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KATHERINE ANNE WILSON

Tapestry in the Burgundian Dominions
A complex object

Tapestry as an object has been invested with enough importance to warrant its own
individual specialists, literature and even websites. The nineteenth century saw the
first serious work undertaken on the subject, the first being Achille Jubinal’s study,
»Les anciennes tapisseries historiées« of 18381. His example was soon followed by
many others. Guiffrey, Muntz and Pinchart collaborated together to publish their
»Histoire générale de la tapisserie« in which they printed original material relating to
tapestry in Europe during the years 1878–1885, complemented by the study made by
William George Thompson with new information on British patrons and weavers2.
This interest was further developed through wider works which detailed the art
objects collected by the dukes of Burgundy, notably Léon Laborde’s, »Les ducs de
Bourgogne« and Bernard Prost’s »Inventaires mobiliers et extraits des comptes des
ducs de Bourgogne de la maison de Valois (1363–1477)«3.

As important as these investigations were – and still are – to the study of medieval
tapestry, they have also left a legacy of problems for the development of new insights
into the subject. Adolf Cavallo, writing on the present state of tapestry knowledge in
1993 in his introduction to the catalogue of the medieval tapestries in the Metropol-
itan Museum of Art in New York, was the first to acknowledge that much of this
nineteenth-century training and expertise involved the art of painting, and »so they
fell into the trap of treating the essentially impersonal, industrial art of tapestry as
though it were the personal, conceptual art of painting«4. Believing that they could
attribute any tapestry to a particular place, time, designer and weaver, they were also
the creators of presumed regional ›schools‹ of tapestry for the Middle Ages, and their
observations are often inherent within, and have influenced many, studies of tapestry
until the present day5. Inextricably linked to these attempts to place an overarching

1 Achille Jubinal, Les anciennes tapisseries historiées, Paris 1838.
2 Jules Guiffrey, Eugène Muntz, Alexandre Pinchart, Histoire générale de la tapisserie, Paris

1878–1885; William George Thompson, A History of Tapestry. From the Earliest Times until
the Present Day, London 1906.

3 Léon Laborde, Les ducs de Bourgogne. Études sur les lettres, les arts et l’industrie pendant le
XVe siècle et plus particulièrement dans les Pays-Bas et le duché de Bourgogne, Paris 1849–52;
Bernard Prost, Inventaires mobiliers et extraits des comptes des ducs de Bourgogne de la
maison de Valois (1363–1477), 2 vol. Paris 1902–1908. It has often been overlooked for example,
that the study made by Prost is incomplete as he ends at the year 1390.

4 Adolf Cavallo, Medieval Tapestries in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 1993,
p. 61.

5 Ibid., p. 57.
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stylistic viewpoint on the study of tapestry, and the consequent obsession with at-
tributing every piece of surviving tapestry to a place, producer or patron, is the
object-centred approach to the material.

Unsurprisingly, the magnificent remains of tapestry from the Middle Ages which
are found in museum collections around the world tend to remain the objects that
capture the imagination of art historians and historians and, as a result, the majority
of publications that consider the subject of tapestry in the Middle Ages do so as part
of a museum catalogue, or as a chapter devoted to the period in a wider work on the
history of tapestry from the fourteenth to the eighteenth century. However, the
limited space offered to medieval tapestry as part of these publications has had the
unfortunate effect of confining discussion and development of the subject to the
routine and repeated examples on weaving methods, how tapestries were used, the
character of design and the history of tapestry weaving in Europe. Historians of the
object are extremely aware of these constraints and the fact that there is a tendency to
repeatedly use the same material. Commenting on the introduction of Adolf Cavallo
and his discussion of the problem of the stylistic biases of the nineteenth-century
historians, Tom Campbell laments the fact that such a »revisionist thesis should have
been squeezed into the format of unfootnoted introductory essays as several issues
would have benefited from a more extended consideration«6. Yet, although these
concerns are raised, they have not yet been completely addressed for medieval tap-
estry, and there can be a tendency to revere the surviving objects of tapestry only for
their stylistic and aesthetic qualities. This approach, however, has led to several fun-
damental problems. Firstly, basing our definition of the article ›tapestry‹ around the
surviving hangings has often had the effect of relegating the documentary evidence
for medieval tapestry to a place of secondary consideration; the documentary evi-
dence is to be used to provide us with information about the surviving examples, with
the result that it is rarely considered in its own right. This is surprising as for the
Burgundian lands it is the documentary evidence that actually predominates when
investigating medieval tapestry. Regarding the records of Philip the Bold
(1363–1404) and John the Fearless (1404–1419), over seven hundred examples relate
to articles of tapestry, on the subject of their purpose, upkeep and transport7. Less
numerous are the references to tapestry to be found within the testaments and the
inventories of the Burgundian dominions, which also contain references to owner-
ship of the material for a wealthy few8.

6 Tom Campbell, Book Review: Medieval Tapestries in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, in: the
Burlington Magazine 136 (1994), p. 842.

7 I have built a database to try and catalogue all of these entries. I have treated each receipt as a
separate item and the materials within it as articles. For example in one receipt there may be
many different materials. It became apparent that if I were to isolate only the references with the
description tapisserie I would be taking that reference out of context and therefore distorting the
information. As a result my database catalogues all the different articles which are used either in
conjunction with tapestry or are supplied by men or women who supplied tapestry or are
described as tapissier.

