[p.258]
OUR LADY, THE VIRGIN’S 
NIGHTGOWN AND 
CHARLEMAGEN, AACHEN

It was probably at Aachen (Aix-la-Chapelle) that the practice, referred to above under 254k [a 15th c. badge from St. Mark’s, Venice], of combining miniature mirrors with pilgrim badges began.  One of the great Mirian sanctuaries of Europe, Aachen became Germany’s most important pilgrim centre as well as its coronation town. Mention has [p.259] already been made of the extraordinary measures taken at Aachen in the 15th century to meet the insatiable demand for pilgrim signs (see p 14). The production of badges there, however, appears to have begun no earlier than the 1320s (Koster 1972, 149), thereby roughly coinciding with Canterbury's and Walsingham's first output of pilgrim signs (as distinct from their pilgrims' ampullae). In this respect, Aachen was slow to follow the example of contemporary shrines in the same region, such as Cologne or Maastricht, which had been issuing badges since the late 12th century.

Late medieval deposits at London have recently yielded several fragments of pilgrim souvenirs from Aachen, where a wonderworking image of Our Lady and plenary indulgences were but two of the attractions to the devout. Pilgrims also flocked there for showings of Aachen's most celebrated relics. These public displays took place every seven years between Easter and 1 October. The relics exposed to the pilgrims' gaze were the nightgown worn by the Virgin on Christmas night, the swaddling bands (Joseph's stockings) in which the new‑born Christ was wrapped, Christ's loin‑cloth and shroud, and the cloth in which the head of John the Baptist had been wrapped (Koldeweij 1989, 116). In the 13th century the showings took place inside the cathedral church, but the attendances of devotees grew so large that at times many pilgrims were unable to get inside the church, let alone touch the relics or the shrine that contained them. To meet the problem of overcrowding, from 1322 the relics were shown in the open air from a tower gallery, high up outside the church. Scaffolding and stands were also set up as vantage‑points for pilgrims. Since in these circum stances they c ou ld no longer touch the relics with their badges, pilgrims relied on mirror‑magic as a substitute (see pp 17‑18). Certainly, by the 15th century mirrors had become a regular and convenient feature of Aachen pilgrim signs, even though the badges' designs permitted considerable variations in other respects.
Almost invariably, however, badges were consistent in featuring the relic of the Virgin's nightgown as one of their motifs. This garment appears, for example, on a badge deposited before 1334 and inscribed VECHI LA CHEMISE NOSTER DAME DACIS (Voici la chemise de Notre-Dame d'Aix) (Chocqueel 1950, 97-8). Characteristically, here and on later badges the garment is depicted as it might have been seen at a showingJ supported by a priest on either side and with its sleeves held out horizontally. The nightgown is all that survives of a much larger badge, dating from the second half of the 15th century (cf. Koster 1957, figs 56, 59), which was recovered (in 1991) from the Thames foreshore at Custom House Quay (2541, MoL 91.124, h 29mm). A forefinger belonging to each of the priests holding the garment is still to be seen near its lower edge. This fragment probably came from a type of Aachen badge that had become standardised by the second half of the 15th century. Its form was largely determined by three circular frames, conjoined one above the other‑ a large lower circular field with stitching-rings, a medium‑sized upper field also circular, and, between the two, an overlapping smaller frame, usually circular for housing the mirror. The upper circle and mirror were also flanked and surmounted by a gabled superstructure rising from the top of the lower circle (Koster 1957, 59; 1972, 150).
The main circular element from another badge celebrating the Virgin's nightgown was rescued from spoil from the Billingsgate site. This is similar to a find from the village site of Nieuwlande, Zeeland, and to a badge reproduced on a bell dated 1370 at Heiligenstadt, Germany (van Heeringen et al. 1987, 66; Koster 1984b, 211). Additionally, fragments from badges of the first half of the 15th century depicting Our Lady of Aachen enthroned, within a large circular frame, and originally surmounted by a shield‑shaped mirror and the Virgin's shift displayed, have been found on the site of Butlers Wharf Bermondsey (in 1987), and at Salisbury and Canterbury (Spencer 1990a, 2S7).
