-Perelman, “La Dame a la licorne,” p. 253.

§ F. Duret-Robert, “Tapisseries: La Dame G la fcorne,” Connaissances des Arts, July 1974, p. 32.

7 F. Joubert, La Tapissene, p. 77-
8 S. Schnecbalg-Perelman, “La Dame 4 la Scorne,” p. 253.
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execution, it 1s virtually impossible to respond with certainty to any question surrounding the
creation, existence, or history of the Lady and the Unicorn. Fortunately, art history does not depend
entirely on written sources and 2 work of art s never an isolated example, despite Henry Martin’s
declaration that our subject represents a unique specimen related to no other tapestry. 1* The Lady
and the Unicorn 1s obviously related by its background motf to every other example of French mr/e
Sleurs tapestry. Furthermore, comparisons with works other than tapisseries 4 fond de flearettes have also
demonstrated considerable technical and stylistic similarities which have brought researchers to agree
almost unanimously that our work was produced in the famous workshops of late fifteenth-century
Flanders.1t

A comparnison of the Lady and the Unicorn with vadous Flemish tapestries, such as the
“Penelope” fragment (figure 7) from a Femmes 1/ustres series commussioned by Mary of Burgundy for
Ferry de Clugny in the early 1480°s,12 the Heraldic Tapestry of Phidppe le Bor (figure 8) produced in
Brussels,!3 or the History of Persens tapestry (figure 9),!* reinforces the theory that the Lady and the
Unicorn is the product of one of Flanders’ thniving tapestry centres. Flanders, however, 1s a very
general term, referring to the entire Southem Netherlands which counted numerous tapestry centres
in the fifteenth century, such as Arras, Toumai, Brussels, Bruges, and Lille, the importance and
influence ot which at the time are difficult to appreciate with few contemporary accounts of the
tapestry industey.

Furthermore, the actual weaving practices of the time confuse the “nationality” of a work,
for fluid arustic exchange among cities was one of the most viral aspects of the fifteenth-century
tapestry industry.'> Cartoons and models circulated among workships (and among media); weavers
would rmugrate from one town to another following employment; workshops would practice
subcontracting when faced with an overwhelming demand. Efforts to attribute the Lady and the
Unicorm to a given tapestry centre have proven difficult and always lack the most necessary proof of
documentaton.!s The most we seem able to do, then, is to consider the specific technical traits of our

work and to identfy which rapestry centres active at the end of the fifteenth century practised those

? A. & C.-M Fleury, L¢ Chateau d’Arcy (Sadne-ct-Loire) et ses Seigneurs, Macon: Protat Fréres, Impameurs,

1917, note 1, p. 53.

¥ H. Martin, “La Dame 4 la beorne,” Mémotres de 1a Société nationale des antiquaires de France, Number 1,
Volume 77, 192427, p. 160.

! Jean-Bemard de Vaivre, “Messire Jehan LeViste, Chevalier, Seigneur d’Arcy ct sa tenture au lionet d la

licorne,” Bulletin Monumegtal, Tome 142-1V, 1984, p. 397.
12 M Cock-Kuntzger, “Un Chef-d’oeuvre inconnu de Maitre de La Dame g la bome,” Revue Belge d’archéologie

et d’Histoire de I'Art, Volume 23, 1954, pp. 4-5, 13.

13 S. Schneebalg-Perelman, “La Dame 4 la beorne,” pp. 256-58

1 M. Crick-Kuntzger, “Un Chef-d’oeuvre inconnu,” pp. 5-11.

15 A. Edandc-Brandenburg, Ly Dasye g la boorne, Paris: Editions de la réunion des musées nationiaux, 1978, s.p.
16 M. Cnck-Kuntziger, Marthe, “Un Chef-d’ocuvre inconnu,” pp. 3-20. S. Schneebalg-Perelman, “La Dame i la
Lcorne” pp. 253-278.



techniques, a monstrous task that would require a completely independent study. Moreover, the
fallibdity of such an approach and the impossibility of a precise answer to this question, again, results
from the open and continual exchanges between tapestry producers, for arusts could be
commusstoned to work in a neighbouring city that did not practice a desired technique, as the high-
warp weaver Jean de Haze was summoned from Lille to Brussels by Philippe le Bon 1n 1466 in order
to produce his large heraldic tapestry today located in Bemn.!”

The categonsation of a tapestry as one “nationality” or another 1s further complicated, for
FFlemush weaving does not necessanly imply that an ongnal design or a given style 1s Flemish, as 1s
demonstrated by a closer comparison between the Lady and the Unicorn of “Heanng” (figure 2) and
her sister “Penelope” (figure 7). Despite the similanities between the two fenale figures and vanious
details in the two weavings, these tapestries are clearly not the work of the same artist. The Lady and
the Unicorn, like the History of Persens (figure 9) and the Hunt of the Unicorn, illustrates the intellectual
grace, clanry, and elegance proper to French art of this ame and is quite foreign to the heavier realism
of the very Flemush “Penelope.”® Although practices are poorly documented, it seems that tapestry
production involved a complex process and a number of individuals who each contributed to the
work’s final appearance.

The first step in rapestry production involved the design of small-scale cartoons which could
range in complexity from the simplest indicatons to a fully detailed composition. The preliminary
cartoon would be elaborated with any necessary detads and enlarged nto a full-scale model which
would serve as a guide in the final weaving process. These three steps — cartoon, model, weaving —
bring us to the first difficulty in appreciating the technique and style of a tapestry, for a considerable
number of people — the cartoonist, the modelist, and the weavers — would all have an effect on a
tapestry’s outcome. With these scant details and a significant lack of documentation on local
practices and technique we can imagine the vanous teams that mght be responsible for creating a
monumental work 1n wool. Someumes, the cartoonist and modelist were one and the same person;
cartoons could be re-used and updated by a workshop draughtsman who might even be responsible
for the final model; less adept weavers would work on simpler passages leaving the most complex or
important details for their most skilled colleagues. What is more, the specific weaving technique
employed by an artisan ~ high- or low-warp — could also alter a composition’s appearance from its
cartoon and model.

At this final stage, a certain degrec of (artistic) freedom could be afforded the weaver

depending on the form of his loom. The low-warp technique involved a horizontal loom under

1 . Lestocquoy,
Arras: Mémoires de la Commission Départementale des Monuments Historiques du Pas-de-Calais, 1978, p.
116.




which the full-scale model was placed, allowing the weaver to reproduce an exact copy. The high-
warp technique (of the Lady and the Unicorn), which emploved a vertical loom, distanced the weaver
from the model and, thus, provided this final artist with much more liberty to execute the work. The
design oudine and colour indications would be direcdy traced onto the warp threads, while the model
was placed behind the weaver to serve as a guide for general consultation. The weaver could even be
responsible for the addition of minor details, such as the flowers and animals that charactenise »z:lle
Slenrs tapestries. This process seemns to have been standard throughout Europe of the late Middle Ages
and the Renaissance, from Jean Bondol’s Apocalpyse series (1374-80) to Raphael’s .Aus of the Aposiles
(1516-19) and beyond. These tapestry landmarks owe part of their renown both to the fact that they
are among the rare examples for which contracts remain to document the names of the famed artists
who designed them. However, the intervention of varnious personalities and capabilities in the entire
production of a tapestry shows not only that tapestry was the result of 4 complex process, bur also
that it 1s difficult to determine who the “artists” responsible for such works were. In addition to the
technical mystenes surrounding its producnon, the Ludy and the Unicorn 1s styhstically complex, for the
many similarines (superficial and significant) between it and other works make it easy to establish it
within a considerable “family” of works in various media, while the sophistcation of the
compositions would seem to indicate the involvement of an artist of great talent.

Perhaps, the Lady and the Unicorn 1s the work of one of the painters who served the royal
courts in the Loire Valley as France began to regain its artisuc prestige from Burgundy after the
defeat of Charles the Bold at Grandson in 1476. Given the imporrance traditionally assigned to the
arusts of the Loire at this ume and the LeViste farnily’s ties to the Bourbonnais region, we may
suggest a personality — though vague — such as the Master of Moulins who may provide useful
stylistic similarities with our work. In effect, this mastec’s work (figures 10a & 10b) demonstrates
similar attenton to the luxurous detail of contemporary fashion and a sensiavity to aristocratic
personality, while his angels and Virgin Mary are of the same graceful, dreamy type seen in the Lady
and the Unicorn. However, the limited oeuvre that can be attributed to the Master of Moulins 1s
certainly a handicap, and, on closer inspection, the few examples that we do have are only
superficially related to our tapestry series. We may find more convincing and significant relatons in
the flounishing Pansian artistic community, often overshadowed by the importance atributed to the
royal arusts of the Loire Valley, but equally productive as the courts and the source of a wealth of
works 1n vanious media which, like tapestry, depended on cartoons and models.?

It is in the rejuvenated French capital that Geneviéve Souchal claims our artist is to be found,

and through an extensive examination of works covering a major portion of artistic production 1n

18 S. Schneebalg-Perelman, “La Dame g la licorne,” p. 275. G. Souchal, “Un Grand Peintre,” pp. 22-49.
12 G. Souchal, “Un Grand Peintre,” p. 36.



Paris of the late fifteenth and cady sixteenth centuries, she establishes the sene7e of the hypothetical
“Master of the Hunt of the Unicorr’” who would have been the most influential artist of his ume.2 His
vast production would have spanned approximately thirty years (c. 1480-1510) and touched a wide
variety of media, most notably in dlumination, tapestry and the graphic arts. His wide Pansian
clientele would have included the many administrators and junsts who served the kingdom in the
capital, as well as the most important printers of the day and even roval personalities such as Anne of
Brittany. In effect, our apprectation of the Lady and the Unicorn’s style 1s enhanced particulady by
comparisons with contemporary production in media that also employved cartoons and models
(figures 11-16), and Ms. Souchal’s exhaustive study consttutes a stylistic family for our tapestry that
includes the previously seen History of Persens, certain panels of the Hunt of the Unicorn series, a great
number of engravings, and even examples from a form as foreign as painted mumiature.

Despite the convincing similarities between so many works, this study has been crticised for
the boldness of attributing the major portion of artistic production for a span of thirty vears to one
man: these many resemblances and repetitions could simply represent a stylistic school that
predomunated in Parnis at this ime.2! When we consider that the common denominator among the
majority of works mcluded mn the “Master of the Hunt of the Unzcorn’s” corpus 1s the use of cartoons
and models in production, it seems possible, then, that one man was responsible for this vast
repertoire, but that his work was renowned and spread through the circulation and re-use of models
either produced by him or copied from particulady well-known works. Such an artist could be
directly responsible for the onginal models of the Iady and the Uricorn, as French tapestry production
of our period depended on designers (celebrated painters for the most important works) who would
provide the basic indications for main figures and details which would eventually be projected 1nto
cartoons elaborated with mille flenrs, animals, and minor detatls designed by a draughtsman employed
by the workshop.22

The repeated use of motfs throughout the Lady and the Unicorn, such as the rabbits, the weasel,
and the lion cub, seems to illustrate the workshop’s free use of standard or older models in the
elaboration of a work. When we compare our tapestry to different mrilz flenrs examples we find that
re-use occurs between different series: the unicom of the panel known as “Sight”’® (figure 4) seems

to have been cut and pasted onto the panel of the “Unicom Captive” in the Cloisters (figure 14).

2 G. Souchal, “Un Grand Peintre,” pp. 22-49.

*! A. Erdande-Brandenburg, “Communication sur la tenture de La Dame i la Ecorne,” Bulletin de la Société
nanonale des antiquaires de France, 1977, pp. 166-67.

2 J. Jobé (ed.), P. Vedet, M. Florisoone, A. Hoffmeister, & F. Tabard, The Art of Tapestry, Translated by Peggy
Rowell Oberson, London: Thames & Hudson, 1965, p. 28.

3 We shall refer to the Lady and the Unicorn’s individual panels according to the titles assigned them at the Musée
de Cluny and based on A F. Kendrick’s interpretation of the senes as an allegory of the physical senses with an



Other examples illustrate the widespread use of direct copying of standard models that obscures our
general appreciation of the style of tapestry: the male figures seen in the mille fleurs panels of Reading
(figure 17) and the Coneert (figure 23) seem to be twins, while the servant in the Departure for the Hunt
(figure 21) has been woven from Albrecht Diirer’s engraving of The Six Warrtors.

Given the unremarkable quality of its thread and the absence of precious metals, the I_ady and the
Unicorn would have fetched a relatvely modest price, unlike a work such as the Heraldic Tapestry of
Philippe ke Bord (figure 8) in which the gold and silver threads are a material reflection of the princely
patron’s extraordinary wealth.2 Thus, we wonder if the Iady and the Unicorn was an original work, or
was it, like the Scenes from Seigneural Life (figures 17-22) in the Musée de Cluny or the Chateau
d’Angers’ Concert (figure 23), rather a product of the cut-and-paste method that produced a variety of
less expensive mall flewrs tapestnes popular with wealthy or ennobled burghers?? It would require
significant wealth and considerable prestige, pethaps even royal connections, to commission a
renowned artist to execute an oniginal senies. Yet, the Lady and the Unicorn far surpasses these other
more mediocre works for the clarity of its line, the richness of its detail, and the logic of its
composition. What is more, like the Heraldic Tapestry of Philippe le Bon the Lady and the Unicorn 1s also a
reflection of the status, wealth and nobility of its patron. On a most basic level, the noble language of
heraldry seen in every panet of the series attaches the matenal and symbolic content of these six
scenes to its patron.

The Lady and the Unicorn is the only remaining example we have of such a mélange of heraldry
and imagery, as most melle fleurs works were either purely armornial or representational. However,
given the important role standardised models played in tapestry production, it is possible that such a
scheme was a common tapestry format which simply required the weaver to replace the arms
represented with those of the person who paid for the work. Nonetheless, this particular imagery
(despite its superficial re-uses) presents six mesmerising and original vignettes to be visually
associated with the family arms that are an integral part of these very scenes. Who, then,
commussioned the Lady and the Unicorn?

We have already identified the arms that are repeated throughout the work as those of the
LeViste family, notable in the fifteenth and sixteenth centurnies for their great wealth and highly
successful careers in the French royal administration, and notable today for the relative wealth of

documentation and research that retraces their dynastic rise n Lyon and Paris.?’ The next step in

introductory of coucludmg piece. A. F. Kendrick, “Quelques remarques sur les tapisseries de la Dame d la bcorne

du Musée de Cluny,” Actes du Congres d'Histoire de FAgt, 11T, Pans: 1924, pp. 662-666.

¢ F. Joubert, La Tapissesic, p- 81.

3 F. Joubert, La Tapissege, p- 81.

2 A. Erlande-Brandenburg, Lg Dame 4 lg bcorne, s.p- ) )

¥ R. Fédou, Les Hommes de loi lyonnais 4 |a fin du Moyen Age, Pads: Société d’Edstion Les Belles Lettres,
1964. A. & C.-M. Fleury, Le Chiteau d’Arcy. G. Souchal, “ ‘Messeigneurs Le Viste,”” pp. 209-267.
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understanding the person behind the work is, obviously, to determine which specific member of the
LeViste family was the patron of the Lady and the Unicorn. A look at the LeViste genealogy shows the
number of choices we could have (Appendix 1).2* Obviously, it is only worth considering those
members who were alive and of reasonable age at the time of the work’s execution, conditions which
limit us to family members alive in the broadest range from 1480-1500. But, if we consider the
clothing styles and the artistic repertoire to which this work has been compared by Geneviéve
Souchal, we can delineate our time span with even more precision to the last decade of the fifteenth
century.?

The particular form of the heraldry provides us with another valuable indication, for these arms
are those of an adult male, who would have been the eldest member of the entire LeViste clan at the
time.’® Therefore, all females can be eliminated from our selection, as can ail males from the cadet
branches of the family. This leaves us with the most likely candidate, Jean LeViste (IV), who bore the
full heraldry from at least 1484 until his death on June 15t 1500,3! and his less plausible, though not
impossible cousin, Antoine (II) who assumed the arms upon Jean’s passing. Though the ultimate
date for the Lady and the Untcors (1500) should be enough proof that Antoine LeViste could not have
ordered this work, certain scholars maintain the possibility that this relatively young member of the
family would either have ordered the work for his marriage in the first years of the sixteenth century
or would have disregarded heraldic rules and ordered the work before 1500.22

The first assumption is easily disproved by common heraldic usage which called for the inclusion
of a spouse’s heraldry in a celebration of marriage, as illustrated by such tapestries as the History of
Perseus or the Concert3® The traditional respect for heraldic rules in the LeViste family whereby
younger male members “split”’ their arms * would seem to end the debate of this second possibility.
What is more, the Lady and the Unicorn, beyond its visual similarides with late fifteenth-century art and
fashion, distances itself from the confused and illdefined style of the transition from the Middle Ages
to the Renaissance for its purely medieval spinit: its overwhelming symboalismn, loving attention to
detail, and conservative themes compel us to attach this work to the art and culture of an older

generation and to the era of Jean LeViste.

J--B. de Vaivre, “Messire Jehan LeViste,” pp. 397-434.

2% From G. Souchal, 'Messc:gncurs LeViste,”” Tableau 1.

# F. Joubert, La Tapisseric médiévale, p. 84.

30 A. Edande-Brandenburg, “Communication,” p- 168. J.-B. de Vaivre, “Messire Jehan LeViswe,” pp. 414-15.
31 F. Joubert, La Tapisseric médiévale, p. 78. I cte this with much hesitation, because according to Geneviéve
Souchal’s gencalogical tree, Antoine LeViste, Jean’s father died in 1457.

32 K Goutlay, “La Dame é la bcorne,” Gazetie des Beaux-Arts, 6¢ péniode,Tome CXXX, September 1997, pp-
66-67.

33 Alain Edande-Brandenburg, Lg Dawe 4l bcorw, s.p. ]. B. de Vaivre, “Messire Jehan LeViste,” p. 412

34]. B. de Vaivre, “Messire Jehan LeViste,” p. 415.
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Having idennfied the patron of our work, we arrive at the question of his intentions -which, of
course, are far from easy to determine. Not only are we lacking in contemporary accounts of where
or when the work was hung, which might have informed us of its function and its context, but we are
also at a great psychological distance from the medieval mind. In the first place, our conception of
art and its functions are very different from those of the late Middle Ages; secondly, the cultural
forms thar determined expression in art are not only infinitely removed from our reality, they also do
not exactly represent the reality of the late medieval penod.

Proposal

The particularity of art in the fifteenth century is often difficult for the modem mind to
apprehend, for their was no distinction at this time between artist and artisan, or between what we
today label the fine and decorative arts. The rason d’ézre of artwork was not the pure expression of
beauty, for art was mherentdy connected to practical life; its immedzate purpose was to embellish its
immediate surroundings and to glonify its patron.3® Georges Duby explains that as the Middle Ages
progressed, art increasingly served the interests of private patrons, such that

L’artiste cessa d’accompagner le prétre dans la célébration liturgique. 11 ne fut plus Pauxiliaire
d’un sacerdoce. I se mit au service de 'homme. D’un homme awvide de voir, et qui voulait
que fussent représentés pour lui, non point certes la réalité quotidienne — I’art plus que
jamais, disposait a I’évasion — mais ses réves.*

It 1s, thus, clear that the patron assumes much of what we today conceive as the artist’s role, for the
initial mnspiration for a work of art came from him or her, while the artist or artisan served to translate
that self-centred inspiration into visual terms.