8 For my study I have found references to tapestry in the inventories of Dijon held in the Fonds de
la justice de la mairie de Dijon, where there are some 500 inventories for the years between 1380
and the end of the sixteenth century. There are also references to tapestry documented by the



319Tapestry in the Burgundian Dominions

It has readily been acknowledged that these documents provide us with our most
extensive evidence for medieval tapestry, and that we should not just rely on the
surviving physical examples. Guy Delmarcel has pointed out that it is no exaggera-
tion to talk of the »archaeological remains of the art of tapestry up until the sixteenth
century«, and that, even with the surviving material from that era, it is impossible to
know if these fabrics were »representative of their time« or if they were brought to us
by »happy accident«. However, we have still to engage fully in a complete examina-
tion of the documentary evidence, something that is explained by the problematic
nature of many of the references9. Fabienne Joubert has explained how the word
»tapisserie« in the Middle Ages could describe a number of types of cloth, »et étoffes
plus ou moins riches, broderies, tapis au points noués destinés au sol, et enfin tapis-
serie de lisse«10. The ambiguity of the references to the material which one finds
within testaments, inventories, and the ducal receipts, have often led to their descrip-
tion as deceptive, and they are simply dismissed from any consideration of medieval
tapestry. Instead, we revert to the original position of considering only those refer-
ences that contain stylistic descriptions of the images as the ›real‹ tapestry, even
though it is clear that there was space in the medieval textile trade for the production
of tapestry of varying degrees of quality, from the finest princely pieces to an old
square of tapisserie to be found in a Dijon town residence11. It seems simpler, there-
fore, to reject the orthodoxy regarding medieval tapestry, often based solely upon the
evi- dence of surviving pieces and, instead, acknowledge the fact that tapestry could
describe a number of types of cloth, and thereby view it within a wider material
context. We should perhaps seek to emulate the approach of those who originally

work of Eugène Soil de Moriame, Tapisseries de Tournai, Les tapissiers et les hautelisseurs de
cette ville, Tournai 1892, from testaments, wardship accounts and ducal accounts and debate still
continues on whether all of his references are ›tapestry‹. However, this paper will not attempt
today to decide if these references are tapestry or not, but will instead use them as evidence for
uncovering the possible functions and motivations for the donations of textiles to medieval
institutions in the Middle Ages. The testaments of Douai held in the Archives de Douai, FF
861–889 also offer some examples on tapestry. Selected examples were first published in the
study made by Chrétien César Auguste Dehaisnes, Histoire de l’art dans la Flandre, l’Artois et
le Hainaut avant le XVe siècle, Lille 1886.

9 Guy Delmarcel, Flemish Tapestry, New York 2000, p. 30.
10 Fabienne Joubert, À propos de la tapisserie tournaisienne au XVe siècle. La question des mo-

dèles, in: Les grands siècles de Tournai, Tournai 1993 (Tournai art et histoire, 7), p. 41.
11 Campbell, Tapestry in the Renaissance (as in n. 6), p. 29, notes that »During the following

decades increasing documentary references to ›tapissiers‹ and ›hautelisse‹ weavers combined
with growing numbers of tapestry ensembles cited in contemporary inventories, point to an
expanding production in Northern France and the Low Countries – though the terminology is
still imprecise (for example while in some contexts haute lisse appears to have been used to
designate tapestry in others it evidently refers to high-quality woven cloth)«. We see the use of
different terminology constantly within the ducal receipts. Drap de hauteliche, tappis, tappiserie
are all used as descriptive terms for purchases made from men who are also described with many
different titles; Peter Stable, Urban markets, rural industries and the organization of labour in
late medieval Flanders. The constraints of guild regulations and the requirements of export
orientated production, in: Bruno Blonde, Eric Vanhaule, Michèle Galand (eds), Labour and
Labour Markets between Town and Countryside (Middle Ages–19th century), Turnhout 2001,
p. 141–154.



320 Katherine Anne Wilson

documented the evidence for ducal and urban pieces of tapestry, and who appear to
have had little problem with integrating different types of evidence. By utilising more
than the remaining object to define medieval tapestry, we can uncover additional
information about the individuals involved in its acquisition and production, or how,
when, and where it was used, and to what effect.

The propensity to begin and end with the surviving artefact in any study of medi-
eval tapestry has led to a second problem: it produces a rather one-sided reading of
the available evidence, based on outdated economic arguments. It is true that much of
the surviving evidence for tapestry of the Middle Ages shows that it was primarily a
luxury article, destined for a princely and aristocratic clientele. However, there is a
tendency to become blinded by the presence of the elite in the available documentary
evidence. Philip the Bold is frequently viewed as having encouraged and developed
the trade of tapestry in his lands and, certainly, a study of the ducal receipts supports
the fact that he and his son were avid consumers of the material12. Fabrice Rey has
been joined by many others in stating:

After Philip the Bold became count of Flanders in 1384, his patronage caused tapestry pro-
duction to grow exponentially in the Low Countries. Flanders, which had traditionally manu-
factured wool cloth, was then suffering from the competition of English drapers, and needed to
restructure its economy. The duke felt that tapestry manufacturing would give an economic lift
to the area. Thus, a new luxury industry was created at a time when princes were becoming ever
more powerful and discriminating13.

