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CHAPTER 10

VEILING AND UNVEILING:
THE MATERIALITY OF THE TOMB 
OF JOHN I OF AVESNES AND 
PHILIPPA OF LUXEMBOURG IN 
THE FRANCISCAN CHURCH OF 
VALENCIENNES
SANNE FREQUIN

10.1 
Account of  Frankine 
for the executors of  the 
testament of  Philippine 
of  Luxembourg (1313). 
Ink on parchment, 135 
x 21.5 cm (top) up to 
17.5 cm (bottom), Lille, 
Archives départemen-
tales du Nord. B 8220, 
envelope no. 151648 
(1313). 
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Erwin Panofsky’s Tomb Sculpture, first published in 1964, is a classic, still used nowa-
days by those working on tomb sculpture and sepulchral culture.1 But a synthesis of al-
most 3000 years of tomb sculpture obviously also leaves scope for further investigation. 
Panofsky focuses on iconography in the classical sense of the word, the description and 
classification of the content of images; analysing sculptural details like pillows, closed or 
opened eyes, full or half figures. But these descriptions and analyses of sculpture read like 
a rather ‘monochrome’ story, since there are no remarks on technique, material (for exam-
ple the type of stone) or polychromy.2 Recent art historical research has, however, stressed 
the significance of the materiality of the tombs, including stone and polychromy.3 

This chapter highlights the materiality of a monumental double tomb of the counts 
of Hainaut, that of John I of Avesnes (Count of Hainaut, †1304) and his wife, Philippa of 
Luxembourg (†1284), now non-extant, but originally in the Franciscan church in Valen-
ciennes.4 In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the antiquarian Henri d’Outreman 
and his colleague Simon Le Boucq mentioned the tomb in their histories of Valenciennes.5 
Anne McGee Morganstern reconstructed—by using the two brief descriptions of the an-
tiquarians—the iconography of the tomb and placed it the context of the Flanders succes-
sion conflict between John I of Avesnes and his stepfamily.6 I will take the reconstruction 
of the tomb one step further by using two contemporary sources, accounts that were made 
up for the executors of the testament of Philippa of Luxembourg.7 This reconstruction 
of the tomb of John I and Philippa will demonstrate that a focus on the materiality of 
the tomb can provide information about its original appearance and permits a hypothesis 
about its function and the performative character of the tomb.

A LOST TOMB RECONSTRUCTED: 
THE SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY IMPRESSION

Henri d’Outreman (†1605) described the tomb in his history of Valenciennes. His 
chronicle addresses the antique beginnings of Valenciennes, up to the death of King Philip 
II of Spain (†1598). The description of the tomb of John I and Philippa is part of his chap-
ter about pious foundations in Valenciennes. It is important to stress that it was not the 
objective of D’Outreman (as it was for chroniclers like Antoine de Succa) to describe the 
tomb’s appearance.8 His primary concern was the epitaphs that accompanied the tombs in 
the churches of Valenciennes. It is, however, possible to deduce some aspects relevant to 
the materiality of the tomb from his description. According to d’Outreman, the tomb was 
carved from marble. Two figures were placed atop the tomb. All four sides of the tomb's 
base were decorated with escutcheons ( forces armoires) of family members of the deceased. 

The first tomb is situated in the middle of  the choir behind the pulpit [le 
pulpitre]: it is made of  two marble statues, who are John of  Avesnes, second 
with that name Count of  Hainaut, Holland etc. & Philipine of  Lembourg his 
wife, with escutcheons on all sides: which I do not include in the description, 
because they are not the quarters of  the deceased, but the arms of  his father, 
mother, grandfather, brothers, uncles, nephews & next of  kin.9
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Simon Le Boucq (†1657) addressed the ecclesiastical history of Valenciennes in his 1650 
publication. His description of the churches and other pious foundations in Valenciennes is 
more elaborate than that of Henri d’Outreman. According to Le Boucq, John I and Philip-
pa's tomb was made of black marble on which were placed two effigies executed in white 
stone. The man was dressed in a sayon (a man’s outer coat), which bore the coats of arms of 
Hainaut.10 On his escu (escutcheon), the Hainaut coat of arms was represented. The dress 
of the female effigy bore the coats of arms of Luxembourg, Empire, and Bar. The coats of 
arms of close family members and relatives of the Count and Countess could be found on 
the four sides of the tomb:

