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Introduction

T his exhibition in Chicago features a single illuminated
manuscript, the Roman de la Rose, a splendid, grand copy
of a seminal text of French literature. In an anonymous age
before artists signed their works, it is always remarkable to know
the name of a painter—to be able to tell their story. Such is the
case with this manuscript of the Rose. It was illuminated by
Jean Semont, the first manuscript painter documented by name
in the artistic center that produced some of the most important
early Flemish panel paintings. Jean Semont lived in Tournai
in today’s Belgium. Known from documents, he worked both
as a painter and a manuscript illuminator for nearby churches
and monasteries. He also painted secular works like this one
for the townspeople. Tournai cannot have been a big town
around 1400, but it was the bastion of Flemish painting. In the
era just preceding Jan van Eyck, Roger van der Weyden and
Robert Campin were its leading artists. They must have rubbed
shoulders with Jean Semont.

The Roman de la Rose (or the Romance of the Rose) is perhaps
the greatest love story in French literature. It is a poem written
in Old French around 1230 initially by Guillaume de Lorris. The
Lover falls asleep and dreams of finding his love, symbolized by
the Rose. On his quest he encounters many personifications—



Jealousy, Desire, Hate, Old Age. But not the Rose. Alas he
suddenly wakes up, bereft, dejected, lovelorn. A second poet,
Jean de Meun, takes over forty-five years later, around 1275. In
a much lengthier, meandering, highly erotic section, the Lover
eventually plucks the Rose. Seductively couched in the language
of love, the poem was enormously popular. More than three
hundred manuscripts exist, two-thirds of them illustrated, all of
them different. Nearly every manuscript of the Rose is today in a
public museum or library.

The frontispiece portraying the sleeping Lover is unique in cycles
of Rose illumination, as is the charming marginal decoration
framing the page. Two further illuminations illustrate the
accompanying texts by the second poet Jean de Meun that
complete the Rose, the Testament and the Codicil. All are by
the master illuminator Jean Semont. As extraordinary as the
picture cycle is the suite of page after page of lush, burnished
gold initials and ivy leaves. These sometimes blanket the pages
in gold, seductively leading the viewer on, a veritable feast for
the eyes.

The Roman de la Rose is iconic. The appearance of any manuscript
of it is noteworthy. This one—once the treasure of one of the
most famous bibliophiles of our time, Marcel Jeanson, hence
referred to here as the “Jeanson Rose” — was his MS 1. Today
it takes its place in the artistic context of the advent of Flemish
realism before Jan van Eyck. This is but one step in the story of
its continuing journey.

Tower Retable with Infancy Cycle
Southern Netherlands, late 14" century
(Antwerp, Musée Mayer van den Berghe,
cat. no. 35)
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Manuscripts of the Roman de la Rose:
A Pivotal Work

The Roman de la Rose was one of the most widely
read and debated of medieval works. The fact that
more than 300 manuscript or manuscript fragments
survive is an eloquent demonstration of its popularity. Of
the 328 extant manuscripts, 253 are illustrated, a far
greater number than any other literary text of the Middle
Ages apart from Dante. It was the pre-eminent poem of
chivalric love, and it had a decisive impact on European
literature through its influence on Dante, Petrarch, and
Chaucer. For nearly 200 years, the scholarship on the
Rose has been prolific, and it remains just as lively today.
Students of art, literature, linguistics, philosophy, politics,
and law have all contributed to the scholarly literature.
The poem resonates with concerns about authorship,
reception theory, gender, sexuality, and more recently
with globalism and postcolonialism, not to mention
In the last half
century, as many as 300 books and articles on the Rose

thorny questions of interpretation.

appeared every ten years. As a recent scholar put it: “the
Rose’s popularity ... has never been greater” and “shows

no sign of losing any of its vibrancy.” (Morton 2015).



Today, most of the 328 manuscripts are in institutional
collections; only a few remain in private hands, while
several others are still untraced. The appearance,
therefore, of any Rose on the market is of utmost
interest. This one, as we shall see, is pivotal not only for
its textual distinctiveness and the identification of the
illuminator by name but also for its place in the context
of the emergence of Flemish realism in an important

center, that of Tournai.