However, there is a need to re-evaluate the assumption that Philip the Bold believed
that tapestry manufacturing would give an economic lift to his newly acquired ter-
ritories in Flanders by correcting the economic crisis caused by the competition from
English drapers. Research over the past decade has comprehensively revealed the
above notion is in fact far more complex, as Martha Howell states:

During the last fifty years, however, Pirenne’s narrative has slowly unravelled… We now
recognise that even in major urban centres known for their high quality cloth English wool was
not the only wool used; that there was no consistent or rigid demarcation between urban and
rural textile production; that even in the most important cities merchants did not control
production either as exclusively or as tightly as Pirenne imagined; and that the textile industry
had a long life14.

12 Fabrice Rey, Tapestry Collections, in: Art from the Court of Burgundy. The Patronage of Philip
the Bold and John the Fearless 1364–1419, Dijon 2004, p. 123.

13 The view that Philip felt that tapestry manufacturing would give an economic lift to the area of
Flanders is often repeated within the existing tapestry literature; Campbell, Tapestry in the
Renaissance (as in n. 6), p. 31 states, »The Arras tapestry industry grew as the once-prosperous
local wool trade declined in the face of competition from England […] The volume of orders that
Philip placed during the 1380s and 1390s suggests an intention to promote the local industry and
sizeable workshops evidently developed in Arras during these decades«.

14 Martha Howell, Weathering Crisis, Managing Change. The emergence of a new socioeconomic
order in Douai at the end of the Middle Ages, in: Marc Boone, Walter Prevenier (eds), La
draperie ancienne des Pays-Bas. Débouchés et stratégies de survie (XIVe–XVIe siècle), Gent
1992, p. 85.
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Furthermore, as this article will demonstrate, although Philip the Bold and John the
Fearless were avid consumers of tapestry, there is no documented evidence to suggest
that they had any personal intention to promote the tapestry trade, and those who
supplied tapestry to the court appear to have ensured that they had several enterprises
to rely on for financial solvency, as the dukes were by no means reliable customers.

If we are to acknowledge these problems and limitations, and put our preconcep-
tions of what exactly medieval tapestry should be to one side, it quickly becomes
apparent that the ducal receipts, inventories and testaments provide layers of infor-
mation, concerning far more than just tapisserie or princely purchases. It is the aim of
this article to reveal some of the different aspects of the medieval tapestry trade.
Beginning with an examination of the ducal receipts, we can reveal the first layer of
evidence relating to the individuals and articles connected to the tapestry trade. This
will, in turn, lead to a re-evaluation of the available evidence for tapestry, and other
high-quality materials, in the possession of the elite inhabitants of such towns as
Dijon, Douai and Tournai. Although this evidence is relatively sparse, it should not
be dismissed, as these references, like those found within the ducal receipts, can
nevertheless provide useful insights into the social aspirations and identities of their
purchasers.

THE ENTREPRENEURIAL TAPESTRY SUPPLIERS OF THE COURT

The layers of information found in a ducal receipt are best demonstrated by one dated
13 September 1371. It records the payment of sixty s.t. to several varlet tapissiers,
whom Philip the Bold had seen at work in Arras15. As with the other ducal receipts
relating to tapestry it would be easy to simply concentrate on the princely figure, but
there is a second level of information which occurs constantly within the ducal
receipts, inventories and testaments: evidence of the urban environment. In the 1371
source, on the one hand, we have information regarding the activities of Philip the
Bold, but, on the other hand, we have evidence of several varlet tapissiers of Arras.
Indeed, it is the urban dimension which appears first within a ducal receipt, and we
are lucky in that, unlike much other evidence, the names, titles and residences of the
men and women who supplied tapestry to the Burgundian dukes have survived.
These are the first indicators of the constant connections between the dukes and their
urban suppliers, particularly for the material of tapestry.

Many of the individuals who supplied the court with tapestry were, in fact, en-
trepreneurs; often extremely wealthy and influential men who have inevitably been
the subjects of further historical investigation to that effect. Jean Lestocquoy empha-
sised their entrepreneurial abilities, writing on the financiers, brokers and hautelis-
seurs of Arras, from the thirteenth to the fourteenth centuries16. They were men with

15 ADCO, B 1435, fol. 65.
16 Jean Lestocquoy, Financiers, courtiers, hautelisseurs d’Arras aux XIIIe et XIVe siècles, in:

Revue belge de philologie et d’histoire (1938), p. 911–922. The town of Arras was a well-known
centre for tapestry particularly at the end of the fourteenth and during the fifteenth centuries.
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access to substantial sums of money which they invested in the weaving and selling of
tapestry17. Among the more recent studies of tapestry Adolf Cavallo has stressed that
the term tapissier did not »necessarily mean the person with that title actually wove
the tapestries, but, it could also refer to a supplier of furnishing fabrics, an embroi-
derer, restorer or keeper of furnishing fabrics or a producer merchant«18. The entre-
preneurial nature of tapissiers is confirmed by a study of the Burgundian ducal re-
cords. In a 1390 receipt, Jehan Cosset is described as varlet de chambre, but he also
appears within the ducal accounts as a tapissier and garde de la tapisserie. The same is
also true of Demoingin de Rolampont, resident of Dijon, who is described as a
repairer of tapestry, repairer of chambres and of tapestry, chasuble maker, armourer
(although this title possibly refers to the production of fabric to line the armour,
rather than the metalwork aspect), and varlet of arms19. They are by no means the
only people relating to tapestry to be allocated more than one title within the ducal
records. Jaquet Dourdin, who supplied tapestry and many other materials to Philip
the Bold, was given the diverse titles of tapissier, marchant tapissier, tapissier saraz-
nois, marchant and varlet de chambre20. Sifting through the evidence contained in
these references, it appears that, along with numerous titles, these men were also in
the business of supplying more than just tapestry. Over the course of his career Jehan
Cosset supplied multiple materials to Philip the Bold, including thread, wool, silk of
Cyprus, linen and canvas, all often within one order21. Jaquet Dourdin was also able
to match the supply of different items. In 1388 he delivered six green and white
sarges, three small and three large, one hundred and fifty ells of ruban, six bales of
azure tapestry, twelve red sarges with armorial devices, and forty-nine cords22.