The first tomb is that of  John of  Avesnes, Count of  Hainaut, Holland, etc., 
which is situated in the middle of  the choir, and it used to be very magnifi-
cent, being made of  black marble, with on it two statues of  white marble, the 
man being armed with an outer coat [sayon] with the arms of  Hainaut of  four 
lions on his chest and below the belt in lozenges [the arms of] Hainaut and 
Empire: on his escutcheon were only the arms of  Hainaut. The woman car-
ried on her dress: Luxembourg, Empire and Bar.11

The genealogical program of the tomb displayed through the coats of arms on the tomb 
chest—as was described by Le Boucq—has been reconstructed by Anne McGee Mor-
ganstern. She linked this programme to the political context of the late-thirteenth and 
early-fourteenth century.12 Morganstern argues that the position of the grandmother of 
John I, the Countess of Flanders and Hainaut, Margaret of Constantinople (†1280), does 
not befit her status. According to Morganstern, the heraldically incorrect placement of 
Margaret can be considered a consequence of the dispute of John of Avesnes and his son 
John I of Avesnes with the family matriarch. As such, the tomb becomes a political state-
ment in a period of political unrest. The political reading of this tomb is just one aspect of 
its function. The tomb has also functioned as a means for liturgical commemoration. To 
my knowledge there are no surviving sources relating to these liturgical rites. The recon-
struction of the materials used and the original appearance of the tomb can provide more 
information about its use in commemorating the Count and Countess. 

A LOST TOMB RECONSTRUCTED: STONE, POLYCHROMY AND GILDING

The only evidence concerning the materiality of the tomb in the aforementioned de-
scriptions of Le Boucq and D’Outreman is the choice of black marble for the chest of the 
tomb, in combination with the white stone effigies of the Count and Countess. More infor-
mation about the materials used and the fabrication process can, however, be found in two 
invoices dated 6 April 1311 and 6 September 1313. The 1311 account enumerates payments 
for jewels, cloth, gold and work on the tomb of John I and Philippa.13 The 1313 account—
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drawn up by ‘Frankine’—in which costs related to the decoration of the tomb are specified, 
is much more extensive and therefore deserves a more detailed description. It is a roll of 
parchment that is sewn together at two places with a total length of approximately 135 
cm. The width of the document varies from 21.5 cm on top to 17.5 cm at the bottom (fig. 
10.1).14 It is in good condition, although there are some small areas of damage that make 
parts of the entries illegible. In the account two hands can be recognised. The first scribe 
is later corrected by a second one, in a different handwriting and using a darker color of 
ink. Sometimes information is added to specific items, items are crossed out and amounts 
are corrected by the second hand.

The account was transcribed by Chrétien Dehaisnes in the nineteenth century.15 He 
noted in his transcription that Frankine had written the account for a Jehan de Biaufort, 
Jehan de Maubuege and Jehan, recheveur de Biaumont.16 This dedication, however, cannot 
be found on the original 1313 document and probably originates from another account. 
The different parts of the account can, however, give a clue about the nature of the docu-
ment (see Table 1). The first part of the document consists of the receipts of Frankine and 
shows the debts that were collected (Table 1, no. 1).17 Bauduin d’Herypont, for example, 
has to pay 10 livres, that he still owed according to the last account (‘Item a monsieur Bau-
duin de Herypont kil devoit desen darrain compte à 10 l.’).18 The next parts concern the 
expenses regarding the obsequies of the Countess (Table 1, no. 2) and specific costs for the 
tomb (Table 1, no. 3). Expenses for the obsequies are, for example, amounts for the golden 
cloth that was used in the service (‘dras dor ki furent mis au service à 10 l.’).19 The entry 
of expenses specifically associated with the tomb consist of a total of sixty-seven entries 
for materials such as gold, pigments and various metals, and for specific tasks performed 
on the tomb. This part of the account will be discussed more thoroughly below. After the 
costs for the tomb there have been added six separate entries with payments to Gillebert 
and Simon de Nivelle (respectively the head-contractor and a Parisian goldsmith) for a 
cross in the church and payments for cloth which covered the tomb (Table 1, no. 4). The 
account ends with a total of receipts and expenditure (‘conte somme’ Table 1, Settlement) 
written by the second hand and marked with a little hand to point out its importance (fig. 
10.2). The total of all payments mentioned above is 734 livres and 12 sous. The amount 
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Structure of the 1313 account 
Income Account Amount 