Many scholars, therefore, explain the repetition of heraldic motfs throughout the series as proof
of Jean LeViste’s parvenu pride upon his succession to a position that conferred noble patent.
FHowever, this tapestry communicates much more than the simple acquisition of a noble tide: it is an
encyclopaedic illustration of noble culture, a visual representation of the standard forms that defined
the “dream” of late medieval life.37 In the fifteenth century, the knight and the lady, chivalnic virtue
and perfect love were the types that populated the contemporary imagination and embellished a harsh
and hypocntical reality with a refined, simplistic game based on an idealised past. The elements of

35 J. Huwizinga, The Autumn of the Middle Ages, Translated from the onginal Dutch by Rodney |. Payton and
Ulach Mammitzsch, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996, p. 311.
3¢ Georges Duby, Fondements d'un nouvel humanisme, 1280-1440, Geneva: Skira, 1966, p. 13.

37 J. Huizinga, The Autumn. pp- 39-42.
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this aristocratic fantasy ~ love and knighthood — provide the initial themes which allow us to interpret
the tmagery and symbolism of the Lady and the Unicorn in the next chapter of our study. Our
understanding of the quasi-sacred form, content, and interrelation of these cultural foundations will
not provide us with a clear-cut explanation of the sedes, but rather an appreciation for the most
anstocratic values that it was intended to evoke in association with the LeViste family arms.

The inseparability of art and life of the Middle Ages, thus, obliges us to attempt a reconstruction
of a work of art’s context, an important part of which was the patron. Jean LeViste commissioned
the Lady and the Unicomn 10 elevate his family through a very particular representations of noble
culture. But, are these eclectic images simply the awkward amiisze pretension of 2 man recentdy
ennobled? Thanks to a relative abundance of documentation of the LeViste dynasty and the jurist
class of late medieval France, we are able to seek a deeper understanding of the Lady and the Unicorn
tapestries in a study of Jean LeViste’s biography and his social position as an established member of
the emerging noblesse de robe. An investigation of the aristocracy as a social class and image will show
us that the question of who was noble is not a clear-cut definition and that Jean LeViste’s claims of
noblesse are perhaps justified. Finally, we will situate this work in the LeViste family’s use of material
culture as a manifestation of its noble status, and we will see that the message created by this patron
expresses the matenial, social and spiritual reality of the anstocracy.

This monumental declaraton of nobility has been considered Jean LeViste’s desperate attempt to
immortalise his image before the famuly arms passed to a cadet branch for his lack of a male heir.38
However, it 1s this absence of human male figures that is so curious in this representation of chivalnc
love. The man is an obvious necessity for the arts of love and war, and yer Jean LeViste glorifies his
amms and person through the figure of a woman. e shall then attempt in our fourth chapter to
investigate the obscure history of women and their roles in love and noble culture. The images of
women from the Middle Ages, like the literature directed at them, invanably reflects the ideals of
men, such that representations of women (literary and visual) matenialise the “idols or demons of
men’s fantasies.”> What would nommally be considered a limiting lack of perspective, however,
actually benefits our interests for the insight it gives to Jean LeViste’s message of the perfecuon and
nobility of the female soul. We finally will appreciate the totality of the Ludy arnd the Unicorn when we
place the work in the context of the women in Jean LeViste’s life: his matemal ancestors, his wife,
and most particulady his daughters who were of marrying age in the 1490s. The message of nobility
and the glorification of women in a garden of love would be highly appropriate statements for a
father whose eldest daughter would augment her family’s nobility by twice marrying into illustrious

3¢ K Gourlay, “La Dame 4 la koorne,” p. 67. G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs LeViste,” pp. 264-G5.

3 C. Klapisch-Zuber (ed.), A History of Womea in the West, [I: The Sdences of the Middle Ages, Cambridge

(MA): The Belltknap Press, 1992, p. 267.
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noble houses. Rather than lament his lack of male heir in the Lady and the Uricorn, it would seemn that

. Jean LeViste celebrates “his women” as a monument to his famdy and himseif.
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I1. DESCRIPTION AND INTERPRETATION

Mille 6 1 che Lady and the Uni

The Lady and the Unicorn 1s pethaps the most admired example of typically French late
medieval tapestry known as mile fleurs. Characterised by a red or dark blue background covered with
a multitude of small flowers, this charming form in effect presents thousands of blossoms as the
backdrop to relatvely simple compositions which usually depict heraldic decoration, themes taken
from noble culture, or more rarely, religious subjects. The exact onigins of the highly decorative
motf are rather obscure, although it may stmulate more traditional decorative forms of both religious
and secular nature.© Although its earliest appearance is uncertain, we can divide milk fleurs tapestries
mnto three broad chronological groups which illustrate thier general development throughout the late
fifteenth and eady sixteenth centuries.4

The first period is dated to the third quarter of the fifteenth century and is tradinonally
characterised by stylised flowers that are tighdy packed into a checkerboard pattem which most often
serves as the support for heraldic displays;*2 this primitive form would develop into the perfection
marked by the Heraldic Tapestry of Phibippe iz Bon (figure 8). We, however, should not abrupdy limit
our appreciation of eady mile fleurs tapestry to armonial works, for in this same time period, we note
early developments in representational scenes on a similar floral partemn. Although their backgrounds
are less densely filled, such works as The Giteng of the Roses (figure 24) and Couple sous un dais (figure 25)
demonstrate that the decorative mouf of mil fleurs was appropriated for primitive representational
compositions in wool. By the last quarter of the fifteenth century, the depiction of human figures on
the floral background evolved into the “classic” style of mile fleurs tapestry, in which the background
is characterised by more realism and diversity seen in two general types: planted bouquets on the dark
blue or green ground or, more rarely, picked branches on a red ground.** These two forms provide
the poetic setting for elegant personages displayed in the leisurely occupations of noble life or
characters from contemporary literature, arranged usually in rather haphazard compositions. The
third and final phase of mile fleurs development takes us into the first twenty-five years of the

4 It is possible that the milz flesrs mouf simulates bouquests of flowers attached sheets of bunting that were a
commmon decoration employed for festivals and processions. J. Jobé, (ed.), P. Vedet, , M. Flodsoone, A.
Hoffmeister, & F. Tabard, The Axt, p- 16. It has also been suggested that this tapestry recreates typlcal
domestic decoration whereby the floor would be covered with cut branches of flowers in the spring and
summer. A. Edande-Brandenbug, W&m s.p.

“1“Les Trois Ages de la txp:sscne mille-fleurs,” Conaaissance des Arts, n° 45, 15 November 1955, pp. 30-35.
€ “Les Trois Ages,” p.

i Schnecbalg—[’etdman, “La Dame 3 la bcarme,” p. 266.
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sixteenth century when the background motifs increase in claborateness and mungle with small

bushes and trees as a backdrop to a more organised garden that serves as the landscape setting for
tvpical representational scenes of noble culture. These developments and the tentatve appearance of
perspective signal the end of the classic phase of mille flenrs production and in some respects the
decline of monumental decoratve arts in general. Henceforth, tapestry will conform to the canons of
[ralian Renaissance art, only to finish as the means to display imitations of the painted canvas in wool.

If we place the Lady and the Unicorn in the context of these three phases, we realise that cur
work truly merits its fame as the ulimate example of French mile flewrs tapestry. Situated at the end
of the classic period, in the final decade of the fifteenth century, this series achueves a perfect
culmination of traditional monfs combined with artistic innovanon. The red background is
elaborated by a variety of cut floral branches including bluebells, foxglove, daisies, violets, and
marigolds, among which is depicted a peaceful menagerie of fierce and tame, wild and domesuc
animals such as lion cubs, lambs, rabbits, dogs and monkeys. The focus of each panel is a dark blue
island, enclosed by a crenellated border and filled with vet another vanety of flora and fauna. This
contrast of background and foreground unites the two basic forms of szl flenrs motifs: the rare red
“vermeil” ground with picked flower branches and the more common dark blue ground with planted
bouquets. This combination of two traditional motifs results i a significant accomplishment whereby
the designer provides a stage-like setting that allows him to create an organised and semi-perspectival
compostton, vet does not let these more paintedy concems overpower the decoranve nature of his
rapestry.

[t is on this “stage” thar the action in each scene takes place. The setting for each “episode”
recalls the garden of the Song of Songs, with an enclosed meadow shaded by varying combinations of
ok, holly, pine and orange trees. Every scene forms a miangular composition, the apex of which is
an elegantly dressed lady engaged in a varniety of activities; in four of the six panels she is attended by
a female servant. In the scene commonly known as “Taste” (figure 1) the lady feeds a green bird
perched on her gloved hand; in “Hearng” (figure 2), she plays an organ; “Smell” (figure 3) shows her
making a chaplet of camanions; in “Sight” (figure 4), she shows a unicom his reflection; she holds a
banner of the LeViste family arms in one hand and a unicom’s hom in the other in the panel entded
“Touch” (figure 5); in the final scene, she 1s presented with a nich jewellery box filled with gold and
jewels (figure 0).

As 1ts title indicates, the Lady and the Unicorn involves another characrer, the unicom, whose
pendant figure is a lion. The larter has a consistendy heraldic role on the left of each composition as
he bears the arms of the LeViste family that are nichly displayed on gold-timmed “velvet” banners
and pennants, on escutcheons, and even on the biue lances decorated with crescent moons. The

unicomn also serves as arms bearer, but his role is more complex as he actually participates in two of
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our six scenes: in “Sight” he abandons his heraldic function entirely and sits upon the lady’s knee to
gaze at his reflection in the golden mirror held in his mistress’s hand; in “Touch™ he parncipates both
in the action and in the armonal display. This dual role of the unicom illustrates the dual nature of
our tapestry: on the one hand s 1s a heraldic work as many sl fleurs tapestnes traditionally were;
on the other, these scenes are represenrattonal and the visual harmony of the six panels clearly
suggest a coherent thematic programme to be associated with the LeViste arms.

The heraldic function of this work has certainly not gone unnoticed,* and the prominence
with which the LeViste family arms are repeated on 2 monumental scale has even been suggested to
be a sign of the patron’s rownrean riche pride.*> In fact, armonal symbolism s repeated throughout this
work bevond the banners, pennants, escutcheons and lances that are held by the animals, for heraldry
was not limited to the abstract symbols that constituted a family crest. The motto was an essential
part of an individual’s heraldry, and we have numerous examples from the fifteenth century that
recall to varying degrees the phrase .4 Morn Sew/ Désir embroidered on the tent in the sixth panel: René
of Anjou’s Ardent Désir¢ Chades VIII's A Mon Attente or the A Jamais (1 "ous Senl) of Phillip of
Cleves.*” \We may also see that the figures often considered as simple arms bearers,*? that is the lion
and the unicom, make more siginficant conmbutions to the heraldic message communicated
throughout this work.

Emblems, an imporrant part of the abstract language of heraldry, provided some of the most
diverse and obscure references to mndividuals, relationships, and states of mind: the knotty branch of
Louts d’Orléans symbolised his resolve in the conflict widh the house of Burgundy as explained by
the accompanying motto Je lennuie, while the silver joiner’s plane and motto Je  planerar of John the
Fearless communicated his determinanon to break his cousin’s spirit.#? Animals, mncluding fanrastic
beasts such as the griffon, the winged stag and, obviously, the unicom,5 were particularly popular in
personal heraldry, not only for the symbolism that they conveyed, but also for the more or less clever
word games they could create. For example, Charles VIIT’s childhood fiancée, Margaret of Austria
chose the ostrich (in French, autruche) as her personal emblem for the reference it made to her nanve
country (Autriche) 5! In this light, we may consider the lions seen throughout our senes as a reference

to the patron’s natve city of Lyon. Even more personal references could be created by arumal

# G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs LeViste,” P- 214. S. Schnecbalg-Perclman, “La Dame 4 ks beorne,” p. 265. A.
Edande-Brandenburg, “Communication,” p. 170. J.-B. de Vaivre, “Messire Jehan LeViste,” p. 412.

% C. Nordenfalk, “Qui a commandé les tapissenies dites de L.a Dume 4 L icome?” 1.a Revue de 'Art, 55, 1982, p.
54. A. Erlande-Brandenburg, La Dame 3 la licome, s.p.

% \{. Cazenave, D. Poirion, A. Strubel, & M. Zink, L’Ast d’Aimer au Moyen Age, Paris: Editions du Félin,
Philippe Lebaud, 1997, p. 211.

% |.-B. de Vaivre, “Messire Jehan LeViste,” p. 413.

3 G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs LeViste,” p. 214. S. Schneebalg-Perelman, “La Dame i la bcorne,” p. 26

# 1.-P. Lecar, Quand flamboyait 1a Toison d’oc, Pans: lerame Arthéme Fayard, 1982, p. 124.
50 . Bourassin, Pour Comprendre le XV© Sécle, Paris: Editions Tallandier, 1989, p- 24
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associations; thus, we note the choice of the bear displayed in Guillaume Juvenal des Ursins’ heraldic
tapestries in the Louvre. As the bear (onrsin) created a homonym for the patron’s family name, so the

unicom has been shown to suggest the name LeViste, since the unicomn, the fastest animal of all, was

a symbol for w(5)tesse. 52

The meaning of the scenes

The heraldic aspect of our work is far from having been entrely explored, perhaps because
the unicom and the lion are often limited to a purely heraldic role. Our appreciation of the Lady and
the Urntcorn should, however, not be limited to its heraldic function, for unlike most armorial
tapestries, our work associates these arms with a complex iconographic programme. [t 1s cleady
necessary to understand what is represented in this work beyond the simple descniption of the lady’s
acuons 1n each panel; however, as proven by the considerable number of implausible interpretations
of this tapestry, the iconographic programme’s complexity and the symbolism’s obscurity hardly lend
themselves to facilitate the reading of the Lady ard the Unicorn5?

The first plausible interpretation of the senies was proposed by A. F. Kendrick who idennfied
it as an allegory of the five senses with the sixth panel erther as an introductory or concluding piece 54
The series would be explained as follows:

Figure 1, Taste: The lady selects a treat from the chalice presented by her servant to feed to
the bird perched on her hand. This sense is also illustrated by the monkey
n the foreground

Figure 2, Heanng: The lady plays an organ that is activated by her servant.

Figure 3, Smell: The lady makes a chaplet of camations selected from a golden platter held
by her servant. Again, a monkey illustrates this sense as he smells a rose
taken from a basker.

Figure 4, Sight: The lady 1s seated with the unicom n her lap. She shows him his reflection
in a large golden murror.

Figure S, Touch: In her right hand, the lady holds a LeViste banner atop a lance; in her left,
she holds the unicom’s hom.

Figure 6, 4 Mon Sex/ Dégr: Introduction/conclusion?55

5! E. Bourrasin, Pour Comprendre, p. 25.

2 H. Martin, “La Dame & la beorme,” p. 150. G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs LeViste,” p. 214 & p. 248. K Gouday,
“La Dame a la licorne : A Reinterpretation,” Gazette des Begux-Arts, 6° période, Tome CXXX, September 1997,
p- 254

5% For a comprehensive review of past and present theories, see F. Joubert, La Tapisseric médiévale, p. 78.

% AF. Kendsdck, “Quelques remarques,” pp. 662-666.
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It 1s this last piece that has caused art historians much igritation, for netther the inscription A4 Mon Sex/
Désir, nor the lady’s action correspond to the scheme of the five senses. Itis this complication that
has brought certain scholars to consider this last panel and its inscription to be the key to
understanding the allegorncal theme represented mn the Lady and the Unicorn.

A potental parallel for this inexplicable sixth depiction of the lady was identfied by Sophie
Schneebalg-Perelman who noted the former existence of a similar sernies that originally belonged to
Prince Erard de la Marck, Pnnce-Bishop of Liége from the early sixteenth century.5 Enuded Los
Sentidos, this work s recorded in a 1548 inventory as representng the five physical senses introduced
by a sixth panel beanng the inscription Liberum Arbitnium. 1t has, thus, been suggested that the
inscripton .4 Mon Seul Désir, finds its explanation in the Latin phrase meaning “according to one’s
free will:”” the Lady and the Unicorn would therefore illustrate that one may use her senses “selon son
libre arbitre, 2 sa convenance, g son sex! desir.”™>7 This interpretation would seem to find its verification
i1 the lady’s action, as she chooses jewels from the chest according to her free will or her only desire.
However, without the actual scenes from Los Sentidos, we cannot fully appreciate any potential
analogies. Granted, the similarities in the number of panels, the general subject, and the inscriptions
are convincing; however, the very Renaissance spint of this interpretation s troubling, and Lzberum
Arbitrium is to be interpreted, in Ms. Schneebalg-Perelman’s own words “selon le goGtde la
Renaissance.” The Gothic spirit that conceived this work would unlikely permit a representation of
fernales engaged in such free and uncontrolled behaviour; it, therefore, seems necessary to find an
interpretation that respects the medieval menulity of our work, for as Ms. Schneebalg-Perelman
pointed out herself, “La Dame a la lbecorne n’offre aucune caracténstique de I'art de la Renaissance, mais
une image radieuse de I'art gothique 4 son apogée.”s?

Late medieval humanism has provided a more appropnate parallel between .4 Mon Sex! Désir
and Liberum Arbxtrium, for as Alain Erande-Brandenburg has explained:

Pour Socrate et Platon, le libre arbitre était I'aptirude a bien fatre, qui nous est enlevée par
nos passions, c’est a dire par la sournisston a nos sens. Le geste de la jeune femme prend
alors tout son sens, d’'une trés belle portée morale. Suivant sa propre volonté, elle renonce
aux bijoux, symbole des appétits de nos sens.>?

55 We shall employ the order of panels displayed at the Musée de Cluny, thatis: “Taste,” “Heanng,” “Smell,”
“Sight,” “Touch,” and “A Mon Seul Désir.”

% S. Schneebalg-Perelman, “La Dame g la licorme,” pp. 262-263.

57 S. Schneebalg-Perelman, “La Dame 4 la boorme,” pp- 263-64.

58 S. Schneebalg-Perelman, “La Dame G la Gorne,” p. 275.

52 A. Erlande-Brandenburg, “Communication,” p. 179.
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This moralising interpretation, officially accepted by the Musée de Cluny, does have a considerable
weakness: aside from the apparent incoherence between these very innocent representations of
pleasure (the lady does not really partake in the sensuality evoked by the allegory) and a rather
negative condemnation of the physical senses, the reading of the Lady and the Unicorn that depends
on the notion of Liberum Arbitrium ignores the images that are repeated throughout this work and
that conform to what may be defined as the “iconography of love.”

