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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: The Wall-Mounted Memorial 
in the Burgundian Netherlands

On 14 December 1470, six days before his death, Jacques le Louchier, a 
citizen of Tournai, made his last will and testament. He instructed his 
executors to bury him in the city’s Franciscan convent church, ‘under 
the slab of the late Jacques le Louchier, my father, near to which lies 
my beloved companion and wife, Jeanne Villaine’. In case he was 
unable to do so during his own lifetime, he asked for ‘a stone tablet’ 
carved with ‘a representation of an image with two praying figures’ 
and an inscription giving the couple’s dates of death to be installed 
in the wall above the grave.1 Le Louchier’s testamentary wishes were 
evidently respected since this tablet was unearthed in 1909 on the  
site of the convent (fig. 1). Measuring 82 by 85 cm, it is carved in low 
relief from blue-black Tournai stone. Despite having suffered at the 
hands of Calvinist iconoclasts, still clearly discernible are the fig-
ures of Jacques accompanied by a boy kneeling before the Virgin 
and Child with his wife at the opposite side.2 Above the couple hang 
shields with their coats of arms and below an inscription states:

Before here, under this slab, lie the honourable persons Jacques 
le Louchier, son of the late Jacques, and demoiselle Jeanne 
Villaine, his wife. Jacques died on the 20th day of December 
in the year 1470 and the aforesaid demoiselle on the 10th day of 
October in the year 1434. Pray to God for their souls.3

A few hundred wall-mounted memorials like this still exist through-
out the Low Countries and despite many variations, the size, format, 
and essential components of Le Louchier’s memorial are typical. As 
his example shows, these monuments were installed in church walls 
above graves to commemorate the deceased interred below. They 
preserved the memory of the dead and functioned as permanent, 
public reminders to the living to remember them in their prayers. It 
is these objects that form the subject of this book.

Most extant memorials are sculpted tablets but there is clear  
evidence, both from written sources and remaining objects, that 
their medium was not limited to stone. For instance, the 1414 mor-
tuary account of the Cambrai priest Gilles Braembosch included  

Figure 3, detail
Memorial painting of  
Pieter van der Meulen,  
c. 1459–1460



2 chapter 1

payments not only for his grave slab but also for ‘a brass tablet to put 
on the wall above the grave’.4 Such brasses very rarely survive but 
one was found unexpectedly in 1978 in Sint-Maartenskerk, Kortrijk, 
behind a confessional (fig. 2). Compositionally it is closely compara-
ble to the Le Louchier tablet, featuring two praying figures presented 
by Sts John the Baptist and Catherine to the Virgin and Child. The 
accompanying inscription explains that it commemorates Jan van 
den Berghe (d. 1461), his wife Katelijne Raets (d. 1462), and his long 
deceased parents.5

Similarly, wall-mounted memorials also took the form of panel 
paintings. When, for example, in 1494 a canon of Saint-Paul church, 
Liège, asked his executors to install an ‘epitaph’ above his grave on 
which the Virgin and Child, various saints, and the prophet Daniel 
were to be painted,6 he was perhaps inspired by an earlier work in 
the church erected in memory of his colleague Pieter van der Meulen 
(d. 1459), dean of the chapter (fig. 3). It shows Van der Meulen with 
his intercessors before the Virgin and Child, and – like the Tournai 
and Kortrijk tablets – its memorialising function is conveyed by the 
inscription along its lower edge:

figure 1
Memorial of Jacques le 
Louchier and Jeanne  
Villaine, c. 1470–1471,  
Tournai limestone,  
82 × 85 cm, Tournai,  
Notre-Dame Cathedral
(photo: © KIK-IRPA)
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Here is buried the distinguished master Pieter van der Meulen, 
doctor of law, dean and canon at the churches of St Paul in Liège 
and St Saviour in Utrecht, who died in the year of Our Lord 1459, 
on the 23rd day of the month of May. May his soul rest in peace.7