1 Receipts of 
Frankine 

Tout chou ke Frankine a rechuit des executeurs 
medame 
All Frankine has received from the 
executors of the Countess. 

+ 1023 l.  6 s. 10 d. 

Expenses Account Amount 

2 Obsequies of 
the countess 

Rendage Frankine pour le testament 
Account by Frankine for the testament - 154 l.  23 d. 

3 
Tomb of the 
count and 
countess 

Che sont frait pour le tombe monseigneur et 
medame les quels dieux absoille 
These are the costs for the tomb of the 
Count and Countess, God bless their souls 

- 214 l.  12 s. 

4 Six separate 
entries No title, entries for cross and cloth -  367 l.  4 s.  1 d. 

Settlement Account Amount 

 Subtotal costs Conte somme 
Total sum - 734 l.  12 s. 

 Subtotal 
revenues 

Et il avoit rechuit 
And he has received + 1023 l.  6 s.  10 d. 

 Surplus Ensi demeure quil soit 
What remains now  + 288 l.  5 s.  10 d. 

 
Table 1. Structure of the 1313 account.  

Archive Lille B 8220 (envelope no. 151648). 
  

Table 1
Structure of  1313 
account, Archive Lille 
B 8220 (envelope no. 
151648).
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Table 2
Selection of entries from 
part three (costs for 
the tomb) of the 1313 
account. Archive Lille 
B 8220 (envelope no. 
151648).

10.2 
Detail of  fig. 10.1  
showing the detail  
of  receipts and  
expenditure.

6

Expenses for the tomb

Stone

S1

Premiers a maistre Jehan le Roi pour II fois il ala a Dynant pour faire venir les 
espondes de le tombe. 
First to master Jehan le Roi because he went to Dynant to transport the slab 
of  the tomb.  

17 l.  16 s.  6 d.

S2

Item pour le piere de le tombe et pour amener le dite piere 
Et me sire li cuens en paia a iaulz encore a Mons 60 s.   
For the stone of  the tomb and for the transport of  it. The Count has paid 
them in Mons already 60 s. 

39 l.  19 s. +  
advance payment of  
60 s.

S3
Item a Gillain don marbiet  de Mons a me dame li denoit  
Item to Gillain, marbler from Mons, paid to him by Madame. 

42 l. 

S4
Item pour pieres a barbier pour polir. 
Item for grindstones for polishing.

7 s.  6 d.

Ironwork and Textiles

I1
Item pour venir le hughe de le tombe. 
Item for the transport of  the hughe of  the tomb. 

50 s. 

I2

Item a maistre Jehan de Siveri pour faire le hughe de le tombe sans 40 l. que il rechuit 
de Jehan de Trehaille. 
Item to master Jehan de Siveri for making the hughe of  the tomb, without the 
40 l. he has already received of  Jehan de Terhaille.  

34 l.  10 s. + 
advance payment of  
40 l.

I3
Item a Jehan de Biallin pour le ferement de le hughe. 
Item to Jehan de Biallin for the iron for the hughe. 

16 l.

I4
Item a Jehan Severin et a Jehan de Trahignies pour parfaire le pointure de le tombe. 
Item to Jehan de Severin and Jehan the Trahignies for finishing the cutting/ 
stitching of  the tomb. 