THE ENTREPRENEURS OF THE TOWN

Jehan Cosset, as part of the tapestry trade in Arras, was one of the men examined by
Jean Lestocquoy. A member of a wealthy and influential Arras family, the first
mention of the name Cosset is in 121723. The name continues to appear throughout
the thirteenth century, in conjunction with providing loans, and in the contracting of
high-level marriage unions. In 1274, Pierre Cosset married a Margaret Flavel, heiress
to a substantial fortune. By the time we arrive at Jehan Cosset, supplier to the court of
Burgundy, he is a man with connections to multiple trades and positions: innkeeper,
an alderman no less than five times (during which period he made several profitable

For more on the tapestry families of Arras see Id., Les dynasties bourgeoises d’Arras du XIe au
XVe siècle, Arras 1945, p. 45–49.

17 Id., Financiers, courtiers (as in n. 16), p. 912.
18 Cavallo, Medieval Tapestries (as in n. 4).
19 Prost, Inventaire mobiliers (as in n. 3), p. 155.
20 ADCO, B 1465, fol. 65.
21 ADCO, B 1511, fol. 109–110.
22 ADCO, B 1471, fol. 44.
23 Lestocquoy, Financiers, courtiers (as in n. 16), p. 919.
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transactions in the sale of wine), and varlet de chambre to Philip the Bold, as well as
tapissier24.

No shortage of these entrepreneurial families exists for the medieval town of Dijon,
although it is much rarer to find them supplying tapestry or tapestry materials to the
Burgundian court during the time of Philip the Bold and John the Fearless25. Along
with Jehan Cosset, Demoingin de Rolampont’s approach to business within the
court and town was to have a connection to several trades, as reflected by the multiple
titles and materials he was able to provide. Recorded as a supplier to Philip the Bold
from 1388 until 1400, he provided mainly threads for tapestry repair, as well as canvas
which was used to line a variety of tapestries, tents and chambres26.

However, like any other good businessman, Rolampont was also adept at making
sure he was present at other events where there would be a demand for his wares or
skills, rather than just relying on demand from the ducal court to achieve his pros-
perity. As a resident of the parish of St Pierre, in Dijon, he was well placed to take
advantage of the Dijon fairs and the surrounding fairs of Chalon-sur-Saône, which
attracted goods and merchants from Rheims, Amiens, and many other places during
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries27. He is noted, during the fairs of Chalon-sur-
Saône, as a tenant of a stall in 136928. The need for multiple professions lies in the fact
that, even if a ducal commission was secured, there was no guarantee that payment
would be immediately forthcoming. The work of Van Nieuwenhuysen, judging by
the financial records of Philip the Bold, demonstrates that supplying the court carried
a considerable amount of financial risk. Payments from the duke could take up to

24 Ibid., p. 920.
25 So far in my investigation of the ducal receipts from 1363 until 1419, only two names have

appeared in connection with tapestry. These are Demoingin de Rolampont and Henriet le Pelet,
peltier. Dijon has no real record of an active tapestry industry for the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries, the first mention comes in 1531 and it is not until 1676 that formal regulations for the
industry were set within the town; Albert Chapuis, Les anciennes corporations dijonnaises:
règlements, statuts et ordonnances, Dijon 1906. The families of Chambellan and Martin were
two of long standing importance within the town, also made rich by their ability to manage
several professions at once, ensuring they were able to appear as drapiers, marchands du vin and
therefore able to supply the ducal court with numerous items as well as the inhabitants of the
town and the surrounding area itself. See Peter Spufford, Power and Profit: The Merchant in
Medieval Europe, London 2006, p. 155; Henri Dubois, Marchands dijonnais aux foires de
Chalon-sur-Saône à la fin du Moyen Âge. Essai de prosopographie, in: Publication du Centre
européen d’études bourguignonnes XIVe–XVIe siècle 27 (1987), p. 63–79. Although rarely vi-
sited by the dukes, Dijon was nonetheless a town of considerable importance during the four-
teenth and fifteenth centuries as one of the most important towns in east central France, housing
a thriving cloth industry.

26 ADCO, B 1476–B 1514. However, he also supplied other items. In 1368 he was paid 32 francs for
the sale of 1 pennon with the arms of the late duke Philip; Prost, Inventaires mobiliers (as in
n. 3), p. 155.