Remarkably, the actual grave slab over which the picture originally 
hung and under which Van der Meulen was interred also remains 
at Saint-Paul (fig. 4). The slab’s inscription is similar to that on the 
picture’s frame and leaves no doubt that the two monuments were 
in close proximity.8

The memorials examined in this book were most popular in 
the Low Countries from around 1380 to around 1520, an era when 
Netherlandish art was internationally renowned for its virtuosity 
and innovation. Given the subsequent misfortunes of the region’s 
patrimony, the very fact that these objects remain at all makes them 
worthy of study; in several places – parts of Hainaut especially – 

figure 2
Memorial of Simoen van 
den Berghe, Margriete van 
Caloen, Jan van den Berghe, 
and Katelijne Raets, c. 1450, 
rubbing of engraved brass 
plaque, 61 × 56 cm, Kortrijk, 
Sint-Maartenskerk 
(photo: rubbing R. Van Belle 
© KIK-IRPA)
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 surviving tablets provide virtually our only glimpse of the area’s 
medieval sculpture. However, it was their intriguing resonances with 
works by celebrated early Netherlandish painters that first piqued 
scholars’ interest when sculpted tablets began to be unearthed 
at Tournai and other locations during the nineteenth century.9 
Proclaimed as a kind of “missing link” in the history of Netherlandish 
art, memorials from Tournai and elsewhere have been cited in con-
troversies over the origins of the art of Claus Sluter, Jan van Eyck, 
and Nicolaus Gerhaert,10 and over the Master of Flémalle’s identifi-
cation as Robert Campin.11 Such debates remain largely unresolved 
and have tended to divert attention from other, more productive 
questions of these objects. Still, there is no doubt that memorials 
were a vital element of the visual environment in which painters 
and sculptors operated and any connections between memorials 
and their work must be seen in the light of the fact that – as we shall 
see – artists were well acquainted with such monuments, inspired 
by them, and often closely involved in their production.

figure 3
Memorial painting of  
Pieter van der Meulen,  
c. 1459–1460, oil on panel,  
117 × 111,5 cm, Liège, Saint-
Paul Cathedral, Treasury
(photo: © KIK-IRPA)

figure 4
Grave slab of Pieter van der 
Meulen, c. 1459–1460, Meuse 
limestone, 240 × 141 cm, 
Liège, Saint-Paul Cathedral 
(photo: author)
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The region with which this book is concerned, the Burgundian 
Netherlands, comprised the Low Countries and parts of northern 
France, which were ruled more or less as a single entity by the Valois 
Burgundian dukes and later the Habsburgs during the fifteenth and 
early sixteenth centuries. It encompasses locations like Tournai, a 
French enclave surrounded by Burgundian territories, and Liège, an 
independent prince-bishopric, both never officially Burgundian but 
subject to Burgundian control; the county and duchy of Burgundy 
itself though are for the most part excluded.