The poem was begun around 1230 by Guillaume de Lorris
and left incomplete, perhaps on his death; it was taken
up some fifty years later by Jean de Meun, a scholar
and translator resident in Paris. Guillaume de Lorris set
his allegory of the Lover's quest to attain the Rose in
the framework of a dream, a dream that he declares he
had as a twenty-year-old, some five years earlier. The
author enters the Garden of Delight, falls in love with
the Rose, and explores the nature of love with those
personifications who help or hinder him in his endeavor
to reach the Rose. Through the course of the poem, he
see-saws between hope and despair. This is the earliest
sustained first-person narrative and narrative allegory in

French. Jean de Meun's continuation on ff. 28v to 152y,

four times the length of Lorris’s original poem, changed
the nature of the work and extended the range of the
debate. Before the Lover finally achieves the Rose, the
reader is taken through the sort of semi-encyclopedic
compilation so favored in the Middle Ages. Here, however,
the traditional assumptions are apparently parodied or
even provocatively revised. The tone is often satirical,
and the allegory is more evidently erotic. The mix of old
and new, the infinite possibilities of interpretation, the
evocative descriptions of the beauties of nature, all gave

the poem an immediate and enduring appeal.

Some 95 manuscripts are known from the second half
of the fourteenth century, when this copy was made.
The poem appealed to a wide range of social classes and
levels of education. In 1373 Charles V of France (king
from 1364-1380) owned no fewer than four copies, while
a contemporary bourgeois of Douai had a copy to leave in
his will. With so many manuscripts in circulation, further
copies were easily obtained. A contract with a Dijon
scribe in 1399 shows that three months was considered
adequate for writing the text (see Badel, 1980). At the
end of the century, it was the centerpiece of fierce

literary debate initiated by the authoress Christine de

P17
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Pizan, who decried Jean de Meun's attack on women
and his arguably blasphemous language. It was printed
seven times during the incunable period, first in Geneva
in 1481, followed by two editions in Lyons in the 1480s

and one edition in Paris in the 1490s.
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3
The Text of the Jeanson Rose:
A "Complete" Rose

This copy of the Rose is unusual not only for the text of
the Roman de la Rose itself but also for its inclusion of
additions, revisions, and satellite texts, making it one of the
most "complete" extant manuscripts. In his standard study of
Rose manuscripts, Ernst Langlois classified the Jeanson Rose,
especially its version of the Jean de Meun section, as among
"les meilleurs" (or best) manuscripts. The text has many
features in common with that of two closely related
manuscripts identified by Langlois as dependent upon a lost
Picard exemplar, and there are obvious Picard features to the
language (Langlois, 246-47 and 405-410).

The Jeanson Rose differs from those, however, in being one
of only nineteen copies to contain additions and moralizing
revisions made by a third author, Gui de Mori, a Picard cleric.
These were originally written between 1290 and 1330. Gui
de Mori added, deleted, and rearranged many passages with
the general effect of bringing the love story at the heart of
the poem more into line with traditional Christian notions

of human and divine love. One of Gui’s innovations was the



26

introduction of an additional allegorical vice, Pride, on the
wall of the Garden of Delight. This is one of the passages
included in the present manuscript where it occurs at the

beginning of the descriptions of the vices (f. 2, 1.7).

Manuscripts of the Rose are often accompanied, as here,
with other shorter works by the second poet, Jean de Meun,
the Testament du maistre Jehan de Meun and the Codicil.
These two poems, written at the end of the poet’s life, are
so linked to the Rose that they are sometimes considered
to be “satellite” works or spin-offs of it. They rarely
occur in manuscript copies on their own, and especially
in fourteenth-century examples they accompany the Rose
(cf. also British Library Add. MS 42123). The Testament is
framed as an edifying conclusion to the Roman de la Rose,
in which its author apologizes for the folly of youthful
works (the Rose?) he wrote just to achieve success and
embarks on a spiritual journey to discover Truth and Good,
albeit still sprinkled with critiques found in the Rose, such
as his denunciation of women and of the mendicants. The
much shorter Codicil with its appeal to God in its 88 lines
is considered an appendix to the Testament. The text of
the Jeanson Rose is thus very rare indeed in its inclusion
not only of Gui de Mori’s revisions but also Jean de Meun'’s

spin-offs, offering a “complete” Rose.
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Missal (Use of Saint-Amand) (detail)