Although the identification of love iconography in the Lady and the Unicorn is hardly oniginal 6! it has
met with relative litle success having been condemned by the former director of the Musée de Cluny
where the Lady and the Unicorm is housed.52 The greatest weakness with previous such interpretations
is the definition of our work as a celebration or commemoration of the marniage of a LeViste male s
for were this a wedding gift, the bnide’s arms would necessarily appear with those of her groom,$* as
seen, for example, in the tapestries of History of Perseus ot the mille fleurs tapestry, The Concert (figures
9& 23). This difficulty, however, does not exclude the possibility of a representation of love, and this
theme deserves more investigation, not only because of the proliferation of standard elements of the
iconography of love throughout the series, but perhaps more importantly, because romance was an
essential element of elite culture and expression in late medieval society, as reflected in contemporary
literature and in a vanety of visual media.

The most recent interpretation of the Lady and the Unicorn has proven more successful than
past attempts to place our work in the context of love$S such that this “reinterpretation” is now
presented at the Musée de Cluny as an altemnatve reading to that of Alain Erlande-Brandenburg 6
As our tapestry does not conform to standard representations of the five senses and its sixth panel
remains highly problematic, Kristina Gourlay has suggested that motifs with a more solid symbolic
foundation, most notably the representation of the unicom upon the maitden’s knee, may provide us
with the means to a proper interpretadon of our work. This very familiar mouf (previously identified
as “Sight”) evokes Richard de Foumival’s thirteenth-century Bestigire d’ Amour story of the taming
and capture of the unicom. Because this theme was “so popular that any visual pairing of maiden
and unicom, particularly one that resembles the classic pose as cleady as the pair in Sigh, would
evoke the bestary story in the viewer’s mind,” Ms. Gourlay has proposed a new explanation for our

& C. Nordenfalk, “Qui a commandé,” p. 55.

st K Gourlay, “La Dame a la Geome,” pp. 47-72. C. Nordenfalk, “The Five Senses in Late Medieval and
Renaissance Art,” Joumal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, XI.VIIL, 1985, pp. 1-22 & “Qui a
commandé, pp. 52-56.

& Edande-Brandenburg, Alain, “Communication,” p. 168 and Lg Deme 4 la Licorne. s-p-

3 K Gouday, “La Dawe  la bcorme,” p. 67. C. Nordenfalk, “Qui 2 commandé,” p. 56, & “Les 5 sens dans Parct
du Moyen-Age," La Revue de I'Act, 34, 1976, p- 20.

¢ A. Edande-Brandenburg, La Dae 4 L bome, s.p. J.-B. de Vaivre, “Messire Jehan LeViste,” p. 412,

¢ K. Gourday, “La Dame i la bicorme,” passim.

% N. Gamier, “The Lady and the Unicorn,” Guided visit, Musée de Cluny, Pasis, France, 15 February 1998.
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six scenes which, thus, become a “romance based loosely on the Bestary story” involving members
of the LeViste family. The unicom would be the chivalrous lover (the patron), and the lady would be
the beloved maiden who entices her suitor with her noble qualites.

The tapestry senes, apparently commussioned to commemorate or celebrate the patron’s

marriage, would be reinterpreted as follows:

Taste —» Pursuit: The eardiest stage of love and courtship begins this romance and is
svmbolised by the lady’s “bird of prey” which recalls the well-known “hunt of love” mouf.
The lady pursues her lover by enticing him with her qualities: her nobility symbolised by the
“hawk”, her wealth symbolised by the “pearls” contained in the chalice, and her virtue
svmbolised by the rose hedge behind her.

Heanng — Hammony: The dlustration of the lady’s noble qualities continues as she proves
her refinement by playing the organ. Music would also symbolise the harmony that exists
between two lovers.

Smell — Recognition: The very common mouf of gardand weaving is used here to illustrate
the next phase in the romance: having recongnised that the unucom has been attracted by her
noble qualities, the lady weaves a chaplet for her suitor as a “token of her retumed interest.”

Sight — Capitulation: In the first scene where the lady actually interacts with her unicom
suitor, Ms. Gouday recognises the Bestuary image in which the lover finally succumbs to the
lady’s charms and enters her embrace. This traditional symbol of chastry combined 1n this
scene with the suggestiveness of the lady’s lifted skirt would symbolise the balance of virtue
and sexuality that make a perfect marriage.

Touch — Capture: Having caprured the unicom’s heart (symbolised by the background
animals wearing collars), the lady now has the night to bear her lover’s arms in marniage.

A Mor Se! Désir —» Resolution: To symbolise marnage, the lady renounces her personal
heraldry, symbolised by the elaborate flower-link necklaces wom n the rest of the seres.
By removing her “device” the lady prepares herself to assume the heraldry of her husband.

Despite the appeal of this interpretanion, it does have two major weaknesses. First, as with
earlier attempts to idenufy the Lady and the Unicorn as 2 marnage gift or commemoration, this study
does not take into account the heraldic tradition that would have required both spouses’ or francés’
heraldry to appear. Second, the mouf of the capture of the unicom, although highly standard n love
iconography, does not automatically indicate that the Bestiary romance (or a vanation on that theme)
ts necessarily represented. That very motif could itself symbolise the Viegin Mary or the Incamation,
while the lady holding a mirror was an emblem for the cardinal virtue of Prudence. The maden and
unicorn motif was part of a well-established tradition for symbolising and representing amorous
themes that was based on a wide variety of imagery even older than the Bestiaire d’Amour.

Influences from antquity, Chrstianity, sacred and profane literature feudalism, and even Arab culture
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contributed to the late medieval social construct of love, which was a powerful and popular image at
this ume. The wealth of contemporary visual representatons of the medieval “art of love” allows us
to appreciate the repertoire of its symbolism and, hence, to enlarge our apprecianon of the meaning

of the Ludy und the Unicorn.

The Iconography of Love

Since ancient times, the setting for love has been the garden. The bos amoenus of anuquity
was identified as the home of Venus and as such, was eventually transformed from the “lovely place”

13

to the “place of love.”¢” By the late Middle Ages, the love garden was perhaps even more popular in
literary and visual representations, as the bucolic setting became nearly canonical for any amorous
theme and could be indicated by a certain number of elements, standard since the tme of Virgil: an
enclosure, flowers, trees, animals, birds, a central water source. ¢® The actual visual form that the
garden took n the Middle Ages, though, shows that this formula was not fixed and could be adapted
to the thematic and, or compositional requirements of a representation. Vaniations on this theme,
such as the Sixth Commandment (figure 26) or the Garden of Paradise (figure 27), llustrate the potental
variety of garden imagery which could convey a negative moral or lustrate the bliss of divine grace.
Biblical gardens would, in tum, be incorporated into the repertotre of the Laes amoenns which by the
end of the Middle Ages included details from the gardens of Paradise, Eden, and the Song of Songs.
The Lady and the Unicorn, thus, gives us a perfect example of the late medieval garden of love: the
enclosed island, reminiscent of the dortus conclusus, contamns the necessary flora and fauna symbolic of
the peace, fertlity, and abundance of paradise, and we appreciate the artist’s compositional restraints
which required him to eliminate the fountain or water source that 1s commonly seen in many
romantc arbours. Furthemmore, the very scenes depicted within this garden of love also correspond
to a fairly consistent repertoire of themes and moufs in the iconography of love, and we can, thus,
find similar representations in a vanety of media for compositions or details that may seem
problematic.

It is not surprising that A. F. Kendnck idennified our series as an allegory of the five senses:
they were a common element not only of the medieval art of love, but of sacred and profane
representations love gardens, as we see depicted in the miniatures of the Sixth Commandment and the
Garden of Paradise, in the engravings of the Large Garden of Love and Lovers by a Foruntain, as well as in
the fresco of the Morth of May (figures 26-30). Not only is love the power most commonly evoked to

¢ R. S. Favis, The Gard ; : Nethedandish 3 ; Rravings : :
11! hy i i A i (Ph_D Dlsscrtanon Unncmtv of
Pennsylvania, 1974), Ann Arbor (MI): University \ﬁczoﬁlms Imcmauonal 1985, p. 12.
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justify the benefits of the senses,s® the discovery of the universe of romance naturally begins with
sight which leads to the heart and soul.™ Poem 154 of the Carmina Burana, thus, explains the sensual
experience which proceeded from the five acrows sent by Cupid: ... e five ways by wihich we get involved
in love: sight; speech; touch; a mingling of kps, bke a blending of nectar, conducve to the last act; and what the fifth act
s Vienus makes woundrousty clear in bed”* As pointed out by Kristina Gouday, the five senses theory is
“inadequate,” however it 1s far from incompatible with the love theme which she proposes as the
proper interpretation of the Lady and the Unicorn”? The physical senses, although they cannot fully
explain the significance of the six scenes presented in our tapestry, were indispensable to the
representation of love and its pleasures, for they played a role in amorous relatonships. As shown by
the diverse tradition of the garden motif, the forms and representation of love in the Middle Ages
depended on numerous and diverse influences, and it is highly risky to attempt to explain a work of
art as complex as the Lady @1d the Unicorn with one source. In order to understand or appreciare what
seem to be 1solated or inexplicable motfs in these six panels, we should look ar the mysterious
elements of each panel in the context of other representations of love.

The panel known as “Taste” at first seems quite easy to situate in the iconography of love,
since it has been identified by Ms. Gourlay as an allegory of the hunt of love. In effect, hunting birds
were an important symbol in the representation of love where they may appear as major and minor
details. A most popular variation of the hunt of love was the hawk and heron motif, symbolic of the
masculine and feminine sides of sexuality,” which we see in various works including the upper
portion of “Hearing,” “Touch,” and *“4 Mon Sex/ Déar”” The first panel in our series, though, is
cleady not a hunt of love, for if we compare this small bird to the birds of prey seen throughout the
series or to the lady’s hawk in L'Offrand du héron (figure 31), we see that our bird is neither hawk, nor
falcon. This diminutive green bird is more similar to a parrot or a budgie, as identified by Henry
Martin.™* Gentle birds (doves, partridges, swallows and sparrows which were associated with Venus)
were also favoured in the iconography of love and were, thus, included in the menagene of our work
and other love scenes. However, it seems that the green parrot had a more significant role in
medieval love, symbolic of a young lover or fiancé.’”> Henry Marun idenufied the motf of a green
parrot perched upon a lady’s hand as an allegory for oy, as seen in the Bibliothéque de I’Arsenal

68 J. Verdon, Le Plaisir au Moyen Age. Paris: Libraie Académique Perrin, 1996, p.130.

¢ C. Nordenfalk, “Qui 2 commandé,” p. 55.

70 M. Cazenave, D. Poirion, A- Strubel, & M. Ziak, L'Art d’Aimer, p. 144.

7 The Love Soqags of the Cammina Burana, Translated from the orginal Latin by E. D. Blodgett and Roy Arthur
Swanson, New York & London: Gardand Publishing, Inc., 1987, p. 236.

72 K. Gourlay, “La Dame 4 la bcorne,” p. 48.

R S. Favis, The Gandeg of Love, p-

74 Mr. Martin goes so far as to identify the bird’s species either Palaeornss Alexcandri or Paleeorris or psittiacus
torguaius. H. Martin, , “Lg Dame G la Gcorne,” p. 141, note 2.

75 C. Nordenfalk, “Qui a commandé,” p. 54.
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manuscrpt 5066 (f° 110).7¢ This most appropniate sentiment for the garden of love may be identified
in another mille fleury tapestry such as the Concert scene housed 1n the Louvre (figure 32). What to
make, though, of the very stking similanty berween ‘“Taste™ and the Swiss tapestry Welflucht einer
Jungen Dame (figure 71)7 The utle of the latter would seem to broaden the possible significations of
the green parrot motif, and we shall retum to this theme of retreat from the wordd in a further
chapter. For the ime being, we wish to concem ourselves with the iconography of love and,
therefore, must complete our exploration of the vanous elements in this and the five other scenes.

The chalice held by the ady’s servant is a cunious and conspicuous object. Such a goblet,
though, was associated with contexts of love and, as seen in the engraving of the Large Garden of [ove
or Gerard David’s Marriage at Cana, could be offered as a betrothal gift; an actual example of such a
wedding goblet may well be provided by the so-called Monkey Cup in the Cloisters of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art.™ Let us next consider the mystenous contents of this chalice. Are
these grains that the lady feeds to her parrot,™ or is this golden cup filled with peads symbolic of the
lady’s grear wealth? ™ Spices were also symbolic of wealth in the Middle Ages and obviously more
appropriate in a depiction of the sense of taste than pears; moreover, depictions or descnptions of
paradisiacal settings evoked the scent of spices as the “aroma of paradise.” Whole cardamom grains
resemble the white spherical objects in this chalice, and this spice, extremely popular in the late
fifteenth century, was known at that ume as graines de paradis® The most fragant spices, such as
nutmeg, mace, clove, or cardamom, were often exchanged between friends and lovers as a token of
esteern, and were fashionably displayed in a vessel of gold or silver.8t Although it is difficult to prove
what exactly is contained n this chalice, we find an interesting repetition of the combtned motif of
“bead” filled chalice and green parrot in the miniature of The Mage of Lore (figure 34) in which exotic
spices evoke the enticing mysteries of love that captivate the green parrot or the lover.

The scene of “Heanng” represents one of the most common activities in the garden of love,
music which we see represented in tapestry (the Concert — figure 23) and in many engravings such as
the Large Garden of Love. Music-making wuple, and the Tuo Musicans (figures 28, 33 & 35). This mouf
has been identified as an allegory of “Harmony,””8? and does not demand further explanation, beyond

its obvious indispensable role in amorous retations.

"6 H. Martin, , “La Dame d la lcorme,” p. 142

" R. S. Favis, The Garden of Love, p. 98.

" H. Martin, , “La Dame & la licorme,” p. 142.

™ K. Gourlay, “La Dame a la licarne,” p. (0.

8 |. Verdon, Le Plaisir, p. 109.

1 W Schivelbusch, . Tastes of Paradise: A Social History of Spices, Stimulants, and Intoxicants, Translated
from the original German by David Jacobson, New York : Vintage Books, 1992, p. 6.

8 K- Gourlay, “La Dame & la licorne,” pp. 60-61. H. Martin, , “La Dame i la bcorne,” p. 143.
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The representation of “Smell” also presents us with another exceedingly common motif in
the 1conography of love — the flower gadand. The crowning of a lover with a wreath of flowers, as
seen m the engravings of the Large Garden of Lore, Lovers by a jountan, and Love Garden uith Chess Players
(figures 28, 29 & 36) was one of the most popular of all romantic gestures. Lonely lovers were
frequendy depicted weaving a chaplet in gardens > and this composition was typically emploved in
Calendar pages to illustrate the months of Apnl or May when began the season of love (figure 37).84
Finally, the particular flowers represented in this scene also had strong associations with the fars
amaenus, as the camation was a symbol of betrothal and marniage, and the rose was the flower of
Venus.35

The panel known as “Sight” provided Ms. Gourlay with the key to her theory, in which she
admirably illustrated the importance of the mouf of maiden and unicom in love iconography and its
dependence on the Bestiaire d’ Amour story of the hunt and capture of the unicom. This particular
version illustrates the ambiguity of much love imagery, which often would combine eroticism
(implied by the lady’s lifted skirt) with a certain morality (doubly represented by the moufs of the
matden with unicom and the hortres conclusus in which they sit) to represent the balance of sexuality and
chastity that characterise a perfect (marital) love.# It would seem that this pose became so integrated
into the iconography of love that it was appropnated as a typical stance for two lovers (figures 38 &
39). We should also not forget the important role the unicom played in the system of love
symbolism, for this animal, identfied with the chivalrous lover, was so popular in the late Middle
Ages that it was the “supreme symbol” of courtly love.#

The erotic suggestveness in the fifth panel, “Touch,” is much more blatant than in the
previous scene, as the lady’s hand grasps the unicom’s erect hom. Phallic symbolism was quite
common in love imagery (notice the proliferanon of daggers in an engraving like Lore Garder uith
Chess Playery — figure 36), but in our scene it achieves a particular tension with the unmustakable
symbols of virginity (the enclosed garden, long flowing hair, and physical contact with a unicom).
The contrast between virtue and physical pleasure, however, was part of the culture of love in the
Middle Ages partcularly in epithalmic poetry and imagery which glorified the sexual union of two
wed parmers often in a frank and graphic manner.?® However, this composition is not readily
dentifiable in the iconography of love. Knsnna Gourlay’s suggestion of “Capture” seems quite a

good explanation, for as she points out, a common metaphor to describe love and its effects was

8 R. S. Favis, The Garden of Love, pp- 140-142.
8 H. Martin, “La Dame a Lz beorne,” p. 143.
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8" R. S. Favis, The Garden of Love, pp. 122-23.
8 J. Huizinga, The Autumn, pp- 129-130.
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imprisonment or the chains of love.® The bound wild animals in the background reinforce the image
of the lover’s capuvity. However, we will sce shorty that compositional parallels for this scene can be
found in other contexts which will broaden our appreciation of the intended meaning for our series
and our appreciation of the social significance of love in the late Middle Ages.

The final scene m our work, “4 Mon Seu! Desir.” has always proven problematic in
interpreting this senes; with no clear understanding of this enigmatic piece, it almost seems
umpossible to appreciate the Lady and the Unicorn completely. Despite the romantc tone of the
inscrption .4 Mon Sex! Desir and the numerous examples of love scenes with simuilar tents, such as
Couple sous un dats, Liebesgarten mit Zelt, oc | tsite d'un chevalier (igures 25, 40 & 41), it 1s difficult to
situate our composition in the repertoire of love imagery, as this detail 1s found in a variety of specific
contexts. We seem to be confronted with another onginal composition in which the lady’s action is
nearly impossible to interpret. Does she choose or replace the jewels in the casket? Knstna Gourday
has related this scene to a marnage theme, which we propose to accept, however we beg the reader’s
patience, as we hope to achieve the means to explain this most mystenious element by the end of our

paper.

Armes et Amours

It is these last two panels which seem to be pure invention in the iconography of love.
However, a solid compaositional parallel for “Touch” may be found in representations of love’s
flipside: knighthood. The undeniable similarity between the lady’s pose and depictons of knights
such as The Nine Worthies (figures 42 & 43) 1s the first clue that the representation of love in the [_ady
and the Unicorn 1s also dependent on masculine military imagery. [f we consider the entire series,
though, we notice references to a knight which establish themselves with a certain repetitiveness.

The lances that support the LeViste banners and pennants throughout the senies are used for war, not
for jousting.?® The animals that support those arms were symbolic of particulady knightly virtues: the
lion, like the unicom, symbolised “the strength, ferocity, courage, fidelity and mercy” of a valiant
warnior and chivalrous knight.?! Even less conspicuous members of the menagerie that exists
throughout this senies could recall such events in knightly literature and history as the reerex du fasan
or the reexx dn héron. What 1s often considered the conclusion of this senes, .4 Mon Sex!/ Desir, has a
rather poetic resonance with another chivalric custom when we read Huizinga’s descoption of the

fifteenth century pas d'armes that centred around the fontane des pleurs, “For an entire year an unknown

89 K. Gourlay, “La Dame & la licorne,” p. 65.
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knight on the first of each month will pitch a tent in front of the fountain. Inside the tent a lady
(only a painting) sits and holds a unicom that carries three shields.”™? Although hardly an explanation
for the mysterious composition of the Lady and the Unicorn’s final panel, this tradition does evoke the
same spirit that conceived this iconic image of the lovely mistress of the unicom before the tent of
golden tears.