The period in which wall memorials flourished coincides with the 
establishment and consolidation of the Burgundian state, from the 
death in 1384 of Louis of Mâle, Count of Flanders, when his lands 
came under the control of his son-in-law, Philip the Bold, Duke of 
Burgundy, to the death in 1519 of Maximilian of Austria, husband 
and father of the last Burgundian rulers of the Netherlands, when 
the region became subsumed into the vast Habsburg empire ruled 
by his grandson, Charles V. This long fifteenth century was an age 
when the demand for personal commemoration was articulated 
by a far wider cross-section of society than ever before and one 
that increasingly commanded the resources to commission works 
of art. Whilst the craftsmen who created memorials are largely 
anonymous, their products supply a wealth of information about 
the people they commemorate. In fact, there is perhaps no other  
category of early Netherlandish art for which we are so well 
informed about its commissioners; consequently, patronage forms 
a key focus of this book. Members and associates of the Burgundian 
court and the foreign visitors who thronged Netherlandish cities 
(and whose exported commissions survived better than artworks 
remaining in the Low Countries) have often dominated patronage 
studies;12 by contrast, many of the patrons discussed here represent 
social groups that have received little or no sustained scholarship. 
This is especially true of noble canonesses, a fascinating but almost 
entirely disregarded category of semi-religious women, discussed in 
Chapter 4. Likewise, secular canons, the subject of Chapters 3 and 5, 
have rarely been studied collectively by art historians, even though 
some – like the composer Guillaume Dufay – are very well known. 
It is safe to say that for many of those commemorated their monu-
ment represented the most important, and perhaps even only, artis-
tic commission of their lives. Even for wealthier, more ambitious 
commissioners, memorials are very often the only remaining vestige 
of their  patronage and as such provide valuable insights into their 
hopes and concerns on the eve of death.
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Whether they were stone sculptures, brass plates, or panel 
paintings, wall-mounted memorials formed an integral part of the 
visually rich experience of visiting a late-medieval church in the 
Netherlands.13 With a few exceptions though, they have not been 
subject to the same degree of scholarly scrutiny as the retables, 
statuary, reliquaries, textiles, stained glass, and other artworks that 
also adorned such spaces; likewise, they tend to receive only passing 
mention (if at all) in surveys of late-medieval funerary and sepul-
chral art.14 Existing studies of memorials, invaluable as they are (and 
without which this book could not have been written), usually focus 
on memorials from a select locality or executed in just one particu-
lar medium,15 and whilst the production of sculpted memorials and 
brasses has been admirably elucidated,16 other issues of function and 
meaning have received less attention.17 This book aims to redress 
these imbalances by treating fifteenth-century Netherlandish wall 
memorials, from various locations and in all media, both as a dis-
crete functional category of art, akin to the altarpiece or the book 
of hours, and – building on recent memoria scholarship – as a vital 
constituent of the broader visual culture of commemoration. Taking 
an object-based approach, this investigation attempts to answer 
some of the fundamental questions raised by these intriguing mon-
uments: What forms did they take? Who was commissioning them 
and why? What was their original context? What functions did they 
fulfil? By situating memorials within their cultural, social, and his-
torical contexts, we can start to appreciate the role they played in 
their patrons’ quest for salvation and recognise their significance for 
the study of early Netherlandish art.

This chapter introduces wall-mounted memorials by providing an 
overview of their principal characteristics and the main issues they 
raise, using both visual and documentary evidence. A series of case 
studies follow, serving as a means to explore in greater depth themes 
like the choices of different media for memorials, the variety and sig-
nificance of their form and content, the settings for which they were 
intended, and the motivations of their commissioners. The book 
culminates with a reassessment of Jan van Eyck’s celebrated Virgin 
of Canon Joris van der Paele (fig. 91) as a memorialising image and 
ends by considering the wall-mounted memorial’s abiding legacy as 
the sixteenth century unfolded.
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 Terminology

It is clear from their wills and other sources that fifteenth-century 
Netherlanders like Jacques le Louchier considered wall-mounted 
memorials as a distinct category of funerary monument but they 
had yet to develop a specific vocabulary with which to describe 
them. No single term was adopted consistently in contemporary 
documents in Dutch, French, or Latin. For example, in his 1474  
will Guillaume Dufay stated his wish to be interred in a chapel at 
Cambrai Cathedral ‘before my representation in stone’ installed 
there (fig. 5),18 but in mentioning the funerary rites to be celebrated 
before the same monument a few lines later, he called it epitaphem 
meam.19 ‘Epitaph’ had emerged at Cambrai and some other loca-
tions by the mid-fifteenth century as a standard term to denote a 
memorial tablet but it does not appear amongst the extensive writ-
ten sources pertaining to funerary monuments from Tournai until 
as late as 1496.20 In fact, it only began to see widespread adoption 
during the course of the sixteenth century and even then ambi-
guities persisted. Writing around 1565, the chronicler Marcus van 
Vaernewijck referred to een cleen tafereelkin oft Epitaphie in Ghent 
painted by Hugo van der Goes but described the same picture as een 

figure 5
Memorial of Guillaume 
Dufay, before November 
1474, Tournai limestone,  
78 × 88 cm, Lille, Palais  
des Beaux-Arts
(photo: RMN-Grand Palais/ 
Art Resource, Ny)
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