Southern Netherlands, Tournai, c. 1409

f. 130v

(Valenciennes, Bibliotheque municipale, MS 118)

4

The Career of the Illuminator Jean Semont:
An Artist with a Name

n a magisterial monograph, Dominque Vanwijnsberghe
l has attributed the illumination of the present manuscript
to Jean Semont, an artist active in Tournai from c.1385
until his death in 1414 (see Vanwijnsberghe, 2007, p.
356 et passim, ill.). This artist is also responsible for most
of the initials with shining golden grounds and sprays of
colored and golden ivy-leaves curling into the margins,
a feature that makes the Jeanson Rose particularly
appealing. A second illuminator collaborated on the
decoration of four gatherings and may be responsible for
the drolleries on the opening leaf.

Relatively few South Netherlandish illuminators of the
era are known by name, which makes the discovery by
Vanwijnsberghe all the more remarkable. A document in
the testament of a local ecclesiastic Jean Olivier (active
1383-1409) describes a Missal for the use of Saint-Amand
written by Jean Cuvelier and illuminated by “Jehan
Semonth.” This Missal, dated around 1409 has been
identified as Valenciennes Bibliotheque municipale, MS

{31
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118, and provides us with crucial evidence around which
the career of Jean Semont can now be reconstructed.
Other documents describe works that have not been
identified, a “tavelet” [or small panel painting] portraying
Saint John the Evangelist in 1413 and a manuscript of
baptism in the accounts of the Church of Saint-Brice
in 1400-1401. Vanwijnsberghe found no other family
members with this surname living in or near Tournai,
and he therefore assumes that the artist originated in
another, possibly Flemish, town.

In the Missal of Jean Olivier, a full-page miniature of
the Crucifixion and eight pages with historiated initials
thus provide the sole basis for assembling other works
around the artist. These works include a wide range of
types of texts and images: a Missal of Saint-Pierre (Lille,
Bibliotheéque municipale, MS 807); a Book of Hours (Paris,
BnF, MS lat. 1364); another Missal dated before 1414 (St.
Trond, Monastery of the Vlaamse Minderbroeders, MS
A. 49); an extraordinary Psalter in Poughkeepsie (Vassar
College Library, MS 4); a Roman de la Rose in New York
(Morgan Library and Museum, MS G. 32); another Livre
de prieres in Paris (BnF, MS n.a.fr. 4412); and a two-
volume secular work including Les Voeux de Paon and the
Sept Sages de Rome (Brussels, Bibliotheque Royale, MSS
11191 and 11192).

i 33



34

Apparent in the wide variety of texts he illuminated,
our artist’s International Gothic style remains relatively
consistent. He uses a palette made up of predominantly
red and blue. The ivy leaf decoration derives ultimately
from Parisian sources. His uncomplicated compositions,
as well as his palette, are not unlike those found in a
group of pre-Eyckian panels, such as an Altarpiece with
Scenes of the Infancy of Christ (Antwerp, Musée Mayer
van den Berghe, cat. No. 359). The Trinity in the Jeanson
Rose bears close comparison with the same subject in
the documented Missal of Jean Olivier. Vanwijnsberghe
notes that the same exquisite border decoration with
its sparkling gold and crisp ivy leaves is found in all the
Jean Semont works, and he speculates that the artist
himself may have been responsible for it. Exchanges
with the Beaufort Master among pre-Eyckian illuminators
and the Master of the Rinceaux d'or are signaled by
Vanwijnsberghe, who also lays out the subsequent artistic
contributions in manuscript painting in Tournai, among
which are those by the interesting but less accomplished
Master of the Régle de I'"Hopital Notre Dame (Tournai,
Bibliotheque de la Ville, MS 24).
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et + ' - _ bl The Illuminations of the Jeanson Rose:
A A Unique Interpretation

llustrations in the 253 illuminated Rose manuscripts
lvary significantly both in number and subject matter.
There are, however, some consistencies: the lover-scribe
dreaming that introduces Guillaume de Lorris’s text is
commonplace, although as we shall see his treatment
differs from one copy to another. Many fourteenth-