27 Dubois, Marchands dijonnais (as in n. 25), p. 68.
28 Ibid., p. 68. Attendance at these fairs appears almost mandatory for all the individuals of the time

in Dijon who are also noted as supplying the Burgundian court. Jehan Chambellan, a member of
a wealthy Dijon family, appears as selling cloths at the fair of Chalon-sur-Saône in 1376 and
1404–1407. He was alderman in 1390–1391 and again in 1417–1418. See dubois, Marchands
dijonnais (as in n. 25), p. 74 and also Id., Les foires de Chalon et le commerce dans la vallée de la
Saône à la fin du Moyen Âge vers 1280–vers 1430, Paris 1976.
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three or four years, sometimes even as long as ten29. Amelot Dourdin, widow of the
tapissier Jaquet Dourdin, was finally paid in 1411 for the sale of two armorial tappis.
These were decorated with the device of Margaret of Bavaria, wife of John the Fear-
less, and had originally been ordered in 1402 when, as the receipt notes, she had still
been the Countess of Nevers30. When the receipts for the court of Philip the Bold are
studied in further detail it becomes painfully apparent that ducal demand for tapis-
serie, sarges and all its accoutrements was not enough to ensure the year-round
survival of tradesmen. Although a number of favourites emerge within the suppliers
of tapestry-related products to Philip the Bold, it is clear that there was stiff compe-
tition to remain at this level. Jean Cosset, frequently recorded in the receipts as varlet
de chambre et tapissier as well as tapissier, made at least fifty sales of tapestry-related
products from 1364 to 1404. During the same period, Colin Bataille, another ducal
favourite, made over forty sales of articles, either of tapestry or relating to tapestry,
and nearly eighty different men and women connected with the trade appear as
suppliers to the ducal court31. Due to the keen competition to supply the ducal court,
and the risks of late payment such a commission could possibly involve, it becomes
clear why these men might pursue alternative financial prospects and ambitions with-
in the town32.

TAPESTRY OF URBAN INHABITANTS

The existence of these entrepreneurs perhaps explains why tapestry artefacts from
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries are so often to be found for the towns of Dijon,
Douai and Tournai. This takes us to a less investigated layer of urban evidence for
tapestry. From the ducal receipts it appears that these businessmen were interested in
making a living from almost any trade and, if this were the case, were they also
interested in selling similar materials to an urban clientele? By a shared love of pur-
chasing tapestry, and the creation of a »textile environment« to furnish a bed or a
chambre, the wealthy inhabitants of the towns appear to have had the most in com-
mon with the Burgundian dukes33. For the period 1389 to 1560, over five hundred

29 Andrée Van Nieuwenhusen, Les finances du duc de Bourgogne, Philippe le Hardi
(1384–1404). Économie et politique, Bruxelles 1984, p. 398.

30 ADCO, B 1570, fol. 221.
31 These results are based on a study of the recette générale and they reflect all the men and women

who were connected to the tapestry trade in some way either in providing tapestry, materials
connected to tapestry, transporting, or repairing. The urban careers and the element of financial
risk for tapissiers are examined in greater details in my article, Paris, Arras et la cour: les tapis-
series de Philippe le Hardi et Jean sans Peur, ducs de Bourgogne, dans: Revue du Nord 93/389
(2011), p. 11–31.

32 Even after the death their widows continued their commissions and perhaps businesses. Mar-
guerite, widow of Colin Bataille appears doing exactly this during the rule of John the Fearless.
See ADCO, B 1558. These men are also consistently described as men keen to add plusieurs
cordes à leur arc, concerned with their financial survival. See Pierre Geoffroy, Commerce et
marchands à Dijon au XVe siècle, in: Annales de Bourgogne (1953), p. 161–181.

33 Delmarcel, Flemish Tapestry (as in n. 9), p. 18. »Tapestries were not conceived as separate
works of art, but as sets, from four to twenty subjects around the same theme, and that is how
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inventories exist in the Dijon archives, and scattered among these are thirty-six ref-
erences to tapestry34. These often appear in conjunction with, or in connection to,
accoutrements for the decoration of a bed, or are simply listed as separate items35.

The first reference to tapestry in Dijon appears in 1413, where it is described as one
chambre of saye vermeille of Arras, with curtains, ceiling, backing and tapisserie36.
This inventory, of one Jehan Aubert, who was an important official of the dukes of
Burgundy, includes rare descriptions of other items of tapestry37. These comprise a
bench-cover of Arras tapestry, replete with the images of four ladies and gentlemen,
and six squares of Arras tapestry of red and white roses. The inventory of Jehan
Lacier in 1430 records that in the chambre of his hotel were six squares of tapestry
along with two green tappis of Arras38. There are similar materials to be found in the
wills and testaments of Douai and Tournai. During the period 1278 to 1550, Eugène
Soil catalogues over one hundred references relating to the tapestry trade in Tournai,
ranging from smaller pieces used for bench-covers and cushions, and larger decora-
tive and armorial hangings, destined for churches or chambre sets39. In 1461, Nicholas
Dimenche, an inhabitant of Tournai, bequeathed to his son, Arnoul, a red chambre of
tapestry with the note, as I had it made, accompanied by the condition that it was to
be lent to any of his children who might receive public honours40. No less popular
was the tapestry cushion and bench-cover and, luckily, descriptions of these articles
have survived. Armed heads, parrots, trees, roses, and armorial devices were all fa-
voured as decorations. In 1400, wild men were the subject of choice for the widow of
Piérart Bernart, as were, in 1412, bench-covers ornamented with roses for Catherine
Darras41.

they should be seen and enjoyed. They formed a textile ›environment‹, which by its mobility
could easily be moved, hung up and taken down again«.