25 l. 

I5
Item as Freres meneurs pour racater les dras dor ki furent mis au dit service 
Item to the friars to buy golden cloth that is used during service. 

10 l.

I6
Item pour toille pour couvrir le tombe. 
Item for cloth to cover the tomb. 

46 s.  9 d. 

Polychromy and gilding

P1
Item pour laithon pour faire lettres de le tombe. 
Item for brass for the letters on the tomb. 

52 s.

P2
Item pour estain pour les dites lettres. 
Item for tin for those letters. 

5 s.

P3
Item pour viernis, pour blanc d'Espaingne et pour oille de nois. 
Item for varnish, blanc d’Espaigne and nut oil. 

15 s.  10 d.
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that Frankine received from the executors of the testament is 1023 livres, 6 sous and 10 
deniers. This left Frankine a surplus of 288 livres, 5 sous and 10 deniers. At the end of 
the account, an entry with a payment of 88 livres and 10 sous from Jehan de Trehaille to 
maistre Gillebert has been added. This document thus seems to be the final statement 
from Frankine, probably drawn up for the executors. An overview of costs made for the 
obsequies and the fabrication of the tomb is presented and compared with the advance 
Frankine received from the executors of Philippa’s will. 

Three crucial aspects regarding the materiality of the tomb of John I and Philippa 
stand out: the type of stone, the ironwork and the textiles used on the tomb. First to be ad-
dressed is the stone used for the tomb. D’Outreman describes the monument as a tomb of 
marbre.20 In fact, he is referring to a black stone, noir Belge, quarried in Belgium. In the his-
torical sources, this stone is quite commonly cited as a marble, with various terms applied 
interchangeably.21 In the invoice, very specific entries have been recorded in relation to the 
stone for the tomb, making an identification of two types of stone possible. Masters Jehan 
le Roi and Gillebert (‘contractors of the tomb’) received payments for the stone. Notably, it 
appears that stone has been ordered in two different places. The tomb's espondes (tomb slab) 
was purchased in Dinant (Table 2, no. S1). and a second order of stone can be connected 
to Mons (Table 2, no. S2).22 In the first part of the account a payment to Gillain, marbier 
of Mons, is mentioned (Table 2, no. S3). These specifications facilitate a rough estimate of 
the cost of the stone in Mons amounting to almost 85 livres. The payment for the stone 
in Mons was thus significantly higher (more than 60 l.) than the payment for the stone in 
Dinant (17 l. 16 s. 6 d.). The difference in price can probably be attributed to the volume 
of stone ordered. The volume of stone for the tomb slab (one plate) was significantly lower 
than the volume ordered for the chest of the tomb (four plates).23 