An entirely different kind of Aachen souvenir belonging to the late 15th or early 16th century was found on the Abbots Lane site:[p. 260] 
255 AB092 [236] <647>
Rectangular pendant, comprising a boxlike double frame with glazed contents; 25x20x6mm. Two pieces of glass, cut to the required shapeb were inserted into the frame through an aperture at the base and then sealed in by bending over an integral pewter flap. The frame has a beaded inner border on both sides and an indistinct black‑letter inscription (?ave m), reserved on a hatched ground, on its left and right edges. There are traces of a superstructure on the top edge; this wollld have consisted of a representation of the Virgin's nightgown between a pair of elevated lozenge‑shaped suspension loops, trimmed with trefoils, features that are known from other examples of the frame, including two recovered from the Thames foreshore (255a BM MLA, Hugo collection). Sandwiched between the two pieces of glass would originally have been a depiction of the Virgin and Child (Our Lady of Aachen), cast in delicate pewter openwork or struck on copper alloy foil (van Beuningen & Koldeweij 1993 213‑14; the same form of mirror‑badge was also adopted at Cologne, Bruna 1996b, 203). Since the glass is now opaque it is impossible to see what this pendant may contain within.
Another late medieval pendant from Aachen in this case of medallic form, was retrieved (in 1984) from the Thames foreshore at Billingsgate (255b, h 29m m). On one side (255b, right) is depicted the Virgin's nightgown and on the other Our Lady of Aachen on a crescent moon and surrounded by a pearshaped aureole. A pendant identical to 255b and another very similar to it, were found at Nieuwlande, Zeeland (ibid., 214, nos 4334; cf. contemporary bracteate badges with a similar combination of motifs, Koster 1984b, 221).
The Virgin's nightgown was the principal item in a collection of relics formed by Charlemagne (742‑814) and preserved at Aachen in what was originally his palace chapel. In the chapel, too, were enshrined his throne and tomb. He himself was 'canonised' here in 1165 by the Emperor, Frederick Barbarossa, thereby giving formal recognition to a long‑standing popular cult. The cult was further stimulated by an accumulation of important relics and treasures connected with Charlemagne himself. These relics were not only alluring to pilgrims; they also played an important role in the ritual of coronations and royal visits. Prominent among them was a reliquary in the form of a bust containing Charlemagne's skull, which Charles IV gave to Aachen in 1349 at his coronation. The reliquary, which still exists today in the church treasury at Aachen, dates from shortly afterwards. The bust is commemorated on a remarkable pilgrim sign found at Dordrecht (Koldeweij 1989, pl 9) and is, perhaps, to be regarded as the everyday equivalent of the images bought at Aachen for 30 shillings in 1439 by Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy, “for touching the relics” (Gay 1883‑1928, vol 2, under the word image). Another possible souvenir of the reliquary was found in spoil from the Vintry site:
256 VRY89 [+] c26> (MoL 93.82)
Crowned bust, hollow and free-standing, with a solid base and an open top, now squashed flat. Some features like the beard and details of the crown are damaged by corrosion. Below the neckline the bust is decorated with three oval medallions on the front and with the hint of a mantle at the back. H 55mm.
Though its third dimension adds a touch of realism, the Vintry find lacks the vitality of the Dordrecht badge, which bears a strikingly close resemblance to the reliquary. The Vintry find is, however, much closer to the original than, say, a representation of the reliquary in an early 17th‑century engraving of Auchen's principal relics (Koldeweij 1989, pl 3). A miniature version of the bust also figures in an upper compartment of a badge designed mainly to celebrate the Virgin's nightgown (ibid., pl 8). A somewhat similar bust from a large badge, apparently of Continental type, was recovered from the Vintry site:
257 VRY89 [V966]
Crowned bust, possibly commemorating Charlemagne's head reliquary, within an ogival arched canopy with crockets. H 23mm.
The large circular frame and stitching eyelet on another badge fragment (257a), found (in 1987) in St Saviours Dock, Bermondsey, suggest that this badge was also not of English manufacture.  The surviving figure in royal robes, and with the orb, sceptre and rosary, leave open the possibility that this badge, too, commemorated Charlemagne.  Finally, there is less doubt about the likely origin of a ceramic horn found (in 1982) on the Thames foreshore at the north end of Southwark Bridge.  This so-called Aachenhorn is typical of the earthenware horns and trumpets that, as noisy souvenirs, were especially popular with pilgrims to Aachen in the 15th and 16th centuries (Spencer 1990a, 63, fig. 190; Bracker 1989, 562; Raff 1984, 154).