34 ADCO, B II 356/fol. 1–fol. 6, for the years 1389–1560.
35 The importance of the bed and its material adornments in these sources is due to the fact that the

bed was an item of prestige. It could be of a great size, equipped with springs, mattresses, covers,
pairs of sheets, bedspread, pillows and cushions. Describing the medieval bed, Charles de La
Roncière states it was »an imposing presence in the room, vast surface extended by a ring of
chests and embellished by a colourful spread, sometimes a quilt of many colours. Curtains
further enhanced its monumental character«; Charles de La Roncière, Tuscan Notables on the
eve of the Renaissance, in: Philippe Ariès, Georges Duby (eds), A History of Private Life.
Revelations of the Medieval World, Harvard 1985, p. 183–184. For references to beds and their
materials in the Dijon inventories see ADCO, B II 356, Cote 2, B II 356, Cote 3 and B II 356,
Cote 6. A chambre could contain a large number of pieces, not all necessarily of the same fabric;
Delmarcel, Flemish Tapestry (as in n. 9), p. 25 records that »These sets of ›chambers‹ or ›tap-
estry rooms‹ often consisted not only of wall hangings, but also of items serving as bed-spreads
or canopies, and so on«.

36 ADCO, B II 356/fol. 2.
37 ADCO, B II 356/fol. 2.
38 ADCO, B II 356/fol. 3. A fuller discussion of the space where the tapestries were used is included

in my final thesis particularly for the ducal but also for the urban references of tapestry. For
further information on space of the Dijon residences see Françoise Piponnier, Dénominations
et fonctions des espaces dans l’habitation dijonnaise XIVe–XVe siècle, in: Danièle Alexandre-
Bidon, Françoise Piponnier, Jean-Michel Poisson (eds), Cadre de vie et manières d’habiter
XIIe–XVIe siècle, Paris 2001, p. 109–116.

39 Soil de Moriame, Tapisseries de Tournai (as in n. 8).
40 Ibid., p. 242–243.
41 Ibid., p. 229–230.
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TAPESTRY OF THE DUKES

These tastes were shared by the dukes of Burgundy, although, judging by the sheer
number of purchases that have survived, the dukes far outstripped the inhabitants of
Dijon, Douai and Tournai. The majority of their purchases were of the grandest scale,
but they could also include smaller articles of tapestry described as bench covers or
cushions and, just as the inhabitants of their dominions felt comfortable mixing
different materials to create their ideal »textile environment«, so, too, did the dukes,
albeit on a far more expensive scale. For example, in one receipt there may be many
different textiles as well as tapisserie. Tapestries are accorded their own separate
chapter in the recette générale of the dukes of Burgundy in 1393 along with em-
broidered cloths, but they are situated amongst hundreds of other luxury purchases
made for the ducal court and it is important to consider the material in light of these
other acquisitions42. Marina Belozerskaya in her work »Luxury Arts of the Renais-
sance« has stressed that the courtly, or even rich, urban purchases of luxury goods
functioned in »ensembles, striving to affect the perceptions and emotions of their
viewers through richly layered messages and displays«43.

Frequently, acquisitions of tapestry can be broken down into seven separate entries
within an individual receipt, detailing every last item to furnish an entire space, and
including many different materials. Traditionally, these other purchases have been
ignored, lost in the preoccupation with cataloguing and isolating all references with
the title tapisserie, particularly if these references include a description of images that
were depicted on the tapestry. In 1395 Philip the Bold made a purchase from the
Parisian tapissier, Jaquet Dourdin. He ordered a chambre of tapestry which included
several different materials of serge, backing, curtains, wall tapestries, ceilings, silk
fringes and cords, costing a total of eighty-eight francs44. Although John the Fearless
made fewer purchases of tapestry than his father, he too invested in chambres. Pierre
de Beaumez, tapissier of Paris, was paid for supplying a chambre in 1410, including
wall hangings, bench-cover, couch-cover and tapestry squares, all covered with mo-
tifs that are not described45. Philip the Bold and John the Fearless also owned numer-
ous bench-covers and cushions covered in tapestry, many of which were ordered as
part of a chambre; others were individual purchases, such as that made in 1385 for
armorial tapestry cushions, or squares to furnish the interior of the wagon of Mar-
garet of Flanders, wife of Philip the Bold46. Although these are by no means all of the
shared materials to be found within court and town, they do demonstrate the ability
of tapestry, and people involved in the tapestry trade, to exist in both spheres.

42 Van Nieuwenhusen, Les finances du duc de Bourgogne (as in n. 29), p. 394.
43 Marina Belozerskaya, Luxury Arts of the Renaissance, London 2005, p. 4.
44 adco, B 1503, fol. 148–149.
45 ADCO, B 1560.
46 ADCO, B 1463.
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TAPESTRY: A MATERIAL WITH SOCIAL ASPIRATIONS
IN TOWN AND COURT?

Due to the scant nature of the evidence in comparison with the material to be found
for the ducal receipts, the owners of tapestry for the towns of Dijon, Douai and
Tournai have often attracted little attention. »Old squares of tapestry« is the most
common description given in the Dijon inventories; an actual description of the
material article is extremely rare for both the testaments and inventories, and appears
insubstantial when matched against a detailed ducal receipt revealing the use of
sumptuous threads and images. Finding information on the owners of these pieces is
also a difficult task, hampered as it is by missing cover pages for inventories, and
references to names and places that have disappeared over the years. However, un-
covering more evidence on these owners of tapestry is not a completely impossible
task and can add an interesting dimension to our knowledge of medieval tapestry.
Generally it has been assumed that, because tapestry in the Middle Ages was a prince-
ly material, any interest displayed by urban individuals must have been inspired by
the court47.