The stone quarried in Dinant is composed of sludge and coral lime remnants. This dark 
limestone is very homogeneous and fine in structure. At Mons, or more specifically in the 
towns of Soignies and Ecaussinnes to the north of Mons, a different order of noir Belge is 
quarried. This stone is characterised by its white calcite discolorations.24 The explanation 
for the use of two different kinds of stone may very well be aesthetic. The stone that could 
actually be seen was probably the finer more marble-like black stone from Dinant used 
for the slab. This Dinant stone was polished, as is indicated by an entry in the invoice for 
stones used for polishing (Table 2, no. S4) and used as the black, gleaming base for the 
effigies.25 The chest of the tomb was made from black stone from Mons: a coarser stone 
to which polychromy, tin, gold and silver were applied. Here the dark grey-blue colour of 
the stone was probably considered less important and could not be seen at all. Masters 
Gillebert and Jehan, the craftsmen ordering the stone, thus were very specific about their 
choice of stone. Visibility could have been an argument for the selection of the stone. The 
visible black stone of the tomb slab was meant to shine like marble and served as a perfect 
backdrop for the gisants of white marble (probably once in whole or partly polychromed 
and gilded) and for the richly decorated tomb chest below. 
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Polychromy on the tomb must have faded over the years, causing d’Outreman to think 
of it as a black marble tomb, instead of a richly polychromed one. Two remaining tombs 
of the Avesnes family support this hypothesis. The first is a fragment of the tomb of 
a nephew of John I of Avesnes, also named John of Avesnes (†1279, son of Baldwin of 
Avesnes †1289 and Félicitas of Coucy †1307). He was buried in the Dominican church in 
Valenciennes. This fragment, now in the Musée des Beaux-Arts in Valenciennes, is fully 
polychromed (fig. 10.3).26 This polychromy once entirely concealed the black stone of the 
chest. The second tomb belongs to Guy of Avesnes, in Saint Martin’s Cathedral in Utrecht 
(fig. 10.4). This tomb, which nowadays is known for its deep black colour, was once fully 
polychromed. Technical research, using a portable XRF scanner (Niton XL3t) has pointed 
out traces of lead (Pb) found all over the monument. Lead is a pigment that is found in 
lead-white, which is used as a subsoil for paint. It is probable that a white undercoat was 
applied to the entire tomb. Residues of copper (Cu), mercury (Hg) and gold (Au) were also 
detected. Considering the undercoat of lead-white and the various pigments found all over 
the tomb’s surface, one can conclude that the tomb was once entirely painted.27 This is 
corroborated by the sixteenth-century Utrecht antiquarian, Arnoud van Buchel (1565-
1641), who wrote that in his time the polychromy on the monument of Guy was already 
very faded and barely legible. This was probably also the case for the tomb of John I and 
Philippa in the sixteenth century.28 Their black tomb chest was once richly gilded with 
gold leaf, as is suggested by the expenses drawn up in the 1313 invoice. In total a quantity 
of 1,450 gold leaves was ordered. The average dimensions of a gold leaf are 8 x 8 cm.29 A 
simple calculation (64 cm2 x 1,450 = 92,800 cm2) suggests the tomb was covered with no 
less than 9.28 m2 of gold leaf. There must have been numerous gilded details on the tomb. 
The metals brass and tin were used for letters applied to the tomb (Table 2, nos. P1, P2). 
Finally, there are also entries included for the primer (calcium carbonate, in the invoice 
referred to as blanc d'espagne); nut oil (in all likelihood walnut oil, as this was often used 
for white pigments);30 colour (not further specified); and varnish (Table 2, no. P3).31 The 
invoice unfortunately does not reveal if the tomb of John and Philippa had so-called pleu-
rants or mourners on its chest.32 Considering the other two examples already mentioned, it 
is highly likely that John and Philippa’s tomb also contained mourners representing family 
members in stone, who would have been richly polychromed and who could be identified 
by their painted escutcheons.

A LOST TOMB RECONSTRUCTED: IRON AND TEXTILES

The tomb of John I and Philippa did not consist entirely of polychromed and gilded 
black and white stone. The entry for the ‘hughe’ indicates a structure that was placed on 
the tomb. I have found no satisfactory translation of the old French word hughe that can 
be directly related to tombs. The total amount that is paid for this hughe is substantial, 
especially when compared to the total costs for pigments, gold and other metals. A master 
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10.3 
Fragment of the tomb 
of John of Avesnes 
(c.1250- c.1300). 
Polychromed Tournai 
marble, 98 x 60 x  
26 cm, Musée de  
Valenciennes, inv. 
90.17.A. 

10.4 
Tomb of  Guy of  
Avesnes (c.1317).  
Tournai marble, 
Utrecht, Saint 
Martin’s Cathedral. 
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Jehan de Siveri (also called Jehan de Severin) received 74 livres and 10 sous (see Table 2, 
no. I2).33 Jehan de Biallin received an additional 16 livres for the hughe (Table 2, no. I3).34 
50 sous was paid for the transfer of the hughe (Table 2, no. I1). This makes a total amount 
of more than 90 livres paid by Frankine. For comparison, the total costs for pigments, gold 
and other metals (21 l.), and the payments to the painter (18 l. 10 d.) are both significantly 
lower.35 Not only the high amount paid for the hughe, but also its probable function on the 
tomb justifies further analysis of this object. 

