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This exhibition explores an infrequently treated topic from the Middle Ages and the 
Renaissance:  the subject of Time in daily life.  It is easy to forget in the modern world how 
different our notions of time are.  In the Middle Ages time was not so much linear as cyclical; 
patterns of repetition helped people mark the hours of the day, the days of the week, and the 
months of the year.  For medieval Christians two times necessarily coincided:  the time in the 
present and that lived by Jesus Christ.  A wide range of more than 35 objects are organized 
according to different conceptions of time:  Units of Time, Time and Man, The Celestial 
Spheres (Heaves and Time), Chronological Time, Cyclical Time, and Telling Time.  Included 
are Books of Hours, illustrated manuscripts, sculpture, works of art, and rings.  

 
The section on “Units of Time” includes, for example, a medieval calendar from a Parisian 
Book of Hours with the Labors or the Month and the Signs of the zodiac that illustrate the 
passage of the months of the year. Inevitably the killing of the fatted calf in December 
anticipates the New Year’s feast in January, as a Janus-figure looks backward and forward.  In 
February a man warms his cold feet by the fire.  ILLUSTRATION 1.  A manuscript of the 
Rule of St. Benedict, which regulates the recitation of the Divine Office by monks and nuns 
eight hours a day, reminds us that eight, not twenty four hours divided the day for monks and 
the laity alike.  Instead of identifying the days of the year numerically, they were identified by 
the feasts of the saints:  St. George’s day is April 23rd and St. Peter’s day is June 29th.   

 
“Time and Man” explores the way in which people’s lives were directly affected by notions of 
time.  The idea of the Ages of Man originates in the Middle Ages, from Infancy and Youth to 
Old Age, and it is illustrated in Books of Hours.  The stars and planets played an important 
role, as different works of art demonstrate, including Books of Hours that show the 
“Anatomical Man,” an iconography that appears first, it seems, in the Duke of Berry’s Très 
Riches Heures.  ILLUSTRATION 2. This image is accompanied by instructions regarding the 
right time for blood letting and other medical treatments, according to the position in the sky 
of certain planets.  As in modern-day society, important milestones in life—birth, marriage, 
death—also mark the passage of time and are celebrated with works of art.  A group of rings 
includes baby and marriage rings, as well as memento mori rings.  ILLUSTRATION 3. 

 
The importance of the Celestial Sphere led to the use of many astrological and astronomical 
texts.  We include different calendars here:  calendars with mnemonic devices and those for 
calculating movable feasts and the times of sunrise and sunset.  One important and rare 
example is a Hebrew manuscript (the “Sefer Evronot”) for intercalating the Jewish lunisolar 
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calendar and reconciling it with the Christian calendar for religious and mercantile purposes.  
ILLUSTRATION 4.  The Middle Ages was rife with magic and superstition; hence the 
importance of games of prediction, such as the Tarot.  Here we present a fifteenth-century 
Lombard Tarot Card of the Sun.  According to readings of the Tarot, the Sun is a positive 
card, symbolizing discoveries made while fully conscious and wide awake, a card of intellect, 
clarity of mind and youthful energy.  Sometimes two children, predicting a birth, accompany 
the image of the Sun. ILLUSTRATION 5. 

 
Chronicles and genealogies show chronological time, while pilgrimage documents suggest 
the conception of cyclical time, the changes of generations marked by the coming of Christ 
and the Last Judgment. Medieval history, as recounted in standard chronicles, always began 
with the First Age of the World (evidence of God’s creation) and ended with the Last Age, 
signaled by the coming of Jesus Christ.  In this way, two temporalities merged:  the sacred 
time of the past and the historical time of the present.  Pilgrims similarly merged two 
temporalities as they sought protection of long-dead saints during their journeys in order to 
ensure their own speedy ascent from Purgatory in the future. 

 
How did people tell time in the Middle Ages?  Honorius of Autun, a twelfth-century 
Christian theologian and encyclopedist, divided the hour into 4 points, 10 minutes, 15 parts, 
40 moments, 60 signs, and 24,560 atoms.  Most people, however, employed simpler 
mechanisms in their everyday lives. A bell, a candle, and an image of an astrolabe remind us 
how different methods of telling time were in the Middle Ages, in an age before clocks and 
cell phones.  ILLUSTRATION 6. 

 
Full descriptions and images are available in an online web catalogue starting February 9. 
 

 