Certainly, emulation of the court was one of the reasons why the wealthy elites of
Dijon, Douai and Tournai were purchasing tapestry. However, should we consider
imitation of the court as the only motivating factor behind this purchase and use of
tapestry? Pierre Bourdieu views different social orders as likely to have been in
constant competition with each other, purchasing luxury materials in order to ac-
quire a higher social status, and using material goods as weapons in order to attain
social distinction. Certainly, it appears that many of the inhabitants of Dijon did have
a taste for the luxurious lifestyle. Bourdieu particularly emphasises that:

The objects endowed with the greatest distinctive power are those which most clearly attest the
quality of their appropriation, and therefore the quality of their owner, because their posses-
sion requires time and capacities which, requiring a long investment of time, like pictorial or
musical culture, cannot be acquired in haste or by proxy, and which therefore appear as the
surest indications of the quality of the person48.

However, we should be careful to avoid the conclusion that the inhabitants of Dijon
were just emulating their elites through their purchases of tapestry. If, as we have seen
with the tapestry entrepreneurs, the individuals of Dijon who owned luxury goods

47 There is a wealth of scholarship which supports the exclusive position of tapestry. Traditionally
it is the model of Norbert Elias which continues to prevail whenever the motivations behind
medieval luxury spending are considered. Outlining his theory that the court acted as a centre
for the spread of luxury in the »Civilising Process« he remarks, »In this period it was not the
›city‹ but the ›court‹ and court society which were the centres with by far the most widespread
influence. The town as was said in the ancient regime, merely ›aped‹ the court«; Norbert Elias,
The Civilising Process. Sociogenic and Psychogenetic Investigations, Oxford 2000, p. 188.

48 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction. A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, London 1984,
p. 281.
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were able to maintain aspirations in town and court, surely the purchase of tapestry
could communicate their social ambitions in both spheres49.

Recent studies have attempted to answer these questions concerning medieval mo-
tivations behind luxury consumerism, particularly for the Burgundian dominions50.
In his study of art patrons in Burgundy, Vincent Tabbagh has suggested that there
may have been several motives behind the purchase of expensive materials for the
inhabitants of Dijon. He emphasises that, although the taste among the urban resi-
dents of Dijon for luxury goods did, to a certain extent, reflect an emulation of the
dukes’ purchases, the money spent by these individuals »went to fulfil many pur-
poses«, including their own social aspirations, personal devotion, a newly acquired
taste for luxury in personal terms and in home surroundings, as well as, possibly, to
hoard objects that could be used in future monetary exchange51. Wim de Clercq, Jan
Dumolyn and Jelle Haemers have analysed the upward mobility of the »bourgeois
upstarts«, Peter Bladelin and William Hugonet, describing their accumulation of
landed property, castles, alliances of marriage with daughters of indisputably noble
families, and luxurious goods, as an investment in »symbolic capital«52. Applying
these considerations to a study of the individuals who owned tapestry in Dijon, they
appear as purchasers who aspired to succeed in both town and court, and their
possessions may have been a reflection of, and investment in, their dual aspirations.
Urban and courtly aspirations are particularly apparent for the Lacier, Morel and
Aubert families of Dijon.

The inventory of Jehan Lacier, compiled on 23 May 1430, omits his profession, but
it does mention the social standing of his late wife. Isabelle de Morel is described as
having been a lady-in-waiting to the late duchess of Burgundy53. Therefore, the own-
ership of six old squares of tapestry in the same room as a green tapis of Arras,
possibly decorated with the arms of madame la duchesse, could be interpreted as an
emulation of courtly culture; these references are possibly explained by Isabelle de
Morel’s intimate connection to the court of the duchess54. Unfortunately, we are
unlikely to know more as, not unusually for these medieval inventories, the page is
missing at the very point where the description of the article is fully included. This
loss renders impossible the certain knowledge that this family did indeed own a tapis

49 Ibid., p. 280.
50 Peter Stabel, For mutual benefit? Court and city in the Burgundian Low Countries, in: Steven

Gunn (ed.), The Court as a Stage. England and the Low Countries in the Later Middle Ages,
London 2006, p. 40; Stabel has emphasised that the Burgundian dukes drew on an existing
industry when ordering their sumptuous purchases and has taken great care to make the point
that it was the dukes who integrated into an already »well-oiled hierarchical network, that
profited from such extra demand […] but that was not dependent on it«.

51 Vincent Tabbagh, Les commanditaires d’œuvres d’art en Bourgogne (1360–1420), dans: L’art à
la cour de Bourgogne. Le mécénat de Philippe le Hardi et de Jean sans Peur (1364–1419), Paris
2004, p. 269.

52 Wim de Clercq, Jan Dumolyn, Jelle Haemers, »Vivre noblement«. Material culture and elite
identity in late medieval Flanders, in: Journal of Interdisciplinary History XXXVIII/1 (2007).

53 ADCO, B II 356/fol. 3, cote 15.
54 ADCO, B II 356/fol. 3, cote 15. Also a tapis is usually regarded as being a floor covering, but can

in some circumstances refer to a tapestry.
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with the armorial bearings of Isabelle de Morel’s former employer and, as a result, we
can only speculate that this may have been given as a gift from duchess to lady-in-
waiting. However, it is possible that Isabelle was related to the influential Morel
family of Dijon, who built their name in the town as advocates and lawyers55. Pierre
Morel, father to an Isabelle, was mayor of Dijon in 1387–1388, and also became
counsellor to the duke, while the brother of the same Isabelle was a lawyer who
married into the powerful Sauvegrain family of Dijon. Again, if this is indeed the
same Isabelle, she appears to have been part of a family with the ability to pursue
aspirations in both town and court, and the acquisition of tapestry may have been a
wider social investment for the family, as part of a means to achieve a higher social
status56.