Thus, the image of love depicted in the Lady and the Unicorn seems to be expanded by
references to knughtly culture and creates a larger image of noble culture in general, for love and war
were the two traditional occupations of the noble class, the two elements that informed their identity
and culture to the core. The dialectic between arms and love (arwres and amonrs) was established 1n
secular literature in the thirteenth century as the lvnc love poetry of the troubadours began to
nfluence what had previously been the purely military genre of the chamson de geste, and from the end
of the thirteenth century throughout the late Middle Ages, romans that imposed an art of love were
directly linked to chuvalric virtues.” Military prowess was what rendered the knught worthy of love,
and the lady came to replace the feudal lord and even God as focus of a knight’s total devotion, that
for which he risked his life in the throes of battle. °* Medieval love was in fact a systern based directy
on the feudal model, such that the lady was her lover’s mistress i1n the literal sense of the term: she
held the “sovereign” power and he was her vassal in love. The rules of romance even borrowed the
sacred forms of feudalism as in the ceremony whereby a hopeful lover, or sippliant, would declare
himself the Jomme lge of his ladv by pledging on bended knee and with clasped hands never to have
another sergnenr of love, after which the oath would be sealed with a kiss (figure 41).95 Such ceremony
gives us an indication of the very formal nature of love in the Middle Ages, and this “liturgy” 1s
expanded by the spiritual content of love and war.

By the thirteenth century, love was an art, a knowledge or mastery of the rules that govemed
the practice of love and, the most basic requirement in love was the “‘virtue” of noblksse. André le
Chapelain makes this clear for us in his treaty on courteous love when he excludes the Third Estate
from all matters of love, for these members of society are [/ost nuturellement conduits a accomplr les
oeurres de | 'énies comme le cheval et le mulet, swvant linstinct de nature. Les travawx de la lerve el les plasiry di
Laborr et du binage leur suffisent®¢ In addition to the particular refinement and sarorr-fare that love
required, virtue was also essential in the art of love, particulady the rypically noble virtues of
generosity and courage which are foretgn to the stingy and jealous nature of the tzr. %" Through the

association of love with traditional signs of religious mystery, the visual arts contributed to the
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sanctificaton of the forms and images of noble culture. Love was, thus, a purely noble domain
which provided a complementary, refined idenuty to feudalism and elevated the warnor to a level of
virtue and piety formery only attamable through religion.?® Despite changes in political and economic
realities, the nobility maintained its supenior social image while its cultural forms provided the signs of
membership tn this idealised elite. However, towards the end of the Middle Ages, love, though
retaining its earlier forms, would be significandy altered in its spint, as artested by the most important
secular literary work of the ume, the Roman de la Rose.

This monumental work presents us with a unique and historically fascinating perspective on
love in the Middle Ages, for it provides the exposition of two opposed theonies of romance that are
based in the same tradinon. Begun around 1236 by Guillaume de Lorns, this allegorical mman
espouses all the courtly 1deals of the traditional fiwr ‘amor and its noble practinoners who were pure,
faithful, and self-sacrificing in the name of the bien-azmée. In the hands of its second author, Jean de
Meun, the Roman de la Rose would remain an allegory of love, but of a markedly different nature
than that of his predecessor. Finished around 1280, this romance, thus, provided an encyclopaedic
view of the ary amandi by presenung the older traditional model, and Jean de Meun’s criticism of
courtly love’s artificiality which threatened the human species by not respecting the divine decrees of
Nature. His libertine views (such as the condemnation of virginity) would profoundly irk the Church,
while his cynical views of female nature provoked a lively literary debate, as well as artacks from
defenders of the traditional firr wmor and women.

Despite the shift in attitude towards love and 1its practice, amorous pursuit remained a purely
noble domain open only to those who possessed the necessary virtues. Gone, however, was the
ethical content of the older form; in the later Middle Ages, virtue was the means to achieve love and
was defined by anstocratic qualities such as “carefreeness, receptability to enjoyment, gatety of spint,
love, beauty, wealth, gendeness, freedom of spirit (franchise), and Courteoisie”™ The Roman de la Rose
provided the nobiity with an encyclopaedic view of love which in tum offered the means to explain
and depict their world and existence, such that the elite found not only the rules of love, but also
thetr ideals of worldliness and erudition summed up in one romantic work. [t is difficult to
appreciate the impact of this remar, but Johan Huizinga reminds us, “It is impossible to overestimate
the importance of the fact that the ruling dass of an entire period obtained, in this manner, its view
of life and its erudition in the form of an a7y amand:.”’1%° Noble culture, it would seem, found its

definution in the culwure of love.
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The Romun de la Rose and the concepts of love it exposed were influential well into the
fifteenth century which witnessed a Renaissance of chivalnc values at various princely courts, such
that toumaments, orders of chivalry, and the art of love were revived in form 1f not in spint for the
amusement of knights and ladies. Love became a woddly game for the social elite, which was
preoccupied not with the transcendental nature of love, but rather with dédwit, or the amorous
divertissement and pleasure that were characteristic of both noble life and the practice of love. It
would seemn that the great number of depictions of love would be proof of the nobility’s interest in
love and its desire to see noble culture depicted on large and small scale. Thus, if we consider the
specific example of the [_ady and the Unicorn which presents an image of anistocratic culture based on
the nobility’s traditional roles, we begin to see thar the arms repeated throughout this work are
intended to attach such noble concepts to the family represented, that 1s the LeVistes.

Like many members of the bourgeoisie who achieved remarkable soctal and financial success
(Jacques Cerur, Nicolas Rolin), the LeViste jurist dynasty employed art and architecture as a sign of
membership m the noble class whose power they usurped. Although the nobility had lost a
significant portion of its political and economic force to these amizstes, the former group,
nonetheless, remained the envy of the Third Estate whose nsing members desired only to assimilate
themnselves to their social betters. As the exacr reality of nobility does not coincide entirely with the
images and ideals of this class, it is possible that Jean LeViste may well have been an accepted
member of the noble class. In addinon to the official nde granted him as President of the Cour des
Aides, his family history and biography strengthen his noble pretensions, as we shall see shordy. The
Lady and the Unicorn, considered in light of noble imagery and Le Viste artistic patronage, thus, emerges

as an encyclopaedic view of spintual and matenal signs of nebiesse.



III. THE PATRON

LeViste famiby hi 3 Jean LeViste’s bi I

When considering the new classes that were changing the identity of French society in the
late Middle Ages, we may find a perfect dlustration of the emerging noblesse de robe in the LeViste
family.10t At the end of the thirteenth or beginning of the fourteenth century, the LeVistes migrated
from Vimy (Neuville-sur-Sadne) to Lyon where they established themselves as artisans. Throughout
the fourteenth century, their prosperity grew and they converted their activity to commerce, thereby
amassing a considerable fortune and significant mfluence within Lyon’s urban oligarchy. Barthélemy
LeViste, a successful cloth merchant, made the decistve shift from commerce to law when he decided
that the legal profession would provide more secunty for his sons in the dark years of the plague and
the Hundred Years” War.19? Law would, thus, provide the LeVistes with the means to rise to the
highest levels of society and to mark the late Middle Ages as one of the most important dynastes of
the emerging noblesse de robe.

Having completed his studies, Jean LeViste (T)!19 retumed to his native town of Lyon where
he established himself as the family’s, and quite possibly the city’s, first doctor of law with clients of
impressive stature, such as the Abbot of Ainay, the city consuls, and the Archbishop of Lyon.19% A
highly successful law practice and a senes of strategic marniages made him the wealthiest man in the
city, and upon his death in 1383, Jean (T) left his heirs with sufficient means to establish the LeViste
line of jurists and pursue the ulimate goal of noble status.

Noble aspirations do seem to begin with this generation, particularly with Jean (T)’s eldest
son Jean (1), who continued the family law practice and surpassed his father’s success by serving the
princes de sang. His career began with the Duke of Orléans, for whom Jean (IT) may well have
admunsitered the state of Asti, included in Valentina Viscont’s dowry; in 1402, he passed into the
service of Duke Louis of Bourbon whom he served as wonseiller and, later, as chancellor of
Bourbonnais from 1408 to 1415.1%5 jean (II) would continue his nise in princely adminsstration to
finish as the first man from Lyon to enter royal service. As wnserller du roi Charles VI, Jean (II)

demonstrated such zealous dedication to the crown that, despite his despicable personality, he was
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appointed protector and leader of Lyon during the Burgundian threat.!% In this career we see two of
the key factors to LeViste success: service to lesser princes leading to entry into high royal functions
and staunch royalism. Marriage would also be essential to this family’s rdse in society; thus, Jean (II)’s
marnage with the noble but poor Sibylle de Bullieu set the pattem for future LeViste generations. By
wedding noblewomen whose fathers could provide no dowry, fising members of the jurist class were
able not only to facilitate the purchase of noble lands, but also to decrease the distance that was
perceived between themselves and the noblesse de souche. Such alliances with noble famndies also lent
more validity to pretensions to nobility, as Jean (II)’s proud references to his wife’s bonsne et ancenne
maison de Forez would seem to strengthen his own claim to be chevalier d'armes et de loix.197

Even if the nobility of the LeVistes was contestable, Jean (II) was certain to rear his children
in a manner that befit members of a grand family. All but one of his children forsook the traditional
family legal profession, in favour of the more traditional noble occupatons of seigneur or religious,
while his daughters were wed to members of the noblesse de souche.*® Upon Jean (II)’s death, although
no longer the wealthiest family in Lyon, the LeVistes nonetheless found themselves endowed with
considerable wealth, which had gradually been converted from urban real estate into more noble
forms of capital such as rural landholdings, seigneuries and pensions.!®? As a noble testator should
do, Jean (II) guaranteed the longevity of his patrimony under the clauses and stipulations of strict
male pnimogeniture typical of noble culture. More striking are the measures he took to preserve the
LeViste family arms which, in the case that one of his sons were not alive to assume the full heraldry,
would be passed to a son of his daughter, Catherine, provided that the boy and his descendents
would bear the arms and name of the testator as well as reside in the ancestral home at 29 rue St Jean
in Lyon; were this refused, the anms and property would pass to his eldest son’s daughter and in tum,
to her eldest son, etc.110

Jean (II)’s firstbom, Antoine, lived as a seigneur should from the revenue generated by land
holdings and from the very generous share left to him from his father’s fortune. Jean (II)’s heir was
also allied to the noblsse d'épée through his marriage to Béatrice de la Bussiére soon after 1431; within a
few years their first son Jean (the future patron of the Lady and the Unicorn) was bom. 11! In 1434 the

LeViste estate was considerably enlarged when Antoine assumed his wife’s inheritence of three

1% R. Fédou, Les Hommes de loi, pp- 340-41.

107 P. Contamine, La Noblesse au Royaume de France de Philippe le Bet a J.ouis X1I, Paris : Presses
Universitaires de France, 1997, p. 97.

108 G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs Le Viste,” pp- 218-220.

19 R. Fédou, Les Hommes de loi, pp. 344-345.

110 G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs LeViste,” p. 222.

111 René Fédou discovered the reference to Jean LeViste’s parents in the Obruare de la province de Lyon which
cites, “nobilis Johannis Le Viste juniosis, domini Bellecurie, d’Arcy, ac consiliani Regji,” “dominus Anth. Le
Viste” and Béatrix de 1a Bussiére “uxor predicti domini Anthonii et mater domint Johannis juntons.” G.
Souchal, “Messeigneurs LeViste,” pp. 224-225.
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quarters of the seigneunes of Arcy and St. Chnstophe. Onginally bequeathed by Lancelot de Sémur
to his niece Béatrice de la Bussiere,!'2 one quarter of the property was already in the hands of
creditors, and the remaining lands were well bevond the financial means of the impoverished house
of la Bussiére. These lands would eventually be passed to Antomne’s eldest son jean who continued
the social climb initiated generatons before him. This dheradier and sesgnenr d’Any may be considered
the climax of the LeViste dynasty, and his tapestnies of the I ady and the Unicorn may well be the
radiant image of an individual’s and a family’s ultimate social success.

Unlike his father, Jean would pursue a legal career which, significantly, can be relatively well
traced.!® His study of law began in Avignon in 1452 and finsshed six vears later in Paris. The first
vears of his career are somewhat shadowy, although we find mention of him made in 1464 when he is
cited as conserller Lz in the Parlement of Panis. It seems likely, though, thar Jean LeViste began in the
service of the Dukes of Bourbon, for this was a common “entry level position” for promising jurists,
like the [eVistes and Chades Guillard, the patron of the History of Persexs tapestry. Furthermore, Jean
LeViste must have been in Bourbon service for some time before 1465, the year in which the duke
compensated his faithful secvant wath ifelong usc of a house in Notre-Dame-des-Champs just
outside of Paris. Jean LeViste would maintain tes to the Duchy of Bourbon despite his eventual
service to the kingdom, and we find numerous rewards paid to Jean LeViste by the Bourbon family
until 1-489.

Like his ancestors before him, Jean LeViste benefited from lus position with the Duke of
Bourbon to enter into service at the Pardement of Pans, and by 1471 he would seem to have
achteved a certain level of importance among his noble peers. We find Jh Lel “Uite. . .eager. . . conserller du
rof en su cour du parlement de Paris listed in the Registre de Guerre among the notable figures who received
regular gages, pensions et ordonnances, such as the Dukes of Lorraine and Brabant, Tanguy de Chastel, and
Charles d’Ambotse. That he had entered the good graces of the “Universal Spider” Louis XI seems
proven by the controversy provoked in that same year, when the king created a seventh office of
Maitre de la Chambre des Requétes expressly for Jean LeViste. The uproar caused by this appointment
incited nearly three years of contention and debate from the other six members who sought legal
recourse against what was perceived as a perversion of the admunistration and, perhaps, a usurpation
of noble power. Jean LeViste, nonetheless, was maintained in his function in the Chambre des Requétes
and continued to benefit from royal favour, as may be deduced from the gages. pensions et ordonnaces
awarded to him which totalled more than one thousand Zrres fonrnois from 1473 to 1475. More

significantly, we begin to see at this ime the increasingly important role Jean LeViste plaved in his

12 A & C.-M. Fleury, Le Chateau d’Arcy, p- 54
13 G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs LeViste,” passim.
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king’s service, as the faithful administrator was employed on considerable diplomatic, legal, and even
mulitary missions.

From 1473 to 1474 Jean LeViste was charged with the asitallement des gens de guerre en Roussillon
pour e recouvrement dud. pays, a military function which undoubtedly flattered and perhaps validated his
noble aspirations. In these same years, the king entrusted his wzseider with diplomatic functions of
the utmost importance. Various trips made to the duchy of Bar from 1473 to 1474 would seem to
indicate that Jean LeViste was implicated in Louis XI's machinations that would eventually thwart
Charles the Bold’s imperial aspirations: LeViste’s voyage to the Barrois in August 1474 coincides with
Duke René II of Lorraine and Bar’s decision of August 15% 1474 to abandon the Duke of Burgundy
and to ally with France. On September 22+d 1476, Lowss X1 appointed his ansezller to the sixteen man
jury that would investigate and judge the charges of treason and lése-majesté brought agamnst the
king’s cousin, Jacques d’Armagnac, Duke of Nemours. Louis XI would pay his faithful servant the
greatest and final honour on May 2274 1482, when the king actually visited and lodged with LeViste in
his chiteau at Arcy. Retuming from a pilgrimage to Notre-Dame de Cléry, Louis XI paid 4 son fidéle
serviteur...lhonneur de loger at the Chateau d’Arcy and donated a relic of St. George to LeViste’s
seigneurial chapel.t'* The miraculous cures that Louis XI sought in this and many other pilgrimages
would not come, and the king died in 1483 to be succeeded by his young son Chades VIII, who
would maintain Jean LeViste in his privileged position at the core of the royal politics.

On September 2nd 1483, a delegation was chosen by the Padement of Pans to visit the young
king and ask him for royal confinnation; one of the LeViste family was a member of this party which
left Paris for Amboise where Charles VIII gave the Padement his full approval. It s not clearc
whether this LeViste was Jean or his cousin Aymé who also was a member of the Padement of Pars,
but we are certain that Jean continued in his position as wnseiller du rai and eventually was employed in
delicate matters of justice, such as the 1487 trial of Philippe de Commines. The crowning
achievement of his career, however, came in 1489 when Jean LeViste was appointed prestdent des
generanlx sur le fait de la justice des atdes a Paris. As head of the Conr des Aides, Jean LeViste led the
sovereign court that oversaw extraordinary royal finance, evaluated at thirty times more than the
kingdom’s regular feudal revenues.!’S This position, traditionally assigned to members of the clergy,
was given only to intimate members of the royal entourage whose loyalty and tenure surpassed all
others. Remunerated with 1000 livres toumois per annum as well as all expenses reimbursed for
voyages et chevauchées, the greatest compensation for this position was certainly the noble tite
automatically conferred upon the President of the Cour des Aides.

14 A. & C.-M. Fleury, Le Chiteau d’Arcy, p. 64.
1S E. Bourassin, Pour Comprendre, p. 82.
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As did most successful jurists, Jean LeViste likely married late in life once his career was
securely established, and like many of his peers, Jean LeViste took a noble wife.!'¢ His spouse,
however, was hardly a member of the declining roblesse d'’épée which unloaded the costly burden of
daughters on wealthy merchants and jurnists. On the contrary, Geneviéve de Nanterre came from a
long established noble family whose name was as respected as its fortune was immense, and such a
reputation would seem to attest to the relation of parity Jean LeViste established among the
traditional nobility. Daughter of Damoiselle Guillemette LeClerc and first president of the Padement
of Paris Mathieu de Nanterre, Jean LeViste’s wife was a considerable party who brought property,
presuge, and money to her husband.!?

Three daughters would issue from this marnage: Claude, Jeanne and Geneviéve; the two
eldest daughters would enter into highly successful marriages which quite reflect the dual nature of
LeViste interests and lineage. As we will see in more detail in the next chapter, Claude, the firstbom,
would marry twice and both times with members of very illustrious noble families. In contrast, her
younger sister Jeanne’s husband was cnserller du roi and second president of pardement: despite a series
of seigneuries and a noble mother, Thibauit Baillet was not of the same noble stuff as his brothers-in-
law, rather a peer of his father-in-law. The youngest LeViste daughter did not marry, and with no
male heir Jean LeViste would be forced to concede the full family arms and a certain number of
ancestral propertes, including the house at 29 rue St. Jean in Lyon, to a cadet branch of his family.
However, the patron of the Lady and the Unirorm had established himself as an independent seigneur of
domains inherited from his matemal ancestry of the noblesse de souche, and throughout his adult life
Jean LeViste continued to regain and consolidate considerable properties which had been lost from
the la Bussiére heritage.