The exact location of the hughe on the tomb can be deduced from the earlier account, 
written in 1311.36 Robert le Cochon received a substantial sum (365 l. 15 d.) for, among 
other items, ‘le hughe dont li tombe est couverte’.37 Furthermore, from the entries in the 
1313 account, we can deduce the various materials from which the hughe was made. The 
occupations of the men who received payments for the hughe are the key element in identi-
fying these materials. Jehan de Biallin, who supplied the iron was probably a blacksmith. 
Although the role of Jehan de Severin is less clear, his profession can be deduced from oth-
er accounts of the Hainaut court. In an account of 1327-28, Jehan de Severin received an 
amount for a kar (cart) he had made for the Countess of Hainaut, Joan of Valois (†1342).38 
In a more detailed account of 1335-36, de Severin is mentioned under the rubric ‘tapis et 
étoffés’ (fabric). He received money for different fabrics that he had bought for the cart.39 
Probably de Severin was responsible for furnishing the cart.40 In an account that dates a 
year later, concerning the costs for the obsequies of William I, Count of Hainaut (†1337, 
also known as William III, Count of Holland), the following entries are added:

‘Item, pour 61 onche de chendal inde delivret a Jehan Sevrin, pour faire le 
chiel dou travail, parmi in gros l'onche, valt 15 s. 3 de gros.
Item , a li , pour II pieches de toille verde pour le dit chiel , 3 s. 4 d. de gros.[…] 
Ch'est chou c'on doit a Jehan Severin. Pour [pointure] le chiel dou travail et 
le travail aussi 25 l.41

From this we can conclude that de Severin worked with chendal (cendal, a fabric used for 
banners) and two pieces of green cloth and was responsible for the chiel for the obsequies 
of William I.42 We can conclude from these entries that de Severin was a furnisher, whose 
task was to furnish the iron structure of the hughe of John and Philippa with cloth. In the 
case of de Severin, the ‘pointure’ mentioned in the 1313 account (Table 2, no. I4) could re-
fer to the French word piqûre (stitching), suggesting that de Severin not only bought the 
fabrics, but also sewed them into a fitting shape.43 The combination of the specific hughe 
with cloth is affirmed by an entry in an account of the counts of Holland dated 1392. The 
payment mentions a hughe that is used to support cloth (‘une huge quil acata pour mettre 
les lignes draps’).44 

What did this hughe look like? The word hughe does permit one to think of it as a cage, 
covering the tomb. In his ‘Mirror of histories’, the chronicler Jean d'Outremeuse (c.1395) 

SANNE FREQUIN | THE TOMB OF JOHN I OF AVESNES AND PHILIPPA OF LUXEMBOURG



193SANNE FREQUIN | THE TOMB OF JOHN I OF AVESNES AND PHILIPPA OF LUXEMBOURG

speaks of a lion being transported in a ‘hughe de fier,’ suggesting that a hughe is indeed an 
iron cage.45 The hughe could also be comparable with the chapelle ardente, known in Italy 
as the castrum doloris and in England as a hearse (from now on I will use the English 
term hearse). These structures were temporary (often wooden) baldachin-like structures 
placed over the body of the deceased in front of the altar. They provided the place where 
the celebrant could grant absolution to the deceased.46 Medieval parishes often had their 
own hearse. For more elaborate funerals a special hearse was made, often donated to the 
church, after the service. Minou Schraven connects these structures, that were elaborately 
decorated with cloth, painted and dressed with cardboard heraldic devices to ‘heraldic 
funerals’, the thirteenth-century funerals of the aristocracy that developed into elaborate 
rituals of heraldic display. Besides their liturgical function, these hearses also functioned 
as a means to display the noble descent and alliances of the deceased.47 In miniatures there 
are many examples of hearses. A simple structure, with two mourning figures standing 
behind it, is displayed in a Valenciennes manuscript dating from 1326 (fig. 10.5).48 The 
structure consists of four legs and lifts the chest that is covered by a funeral pall. 