The same is also true of the inventory of Jehan Aubert. It is more than likely that the
inventory in question is that of the Aubert described by Thierry Dutour in his work
on the urban notables at the end of the Middle Ages. Described as an isolé without
previous ties to Dijon families, he managed to integrate himself into the courtly and
civic culture of Dijon. He obtained the position of receiver general of the duke, but he
also participated in the exercise of power within the town, eventually attaining the
position of alderman, in 141257. It is also important to note that we find evidence of
these individuals in the inventories, purchasing luxury materials other than tapestry.
Jehan Aubert, the owner of bench-covers and squares of tapestry, was also the proud
owner of several pictures, one of which depicted the Virgin Mary and Jehan Aubert
himself as a donor58. The Lacier family owned several articles including a large bed
with ceiling, a backing embroidered with flowers and three curtains of silk. Both the
families presented here had strong courtly connections and so their ownership of
tapestry may have been a reflection of their social aspirations in this area. However,
like the entrepreneurs who supplied tapestry or tapestry materials to the court, they
also had strong ties to their urban environment, and their ownership of luxury ma-
terials may have served to also reflect their ambitions in this area. Of the other
individuals owning tapestry and luxury goods in Dijon, many appear to as yet have
no ties with the ducal court. However, assessed by trades, within the list of thirty-
two individuals who owned tapestry, we find a diverse selection of the population,
who were employed as peltiers, hoteliers, merchants, apothecaries, advocates, tanners
and goldsmiths, and who were clearly active within the town as well as able to own
tapestry.

55 Thierry Dutour, Une société de l’honneur. Les notables et leur monde à Dijon à la fin du
Moyen Âge, Paris 1998, p. 461.

56 Ibid., p. 461; Marie-Thérèse Caron, La noblesse dans le duché de Bourgogne 1315–1477, Lille
1987, p. 155.

57 Ibid., p. 418–420.
58 ADCO, B II 356/fol. 2.
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THE FUNCTIONS OF TAPESTRY IN THE URBAN WORLD

The need to consider more than just emulation of the court as an explanation of
references to urban tapestry becomes particularly apparent when we turn to examine
the functions of tapestry, especially those donated by the inhabitants of Tournai and
Douai to local churches. It would be easy to assume that these tapestries had the same
functions as those purchased by the Burgundian dukes for their chapel from the
period 1364–1419. However, as we have seen, far from just being concerned with
emulating the elite, the individuals of the towns of the Burgundian dominions in-
volved in the medieval tapestry trade, either as vendors or purchasers, were not
always dependent upon the court and so their donations of tapestry can, to a certain
extent, be considered also as material manifestations of their personal and spiritual
ambitions; a type of spiritual investment. The inhabitants of Tournai and Douai made
over thirty gifts of such material from 1300 until 1511, and sixteen of these were
destined for religious institutions.

Some of the motivations for the donation of tapestry by these individuals are
clearly suggested by the conditions they attached to their bequests, as well as mate-
rials depicting their familial coats of arms. In 1385, Henry Prevos, of Tournai, made a
gift of five hangings personalised with his coat of arms. He specified that one of his
hangings was to be used to decorate the great altar, while the other, which had
previously been used on his horse, was to be placed on another altar within the
church, with the stipulation that these were not to be sold59. The conditions outlined
by Marguerite Haquette, for her gift of tapestry in 1403, were similar, stating: I give
to Jacques de Helemmes my nephew, four pieces of armorial cloths of the Gargattes
which I used to lend to the churches of St Nicaise, St Caterine, St Marguerite and St
Aime. I now give them to Jacques as long as they are still kept in the chapel60. The
placing of armorial tapestries and hangings in a prominent and public place within the
church and chapels ensured that not only would the deceased individual continue to
be in the forefront of the minds of those attending the church – an investment in
posthumous status – but also that current and future generations of the families
would profit by such a gift61. By stipulating in her testament that her hangings were
not to be removed from the church, Marguerite Haquette was essentially passing the
honour of ›generous benefactor‹ to her nephew, thus including him in any spiritual
benefit that was to be gained. Henry Prevos on the other hand, ensured his own
lasting remembrance as a generous donor within the town of Tournai, by insisting
that his tapestries should not be sold and that they would therefore remain in one
place for a considerable length of time. Again, it would appear that these tapestry
donors were important individuals from whom much can be learnt regarding the
functions of tapestry.

59 Soil de Moriamé, Tapisseries de Tournai (as in n. 8), p. 225.
60 Ibid., p. 226.
61 Danielle Courtemanche, Œuvrer pour la postérité. Les testaments parisiens des gens du roi au

début du XVe siècle, Strasbourg 1997.
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By treating the surviving artefacts of the medieval tapestry trade as sources to be
investigated layer by layer, in conjunction with other surviving evidence, we can
build a much larger picture from what at first may appear to be very limited resourc-
es. This, in turn, can provide a fresh perspective on the ownership of tapestry by the
Burgundian dukes and the inhabitants of their dominions, as well as on the indivi-
duals involved in supplying tapestry-related materials to this large market. More
work needs to be undertaken on the ducal receipts, inventories and testaments, so
that the possible motives for medieval tapestry ownership, and the individuals who
owned the material, may be revealed. However, by beginning to move away from a
solely object-orientated perspective, and by considering tapestry in the context of
other material purchases, it appears that it was a desirable acquisition that crossed
social boundaries, able to transcend court and town and perform a variety of func-
tions for a range of different motives.