-

century copies include a sequence of the Virtues in the

»

garden, such as the other Rose manuscript painted by
Jean Semont (New York, Morgan Library and Museum,
MS G.32). However, even Rose manuscripts apparently
produced in the same workshop may differ in the extent
of illustration, the subjects selected, and the treatment
of individual subjects (see McMunn 2001, pp. 210-214).
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It may be that with a text in the vernacular, and a story

T

) ‘A, by P o8

N

‘4”;53 that was widely known, illuminators felt confident
@ § B

sg% ; enough to devise their own interpretations.

Our artist tells the whole story of the Rose in his opening
picture. Fully clothed, the Dreamer-Lover (author) lies in
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bed. Before sleeping he propped his sword on his pillow.
His books, pen, and parchment are laid out on a desk
with an attached arm and chair next to his bed. He must
have been a near-sighted 20-year-old because we see
his discarded spectacles alongside his quills. His dream
takes visual form in the two chaplets exchanged by lovers
hanging above him. At the foot of the bed is the enclosed
garden where Fair Welcome (Bel-Accueil) will admit
him so he can steal a kiss from the unattainable Rose
on the bush within. The tower in which Jealousy then
indignantly imprisons Fair Welcome is shown in the right
background in the modest, tall and narrow house — not
unlike the houses that adorn Tournai itself in Roger van
der Weyden's painting. The rosebush, secure from love-
lorn young men, stands on the balcony. The charming,
rather literal visualization of the Dreamer-Lover in this
frontispiece miniature appears to be a largely distinctive
interpretation. Dr. McMunn has graciously pointed out
the following unique features: the sword and buckler by
the bed of the dreamer occur in no other frontispiece.
The Dreamer’s headgear appears on only three figures
in Rose frontispieces. The two pink chaplets attached to
the bed hangings are also unique. So too are the multi-
storied building with rose bushes on the balcony, and the

small walled garden surrounded by roses and enclosing

a single rose is reminiscent of the one Danger will later

guard from the Lover and Fair Welcome.

The delightful marginal illustration is also unique. In the
center of the bottom margin is a face with big ears, while
on the right a monk with a dragon body, legs and a tail
gestures in supplication to a nun (named Margo, probably
in a fifteenth-century hand). Margo also has a dragon'’s
body, legs, and a tail, and she holds in her right hand what
appears to be a rosary. To their right, the monkey Martin
stands on a sprig of trefoil leaves and looks back over
his shoulder at the two groups of figures in the bottom
margin. On the left of the lower margin the monkey
labelled Martico is tossing food from a bowl he holds
in his right hand. The brewer in front of him is offering
a drink to accompany his food. In the left top margin
are a grotesque head and a squirrel holding a branch
with a nut and another nut in his mouth. To his right
is what appears to be a burrow where, presumably, he
intends to store his nuts. Further to the right is a dragon
and two grotesque heads. A mermaid, unnamed, in the
right center margin holds her traditional attributes of a
comb and a mirror — a symbol of luxury? The dark smear
around her groin is likely the result of later censorship.

Such grotesques are intended to amuse the reader,
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whether they comment directly or indirectly on the text.
Here we might hypothesize that the bodily enjoyment of
food and drink on the lower left is playfully contrasted
to spiritual benefits of prayer on the lower right — a
theme that is consistent with most interpretations of the
text of the Rose. Similar marginal grotesques exist in
other manuscripts by Jean Semont; compare for example
a manuscript of Sermons in Tournai (Archives of the
Cathedral Chapter, Register 359 B, f. 3) and a Breviary for
the use of Tournai (Cambrai, Médiatheque municipale,
MS A 104, f. 359), both reproduced in Vanwijnsberghe,
figs. 293, 294a, 294b.