There are several contemporary examples where a comparable iron or wooden struc-
ture is placed on or over a tomb, instead of over the body. In his study on the funerals and 
tombs of the French kings, Alain Erlande-Brandenburg remarks that the tomb of Louis 
VII (†1180, tomb of c.1200) in the Cistercian monastery of Barbeau was covered by two 
frames, one of wood and one of iron, which are mentioned in the Vie de Louis VII.49 The 
tomb of Robert of Artois (†1250) provides a second example of placing a trellis on a tomb. 
A 1326 account suggests this trellis was made like the trellis on the (now non-extant) 

10.5 
Miniature lamentations 
simulées sur Loyauté 
(c.1326). Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France, 
Français MS 571, fol. 
148v, Valenciennes. 



194

tomb of his mother, Blanche of Castille (†1252).50 In England there are extant examples 
of hearses on tombs of later date. One of them is the well-known tomb of Richard Beau-
champ, Earl of Warwick (†1439). It still has an iron hearse placed on top of it (fig. 10.6). 
Julian Munby connects the round shape of the permanent hearse on the tomb of Beau-
champ to the funeral cart of the deceased count.51 The question is whether the structures 
mentioned in the examples of Louis VII and Robert of Artois and the hughe on the tomb of 
John I and Philippa can be considered permanent versions of hearses, comparable to that 
of Beauchamp. Is a hearse a hughe ? 

It is possible, in my opinion, to consider the hughe on the tomb of John I and Philippa a 
hearse-like structure placed on, or over the tomb. By my knowledge this is the earliest ex-
ample where a hearse on a tomb can be connected to cloth placed upon it. The tomb of John 
I and Philippa can thus be considered a reflection of the ritual of covering the body (and 
the chest) during liturgical commemorations. Their hughe refers to the liturgical function 
of the hearse, the indication of an important place, where the deceased receives absolution. 
But it is probably also a reflection of the earlier described heraldic function of the hearse, 
during the heraldic funerals of the aristocracy in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. 

Was a hughe a permanent or temporary structure? The entry referring to the hughe 
(‘ frait pour le tombe’, see Table 1, no. 3) is not part of the payments for the obsequies of 
the Countess and thus does not suggest a temporary funeral function alone (Table 1, no. 
2). It seems to be a permanent structure that was placed on the tomb. For circumstantial 
evidence for its placement, one can turn again to the tomb of John I’s brother, Guy of 
Avesnes, in Utrecht. Close examination of the cover plate of Guy’s tomb reveals that there 

SANNE FREQUIN | THE TOMB OF JOHN I OF AVESNES AND PHILIPPA OF LUXEMBOURG

10.6
Tomb of  Richard  
Beauchamp, Earl of  
Warwick (1442/3-
1463/4). Copper alloy, 
Warwick, St Mary. 
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are holes in the corners of the plate (fig. 10.7). There is an iron ring in the plinth at the 
foot of the tomb. These holes and the ring may have functioned as anchoring points for a 
cage-like structure, perhaps also a hughe. A miniature of the tomb of Margareth II, Coun-
tess of Hainaut (†1356, buried in the Franciscan church in Valenciennes), wife of Louis IV, 
Holy Roman Emperor (†1347), shows a simple iron structure placed on the tomb above 
the gisant (fig. 10.8).52 This is a wall tomb, but one can easily imagine the same gable roof 
construction on the tomb of John I and Philippa. The similarity of the tomb of Guy with 
that of his brother and with the tomb of Mathilda of Hainaut suggests that the hughe of 
John I and Philippa was also permanently placed on their tomb slab. The importance of 
cloth (pointed out by the relatively high payments to de Severin) and thereby of covering 
the tomb suggests that it functioned in liturgical commemoration and thus can be con-
nected to the ritual function of the hearse. An important remark to connect to this ritual 
is the fact that (part of) the tomb was not always visible for the audience. What does this 
mean for the performative character of the tomb?53 