In 1457, upon the death of Antoine LeViste, Jean was sole heir to his father’s fortune and
lands. In April of that year, Béatrice de la Bussiére ceded her claims to the noble estates of Arcy-sur-
Loire and St-Christophe-en-Brionnais to her son, as recorded by the Inventaire général des titres papiers et
autres ensiegnements des terres et seigneuries d’ Argy, Vindecy where we read of the donnation faite par Madame
Béatrice de la Bussiére veuve d'Antoine Le Viste a noble Jean Le Viste des terres et dépendances dicelles en date du 25
ayril 1457118 In 1400, Jean LeViste presented un acte de reprise avec dénombrement de la terre d’Ary and its
dependencies to the Duke of Burgundy, Phillip the Good, and would take full possession of the lands
in 1464, as tesufied by his payment of one thousand livres for the last quarter of this property which

had been 1n the hands of creditors. As full owner of these ancestral lands, the conserller du roi and

116 G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs LeViste,” p. 237.
117 G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs LeViste,” p. 238.
118 J.-B. de Vaivre, “Messire Jehan LeViste,” p. 416.
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sesgnenr d'A4ry duly labelled humself in this document egregins domicellus.'? Finally, at the highpoint of
his career and the end of his life Jean LeViste continued to assemble what would seem to be a
“matemal patmmony,” as he purchased the seigneures of Saint Sodin (1489) and Arigny (tide to
revenue 1491, land 1494), and a maéson forte at Liergues (1491) all of which had formedy been
possessions of the la Bussiére famnily 120

Although we do not benefit from Jean LeViste’s will (which was published in part before
being lost), it seems likely that Claude LeViste would have been his principle beneficiary in order to
maintain the integrity of his personal domain. Furthermore, she would execute the restoration of her
father’s seigneurial chapel, as expressed that this undertaking was to be done & plutit que faire se posrra
par mor bértiiére ow héritiers 13! It was this chapel that was to have been the final resung place of Jean
LeViste, where he hoped to preserve a public memory of himself as chevalker and sesgneur d'Ary. But,
would this man of common origins have been justified in his claims to nobility? Many scholars
refuse to categonise Jean LeViste as a nobleman, but rather as a parvenx or a nouvean riche, like many
commoners who declared themselves anstocrats simply because they owned noble property.122
Furthermore, Jean LeViste’s patemal nobility was weak if at all existant, while his “true’ nobility
descended from the matemal side: legally and traditionally, nobility could not be transmitted from
mother to child. Louis XI remunded his subjects of the invalidity of such pretensions when he
denounced those who claimed nobility ¢ a cause de leurs femmes, meres et nobles fiefs qu'tls ont acqds que
autrement ! Nonetheless, Jean LeViste had no reserves about labelling himself with noble tides,
particulady since the President of the Cour des Aides automatically received an official noble patent.
He also came from a throroughly noble mifex as his father lived as a true seigneur and his mother’s
greatest asset was her pedigree. Moreover, the reality of nobility was hardly as simple as the clear cut
definition of the three estates thar all too often conditions our view of medieval society. It, therefore,
seems pertinent to invesugate the nobility as a social and legal state in order to answer the question,
“Was Jean LeViste noble?”. We undoubtedly will not arrive at a devinitive answer, but we will
certainly see that we should not categorically refuse Jean LeViste the rank of nobleman and that the
message he created with the Lady and the Unicorn and with other artistic forms conveyed the message

that this man was noble not only in titie but also in spirit.
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Nobility in the late Middle A

How does one define nobility? The basic benefit of nobility was privilege, particulady the
fiscal privileges that members of this caste enjoyed.!2 Therefore, in order to regulate privilege and to
guarantee that only the truly meritorious were exempt from taxation, there would necessarily be some
sort of legal definition that allowed the categorisation of who was noble and who was not, who was
privileged and who was not. [n the simplest terms and at the basis of feudalism was the sacred
notion of the Three Estates that constituted medieval French society: the ecclesiastic Church or First
Estate, the milirary nobility or Second Estate, and the common labourers or the Third Estate.
Although the true feudal era had come to a dose by the thirteenth century, this formal model was still
effective as the Esats généraux de Tours confirmed when they declared in 1484 :

La distinction des états des membres de la chose pubbigue n'est inconnue de personne, selon laguelle i est
prescrit a Eglise de prier pour les autres, de consetler et d'exchorter, a la noblesse de protéger les autres par les
armes, et ax peuple de les nournir et de les entreterir par les contributions et par 'agriculiure; et cela non point
pour lavantage particulier de chacun, mais dans le seul but du sesd bien public, que chacun, en accomplissant
son office, doit posurssivre et rechercher, sans travailler seulement pour soi mais pour tous ensemble, en sorte
que, si Lon ussrpe ['office de som assocé ou si Lo rejette som fardeau sur um autre, on s'occupe mal de 'utsbcé
du bien commun. Cette spéaficte des offeces, ni les femmes, ni les jesnes, pour peu gu'els aient quelque
ternture d'instruction, ne !ignorent.’”

A change n one’s estate would pose a threat to the common good, to the stability of society,
for this triple social division was considered a divine institution, the success or failure of which
depended not on the validity of the model, but rather on the effectiveness of those who fulfilled their
roles.1? The clergyman prayed; the nobleman protected; the commoner laboured. As the medieval
conception of the word and society was perfectly static, there was litde place for change or alteration
in the stereotypes that populated the three estates, and the idealised images for each dass allowed this
social model to find its justfication in the face of attacks on all sides from a conflicting reality.
Although the clergy continued to pray and perform its sacerdotal role, the Church’s image of spinitual
leader had been severely tamished from corruption, hyposcrisy, and the Great Schism. Noble power
had significantdy declined in the economy and even in the politics of the time, as capital began to
replace force as the key to power. This new power, money, was generated by members of the third
estate — merchants, bankers and junsts — who defied categorisation in any of the established classes: it
was obviously illogical to group these urbane burghers with those who toiled the land, but sacred
tradition excluded them from the nobility.

124 P. Contamine, La Noblesse, p. 21.
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However, the Second Estate mamtamned 1ts hold on the popular imaginanon such that there
was no group more admured or envied than the anstocracy,'* and the ultmate sign of success was a
place i the ulamate social caste. What 1s more the nobility needed and accepted the new blood and
money that came from the successful bourgeois who sought acceptance in France’s elite, as proven
by the pattern of social extinction and renewal that marks the period from 1280 to 1510.128 France’s
traditional noble population was gradually being depleted throughout the end of the Middle Ages for
two general reasons, one biological and the other economic. First, the noble “race” lost its numbers
as a result of death from war, sickness and the infirmity that charactenses intermarnage, i addition to
the obvious effect of celibacy that was practiced by an increased number of noble religious. Second,
a large portion of this class simply ran out of money, as feudal revenues could not meet the demands
of a lifestyle which was based on war and leisure. It was this latter reason that favoured the renewal
in noble population and the changes in the hierarchy of French society.

A common social practice began around 1300, as wealthy peasants, burghers, and especially
jurists began purchasing noble properties. Although the simple acquisition of such property did not
instandy guarantee a noble title, many such new landowners were eventually integrated into the noble
class, provided thar they, their children, and their descendents led a noble lifestyle in castles or manor
houses fumished with all the amenities of refined living; that their daughters entered into noble
marriages; and most importantly, that the landowners went to war in the name of their sovereign.1®
Marriage was the other means of entry into the noble class, as we have seen in the specific case of the
LeViste junsts, who took advantage of the impoverished state of the noblsse de sonche and usurped a
bit of prestige by marrying young damodselles whose father could not afford a dowery. This pattem was
so common that by the fifteenth century, and especially after 1450, all major cines had a group of
nolables, that 1s influential ciizens whose fortune was made in banking, commerce, or law and was
invested in all forms of real-estate, but most particularly in noble lands.13

The greatest desire of the panenns who were starting to fill the ranks of the second estate was,
naturally, to assimilate to their adopted class. Theoretically this would have represented a drastic
change for bourgeois arvivistes, as a guiding principle in noble culture (the price of fiscal exemption)
was the interdiction of any sort of commerce or manual labour. Throughout the second half of the
fiftcenth century, the notion of inappropriate noble comportment was given a specific term as the
1dea became widespread. Behaviour or practices which were not conducive to poursiavre le fait de noble

were characterised vanably throughout the latter years of this century as desrogeant a fat de noble (1447),

12" . Hwzinga, The Autumn, pp. 61-62.
128 P. Contamine, La Noblesse, p- 65.
12 P. Contamine, La Noblesse, p. 76.
130 P. Contamune, La Noblesse, p- 97.



37

desroguer asu privilege de noblesse (1470), or simply desrogeance (1485).131 All of these terms refer to the
activities or conduct that were considered typical of the third estate and that were thought to infect
the upper echelons of society.

Noble status required a noble lifestyle, that is to live off the revenues generated by one’s
terrestrial property, to surround oneself with the luxury and comfort that befit an individual of this
station, and to serve one’s sovereign (and therefore one’s country and people) in a military function.
However, the newest members of the nobility may not be to blame for the decay in noble values and
identity; in order to facilitate assimilation to their adoptive class, they were likely more traditional and
conservative in their thoughts, activities and lifestyle.1*? Furthemmore, as the noble population
actually decreased from 1300 to 1500, it would seem that former members of the third estate
represented only a moderate to insignificant change in the demographics and numbers of the late
medieval French nobility.!33 Part of this decline may be explained by the horrors of the Hundred
Years War. Another explanantion may be purely economic: as the financully taxing nature of a
proper lifestyle made it nearly impossible to live off one’s land, many nobles supplemented their
income with extra-feudal eamings from agriculwure, forestry, urban real estate, and even commerce
and usunious loans.13* Despite the stigma of derrogeance, equally vivid in the minds of the nobles and
roturiers, there were acceptable occupations besides that of chevaber.

Antoine de la Sale defines the two professional domains that are appropriate for males of the
highest class of society: the ecclesiastic and judicial or the military and courtly.’3s The basic roles of
clergyman or knight were long accepted paths for noblemen to follow, however in the late Middle
Ages, the judicial function began to emerge as a separate entity and may perhaps be seenasa
conflation of two aspects of the more traditional occupations. Royal administrators and jurists
defended the validity of a prince’s sovereign daims which in more theocranc umes had been the
responsibility of the Church, and in so doing defended the physical welfare of the country, as did the
noblesse d’épée. It, however, was not acceptable to be a simple notary or lawyer: what was essential to
the respectability of the judicial realm, and perhaps what most interested nobles in dus field, was the
dispensation of justice, a primordial and prestigious functon in the Middle Ages. Despite the
importance of and demand for this activity, however, there were ongianally relatvely few nobles who
could actually be qualified as jutists or legal experts. From a social perspective, the legal profession
demanded skills and qualificanons which were acquired at the university, not on the battlefield, and

131 p. Contamine, [a Noblesse, p. 207.
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were foreign to the noble mind.13¢ A histonical perspective shows us, moreover, that the implication
of lay, non-noble administrators in the royal admmistration was a sign of the end of pure feudalism,
the harbinger of a new era.

In the thirteenth century, Philippe Auguste found the means to overcome a menacing
nobility in burghers who were well-versed in Roman Law, such that by the fourteenth century, the
monarchy had established a certain stable loyalty through the centralisation of government and the
inclusion of non-nobles in political life.13” The result of this shift in power and revolution in social
functioning was the first distribution of noble patents by a French king from 1275 to 1325.:38
Throughout the end of the medieval peniod, then, public service to pnnces or kings provided
possibilittes to nise i the fixed hierarchy for the urban bourgeoisie who did not conform to
established social definitions, yet possessed the means for success — wealth and education.’® Lyon in
particular would be one of the kingdom’s most important cities for its economic, social, and political
contributions. The years between 1370 and 1450 saw the nise of Lyon’s jurist class from which
emerged 1ts doctors of law who would establish a number of highly successful “dynasues”™ based on
faithful service to the crown and political, economic, and cultural supeniority ao the peasants, artisans,
and merchants of the Third Estate.140

In his indispensable study of Lyon’s junst class at the end of the Middle Ages, René Fédou
illustrates the typical pattem of the nise of the “Lyonnais Legal Dynasty,” which emerges as a sort of
LeViste family portrait.#! Springboarded by oniginal success in commerce, a founding member
preserves the essential monetary wealth by shifung his famiy’s interest to law, as Barthélemy LeViste
did when he sent his son Jean {I) to eam his doctorate 1n law. A skillful use of connections to
(munor) prnces is the standard means to achieve success and could be seen as the trademark of
LeViste careers which invaniably started with a considerable personality, such as the Duke of Odéans
or the Duke of Bourbon who provided the necessary professional and diplomatic expenence if not
the desired prestige. A strong personality, such as Jean (IT) LeViste, tecognises and seizes the
opportumty to forge a place for his family in the royal administration that 1s established as the
monarchy begins to stabilise its power. Through purchases of noble propertres and mamages with

noble women, men like Jean (II) and his descendents gradually penetrated the ranks of France’s noble
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class. By the end of the fifteenth century, the noblesse de robe, although 1t did not exist as a term, would
exist as 4 noble stereotype, having won a certain amount of ground from the sacred noblesse d'épée.1+2

Tradition was hardly adverse to the nobility of those who served the kingdom 1n a judicial
function, and there were even certain regions around the Midi (Dauphiné in particular) that found the
title of Doctor of Law, with its special expertise and functions, worthy of the privieges and tide of
nobility.1*3 LeViste noble pretensions then become all the more clear when we note that this
tradinon, common in neighbouring regions but less so in Lyonnais, was respected by Jean (II)
LeViste who declared himself cheralier d'ames et de bi** \What 1s more, Jean (II) was one of a very
small number of Lyonnais citizens to declare inherent nobility when he claimed that son bisasen estoit
noble ... et '...] partit du pais de Bourgoigne, dugnel il estoit natif et vint desmonrer en la 1ille de [ ion on il atort vescu
noblement.\*S Are such tenuous claims proof of an arministe attitude or validation of cultural and social
superiority?

That there were individuals and families who pretended or unjustfiably claimed to be noble
is unquestonable: the number of investigations and rejections of such claims throughout the fifteenth
century would seem to be proof thereof.1*¢ However, there were undoubtedly those who felt their
cases were unfairly rejected. Were there rules to determine who wras noble or not? The desire to put
a definition on nobility that emerged in the fifteenth century would seem to indicate that there were
at least attempts to provide such cotena, and we do find exact recipes for what it took to make a
baron, vicomte, duke, etc.!*7 But such prescriptions apply rarely to reality and less often to
perceptions. A whole vanety of factors deterrmuned first, if one were noble and second, how noble
one wis; were the second answer insuffictent, it seems likely that the first would hardly matter.

Theoretically and traditonally, only 2 “prince” had the power to change one’s estate, as is
clear in the fourteenth-century Songe du U'ergrer which states: Peut azvam estre anobly par le prince gut ne
CongroLst soureraen autre en lerve. [Un empereur, in rot,] ou anire seignenr lexvier qit @it postoer et puissance de faire
loy. car il a prassance de fare loy par consequent il pest annoblir*® This tradition 1s upheld into the extreme
end of the Middle Ages, as a fifteenth-century source informs us that only a prince may raise a
commoner to the ranks of noble: £ prince le tent par parole noble en bei donnant tiltre, honneur. lhibrté et
Sranchise comme les aultres gentilhommes le tennent qid son yssus de nobles parens. .. et donne; a celluy qu'tl ayme

antenn office, lequel emporte avecques lia enclose digrité ¥ It would mitially seem simple to venfy a claim to
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nobility, as letters of noble patent were officially to be recorded in the Regisire du Trésor des Chartes et de
la Chambre des Comptes.’*® However, for reasons of cost relatively few ennoblements were actually
recorded, and we can only wonder how many more have been lost to negligence, hazard, or time.
Furthermore, the definition of “prince” is hardly clear when we consider these texts, and given the
meaning of the word, the Dukes of Burgundy, Brittany, Orléans and Bourbon were as much princes
as was the King of France. As the LeViste dynasty had a record of exemplary service to different
sovereigns, mncluding the Dukes of Bourbon and Orléans who were endowed with the power to
ennoble, it seems quite possible that these faithful servanes were compensated with an “official” ate
uttered by a “pnnce.”

We then see that Jean LeViste, the patron of the Lady and the Unicorn, undoubteldy
considered himself noble as he deserved, not only because his presidency of the Cour des Aides
conferred nobility, but also because he met the requirements of respectable standing within this social
class. The three critena that can be said to influence the degree of one’s nobility are :

1. The quality and quantity of noble land possessions

2. The longevity (real or claimed) of family lineage

3. The nature of family ties and alliances!s!

The LeVistes, and Jean in particular, owned a considerable number of noble domains and thus are an
exception to the rule that noble properties owned by commoners were of mnsignicant size and little
value.’s2 The longevity of LeViste noble lineage dates to an unknown past cited by Jean (IT) as we
have seen above. The tenuousness of these claims are counterbalanced by the long line of
noblewomen that mothered Le Viste children and local tradition that equated doctors of law, like Jean
(IT) and Jean (IV) LeViste, with members of the noblesse d'épée. That the LeViste family truly believed
themselves noble may be proven by the varnious references they make to themselves in noble terms or
by the fact that from an early date they were not undaunted by taking advantage of the nobility’s
fiscal exemption.1s3

However, the roblesse de sonche was hostle to new members no marter how justified their
claims seemed, and the tamish of common origins could remain with a family even generations after
the ininal ennoblement. To tllustrate the tenacious stigma of bourgeois origins Philippe Contamine
gives the example of the LePelletier family, successful merchants from Rouen who accumulated
noble properties while maintaining their commercial activities only to artain a noble tde in 1471. In
1485 they began construction of the nobleman’s requisite chiteau (Martainville, Pays de Caux), and

the next year they were included in the presentation of nobles that took place in the city of Rouen on

%0 P. Contamine, L.a Noblesse, p. 67.
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3 July 1486. Nonethelss, their bourgeois ongins and commercial activities were still remembered well
into the eighteenth century.!5¢ As the image of nobility depended little on reality, but on an idealised
past based on armes et amours, true membership seems to have depended on a vital symbolic content.
Although they did not command the economic or political power of the feudal age, the nobility still
represented a spirirual and soctal ideal that commanded the popular mind and appealed to a
transcendant notion of an ideal past bathed in the virtue and sanctity of love and knighthood. In
contrast to the often lingering stigma of common origins, the essence of nobility was virtue which
was theoreucally available to everyone and a model or school of thought to be transmitted to noble
children zant par estude de clergie que par lenseignement des vaillans chevabers ou escuters preux hommes et bien
renommés.tSS It was undoubtedly this culture that truly proved one’s inherent nobility, and this spinitual
content of chivaldc culture is cleady expressed in the Lady and the Unicorn. If we re-examine the
history of the LeViste family from the point of view of matenial culture, we may well see thae art and
architecture were a most useful means to communicate the true nobility of a farmly that rose with an

incessant determination from common beginnings to reach the highest levels of society.

