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Abstract

Saint Barbara is considered to be a widely popular saint in the end of the Middle
Ages, especially in Germany and the Low Countries, but she appears to be less so in
France. To fully grasp the relative indifference of the French, this paper will take a closer
look at the veneration of the saint in France from its origins in the eleventh century to
the sixteenth century. A thorough search of online databases as well as a closer
examination of medieval inventories of the Valois princes, and catalogues of medieval
(illuminated) manuscripts for monuments and artworks closely related to Saint Barbara
bring out some interesting, and in a couple of cases intriguing, findings. While it is a
well-established fact that Barbara was more venerated in Northern and Eastern regions
of France, information gathered from the databases, inventories and catalogues shows
a clearer picture of the geographical and historical dissemination/concentration of
artworks pertaining to Saint Barbara throughout the French territory. Normandy and
Burgundy, and to a lesser degree Brittany, are the regions that stand out for a higher
concentration of art objects than has been suggested. Parisian region is another notable
case, hitherto overlooked, for its dearth of artifacts about Saint Barbara on the one hand
and the presence of two reliquaries of Saint Barbara on the other, sent from
Constantinople and in the possession of two of the most powerful French princes
around 1400. Breviaries and prayer books for private devotion made for the French
court attest to the general indifference of the French royalty to the virgin martyr as they
do not contain any mention of her up until the late fifteenth century, when the trend
begins to reverse. These findings would also shed a new light on the private devotion
of the Dukes of Burgundy, rulers of the Netherlands, for their deliberate choice of saints
and prayers.
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