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Nancy, the capital of Lorraine, may be best known today for the famous 
Place Stanislas (Unesco World Heritage), but an earlier claim to fame was 

the fact that in front of its walls (and actual tower), the armies of Lorraine and 
the Swiss Confederation defeated Charles the Bold, 

Duke of Burgundy (1477).

(Image: Conrad Pettisheim, Geschichte Peter Hagenbachs, Strasbourg1477 – also 
available at Dr. Jörn Günther Rare Books)



The direct consequence of the Battle of Nancy was 
that several Burgundian lands became part of 

France, while the Burgundian Netherlands and the 
Franche-Comté passed to the House of Habsburg, 

when the Burgundian heiress Mary married 
Maximilian of Austria (1477).

Upper and Lower Lorraine, part of the Holy 
Roman Empire, maintained relative autonomy.

First known printed  map of Lorraine, Martin 
Waldseemüller ,c. 1508 (sold)



For Lorraine, the hero of the battle was  
René  II (1451-1508), Duke of Lorraine 

since 1473. 

He grew up at the court of his 
grandfather René I d’Anjou and married 

Phillippa of Guelders (1467-1547).

Throughout their lives, both René and 
Philippa were surrounded by some of the 

finest manuscripts made in Europe. 

René II of Lorraine, in: 
Pierre de Blarru, Nancéide, Musée Lorraine

The Duke’s 
coat of 

arms in our 
Plutarch 

manuscript.



In Nancy, the ducal palace was severely damaged during the siege of 1477. 
Whether manuscripts were destroyed, history has not revealed. Today the 

palace houses the Musée de Lorraine, currently under restoration. 



Important in many aspects, the ducal palace deserves a face-lift. The above pedestal 
with the small ‘pensive‘ skeleton once marked the grave of  Duchess Philippa and is one 

of several excellent sculptures in the museum‘s collection.



One of the highlights there is the tomb of Philippa of Guelders, made by 
Ligier Richier, 1548. Philippa gave the Duke 12 children, only 5 of which 

reached adulthood. Antoine ‘the Good’ (1489-1544) succeeded his 
father as Duke in 1508 and reigned until 1544.

The Duchess played an important role in the education of her children, 
in politics, in the governance of Lorraine, and in art commissions in and 

around Nancy. She retired to the Convent of Poor Clares in Pont-à-
Mousson where part of her legacy was preserved until the French 

Revolution.



Philippa’s image as a saintly woman, retired in a convent, has long 
overshadowed the more complex role of a self-willed noblewoman who 
influenced the reign of Lorraine. Her regency, during her son’s absence 

(1509-1519), has been regarded as a wise one. Philippa died in the 
convent in 1547 at the age of 79.



The duke and duchess 
commemorated their family in 

two volumes of La grande vie du 
Christ made in Paris, c. 1506. 

The first volume is preserved in 
Lyon. It shows the coats of arms 

of René and Philippa and 
portrays the family in prayer 

(BM, ms. 5125). 
Philippa took these books with 

her when she retired. 

The two volumes were 
separated in or shortly after the 

French Revolution.

The second volume passed 
through the hands of at least 

seven known owners before the 
manuscript arrived in Basel at 
Dr. Jörn Günther Rare Books.



The Günther volume has 83 
miniatures in excellent condition. 

The borders of the two 
frontispieces bear the initials P

and R (Philippa and René).

The arms of René II (d. 1508) 
show the red bars of Hungary, 

the shield with fleur-de-lis and a 
label for the Kingdom of the Two 

Sicilies, the golden cross for 
Jerusalem, the red pals of 

Aragon, the two fish for the 
Duchy of Bar, the fleur-de-lis and 
red bordure of Anjou, and above 

all, the historical arms of 
Lorraine. The columns are 

adorned with flowering,  needle 
studded thistles. 



La grande vie du Christ contains two 
sections of text, each headed by a full-

page frontispiece.

The second full-page miniature shows 
Moses and the people of Israel in 

safety, while the army of the Pharaoh is 
drowning in the Red Sea. The borders 
of the architectural design include the 

portraits of the Duchess and Duke.

The manuscript ends with a poem
dedicated to Philippa of Guelders, 

Duchess of Lorraine.

355 x 250 mm. 333+1 leaves
2 full-page miniatures, 81 column-wide 

miniatures (115-150 x 80 mm) by the Master 
of the Chronique scandaleuse, introducing 

each chapter. 
In very fine condition with wide clean 

margins. Miniatures in  fresh condition, with 
bright colours. 



Nancy, as the capital of 
Lorraine, adopted a thistle 
in its arms, probably after 
the defeat of the Duke of 
Burgundy in 1477. It has 

been the symbol of the city 
since the late 15th century.

The origin of Nancy’s 
thistle is to be found in the 

emblems of King René 
d’Anjou, grandfather of 

Duke René.

First frontispiece: Christ in the
midst of the Apostles preaching

to the teachers of the Law.



This manuscript was likely 
commissioned and 

completed in Paris about 
1506 in the workshops of 

two of the best book 
painters of the time. The 
poem at the end clearly 

mentions that Philippa 
ordered the book.