I f nobili

Art and architecture have long been the sign of wealth, power, and importance. Although
the imagery and themes of late medieval art were undeniably linked to the High Middle Ages, they
were no longer the property of the Church or the monarchy, as art became the means for wealthy
individuals, often non-nobles, to advertise their success and to create what we would today label a
public umage. The emerging jurist class, the future noblesse de robe, recognised the communicative
potental of art and architecture which they employed as the manifestation of their membership in the
nobility, as the ultimate sign of success. Once again, the LeViste family provides us with the paradigm
of such patronage which may well have used works of art and intellect for the most practcal
intention of an individual’s self-glorificatuon.

Junists were the only members of society, outside the nobility and the clergy, to possess
considerable libraries. Not only was a library indispensable to the practice of law, but literature had a
great intellectual and cultural value for this class that had benefited from academic education and,
thus, distinguished itself from an urban population comprised largely of merchants and artisans.
Literature also communicated a social message about the owner of a library, as the cost of illuminated
manuscripts was well-beyond the financial means of all but a very small, privileged minonity.

Possession of a library could be seen as a sign of membership in a refined elite that had both the

33 G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs LeViste,” p. 224
54 P. Contamine, La Noblesse, p. 100.
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financial and cultural means to appreciate literature which was the “property” of the First and Second
Estates. Jean (II) LeViste had a particulady impressive library: thirty to forty volumes of religious,
legal, and romantic works so valuable it became an heidoom to be passed from one generation to the
next.! On the one hand, such a practice was practical for it supplied future LeViste jursts with
indispensable legal works; on the other, by providing his children with religious and romantc
literature, such as the romandum suum de Lanceloto et du Sant Graal bequeathed by Jean (1) to his son
Pierre,'s” a nobleman assured the transmuission of noble values and culture to his posterity. In short,
the possession of a library such as that of the LeViste family was communicative of a social, cultural
and economic superionity to the majority of France’s population, ncluding a good portaon of clergy
and nobiles.

Architecture was also employed by France’s legal elite to demonstrate their wealth and
refinement, and throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth centunies, jurists demonstrated a certain
predilection for highly fashionable Jostels in the most anistocratic urban neighbourhoods, rchly
fumished and abundandy decorated.!s® The 1428 will of Jean (II) LeViste illustrates the money and
attention consecrated to the ancestral home, located at 29 rue St. Jean in Lyon, which symbolised the
family’s wealth and a dynasty’s longevity: the testator is sure to mention his wlgue maison paternelle
qu il habite and dans laquelle il a dépensé plus de 1300 écus d'or, comme cela pewt apparailre clairement a tous cesnx
q#¢ la regardert.’?  Although no precise inventory survives, other sources, such as testaments or tax
records, provide us with a faidy good idea of the house’s interior luxury. In 1430, Jean (II)’s heirs
serded their father’s fiscal debt of 209 livres 10 sous in a most noble style with a collection of objets
including XTI tasses et une eguere et sune cheyne a tomelles dores. . .plus 2 crayes dores et une blanche 160

The late fifteenth century of the Lady and the Unicorn saw what may be described as a
“construction boom” stimulated by the avid interest in architecture manifested by all ranks of the
anistocracy.'*! As we know, Jean LeViste enjoyed the the use of a townhouse in Paris given to him by
the Duke of Bourbon in Notre-Dame-des-Champs (see page 3). He also benefited from a second
residence located in the hearr of the city at 97, rue du Four, which was the subject of a 1497 contract
whereby Jean LeViste negotiated a large-scale refurbishment of his home, as well as the construction
of a two-story gallery therein.'2 Undoubtedly more important to Jean LeViste’s noble image, though,
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was architecture that was directly associated with his role and image of seigneur: the Chiteau d” Arey
{figure 44) and the seigneunal chapel in the parish church of Vindecy.

The Chiteau d’Arcy is located in the commune of Vindecy on the right bank of the Loire.
Ongnally part of the Burgundian domain, the seigneury of Arcy was brought under the French
crown by Louis X1.163 The castle, likely built acound 1300 by Jean de Sémur,!¢* would be the focus of
important renovataons under Jean LeViste who sought to imprint his ownership throughout his noble
home and, thus, marked the structure with the architectural style of the late fifteenth century. His
trademark srocs coroissants montants was the decorauve motif favoured by Jean LeViste (figure 45) and
can stll be seen today on the chateau’s entry, the floor tiles, the chapel vault keystone, the grand hall
fireplace, the fireplace of the former archive hall, the tympanum above the entrance to the polygonal
tower (also built under Jean LeViste).165 As the seigneur’s nights extended well beyond his casde
walls, Jean LeViste marked his ownership and superionty throughout his domain as any seigneur
should.

As expressed in his will, Jean LeViste intended to unpnint the seigneunal chapel 1n the pansh
church of Vindecy with the identity of its local seigneur; the chapel was to be the funerary monument
to Jean LeViste, his mother, and all the former seigneurs d’Arcy who were burned therein. We read in

his will (today lost) :

... dtem et parce que en ladite chappelle de 1 'indecy est entervée madile mére et anssi anltres chevalzers jades
seigneurs dudit bex d’Arcy, et que de plus elle est de petite valuer, et par succession du temps elle pourra tomber
en riane et désolation, je ordonre. sort gue j'alle de vie G trespas andit lien d'Ary. ou en ladite 11lle de Pars,
ou allesrs, que ladite chappelle soit facte de pierve de tatlle tout a Uentour el G rosite, en luquelle seront poseées
mes armes, el ausst une fenétre de pierve de talle porr mettre en tcelle une belle verriére, en laquelle sera mise une
image de Notre-Dame, parce que ladite chappelle est de fondation de ladite Notre-Dame, et ausst sera mise
d'un coté l'imaige de Monsteur Saint Jehan en ladite verriére, qui présentera i ladite imaige de Notre-Dame ma
personne, qid sera abillée en fagon de chevalier, avec cotte d’armes, en laguelle seront mes armes. . j'at intention
de faire construare et bitir ladite chappelle avant que je passe de tie a trespas, et 5t ladite chappelle n'est pas
Jaicte avant mondst trespas, je veul: qu'elle soit faicte aprés mondit trespay el le pluldt que faire se ponrra par
mon héritiére ou hértters. .. 7%

We are struck by the specifications Jean LeViste gives for this tomb, as we see that his main
intention was to be portrayed with knighty trappings and as part of the long line of noble seigneurs
d’Arcy who came before him. Although Jean LeViste was actually buried in the Celestine Church in
Paris, we can appreciate the effect of such a tomb thanks to a drawing by Gaigniéres which ilustrates
his effigy plaque. (figure 4G) Here, we see Jean LeViste, dressed not as a chevalier but as the noble
President of the Cour des Aides (perhaps, symbolised by the bourse at his side), and the insciption

163 A & C.-M. Fleury, Le Chiteau d’Arcy, p. 6.
164 G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs LeViste,” p. 243.
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clearly states the nobility of the deceased : Cy gist noble home messfire] Jehan LeViste ...d"Arny sur Laire,
consezller du roy et president des generaulx sur le fait de la justice des aides... .. Although the Seigneur d’Arcy
would not rest in his chapel at Vindecy, his eldest daughter Claude did execute the restorations
sapulated in her fathec’s will. Although the only remains of this project are fragments of stained
glass, we do have an idea of the decorative richness and magnificence that were associated with the
patron when we read of the chapel’s functional contents: one chalice, two silver bareszes, three missals,
chasubles, altar dressings, and a reliquary de monseigneur St Georges. . . lequel a esté fact en partie d'une offrande
que le fex roy Losds, dervenierement trespasse, donna andit beu et chappelle d’Arcy 167

Tapestry, the most princely of artistic media, naturally played an important role in the image
of nobility created through art by the LeViste family. Jean (II)’s will gives an impressive list of mural
hangings that betray this family’s passionate attachment to their amms. Although we cannot
determine whether the wpissertes in Jean (II)’s will refer to rapestry, embroidery, or some other form
of mural decoration, it would seem that all of these works were of a heraldic nature and became an
important element of the family patrimony, like the ancestral home, the library, and the family arms
themselves. The visual language of heraldry was and still is associated with the aristocracy; however,
in the late Middle Ages, it was hardly uncommon for non-nobles to have family amms and to proudly
display them wherever they could. The LeViste’s prominent use of heraldry could, therefore, simply
be considered typical nouveax nizhe mimicry of noble practice. But, their respect for traditonal heraldic
rules (such as the splitting of arms in cadet branches seen in the amms of Guillaume (IIT))!¢® and the
care with which Jean (I} sought to maintain the arms in the branch led by the eldest male seem to
distunguish this family’s heraldic display from a commoner’s haphasard aping of the noble language of
amms.

Distinction was also created by the form that their heraldry took, as the very representaton
of the family arms was a prized object to be passed from father to eldest male child. Jean (II)’s
tapestries were bequeathed to his sons: the mediocre works were to be divided between his younger
heirs, Pierre and Jean (III), while the most impressive hangings were to remain in the LeViste home
pour le service et la commodité dudit Antotne son fils et de ses enfants méles ou de cels de ses enfanty et de ses enfants
males auguel sera devolue ladite maison.'® Obvsiouly, in addition to inheriting tapestnies, Jean LeViste
patronised this medium himself to monumentalise his family and heraldry. The iconography of love
and knighthood provide the fixed signs of traditonal noble culture that enrich this message of
nobility; but, if we consider the larger ideal image of the Second Estate, we realise that the Iady and

1 J.-B. de Vaivre, “Messire Jehan LeViste,” p. 429.
167 G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs LeViste,” p. 245.
168 J.-B. de Vaivre, “Messire jehan LeViste,” p. 414.
169 G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs LeViste,” p. 221.
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the Unicorn conveys a comprehensive, encyclopaedic vision of noble culture to be associated directy
with the LeViste family.

Love was the realm of pleasure and leisure, which corresponded to the ideal noble lifestyle.
A true nobleman was a knight who lived from the revenues generated by his various land holdings.
He did not work and, when not at war, led what ideally was a lifestyle of leisure. The various
activities that characterise the iconography of love illustrate the typical amusements of the noble class,
such as cards, chess, dining and dancing. Other actvities approprate to the love garden reflect the
refined state of the noble soul; music, represented in the panel known as “Hearing,” was considered a
particularly courtaise activity and proof of one’s nobility,'™ while the exotic flavour of certain details
could convey travel to far lands that was an essential achievement for a sophisticated noble person. 17t

The theme of love also allowed the matenal or physical reality of noble life to be illustrated,
beginning with the garden motif itself. Nature and the out-of-doors were the preferred arena for
noble activities, perhaps because castle life was particulady dreary and monotonous.’?  We have
already noted the role of the garden in the iconography of love, but we should also appreciate the
realm of the garden in noble living. As society became more refined, so did castle life, and gardens
and menageries became an indispensable element of the seigneurial manor. Arbours full of fragrant
flowers, ripe fruit, and many animals were perhaps so quickly appropnated for the noble culture of
love, because it was an image that was so familiar to them in their daily life.

The nobleman’s favourite outdoor actvity and particular privilege was, of course, hunting,
which was associated with the particulady elevated state of the noble soul. The very definition of this
class’s members often contained references to the hunt, as one fifteenth-century text notes noble
homme vivant noblement doit [...] amer les chiens et les oéseanc!™ and the association established between
hunting and mdlitary activities endowed the former with the virtuous qualities of the latrer. This
complex imagery was further enriched by the iconography of love which particulady favoured
hunting motifs, such as the chase of the hawk and heron, hunting dogs, scenes of venery, etc. The
masculine theme of the hunt, like that of knighthood, provided a perfect arena for images of courtly
love, whereby the valiant lover proves his worth through knighdy virtues in both sacred and profane
contexts (figures 47-49).

More practical than virtue, for it permitted the nobleman to pursue a lifestyle of leisure, was
wealth: necessary to equip oneself as a knight, to surround oneself with appropriate magnificence, to
avoid practising a trade. This material ideal can be seen in the extravagance and leisure of love

scenes, but it is of particular importance in the Lady and the Unicorr’s imagery for it symbolises in
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precious detail the great fortune possessed by Jean LeViste. Various minor elements, such as the
golden chalice, platter, and mirror, or the casket filled with jewels realistically simulate material wealth,
while the luxury of late medieval noble life s conveyed by details of exoticism. Contact with the
Orent dunng the Crusades originally introduced refinement into European culture, for Arabic
products provided the means for the upper levels of society to distinguish themselves from the lower
classes through matenal confort. Carpets, sofas, and baldachins embellished noble rooms; spices
enlivened the noble table; silks, velvets, and damasks elaborated the noble wardrobe. The carpet was
particularly associated with Eastem culture and was often displayed as a prominent status symbol,
perhaps as we see in the panel of “Heanng.”17# In this context of refinement and luxury we may find
further support for our suggestion that the objects held in the chalice of “Taste” represent cardamom
grains (page 21), also known as granes de paradis in medieval France. Spices were also discovered in
the Middle East, and as they were absorbed into European cuisine, they became a status symbol not
only for consumption but also for display. The rarest and most perfumed sptces, such as clove,
nutmeg, mace and cardamom, were the most expensive and, naturally, were reserved for the
anstocracy.!’> Spices could be offered as gifts or displayed in serving vessels (as in our scene), and
“the moderation of excess with which they were served attested to the host’s social rank.”176

The ulumate sign of social and economic status, though, was clothing, which is so elaborately
and richly portrayed in our series. Cloth communicated wealth and privilege, and for this reason the
nobility used fashion to distance itself from parvenss, while the up-and-coming bourgeoisie used it as a
manifestation of its soctal rise (both as a symbol of the source of their wealth and as a symbol of their
new status). The Lady and the Unicorn actually allows us an appreciation of the social distinctions that
clothing communicated: throughout the series the servant displays a variety of clothing that is both
luxurious and similar to that of her mistress, however their difference in status is maintained by the
relative simplicity and lack of decoration of the servant’s gowns. Furthermore, we know that the lady
of this series is 2 member of the upper aristocracy for her maid is too nichly dressed to serve a more
common mistress.!”” The clothing depicted in the Lady and the Unicorn, however, does not depict the
reality of fashion at the time,!™ and likely represents an artist’s fantastc conception of exotic styles or
his interpretation of foreign, perhaps Italian, fashion plates.’” Whether realisuc or fanciful, the
sumptuous fabrics, complex designs, jewelled notons, and elaborate parures worn by the lady clearly
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express considerable wealth and noble status, for emmine and crowns were reserved only for the
highest levels of society, while red fabric — the most costly — was available only to its wealthiest
members.

We have already mentioned the role heraldry plays in this tapestry senies and its function to
“prove” Jean LeViste’s nobility. The abstract language of heraldry, seen in each panel of our tapestry
series, was bom on the battefield and directy related to the noble identity. The signs and symbols of
the crest or bluson were onginally the means of communication between knights in combat who
would have been unidentfiable for the armour that covered them from head to foot. The word
blason, derived from the German verb blasen, thus, announced the presence of a notable figure as the
sounding of a hom.1% The form which the heraldic displays take in the Lady @rd the Unicorn seems to
have been chosen for their particulady military connotation, and contmbute with other details to a
depiction of the primordial role and essence of the nobility which was that of warrior. But, if we
consider the depiction of noble culture that has emerged through the study of love imagery, we
realise that the ammonal motfs of this work should not be considered from an entirely separate
perspective: the heraldic level of meaning in the Lady and the Uricorn contributes to the larger theme
of noble culture while their military forms are justified by Jean LeViste’s service in the awvitarllement of
Louis XI’s roops in Rousillon. Like the other signs and symbols of noble culture depicted
throughout our work, the lion and the unicom had particularly noble connotanons which unlikely
contributed to the message of LeViste nobility. Assimilated through word associations with the
patron of our work, these two particular were symbolic of the most noble virtues, thus identified with
Jean LeViste: the unicom symbolised the punty, speed, strength, and loyalty of the chivalrous knight,
while the lion symbolised the strength, ferocity, courage, fidelity, and mercy of a valiant warrior.!81

We, therefore, see that as many scholars have suggested, Jean LeViste did commission the
Lady and the Unicorn as a manifestation of his personal success, perhaps even to commemorate his
appointment to the Cour des Aides and the official noble title it conferred. Jean LeViste’s activity as a
tapestry patron seems to have been considerable, when we realise that he possessed other works
similar in form and content to the Lady arnd the Unicorn. The inventory executed between 1595 and
1597 upon the death of Eléonore de Chabannes provides several interesting descriptions of tapestries
which could, almost, be taken for our subject:

> Une pieche de tappisserte  fond rouge pour metlre sur ung manteau de cheminéee, esquelles y a des
armotries d iroys croissans.

180 H. Jougja de Morenas, Noblesse 38, Pans: Editions du Grand Armorial de France, 1938, p-75.
181 K Gourlay, “Ia Dame i la beorne,” p. 55.
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»  Cing pieces de tapisseries G fond rouge ox son figurez, ez, Sibilles et Lcornes avecq des armoairies a troys
croissans, de la hasleur de troys anines ung tiers

> Plus une anltre tendeesr de tappisserie & fonds rouge ou sont représeniées des Licornes et bestions avecq des
armes ou sont figures des croissans, consistant en sept pieches conteant de haultesr troys anlnes ung guart
et de lour vingt-six aubnes, prisé la somme de anquante escus'®?

However, we know that these entries do not refer to our work, for the Lady and the Unicorn’s
line of inheritance from Jean LeViste’s family to its final owners in the Chiteau de Boussac did not
pass through the house of Chabannes.!%3 Nonetheless, we know that these works were at one point
the property of the LeViste family whose anms are recognised in these descnptions, and Eléonore de
Chabannes was the grand niece of Jean de Chabannes, the second husband of Jean LeViste’s eldest
daughter, Claude. This couple died with no heirs and their belongings were distributed between
Jeanne LeViste, Claude’s cousin who received the Lady and the Unicorn, and Charles de Chabannes,
Jean’s nephew and Eléonore’s father who received the rest of the LeViste collection in Claude’s
possession.

The second, and more interesting, similarity between our series and the works cited in the
inventory 1s their depiction of women, which, we will see, plays a very significant role in the message
communicated by the Lady and the Unicorn. We may simply explain this woman’s presence as an
indispensable figure in the garden of love; but, if we consider the rich detail with which she is
depicted m conjunction with the wealth of symbols of female virtue, we see that our understanding of
the Lady and the Unicorm 1s not complete without an investigation of female culture. The most
consistent elements throughout the senes are the iconic representation of female perfection
surrounded by references to the LeViste family or the patron himself: it would seem that the image of
the female played a significant role in Jean LeViste’s declaration of nobility.

