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How important was the visibility of the relics in the design of saint’s reliquaries?

Relics and reliquaries come in all shapes and sizes. Some relics are tiny, such as Christ’s foreskin, others are much larger, but all have special containers, some of which are made of glass or crystal or have windows while others are enclosed. Some are in the form of the body part which they hold, others are not, perhaps being in the shape of an arm, to be used for blessing pilgrims. (Hahn). Many are portable, to be used in procession. Almost all though are costly, made of precious metals and often including precious stones. This extravagance makes the reliquary highly visible, but what of its contents?
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The Saint Foy reliquary, showing the use of precious metals and stones. This does not hold her whole body, but the contents stand for the whole saint in a form of synecdoche.

Writing in the late eleventh or early twelfth century, Thiofrid of Echternach commented that saintly relics deserved elaborate and costly reliquaries, asking why such relics should not be hidden from view just as kings and princes were clothed in rich garments, hiding their bodies and that Christ hid his body and blood in bread and wine so that people would not be revolted by the sight of it. He goes on to say that reliquaries are as holy as the relics they hold and must protect those relics. (Thiofrid of Echternach).

The ownership of relics was important for churches and religious houses. It is recorded that, as St Dominic was dying, he asked to be taken back to his home church and to be buried where his brother monks could walk above him because he would be of more benefit to them than he had been while alive. One way in which this was true was that his body would become a relic, and as such would bring many pilgrims to that church. (Testimony of Brother Ventura). However, the possession of famous relics could cause problems: to prevent injury, Abbot Suger had the church of St Denis enlarged to accommodate the number of pilgrims coming to see the Nail of the Cross and the Crown of Thorns. (Accommodating Pilgrims at the Church of St Denis). Attracting pilgrims was a vital part of the ‘job’ of a relic. It not only increased the churches income, but, more importantly, helped pilgrims. If there was no spiritual benefit to a pilgrimage, then it was of little use.

Bagnoli mentions the case of a woman who, when finding that a reliquary she wished to see was plain and unadorned went elsewhere, taking the rich gifts she had brought for the saints away. (Bagnoli). Thus, a lavish, visible reliquary was potentially worth more to a church than the bones it held. The stones and precious metals used to create reliquaries had their own value: they were pure and incorruptible, as were the contents of reliquaries. They are mentioned in scripture, and each stone had a meaning and a virtue, and so they represented the contents of the reliquaries. (Bagnoli).

Bagnoli also tells us that visibility of the relic became important in the later Middle Ages with the result that the crystal reliquary becoming more popular as there was ‘a desire to apprehend divinity by looking at the relics’ and that it ‘attests to the shift from materiality to visuality that occurred in thirteenth century art.’ (Bagnoli). Bynum also adheres to this theory, saying that visibility was a way to prove incorruptibility.  (Bynum). Even when the relic is visible, that is still no guarantee that it is what it is claimed to be. Here again, belief is key. To the secular mind there is a sharp contrast between what a reliquary is and what it holds. While the container is made of the most expensive materials, the contents are mere dross: scraps of bone or wood, fragments of cloth. The financial value of the reliquary seems almost to be in inverse proportion to that of the relic. However, if one looks at these things with the eye of faith then that is reversed. What is really of value is the relic, not the gold and gems of the reliquary. However, the reliquary has attained status as a holy object through its contact with the relic and thus the value of visibility can be applied to the casing as much as to the contents. Precious stones are, after all, only stones. They are transformed by contact with holy material, becoming holy themselves.
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More visible relics: some of the Eleven Thousand Virgins of St Ursula, on display. The decorative wrappings on each skull are still replaced when they decay.

It could be said that the sense of touch was more important: to touch the reliquary conferred blessing, and to climb beneath a saint’s tomb was believed to be beneficial, perhaps even miraculous, as with the shrine of Edward the Confessor at Westminster. Small relics could also be enclosed in jewellery to be worn on the person, thus conferring benefit through contact rather than the visibility of the relic.
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The Middleham Jewel: A pendent reliquary which could be opened to reveal its relic.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Bynum and Bagnoli have shown that reliquary design changed during the Middle Ages, with greater visibility becoming desirable as a result of theological thought. However, it is still the fact of the relics existence which is more important: it is not the visibility of the relic but its presence which has meaning and even today reliquaries are still carried in procession on their saints’ days, making their existence public and ensuring that as many people as possible can see them. Since the relic is believed to be inside the container, the container is imbued with the power of the relic with the result that the relic itself does not need to be seen. It is not important that the reliquary holds anything: it is enough that it is believed to do so. After all: who is to say that every relic was originally part of a saint’s body, or Mary’s milk? A little on-line research will show that St Sebastian apparently had two skulls. Logic tells us that, if either are genuine, it can only be one of them, but both are venerated. The reliquary is the relic: the vital thing is belief. 
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