The miniatures illustrating the satellite texts are no less
accomplished. The Trinity on f. 153 shows God the Father
supporting Christ on the Cross, a dove and above them,
against a checkered ground within a frame of pink and
burnished gold, with a three-sided border with baguettes
and ivy-leaf sprays of burnished gold, pink and blue. This
is a direct illustration of the opening phrase of Jean de
Meun’s Testament: “Li peres et li fils et li sains esperis/
Un dieu en trois personnes adoures et cheris” (The Father,
the Son and the Holy Spirit/ God in three persons, loved
and adored). The next miniature on f.181v depicts Christ

in Majesty seated on a bench against a checkered ground,

one hand raised in blessing the other resting on an orb
with a cross, all within a frame of blue and burnished
gold. Here the miniature illustrates the opening of a
stanza within the Codicil (line 2049): “C'il puissant Roye
de gloire qui sans fin regne et vie” (This powerful King
of glory who lives and reigns forever). Both miniatures
find close parallels in historiated initials found in Jean
Semont’s documented Missal for Jean Olivier, leaving no
doubt of the attribution of the Jeanson Rose to him.
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6
Flemish Realism in Tournai:
Jean Semont and ars nova

4 e | ournai was central to the extraordinary artistic
i developments of ars nova evident in the work of
Robert Campin (identified with the Master of Flémalle,
1375-1444), documented in Tournai from 1406 until his
death in 1444, his pupil Rogier van der Weyden, born in
Tournai in 1399/1400 and died in 1465, and the Van
Eycks. The exceptionally thorough iconoclasm in Tournai
in the sixteenth century means that little is known of the
artistic context of Campin’s mature achievements or Van
der Weyden's youth. Vanwijnsberghe’s careful
reconstruction of Tournai manuscript illumination is,
therefore, critical for the history of art, laying out the
artistic context in which these panel painters worked, so
crucial for our understanding of the overall practice of
painting during the period. Thanks to Vanwijnsberghe,
we now realize that the work of Jean Semont stands just
a half-generation before Robert Campin; if Campin was
active as a master painter in 1406, this date falls within
the height of Jean Semont's career. An exceptional

Rogier van der Weyden

Saint Columba Altarpiece (detail)
Southern Netherlands, 1450-1455
(Munich, Alte Pinakothek, WAF 1189)
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manuscript leaf in Enschede (Rijksmuseum Twenthe inv.
no. 16) from a Book of Hours now in Princeton (University
Art Museum, MS Y1030) is attributed to the “entourage
of Robert Campin,” and Vanwijnsberghe specifically cites
the rich ivy-leaf decoration by Jean Semont in the Jeanson
Rose as a direct analogue. The Enschede-Princeton Book
of Hours is placed around 1415 to 1425, thus at the end
of Jean Semont’s career. Entering Campin’s workshop
perhaps in 1427 and remaining in Tournai until at least
1432, Roger van der Weyden represents the next

generation of the Tournai ars nova.

If, indeed, as Vanwijnsbergh has shown, painters and
illuminators were united in the same gquild, officially
from 1423 onwards, which must reflect earlier practice,
then the study of manuscript painting with monumental
painting becomes vital. The rich body of work that
defines Jean Semont's career, including this manuscript
of the Roman de la Rose, now plays a significant role in
this history.

