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VISITORS  To THE  CHURCH  of  Onze-Lieve-Vrouw  (Our Lady) in Bruges  will  be
familiar  with the monuments of Charles the  Bold  and his daughter, Mary of
Burgundy, which formerly stood  in the Lanckhals chapel on the  south  side of
the ambulatory.  Both  are great  works  of sculpture, with  gilded  bronze
recumbent figures  upon  tomb-chests decked with the multiple heraldry which
announces the seventeen territories acquired by the Grand Dukes of the West by
grant, marriage and conquest.

Following the deaths of  both  Charles and Mary, there was  a  considerable
delay before work on the  tombs  started, although there are records of  a  carved
figure of Mary, in wood, traditionally attributed to Jan Borman the Elder, in
existence around 149].l

Mary, who succeeded her father in  1477, subsequently married
Maximilian, son of the Emperor Frederick  111, but five years later, on 27 March
[482, met with an untimely end at the age of  twenty-five, after a fall from her
horse  in the  woods  of Wynendaele, near  Bruges. Her son, Philip the Fair, chose
the goldsmith, Pierre  de Beckere, to work on his  mother’s  permanent memorial,
and he is  thought  to  have  been  engaged on it from  1495  or '6, to 1502.

In spite of the fact that de Beckere was working at the end of the fifteenth
century, the  slender gold figure of Mary, with its beautiful praying hands, netted
headdress, and  richly decorated mantle, is  completely mediaeval in  spirit.  It has
always been  assumed  that the very youthful, almost childlike face, with  its
rounded  forehead, slightly tip-tilted  nose  and full lips, was a true likeness, in
spite of the  lapse  of  time  between its modelling and the subject’s  death. There
are many representations of Mary, of which the standing figure  for
Maximilian’s tomb in Innsbruck is perhaps the best  known, and  they all display
the same quite recognisable characteristics.

The  tomb  of  Mary’s  father, on the  other  hand. was not commenced  until
1558. and although the convention of the recumbent figure is retained, the work
belongs  to the classical tradition of the Renaissance  rather  than  to the  late
Middle  Ages. Charles, it will be recalled. met his end in January 1477, outside
the walls of Nancy. where he was waging war against  Duke  René of Lorraine.
Trodden  into  the mud of the battlefield, and ravaged by starving dogs  or
wolves, it was  several days  before a follower  identified  the body from the  scars
of old wounds.
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Charles  was first buried in Nancy, where his enemy generously provided  a
monument, but in 1550 his great grandson, Charles  V, ordered that the remains
should be returned to Bruges. The authorities in Nancy resorted to delaying
tactics, but were eventually obliged to comply, although  the exhumation was
carried out in a hurried and unceremonious manner, and later gave  rise  to
doubt; about the identity of the remains handed  over.  They were first taken to
Luxembourg, where  they remained in the Friars Minors’ church for three years,
and finally to Bruges. Since no  tomb  had been prepared, they are said to  have
found  a  temporary resting place in his daughter’s monument, but precisely what
was  done with  them then, or later, is not known. It was not until 1558 that the

sculptor, Corneille Floris, was able to see the metal-founder, Jacobus
Jonghelinck of Antwerp, and the masons, J  0556  and Jan  Smet  of Bruges,
commence work on the  tomb-chest  and the figure, which  were completed in
1562.

The original site of the two tombs was in the ‘founder’s place', immediately
in front of the  high  altar.  They remained there until the end of the eighteenth
century, when  Bruges was occupied by the armies of the French Revolution.
Commissioners were appointed to seize all objects of art and value from
churches and abbeys, and to save the treasures of  Onze-Lieve-Vrouw, Pieter van
Zitter, the verger, and a monumental mason named Siersac, dismantled the two
monuments, packed them into crates  with  the contents of the church treasury,
and hid  them  in the home of Albert  Valkenaere, a  poor  relief officer.

An intensive hunt failed to disclose the whereabouts of the hidden articles,
but the  wrath  of the  provincial  administration  fell  on the canons of Onze-Lieve-
Vrouw, who were sentenced to an unusual kind of fine-provision of board,
lodging and  expenses for three members of the occupying army until everything
was returned.

The  tombs  did not come out of hiding until  1810, when Napoleon visited
Bruges, and wished to honour the  ancestors  of his Austrian wife. Perhaps he
also recognised the kindred  spirit  of another would-be world conqueror in
Charles the Bold. However that may be, the two monuments were not returned
to their original position, where  they had, of course, obstructed the  View  of the
main  altar, and were in the way of processions, but were relegated to the
comparative obscurity of the  Lanckhals  chapel, where they remained  until
recent years.2

During these migrations of the tombs, the remains of the Téméraire and his
daughter were  lost sight  of. In common  with  those  of the  Capets  in St Denys, it
was  reported  that they ‘had  been  thrown  into  a pit’ (location  unspecified), and
there  the  matter  rested until  1974, when the liturgical changes instituted by the
Second  Vatican  Council resulted in the  main  altar  being transferred to the  east
end of the nave, and the  high  altar being virtually abandoned.