A LOST TOMB RECONSTRUCTED: MATERIAL AND PERFORMANCE

As pointed out earlier, no sources remain that can give any information about these 
rituals. As Annegret Laabs and Renate Kroos have justly stated, the liturgical memoria 
were of great importance for the tomb. The appearance of tombs was largely influenced 
by the rituals surrounding them. The reconstruction of the material used for this tomb 
thus reveals aspects of its liturgical use, the rituals performed in remembrance of the dead 
Count and Countess. Considering the placement of the hughe and the large amounts paid 
for the cloth on this structure, the veiling and unveiling of the tomb formed an important 
part in the tomb’s liturgical function. Kroos states that during the remembrance services 
at a tomb, an exact repetition of the ritual performed at the funeral, including the ‘stage-
property’ took place. She argues that the use of a funeral pall to cover the chest or the tomb 
can already be found in the eleventh century and its origins probably lie in the venera-
tion of saints.54 There seems to be a contrast between the use of such palls and the more 
elaborate hearse structures. Why invest in a tomb, made of a hard-to-carve durable stone, 
richly embellished with polychromy, gold and other precious metals and provided with a 
subtle political message, if it will be covered at its height of attention? According to Kroos 
the elaborate fabric, often adorned with coats of arms, and the candles burning around the 
tomb, were the perfect way to stand out and to catch someone’s eye, which was difficult 
in churches filled with tombs.55 Johannes Tripps, however, argues the other way around. 
In his opinion, the actual tombs were often only visible during their feast days. They were 
usually hidden in wooden or leather cabinets, that were opened (like an altarpiece) to show 
their magnificent content.56 The medieval spectator would be able to catch a glimpse of the 
tomb only on important days. When looking at a miniature of the Codex Balduini, I think 
these two arguments can be corroborated. The miniature depicts the tomb of Heinrich 
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10.7 
Detail of  the tomb 
of  Guy of  Avesnes 
(c.1317). Hole in the 
cover plate and iron 
ring in the plinth, 
Utrecht, Saint  
Martin’s Cathedral. 

10.8 
Hubert Cailleau, 
Miniature depicting 
the tomb of  Margareth 
II of  Hainaut (†1356) 
in the Franciscan 
church of  Valenciennes. 
Watercolor, 20 x 30 cm. 
Bibliothèque Municipal 
de Douai, ms. 1183, vol. 
2, fol. 119, Valenciennes. 
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VII in Pisa (c.1320) and its canopy with two angels opening curtains.57 Gert Kreytenberg 
justly points out that this depiction of the monument has little to do with the actual tomb 
of Heinrich VII in Pisa.58 Then what do we see? Can this be a reflection of a practice of 
veiling and unveiling a tomb effigy? Does not just the fact that a tomb is covered, but the 
actual performance of covering and uncovering it—the interaction with the monument—
highlight the message of the material and the iconography? The importance of this kind 
of performative action has already been demonstrated for other media, for example statues 
and retables.59 

To conclude, what does this investigation of materiality add to Panofsky’s ‘monochrome’ 
story? A focus on the materiality of this tomb has provided information about its original 
appearance. The black and white tomb of John I and Philippa, described by D’Outreman 
and Le Boucq, appears to have been richly coloured and adorned with a structure that was 
placed upon it. This structure consisted of the iron cage covered with cloth, which played 
a role in the commemoration rituals that were inextricably connected to the tomb. The 
interaction between tomb and celebrant could be an explanation for the high payments 
to furnisher Jehan de Severin. It is possible that he did not just make a simple pall, but a 
more elaborate piece of cloth, fitting for such a repetitive performative action. Although 
evidence for such rituals is now lost, the reconstruction of the tomb has allowed a prelimi-
nary hypothesis of the interplay between visibility and material. The high amount paid for 
covering the tomb indicates that investigating materiality cannot be separated from the 
commemorative rituals connected to it. If no specific sources exist of these rituals, a tomb 
can serve as a means for reconstructing them.
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