Appendix

Physical description

182 folios, on parchment (collation i-ii8 iii8 [-2] iv-xix8 xx9
[1, a singleton] xxi-xxii8 xxiii6), catchwords an entire line
written in a small cursive hand in the inner lower margin
of final versos, two columns of 36 lines written in a Gothic
bookhand in black or brown ink between 37 horizontals,
top and bottom ruled across the margin, and four verticals
ruled the height of the page, pairs of verticals the height
of the text separating the initial letter of each line, all ruled
in plummet, (justification 226 x 68-14-68 mm.), rubrics in
red, every page illuminated with two-line initials alternately
dark pink or blue on grounds of burnished gold with trefoil
leaves in the infills and delicate ivy-leaf sprays extending into
the margins, opening folio with introductory miniature and a
full-page border with drollery figures in the bas-de-page and
margins, the other texts opening with two further miniatures,
one with a full-page border (opening folio slightly darkened
and thumbed at the outer edge, tiny pigment losses from the
bed-hangings in the miniature, smudging of a few initials,
the Trinity miniature on f.153 worn, presumably by kissing).
Eighteenth-century French mottled calf binding gilt (splits at
head and foot of upper joint, extremities scuffed). Dimensions
320 x 205 mm.
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Text
ff. 1-152v, Guillaume de Lorris and Jean de Meun, Roman de la
Rose; ff. 153-181v, Jean de Meun, Le Testament; ff. 181v-182,

Jean de Meun, Codicil.

[llustrations

f.1 The Lover resting on his bed, behind him hang two rose
chaplets as exchanged by lovers, his sword propped by his pillow,
in the foreground a seat, with an attached lectern, and a table
with books and the materials and tools, including spectacles,
for writing, to the right an enclosed garden around a rosebush,
in the background a tall balconied building, the miniature and
text within a full-page border illustrated with grotesques; f.153
Trinity, with God the Father supporting Christ on the Cross,
against a checkered ground and within a frame of pink and
burnished gold, with a three-sided border with baguettes and
ivy-leaf sprays of burnished gold, pink and blue; f.181v Christ
in Majesty, seated on a bench against a checkered ground, one
hand raised in blessing the other resting on an orb with a cross,
all within a frame of blue and burnished gold.

Provenance
1. The majority of the extant manuscripts of the Roman de
la Rose were made in northern France, many of them in Paris.

This manuscript, on the other hand, was produced in Tournai:
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the Picard features of the text and the style of illumination are
typical of the manuscripts produced in this region at the turn of

the century.

2. There are brief annotations and nota signs written in French in
a 15™-century hand in some margins, including names identifying
the marginal figures of the opening folio. A title in French, in
manuscript, within an 18™-century engraved surround is pasted

on to a front endleaf.

3. Sir Jacob Astley Bart, of Melton Constable, Norfolk (1797-
1859): his bookplate inside upper cover.

4. London, Sotheby’s, July 20, 1931, lot 5 to G. Wells.

5. Marcel Jeanson (1885-1942), Paris, France, his bookplate,
marked MS. 1, on front endleaf. Successful industrialist and one
of the most important bibliophiles of the 20th century, Marcel
Jeanson assembled one of the finest collections of books on
hunting and ornithology, among many other manuscripts and
printed books (sale, Sotheby’s, Monaco, 1987, Part I); another part
of the collection was sold by Christie’s in 2000 (Part V).
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ONLINE RESOURCES

Digital Library of Medieval Manuscripts (The Roman de la Rose Digital
Library)
https:/dimm.library.jhu.edu/en/romandelarose/extant-manuscripts/

List of Extant Manuscripts of the Rose (DLMM)

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/10CB49KODbQOVI

rnJUyLYMOawKu_VXvr)46QyZsFczk/edit#gid=0
where the Jeanson Rose is listed as “Unknown Location”

Les Archives de littérature du Moyen Age (ARLIMA)
https://www.arlima.net/eh/gui_de mori.html

The Jeanson Rose is listed in ARLIMA under Gui de Mori as “localisation
actuelle inconnue”

New downloadable English translation of the Roman de la Rose by
A.S. Kline
https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/French/

LeRomanDelaRosehome.php

LES ENLUMINURES

Paris e New York e Chicago


https://dlmm.library.jhu.edu/en/romandelarose/extant-manuscripts/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/10CB49KODbQ0Vl_rnJUyLYM0awKu_VXvrJ46QyZsFczk/edit#gid=0
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/10CB49KODbQ0Vl_rnJUyLYM0awKu_VXvrJ46QyZsFczk/edit#gid=0
https://www.arlima.net/eh/gui_de_mori.html
https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/French/LeRomanDeLaRosehome.php 
https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/French/LeRomanDeLaRosehome.php 
https://www.lesenluminures.com/