122 P, Vedet & F. Salet, La Dame dla licome, p. 43.
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IV. WOMEN

The Glorification of Women

The original expression of respect for women came from courtly love, particulady 1n the
poetry of troubadours whose real innovation and provocation was this respectful and positive
view.'83 Obviously this new atatude did not really change society’s vision of women, who were sull
considered the weaker sex on all levels; but, 1t did place them on a pedestal before man, for his role in
courdy love was to be his lady’s servant. The first obligation of fir amoer was submission to one’s dame.
damna ot domina who was the knight’s mustress in the literal sense of the term: the beloved woman
was “celle qut exerce le pouvoir, 12 suzeraine, dont "amant se veut le vassal.”% Furthermore, the
culture of love was established and developed at the courts of such females as Aliénor &’ Aquitaine
and her daughter Mane de Champagne. This latter princess was the patron of André le Chapelain’s
De amore er amors remedio, the most important contnibunon of which was the idea that woman is
at the centre of all existence.'®s As the @y amandi became anchored 1n noble culture, so then did an
inherent respect for women, and we find this courteous point of view promoted in the education of

noble youths: in the fourteenth century, Geoffroy de Chamy remunds noblemen to Jororer la douce

Mére de Dren.. . les dames. et les demoiselley and the Livre du champ d’or 2 1a couleur fine et des trois
mantegux (1389) suggests that a young male must honour all women, seit dumoaiselle, ancille ox dame in

memory of the Virgin Mary.186

However, 1t 1s obvious that real attitudes towards femnales were likely not as honourable as
those proposed as models for noble behaviour; the vanous “images” or types of women from the late
Middle Ages may be resumed by the ubiquitous Roman de la Rose and the literary debate 1t
provoked, which represents no less than “toute la question femiune au moyen age.”%” In the roman
iself we are provided with the two general views of love and its female practinoners, and both
schools of thought found supporters throughout the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries: the chivalnc
Menne of Guillaurme de Lornis was championed by defenders of women and their virtue such as the
Maréchal de Boucicaut and Chastine de Pisan, while the more earthy, cynical perspective of Jean de

Meun which was taken up in the poetic correspondence of Jean de Montreuil and Pierre and Gonuer
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Col.1% The Church, of course, condemned any threat to chasaty, while its views on feminine virtue
often find their best comparison in the misogyny of contemporary fables.!%? Within the faidy
standard iconography of love, we may find any of these three opinions communicated, and in tum, a
corresponding attitude towards women and female virtue: traditional gallantry and defence of
women; satincal disdain and degradation; moralising advocacy of chastty and base misogyny.1%

The very poetic imagery of the Lady and the Unzcorn would seem to be enough proof that our
work presents a positive view of love and women. However, we realise that this attitude exceeds
courteous respect or physical attraction if we look at more typical representations of love from this
ume. The Scnes from Aristocratic Life (figures 17-22) or certain love garden engravings (figures 28, 29
& 30) could be classified as “genre” for their realistic depiction of men and women engaged in typical
noble amusements. While the Lady @nd the Unicorn also represents activities common to the noble
“art” of love, it is unique among other amorous scenes for the practitioner in this garden of love s a
lone female. The garden and its female inhabitants are absorbingly realistic for thetr minute detail,
burt these pastiches of symbols and mounfs creates an iconic, otherwoddly abstraction that refer not
only to the realm of love, but also to the perfection of woman on all levels. Jean LeViste may, thus,
complete the nobleman’s requisite adoration of women begun in hus chapel de fondation de ladite Notre
Dame with the images of love illustrated in the Lady and the Unicorn.

Immediately appreciable s the late medieval female physical ideal which also found its source
in the art of love and twelfth-century romancest”' and was codified in love poems, courtesy books, and
collectons of cosmetic recipes.’?2 Tall, slender, and elegant with fair skin, blonde hair, and a fey
delicacy, the female figures throughout our series correspond perfectly to the canons of late medieval
beauty. The “family” tie between the ladies of this senes and her “sisters,” Penelope or Perseus’s
nymphs {figures 7 & 9), also exists with neardy every other depiction of a perfect female “type,” such
as The Wise 1 "irgins by Martin Schongauer (figure 50), “Dame Espérance” (figure 51), Wild Maidens
(figure 52), or practically any depiction of the Virgin (figures 10a, 53-55, 58, 65). The [ady and the
Unicorn’s positive representation of the female, though, goes well beyond a simple physical ideal to
tvpify and communicate a certain moral excellence or perfection that was expected of the medieval
womann.

Despite their traditionally negative spiritual reputation of women as the doomed inheritors of

Eve, women were presented a cleary defined ideal to which they should aspire, based on the concept

188 [ Huzinga, The Autumn, pp. 137-138.

189 M. Cazenave, D. Poirion, A. Strubel, & M. Zink, [’Art d’Aimer, p. 43.

190 R. S. Fawis, The Garden of Love, p. 99.

191 E. . Putnam, The [.ady, Chicago & London: The University of Chicago Press, 1970, p. 113.

192 C. Klapisch-Zuber (ed.), A History of Women, p- 58.



-

51

of a woman’s “‘saving grace and ultmate virtue,” her chastity.?> Furthermore, themes celebratory of
women were quite popular after the premature death of Mary of Burgundy (1482) whose virtue
inspired Jean Molinet’s definition of the perfect female who possessed “gratieuseté, honnesteté,
fidelité, liberalité, affabilité, debonnaireté, humilité, chasteté, constance, attemprance, et science.””19¢
This aspect of moral perfection stands in marked contrast to earlier inages of women as temptresses
and spintual weaklings; women w«/d be paragons of virtue as was illustrared by literary works, such as
Martun LeFranc’s Le Champion des Dames or Chnstine de Pisan’s La Cité des Dames. The visual
arts, 1n tum, gave form to the intangible perfection of the female soul through the traditional forms
and imagery of ideal culture ~love, knighthood and religion —and thus established what may be
termed the iconography of the “glonficauon of woman.”

As we have seen, love was the realm of women and the aim of the ary amard: was service to
the been-aimée. The central role women played in love s, therefore, illustrated in banal (figures 17-22
& +1) and fantasuc themes of love (figure 56) in which women are the focus of this culture. The
L udy and the Unicorn could almost be interpreted as a representation of the Goddess of Love, as this
lone female seems to rule in solitude over the garden of love of our tapestries. The female figures of
our tapestry series are distinctive, though, for their mélange of iconographies which attaches them to
the most sacred realms of chivalry and religion. The flip-side of the ferminine realm of love was, of
course, the masculine domain of knughthood which has already been shown to influence the imagery
of our rapestries. The world of chivalry and 1ts knighdy virtues also contributed their forms to the
positive representation of women.

Inhentng the very popular subject of the Newf Presv from Guillaume de Machaut, Eustache
Deschamps accorded women a place in the Pantheon of chivalry by glonifying those who were
exemplary of knightly virtues.1?S This theme was easily translated into the visual arts, for like the
literary version, depictions of these valiant women were directly drawn from male models. Although
few examples remain, we know that Charles VI owned a series of the Nexn/ Prenses,'*¢ while the figures
of Semiramis at the Honolulu Academy of Arts ot Penthesilea (figure 57) are atributed to such senes.
This latter tapestry shows the dependence on male representations of the New/ Prenx: (figures 42-43)
and provides us with yet another parallel for the very military pose of the lady in “Touch,” thus
confirming the influence the most masculine domain of knighthood could exert on images and values
for women. Very simuilar, and perhaps one and the same as the chivalric theme of the Nexf Preuses, is
the subject of the Idustrious Women, which we know from the “Penelope” fragment of Ferry de
Clugny’s series. Like the Newf Preuses, the Ilustrions \Women celebrated females who were types to be
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imitated, and Penelope exemplifies the knightly virtue of loyalty through the practice of her most
feminine virtue of chastity. It would, thus, seem that the simdanty between “Penelope” and the
women of the Lady and the Unicorn series goes beyond both works’ representation of ideal feminine
beauty: the proliferation of emblems and signs of ferale virtue in these works testifies to their shared
theme of the glorification of women, the visual language of which depended, like all other idealised
cultural forms, on the repertoire of religious art.

Despite its traditionally negative and condemning view of feminine virtue, the Church
employed the female figure as a powerful and very positive symbal, which could even play a role in
delicate theological matters as the S¢byls did in the fifteenth century throughout Europe. This large
group of prophetesses, who foresaw the birth of Chuist, allowed the reconciliation of pagan antiquity
with Medieval Christianity, as Europe outside of Iraly became more familiar with ancient Greek and
Roman culture.?* Moreover, this group of pagan women allowed females to be placed on the same
level of spiritual insight as men and may almost be seen as feminist “types” for the Old Testament
prophets whose visions they shared. The influence of the image of sibyls was such, we should not
forget, that other LeViste tapestries (today lost) which depicted a “series” of female figures, were
referred to as ang pieces de tapissertes a fond rouge ou sont figureg de; Sibilles.'”® When we compare the ladies
from “Hearing,” “A Mon Sex! Déstr,” and most particulardly “Sight”” with contemporary
representations of these ancient, exotic prophetesses (figure 15), we recognise the power of such
typified images of female perfection, the basic form of which may have communicated a notion of
virtue and spintual perfection.

To exmplify moral perfection, the Church employed other images of the feminine, most
notably the personifications of the Seven Virtues: Faith, Hope, Charity, Prudence, Fortitude,
Temperance, and Justice. Brought from Italy to France, this theme presented a standardised female
form which bore the attnibutes of the spiritual or moral ideals to which every person should aspire.
Though not a gjorification of the femnale being, the Virtues, nonetheless, associated the idealised
female physical form with more abstract images of the soul’s perfection. The Virtues figured in the
margins of the Heures a lusage de Xaintes published for Simon Vostre around 1507, show the spread of
such imagery, while the bottom figure of Temperance recalls the lady’s pose from “Sight” in reverse
(figure 16). The traditonal Iralian representations of the Virtues, however, provide us with even more
informative images, as we cannot help but idennfy this scheme with of our six ladies who cleady bear
the attributes of these well-known personifications: “Taste” bears the chalice of Chanty; “Smell” is
identified by the flowering crown associated with Hope; a lady holding a murror, as in “Sight,” was a

197 J. Jobé (ed ), P. Vcdct, M. F]onsoone A Hoffmexster &F. Tabard Ih;_An, p 21.
198 E_Male, Relig ~ > ] 4 v A
Princeton: Princeton University Ptess, 1986 PP- 254—56




53

common svmbol Prudence; and, the lady who grasps the Unucom’s hom and the lance with LeViste
arms finds a parallel in the emblem of Fortitude who held a column in each hand.'” Although it is
certamnly not an allegory of the Virtues, the Iudy and the Unicorn may well be intended to evoke the
virtuous state to which every woman should and could aspire. Like love, the theme of the
glorificanon of women depended on elements of martal and religious culture, but while the secular
imagery of knighthood came from the purely masculine realm of war, the sacred imagery depended
on religion’s “teminine idenuty.”

The glonification and positive representation of women in the Middle Ages obviously found
its roots in devotion to and depiction of the Virgin Mary who represented the sublime idea of the
ulnmately perfect woman.2® Despite the typically misogynist view of women as stingy, nasty,
dishonest, charty, sneaky and malicious®! that persisted through the end of Middle Ages, relations
between men and women were influenced by the positive image of the female that the Virgin Mary
presented. As virgin, wife, mother and widow, She elevated accepted female roles in medieval society
1o a level of spintual perfection through her personal role as the New Eve who eradicated sin and
provided redemption. The effect the Virgin had on society’s views of women may well be reflected
1n the transformation that the Virgin and Child formula underwent throughout the Middle Ages. 2
Orngmnally portrayed respectively as the Throne of Wisdom and the teacher-pnest-saviour, the Virgin
Mary and her son gradually became more human and were represented as an affectionate, gende
mother and a playful, fragile infant, often within the enclosed space of a sacred garden of love
(figures 58&: 59). By the end of the Middle Ages, these mtimate representations celebrated the purely
feminine role of mother and often included intimate details, such as the Virgin’s nursing her son
(figures 53 & 60).

The importance of Mary as an image and model of female perfection accounts for the wide
use of traditionally sacred symbols and motfs in the glorificanon of women, as this theme was
invartably based on St. Bemard’s cult of the loving, merciful Virgin, an image also appreciated by the
noble pracutioners of firr amor. The hortus conclusus, already encountered in the iconography of love,
maintains the sanctty of the enclosed garden of love, but also communicates a different ideal
dentified with woman and purely womanly roles. The portrait of the childless Mary of Guelders
(figure 61) sancrifies the bearing of an heir, as the countess realises her dream in the guise of an
Annunciation within an enclosed garden. The “Imitaton of Mary” was, however, an everyday reality,

as seen 1n the cosy inteniors of Jan van Eyck (figure 53) or in the “Penelope” (figure 7) where we see
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that virtue 1s manifested by the abbreviated Jortus conclusns of nulle fleury tapestry. We may, then,
appreciate the significance of this decorative form for its inherent resemblance to the sacred enclosed
garden of the Song of Songs that was long taken to be the home the perfect comantic female, the
chosen bride, the Shulamite, the Virgin Mary. The apparendy superficial decoration of the Lady and
the Untoorn would, thus, seem to contribute to its more profound symbolic functions to recreate the
garden of love, a paradise ruled by the blessed inhentor of the New Eve.

Mary represented iumitable perfection in all aspects of femnale existence — daughter, wife,
mother, widow, Christan — and, therefore, permitted all women in an acceptable situation (that is
surrounded by a patriarchal famuly) to identfy with the universal model. Given the evidenty secular
nature of our garden of love and its references to physical sexuality, the female in our depictions —
though virtuous — are not virgins (or at least not for long); we would seem to be n the presence of
the ideal wife who possesses nobility, beauty, a mastery of love, and above all, perfect virtue, that is
chastity. The suggestive detatls of “Sight” and “Touch” cleady ground these images in more physical,
sensual circumstances which further relates our work to the imagery of the Song of Songs; this “lewd”
content is tempered by the various references to the Virgin Mary identified throughout our work and
validated in diverse examples. The rose hedge of the panel known as “Taste” recalls this symbol seen
in Stephan Lochner’s [-7Zrgin of the Rose Garden (figure 55); the raming of the Unicom is seen in many
representations of the Virgin Mary (figures 62-63); a figure such as the Nethedandish woodcut of the
Muadonna in the Sun (figure 65) practically seems a model for the panel of “Touch;” the curious tent in
the sixth panel reminds us of certain saoe conrersasgone that honoured the Virgin by placing her under
such an open pavilion (figure 67). We even find a strikingly sumilar parallel for the general
composition of this entire work in a Nethedandish illustration of the Canticum Canticorum (figure 60),
the source for bortns conclusus imagery and perhaps the oldest celebration of purely feminine images
and ideals. e, therefore, suggest that the overwhelming imagery from the Soxg of Songs tmplies a
marriage theme, as this poem was the celebration of the perfect bnde; however, we must not limit
our interpretation i this context to the celebration of a particular marriage.

On closer inspection, we realise that these female figures, although not portraits of specific
women, are actually emblems of the LeViste family. Not only are the six ladies in our series
surrounded by LeViste heraldry, their clothing is the same red, blue and gold of the family arms, and
marks their membership in this family and its nobility. Throughout the Middle Ages, colour played a
significant role m the abstract language of heraldry. From the time of St. Louis, vassals would sport
their liege’s colour as a sign of fidelity, and throughout the later Middle Ages that concem us, prninces

would mark their influence and power by clothing their entourage in garments of their signature



U
wn

colour(s), decorated with a personal emblem.23 Furthemmore, several of the ladies are physically
assimilated to the unicom whose hom is recalled in the cunous hairstyle 4 fuagrese seen throughout
the scries and in the lady’s pointed crown in the panel of “Touch.” These women are an integral part
of Jean LeViste’s pride and family monument: they are the practtioners of his ideal vision of noble
life. But, what was this glonfied vision of female noble existence intended to demonstrate? And,

who was intended to appreciate its message?

The Perfect Noble Wife

If we consider the nobility to which the Le Vistes pretended, we realise the importance
women played in his family’s cdlaims since the eardier part of the fifteenth century at least. Jean (IT)
was quite proud of his wife’s bonne et anaenne maison de Fores™ as he was of the nobilem dominum
regnandum dontinum de Bussiera mibitem into which his eldest son Antoine would enter by marriage 205
The patron of the [ady and the Unicorn was the third generation of such noble unions and had
established an impressive personal domain, which included the seigneuries of Arcy, St.-Christophe-
en-Brionnass, St.-Bonnet-des-Quarts, and Bussiéres, based on ancestral claims from the matemal side
of his famiy.20¢ His wife’s status, as a member of the old and powerful house of Nanterre, confirmed
and strengthened the validity of Jean LeViste’s claims to nobility which depended on two generations
of female lineage. Though it may have been argued in the fifteenth century that noble descent could
not be transmitted from mother to son,?” women played an important and respected role in noble
culture that was linked not only to the fantasy of chivalnc love, but also to the reality of feudal life.

Vassals were naturally expected to pay homage and honour to their seigneur’s wife,
regardless of the ceremony of countly love. The nobleman’s ideal wife commanded such respect, not
simply for her beauty or kindness, but also for her wisdom, fortitude, and loyalty. The knighdy virtues
that served the warrior on the bartlefield also served his wife, for, as Christine de Pisan remninds us,
such qualities were indispensable to a woman who was responsible for the management of her
family’s domains in her husband’s absence.>?® Noblewomen also commanded a certain degree of
economic power which they gamed most often through marnage: the “power of the keys” gave them

full charge of the household’s functoning, and gifts and dowries that included clothing, jewellery,
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money, pensions and land holdings were often left in their control.210 Finally, in cultures in which
men were responsible for the physical and legal defence of the country (in contrast to a leisure
society), women were the repositories and transmitters of culture and values;*!! therefore, the ideal
noblewoman was a powerful image of virtue and wisdom that served as a mode! for her peers and
subordinates.

The command that the noblewoman may have had on the popular imagination is best
illustrated by the ulimate example of this role at the time, the Queen of France. Like her peers, the
king’s consort shared in her husband’s prestige: as he was “emperor in his kingdom,” she was
“mustress of the house” of France, that is 2 model wife and mother.2!2 The increasing popularity of
positive images of women throughout the fifteenth century may, perhaps, be related to the perceived
image of the country’s foremost female, as we note the increasing piety and morality of the fernale
royal court in France after the death of the notorious Isabeau of Bavaria whose scandalous
debauchery and moral laxity would find marked contrast in her successor Mane of Anjou. This
tendency would continue throughout the century to find its serongest manifestation at the court of
Anne of Brittany, wife of Chardes VIII and Louis XII, who was particulady conscientious and
protective of her maids’ virtue.2!> Her female court was most highly regarded for its nobility, beauty
and intelligence; the piety of the Queen’s ladies was celebrated when Anne of Brttany extended the
Ordre de la Cordeliére de St. Frangois to her female entourage whose merits won them the privilege of
wearnng the order’s insignia, or gorgery: a golden plaque embellished with red and black enamelled
letters surrounded by a braided cord also enamelled in black.2!4

Courtly images of the fernale correspond to this idealised image of noble perfection which all
bear the same air of gracious piety and demure poise (figures 37, 68 & 69). Although, all members of
the nobility were responsible for exemplary moral behaviour, its women, ever burdened by the stigma
of their role in the Fall of Man, had a double moral obligation: to prove their own spintual perfecaon
and to provide a model thereof, by emulating the ultimate female, the Virgin Mary. We then see that
the Manan imagery included in this work contributes to the image of nobility, not only for its place in
the iconography of love, but also for its place in the iconography of the ideal woman. However,
women, though capable of spiritual achievement, were inherenty spiritually flawed and, therefore,
required the guidance and protection of a male figure — father, husband, or God.