This  left  the way open  for the  monuments  to be returned to  their  rightful
position.  What  followed is of great interest historically and archaeologically,
and has been fully reported  in an article by Dr.  Paul  A. Janssens in the
Transactions  of the Koninklijke Academic  voor  Geneeskunde van Belgié (Royal
Academy of Medicine of Belgium) in 1981.3 Much  of the pathological and
anthropological  detail  is of too  highly technical a  nature to be of interest to the
general  reader, and it is, unfortunately, impossible, in The  Ricardian. to
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reproduce, in the same way as in the Transactions, the  most  telling evidence,
which is photographic.

The story begins with the Church Council of  Onze-Lieve-Vrouw  and their
architectural advisers deciding that  if the tombs were to be returned to the
chancel, they must be  given  substantial foundations of poured concrete. Anyone
who has walked the length of the Dijver will understand this: the soil is no more
than running sand — and the  tombs  were of formidable weight.

In fact, Belgian archaeologists had been waiting for this very opportunity
since  1932, when Professors Karel Nelis and Tricot- R—oyer of Louvain
University had obtained permission for an archaeological dig 1n the area.  This
ambition had been frustrated by Professor  Nelis’s  death, but at long last, it was
possible to start work in January 1979.

What  was then revealed, under the direction of Mr. H. De Witte of the
Archaeological Service of the Bruges Museums, was, initially, the original
foundation of  Mary’s  monument, and, subsequently, the foundations made
after 1558, when the two tomb-chests  stood  side by side.

Next were  uncovered, beneath the  flag-stones, and only just beneath floor
level, between the  east  end of the monuments and the high altar steps, a series of
deep, rectangular stone-lined burial vaults, whose  walls were decorated with  a
remarkable variety of polychrome religious paintings.

Two of these vaults contained the remains of former Deans of Onze-Lieve-
Vrouw, Petrus  Calf  (died  1295), and Nikolaas van der Steene (died  1339),
identified by lead  grave—plates with their names. The third, on the axis of the
church, and so in line with the original site of Mary’s  tomb, contained rubble,
and when this was cleared, an empty urn, which  had contained the heart of
Mary’s  son Philip the Fair, and the dispersed parts of a  skeleton, presumed to
be  that  of the Duchess, came to light. The complete series of  excavated  remains
were examined by Dr.  J  anssens, who did not find  a  single bone with traces of
such  lesions as  those  reported when the supposed bones of Charles the  Bold
were exhumed at Nancy.

Interest centred on the identification of the Duchess.
It was hoped, from further study, to build up a  picture of the physical

appearance of the deceased; of the injuries and/ or abnormalities which had
arisen in  life; and which could, or could not  have  been the cause of death; and of
the procedures followed in the course of the embalming — all with  a  view to the
positive identification of the remains.

The careful recording by photographs and drawings of all findings, for the
benefit of future research, was, of  course, a  pre-requisite of the examination.

The general examination of the skeleton, and particularly of the pelvis, left
no doubt  that  the sex was female, and the examination of the skull seams
pointed to an age over twenty-two and under thirty years.  Traces  of the growing
process at the sternal clavicular extremities placed the age nearer to twenty-two
than to thirty.

The  woman's  height was estimated at 1.60 metres.
Her  teeth, strangely, although complete, were eleven  short  of the normal

complpment of thirty- t—wo, a  state  of affairs ascribed by one authority to
mutation.

Of interest to Ricardians, who will welcome news of any technique  of
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possible value in identifying (or, rather, de-identifying) the alleged remains of
the Princes, was the fact that the  submission  of spongy bone tissue from the fifth
lumbar vertebra to the Department of Haematology of Toronto East General
and Orthopaedic Hospital showed  that  the woman was in blood group A.“

Although the greater part of the skeleton was reco'vered, certain bones were
missing, and others had been damaged. This was attributed to three causes:—
the fall which  cost  Mary her life; the procedures carried out by the embalmers;
and later damage which occurred in the vault  itself, by the disintegration of the
coffin, and the piling in of rubble when the  tomb  was desecrated.