The painting of human figures in 
motion – especially in the 

frontispieces with large figures – is of 
high quality, with expressive gestures 

and detailed facial features. The 
undulating drapery combined with 

lavish decoration in liquid gold 
heightens the effect.  



The artist shows a preference for strong colours, especially blue, 
and for the use of liquid gold in the depiction of drapery and 

architectural and scenic elements



In the illustrations of the many parables, the illuminator usually includes architectural 
elements, as here, a palatially-styled tower. Portraying many interior scenes as uninterrupted 

views into landscapes, he demonstrates his mastery in both ‘genres’.



With hard work on Earth (Matthew 20: the first will be the last) and hard work in Hell –
Heaven seems the more peaceful place – and there are always clerics and books that 

tell us to beware!



In shimmering 
silhouettes and 

dramatic celestial 
apparitions, the lighting 
of the sky is arranged in 

accordance with the 
dramatic action. 

This artist excelled in a 
precise and meticulous 
painting technique. He 

also worked quickly, 
often resulting in a bad 
state of preservation of 

many of his works 
today. Yet, the volume 

at hand is preserved in 
almost untouched 

condition, conveying an 
unblemished, fresh, and 

immediate impression 
of the artist’s mastery. 



Whereas La grande vie du Christ is a 
monument to her family, which the 

Duchess took with her when she retired, 
she likely ordered a series of other 

manuscripts with an educational purpose.

Plutarch’s Vies de Romulus et de Caton
d’Utique (Lives of Romulus and Cato the 

Younger), in the French translation of 
Simon Bourgoyn, opens with the ducal 

coat of arms. 



This lavish manuscript was likely
commissioned for the education of

the ducal couple‘s oldest son and
heir, Antoine of Lorraine (1489-

1544), as part of a grand collection
of instructive literature.

The Greek historian Plutarch (c. 46-
120 AD) is best known for his

series of Parallel Lives of Greeks
and Romans, biographies of
famous Greeks and Romans, 

arranged in pairs to highlight
moral virtues and vices.

Manuscript on vellum, 350 x 220 mm, 
218 leaves with 54 full-page miniatures, 
illuminated by the Master of Philippa of 

Guelders, Jean Coene IV, and a third 
talented artist from the Pichore circle.

France, Paris, c. 1508.



The texts emphasize the influence of 
good or bad character on the destinies of 

men. This focus also ensured its appeal. 

Plutarch’s biographies were widely read, 
influential, classical texts. They remained 

popular throughout the ages. 

Commissioned by the Duchess of 
Lorraine for the heir of the duchy but 

undoubtedly also offering educational 
examples to others at the court, the 

famous biographies were intended to 
teach moral behaviour.



Pompey the Great in his garden, counting coins out of a gold-embroidered 
pouch into the hands of men being bribed (f. 146v).



The lives of Romulus (ff. 1r-89r) and Cato the Younger (ff. 91r-
218v) had much to teach a young prince at court. Romulus 
was exemplary for his inspired administrative, military, and 
political leadership of early Rome. Cato was  famous for his 
stubbornness and tenacity in the long wars against Julius 

Caesar and for his immunity against bribery and corruption.



Many educators have faced the difficulty of conveying knowledge while keeping their students 
interested. This lavishly illustrated manuscript with examples from Roman history shows how a 

combination of texts and images could make teaching and learning attractive.



Plutarch’s classical texts were richly 
illuminated by a group of Parisian 

illuminators who were part of the circle 
around the eminent all-rounder Jean 

Pichore: an illuminator as well as a 
publisher and illustrator of printed books.

It is possible that the three distinct artists 
were working in the same workshop, but 

they may also have collaborated 
temporarily to accomplish the enormous 
task at hand in a reasonable time frame. 

The present manuscript was long lost from 
public view and has only turned up 

recently, complete and in mint condition.



The codex contains 54 monumental 
miniatures in breath-taking colours, 

each as large as a panel painting. 

The subjects are entirely secular and 
present a wealth of images of late 

medieval daily life,  scenes of warfare 
and military equipment, contemporary 
technology (including machines used 

for building), architecture, and garden 
design. They also show political 

assassinations and state funerals.



Plutarch, Caesar leading his troops - f. 200v
Master of Philippa of Guelders, Jean 

Coene IV et al. 
France, Paris, c. 1508. 

The original set of educational texts 
consisted of four manuscripts with a 
similar coat of arms. The books were 
given away much later. Two are now 

preserved at the Österreichische
Nationalbibliothek in Vienna. 

Our marvelous manuscript is a part 
of this important cultural heritage.



Cato reading Plato’s Phaedro on his 
deathbed; he sends a servant for his sword. 

Manuscript on vellum, 350 x 220 mm, 218 leaves 
with 54 full-page miniatures illuminated by the 

Master of Philippa of Guelders, Jean Coene IV, and 
a third talented artist from the Pichore circle.

France, Paris, c. 1508.



The bed of Duke Antoine ‘the Good’ is 
preserved in the Musée de Lorraine.

Did Antoine perhaps pick the Plutarch 
manuscript for his night-time reading?

Be that as it may, Dr. Jörn Günther Rare 
Books has two unique manuscripts on offer.

Antoine at the age of 54, painted by the Basel 
painter Hans Holbein the Younger in 1543 (now: 

Berlin, Gemäldegalerie)
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