While the glorification of LeViste women on a monumental scale would certainly have

served Jean LeViste'’s desire to manifest his own nobility, such images of ferninine perfection would
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undoubtedly have been appreciated or understood by the women of Jean LeViste’s household: his
wife, Genevieve de Nanterre, and their three daughters, Claude, Jeanne, and Genevicéve. Perhaps, as
has been suggested, our patron intended this work to celebrate his marnage®'* and more particulardly
his wife whose nobility and wealth undoubtedly contributed to those of jean LeViste himself.

[ Towever, the problem of heraldry again renders this argument problematic: if Jean LeViste intended
to honour his wife in view of reinforcing his noble claims, he would undoubtedly have depicted her
armms alongside his own, not only as the respect due his spouse, but also as a manifestation of the
noble ranks to which the junist had himself acceded. However, it ts not impossible that these images
of female perfection were intended, at least on one level, to communicate with the women in his
custody.

The femnale situanon in the Middle Ages may be resumed by the word “custody” which
signifies “all efforts to educate women and save their souls.”>5 Despite images and ideals of respect
and admuranon for women promoted by chivalric love, females were nonetheless dangerous to
themselves and society because of their degenerate nature which had introduced sin tnto the world.
Thus, despite the populanty of images of courtly love at the end of the Middle Ages, fifteenth-
century literature on family, courtesy, and medicine insists on female fragility and male duty to protect
woman from her own weakness.21¢ “A woman in custody was loved and protected like a jewel of
inestimable value, hidden like a fragile and precious treasure, guarded as a source of imminent danger,
imprisoned as a well of inevitable evil.”**” Thercfore, from eardiest childhood and throughout their
lives, women were placed in the custody of men (fathers, husbands, clergy) who guaranteed not only
the female’s salvation and the continued honour of her family, but also that she would be a source of
pride and an object of approval of both family and society. The removal and protection from
worldly threats may well strengthen Mr. Edande-Brandenburg’s mnterpretation of the renunciation of
the senses, and it certainly seems to justify a comparison between the panel of “Sight” and the Swiss
tapestry Welflucht einer Jungen Dame (figure 71). Although their role as wife or mother may have had
potential for respect and a relative amount of power, noblewomen were first and foremost fernales
and, as such, required guidance, remnforcement and protection in their spiritual lives in order to attain
the perfection that is represented in the tapestries of the Iady and the Unicorn.

The abundance of moral treatises and condemning sermons on female virtue shows the
contemnporary concern with the preservation and protection of 2 woman’s means to salvation — her
chastty. Most moral treatises addressed to women, such as the Doctringl des Princesses et Nables
Dames by Jean Marot were, of course, specifically for members of the nobility or royalty who were,

21 K Gourlay, “La Dame 4 la Lcorne,” pp. 66-67.
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as we have seen, expected to provide a model of behaviour and morality for the lower classes.21?
Given the traditional role of omament as a moralising tool and the male’s responsibility to encourage
and defend female virtue, it seems possible, then, that the Lady and the Unicorn was meant, at least on
one level, to educate the LeViste women who would have benefited from its poetic expression of
female perfection.

This perspective allows us to consider the Lady and the Uricorn in a new light, as more than a
manifestation of amiuiste pnde, a simple allegory of the five senses, or even the noble garden of love.
The Lady and the Unicorn combines the purest vision of the lxs amoenus with an unequivocal
expression of perfect female virtue and depends on a considerable number of iconographic and social
traditions to create an image of the perfect noble wife. Perhaps because our modem view of love as a
romantic relationship has blinded us to the social significance of love as a cultural sign in the late
Middle Ages, we have never considered the involvemnent of Jean LeViste’s daughters in this tapestry,
apart from Henry Martin’s outdated attempt to attribute this work to the occasion of Claude
LeViste’s second marriage 22 The lady in our senies is beautiful, rich and refined; her nobility is
proven, not only by associations with knighty culture, but also by her capacity to love which, as
symbolised by the fertile garden, will allow her to bear many heirs; this noble virtue, however, is
tempered by the woman’s “ultimate virtue and saving grace,” her chastity. The inclusion of love
imagery conveys a romantic, feminine message of nobility, and the image of perfection projected by
the six ladies of our work, who are physically assirnilated to the LeViste family, depicts that to which
the LeViste women should aspire. This complex celebration of LeViste women and their virtue
magnifies glorification of the LeViste male (the unicom and lion) who protects the lady and her
enclosed garden of love.

However, mariral relations typically had litde to do with romance and self-sacdfice: the act of
love and its practice were signs of membership in the upper class of French society in the late Middle
Ages.22t The actual paradox in the marital relation was not so much that it had nothing to do with
love, but rather that the lady (who was formery the abject of the entire system of love) was expected
to provide her husband with an all-consuming love which made her blindly believe in the “ulumate
perfecton” of her spouse.?2?* Love, for authors like Christine de Pisan and the Ménagier de Paris of
the later Middle Ages, was identified with obedience, and in the custodial relationship of marriage,
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women obeyed their husband.222 [f we consider the representations of perfect female nobility in the
garden of love, we see that this woman masters the art of love, not only by being perfectly rich, noble
and virtuous, but by focussing her enjoyment of the sensual pleasures of on her male counterpart ~
her fiancé or husband.

A wife’s extreme love and adulation of her husband was known as diectzo and may be evoked
n the first panel of our tapestry “Taste,” in which the lady dotes on her symbolic fiancé with the
delectio of the graines de paradis served in what may be seen as a “marriage cup.”™ The panel of
“Hearing” recalls the ideal state of “Hammony” which reigned in the garden of love and was essential
to a family’s proper functioning, as illustrated by the depiction of the perfect family in the mille flenrs
tapestry of the Concert (figure 23). This common allegory beautifies the female spouse’s duty to obey
her husband and family in order to maintain peace through the images of love and noble
refinement.?¢ The lady of the third panel not only “materialises” her virtue with the garland of
humble flowers she weaves, this perfect woman awaits her lover and diverts herself by making a
chaplet of camnations symbolic of their marmage. When we consider the vanous influences on the
image of the perfect wife, the lady of “Sight” emerges as the first of particularly complex images in
the senes. The mouf of maiden and unicorm, symbolic not only of courdy (physical) love but also
Marman virtue, may be enriched by the allegoncal figure of female noble existence, Oiseuse whose only
occupation was to gaze at her own beauty.>s Qur lady, like Ocsexse, occupies herself with a luxurious
murror; however, the object of her interest is the reflection of her knighdy suitor and future husband,
the unicom. The panel of “Touch” can also be appreciated for the vanous cultural fooms it
represents: the lady’s virtue is appreciated through her long flowing hair, Manan appearance, and
contact with the unicom; her nobility i1s proven by her knightly stance, as well as her domination in
the world of love; her capacity to fulfil the physical duties of a wife is illustrated by the phallic
symbolism common to the epithalmic genre. Finally, the panel known as A4 Mon Sex/ Destr may be
seen as the climax of the exposition of the LeViste lady’s perfection and may be related to the
ceremony, celebration, or reality of marniage.
A sernies depicting the perfect wife would, likely, include a depiction of the actual wedding, and as
suggested already by Knstina Gouray,** we may perhaps interpret the sixth panel of the Lady and the
Urdeorn in this context. The lady and her servant are both clothed in scarlet gowns, the most
sumptuous of the senes: red fabrics - made from the crushed bodies of Mediterranean insects known

as kermes — were the most expensive to produce and, thus, reserved for the most special occasions in

=2 C. Klapisch-Zuber (ed.), A History of Women, p. 112.

= R. S. Favis, The Garden of Love, pp. 97-98.

=% C. Klapsisch-Zuber (ed.), A History of Women, pp- 108-109.

5 M. Cazenave, D. Poinion, A. Strubel, & M. Zink, L’Ant d'Aimer, p. 149.
26 K. Gouday, “La Dame J Li corne,” pp. 65-66.
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the Middle Ages, such as weddings.=> What 1s more, the luxunous tent held open on either side may
also be related to a marnage context, as we find a very similar representanon thereof in Couple sous un
dacs (figure25), which depicts a married couple with references either to the bride’s virtue or fernhity
(the port of flowers she warers) and mantal faith and sexuality (the lap dog). Furthermore, we may
relate the lady’s lifung of her skirt as a common gesture assocrated with marnage scenes, found also
in the well-known Armoffini Wedding Portrat (figure 70) and in the engraving of the Large Garden of Lote
(figure 28).22

Finally, the casker which the lady receives from her servant may be interpreted in a marnage
context in at least two possible ways. Were this panel an mntroductory scene announcing the
depiction of a perfect wife, we may interpret the chest of jewels as the present given by the groom to
his bride. The lady would, therefore, select a necklace from the box in preparation for her marniage,
perhaps assuming the first matenal sign of her husband’s control seen throughout the rest of the
series. Or, it is also possible to interpret her gesture as removal of the heavy necklace, and the scene
may evoke an image following the actual wedding: after the celebration, brides were assisted in their
undressing and preparation for the nuptal bed by their friends or servants.? The lady perhaps
prepares herself to practice the very expliat art of love and marnage that has been exposed
throughout our senes. We may even propose to reconcile this reading with Alain Erdande-
Brandenburg’s theory of the renunciation of the senses: the inherently weaker lady attains the only
means for a non-religious wormnan to dominate the threat of physical desire and to protect her virtue —
marriage. 30

The images of the Lady and the Unicornr would, therefore, seem to communicate on several
levels: as a sign of Jean LeViste’s personal nobdity, as a glorification of the women in his farmly, as a
model for the ladses in his houschold to imitate. [f our work was intended to provide the LeViste
women with a didactic model, we should note the parallel with one of the most well-known literary
works from the late Middle Ages, Le Livre du Chevalier de 1a Tour Landry. Inspired by a garden
setung,®! this moralising treatise presented stories and anecdotes from a father’s youth powr Ses/ filles
aprandre i roumancer>> The aun of this work was to prepare the chevalier’s daughters for their future
role as wife, and he does not hesitate to include somewhat ribald accounts in his children’s
preparatory advice, as an essential part of a successful marriage was the physical union of two

conjugal partmers. Acceptable sexuality, however, is limited to the bonds of marnage, for the

=7 F. Piponnier & P. Mane, &_\_/én_gau_ng_cn_Ag:, Paris: Société Nouvelle Adam Biro, 1995, pp. 23-24.
=8 R. 8. Favis, The Garden of Love, p. 99.

=9 J. Veerdon (ed.), Vivre en France, p. 106.

230 Cazenave, Michel, Daniel Poidon, Armand Strubel, & Michel Zink, L’ Art d’Aimer, p. 44+

St R S. Favis, The Garden of Love, p. 93.

=2 J. Huzinga, The Autumn, p- 148.
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chevalier advises against gambling?? — one of the most common activities of the garden of love
(figure 40) — because gallant young men lose on purpose and offer jewels and precious objects as
wagers which allow them, of course, to enter the good graces of their lady parters whose virtue
could hence be tragically compromised.=** Could the conspicuous absence of games and cards from
our garden of love come from the same fathedy concem not to depict the licentious behaviour
implied by the euphemism of jower?’s as expressed in Eustache Deschamps’ ballad of Robin and

Manon:

Or apprenes-mot. mon dow anmi,

cet art. Alors il la toude et prend ses mesures.
Les pages de sor Lrre onrnit;

sa plume y bouta raide et dure.

Elle cria un pen, muts elle endure.

Et L commence a jouer :

un, dewx, trois et a redoubler. . . 236

Like the Chevalier de la Tour Landry, Jean LeViste seems to create an image of love and
female perfection that includes the reality of a married woman, yet establishes ideals and hmitatnons
that protect his fernale offspring from the threats of the outside wodd, their own weakness, and
certan negative irnages promoted by society. Like the Chevalier de la Tour Landry, the patron of the
Lady and the Unicorn has conceived this masterpiece to educate his daughters in matters of love in view

of a noble father’s greatest— a good marnage for his daughters.™”

A Wedding?

Many scholars have attempted to prove that the Lady and the Unicorn was commissioned as a
celebration of a LeViste male’s marniage;*3# however, such theores are disproved by the lack of a

female spouse’s heraldry in this work. Nonetheless, we may stll consider the possibility that the Lady

33 As did Anne de France in her advice to her daughter Susanne at the end of the fifteenth century. P.
Coatamine, [.a Noblesse, p. 175.

2+ P. Contamine, [.a Noblesse, p. 176.

=5 J. Verdon, Le Plaisic, p. 42.

26 From J. Verdon, Le Plaisic, p. 35.

237 J. Huizinga, The Autumn, p. 149.

238 |, Gourlay, “La Dame i la Gcomme,” p. 67. C. Nordenfalk, “Qui a commandé,” p. 56, & “Les 5 sens dans Part
du Moven-Age,” La Revue de PArt, 34, 1976, p. 26.
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and the Unicorn played a role in a LeViste marriage. It seems possible that Jean LeViste may well have
commissioned this work with at least one of his daughter’s marriage in sight. Obviously, he could
have intended his work to function on 2 didactic level, whereby, his daughters (and pechaps his own
wife) would have benefited from its beauty and their noble custodian’s care. However, given the
date of Claude LeViste’s first marriage, it seems possible that the Lady and the Unicorn functioned in a
particular marriage and, perhaps, in several ways.

Claude LeViste and Geoffroy de Balsac were married on August 26% 1493.24 This most
satisfactory date would pethaps suggest that our tapestries played a traditional decorative role, as mi

Sleur works were the most popular form of decoration at weddings for the “flowery meads” they
simulated.2#1 However, it seems curious that Jean LeViste would omit the groom’s arms from a
commemoration of his daughter’s marnage. But, another role of tapestry in the marnage celebration
came in the form of sumptuary gifts which were given to the bride, as both sides of her family
aternpted to outdo the other in extravagant displays to honour the future wife2*2 On the one hand
her family celebrated its personal honour and the her virtue through such material display, while her
in-laws showered her with gjfts as proof of the honour she would enjoy in her new family. We may
also wonder at the possibility of this work’s commussion before 1493 (perhaps in 1489 when Jean
LeViste received his noble tite), in which case it could have served as a sort of “advertisement” for
his daughters as they neared the age of marriage.

As the principle motivation in marmage was money — particularly for the upper classes — a
young man’s future wife was most often chosen by his parents and family, who ensured thart the
woman was of an appropriate social and economic standing to be accepted into the family.2$
Although it was possible, love was hardly a necessity for married life and considered little more than
an extra perquisite resulting from a husband and wife’s shared life and efforts.2** Love, as seen in our
examination of the Lady and the Unicorn, was a sign of nobility. In additon to these images of
aristocratic virtue, we should not forget the richness with which material culture is depicted to
contribute to the nobility of the family throughout this series. That Jean LeViste would choose to
monumentalise his family’s nobility in the form of the perfect bride in waiting, may, therefore, be
explained by the very illustrious family into which Claude LeViste entered in 1493.

Geoffroy de Balsac, seigneur of Montmonllon and of St. Clément,2*> was a2 member of the

most knightly moblesse d'épée. His status seems to have been considerable, as he was raised at the royal

20 J..B. de Vaivre, “Messire Jehan LeViste,” p. 425.

24t R. S. Favis, The Gardeq of Love, p. 105.

242 C. Klapisch-Zuber (ed.), A History of Women, p. 141.
243 J. Verdon (ed.), Vivre en France, p. 103.

24 C. Klapisch-Zuber (ed.), A History of Womcn, p. 282.
245 G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs Le Viste,” p. 213.
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court where he served as page and first tulet de chambre to Chardes VL2 and he continued to serve
the monarchy under Louis XII as chambellan and wnseiller royal*6 This marniage was contracted,
naturally, with the financial supulations that were the greatest concem of noble partmers: Pur & wntrat,
Clunde | fut dotée de 25.000L compris en cetle somme 1.000) éous d'or a elle ligués par le testament de M. Mayen! de
Nanterre, président an Parlement de Parts, son ayeul maternel. le tout hypothéqué sur la sesgnenrie d'Arigry et de
iergues et le seigneur de Bal<ac la dota de s terre de Montmorillon et de GOOY, de remtes*” In addition to
matters of money, though, the question of a potential wife’s nobility would likely concem such a
family as the Balsacs, and the Lady and the Unicort may well have served to matenalise Jean LeViste’s
honour, the irreproachable perfection of his daughters, in short his “sole desire” — that of any noble
father — the successful marriage of his daughters. The validiry of Jean LeViste’s “claims” to noblesse
has been shown 1n our examination of noble culture; however, the partcular monument to his
success, contrary to popular belief, is not a lament at hus lack of a male heir.2*® This is a celebration
of the perfect bride in waiting who will continue and surpass Le Viste nobility through extremely
successful marnages. Claude LeViste, herself, would enter 2 second very successful marriage with
Jean de Chabannes, cousin of Geotrroy de Balsac and member of 2 most dlustrious house. Although
Claude LeViste would die childless, the [ady and the Unicorn continued to associate her father’s aoms
and very personal view of nobility with a long and intricate line of disanguished anistocratic

famulies 249

25 AL & C.-M. Fleury, Le Chateau d’Arcy, p. 66.

2% |. Odin, “Claude LeViste,” p. 25.

2" From J.-B. de Vaivre, “Messire jchan LeViste,” p. 425.

28 K. Gourlay, “La Dame d la bcarne,” p. 67. G. Souchal, “Messeigneurs Le Viste,” pp. 264-265.
249 H. Martin, “La Dume i la boorne,” p. 162,



V. CONCLUSION

The [ady and the Unicorn thus emerges as 2 monument to the LeViste family whose bourgeois
ongins were rapidly obscured by spectacular legal careers in the royal sphere. However, this work far
surpasses a simple heraldic display, as seems evident from the various wconographic traditions that
contribute to its imagery. Much more than a sign of the orgue!/ du parvens, the Lady and the Uricorn 1s
an encyclopaedic vision of noble culture and of the ideals promoted for women in the late fifteenth
century. Therefore, Jean LeViste’s complex and very personal vision of nobility focuses in this work
on women and 1s, consequendy, clanified not only by the history of women but also by the life of the
femnales 1n Jean LeViste’s life.

The role of women in the culture of love is quite obvious, but what is less evident is the
informative perspective visual representatons of love and noble culture may provide us in the study
of women. As it is inherenty linked to the garden of love by its form, mile flenrs tapestry, in
partcular, may prove to be a useful tool to investigate the reality of women in the Middle Ages. This
potental becomes all the more convincing when we survey the subjects of this very popular
decorative form and realise that nearly all secular subjects include a representation of women in some
form. It would seem, then, that the history of women in the Middle Ages is much less distant and
irretrievable than is typically assumed. Though such images hardly represent the reality of women,
they certainly do inform our understanding what was expected of women through the idealised
images that formed the popular vision of women in the late Middle Ages.
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