Regarding the first of these  causes  of damage, contemporary accounts of
the accident are remarkably vague.  Two, however, by Wielant and Despaers,
are more specific, and refer respectively to  injury to her side; and to the horse
falling on top of her  when  failing to clear  a  ditch.5 They are consistent with Dr.
Janssens' findings of fractures of  both  forearms, and of some of the ribs,
probably piercing the pleura and injuring the lung, with fatal results. The
suggestion, frequently made, that Mary was pregnant at the time of the
accident, and that her  death  was due to the consequences of  a  miscarriage, is not
mentioned by contemporaries, and the remains  throw  no light on the matter.

Dr. Janssens distinguishes between the various kinds of fracture by
reference to variations in the colour of the bones. The general colour was dark
reddish brown, due, he conjectures, to the action of the fluids used in the
embalming. Fractures caused before, or shortly after death had this colouring;
those  which probably occurred later were lighter in tone.

The term ‘embalming’ does not imply anything like the ancient Egyptian
practice  of dehydration for permanent preservation. The need, in the Middle
Ages, in the case of princes and other important people whose funerals were
often  long delayed for ceremonial reasons, and could be preceded by long
journeys from the place of death to the chosen place of burial, was for  a  limited
degree of preservation, sufficient to halt decomposition until the lying-in—state
and the final ceremonies were over. To achieve this, it was necessary to remove
the internal organs in the first place including the brain, and to make use of
whatever  preservative substances were available, such as' vinegar, spices and
herbs. The latter  would  be used to fill the cavities. The viscera received their
own burial in a separate container, often at  a  different place, (or places, if the
heart was singled out), from the  rest  of the cadaver. The places chosen would be
ones to  which  the deceased had been particularly attached in life, Queen
Eleanor of Castile and Bertrand du Guesclin are examples of this practice.

Lack  of frequent demand for the  services  of embalmers, and the
prohibition of the Church on dissection, meant that knowledge of human
anatomy was very‘imperfect. There was probably no standard practice to follow
(the first  known  treatise on the  subject  did not appear until  1633) and
practitioners had to proceed by trial and error.

To add to the difficulties, the injuries suffered by Mary would have
complicated the  embalmers’ task in preparing the body for the public lying-in-
state  considered so necessary in the fifteenth century to  scotch  rumours of foul
play.

Dr. J anssens has attempted to reconstruct the gruesome process. Possibly
the embalmers  thought  it  might  be practicable to remove the brain6 without
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causing undue  damage, and their first  attempts  at this were, he considers, via the
left  eye-socket, and  beneath  the bridge of the nose, where the bone has been
pierced, and  shows signs of chiselling.-These were unsuccessful, and they were
then  obliged  to resort to the more ‘normal’ method  of  sawihg off the crown of
the skull (members who saw the skull of Louis _Xl at Cléry in  1986  will
remember that it exhibited this feature) which, of course, would subsequently
have been  replaced.

The bones show all three forms of damage. fractures caused by the fall;
decapitation to make it, easier to saw off the  calva  of the  skull, (proved by cuts in
the first vertebra or ats, and the absence of the (destroyed) second one, or
axis); the deliberate sawing through and removal of  some  of the ribs and the
right  breast-bone  to get access to the internal organs; and the kind of post- -burial
damage mentioned above.

Dr. J anssens explains the absence of some of the bones of the hands, and  a
grooved mjury to others by the need to maintain the hands  m a  praying position
at the  lying-in— state, by the insertion of some  kind  of subcutaneous stiffening
rod, the material of which is uncertain.

Even  though  the skeletal evidence points in the direction of  a  certain
person, this  would  not, nowadays, be acceptable for completely certain
identification. Forensic practice is, therefore, where possible, to clinch the
evidence by ~‘superimposition’, involving the overlaying of an actual  size
photograph of the skull on  a  similar sized photograph of the deceased person, to
ascertain whether there is  a  match  between all measurements.

Obviously no portrait of Mary could  be expected accurately to reproduce
her measurements-in life, but Mr. De Witte, the Bruges City Archaeologist,
suggested the possibility thatthe  tomb effigy (although made several  years  after
her death) had actually been modelled on a death  mask.

Photographs of the head of the effigy were  taken, full-face and in profile,
and were overlaid by transparencies of the skull. From both angles there was  a
complete geometric fit, proving at the same time Mr. De  Witte’s  theory, and
establishing beyond doubt the identity of the skeleton as  Mary of Burgundy’s. It
is a strange experience to see  that  small, delicate face, which  one could almost
take for a photograph of  a  living person, with the hardness and sheen of the  gilt
metal softened by the over-lying diapositjve, and yet  with  the bone beneath the
skin showing through as though on an x-ray plate.

1 am  told  that an annual requiem  mass is  still  said for Mary in Onze-Lieve-
Vrouw  on the anniversary of her death..May she at last rest in peace.

Q. ;

'.
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