






Thomas Becket
Assessment 1 Visual Source Analysis
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Reliquary Pendant with Queen Margaret of Sicily Blessed by Bishop Reginald of Bath[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The Metroploitan Museum of Art, 2021, Reliquary Pendant with Queen Margaret of Sicily Blessed by Bishop Reginald of Bath  <https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/468600> [Accessed: 10 November 2021].] 

This commentary will provide an analysis of the above visual source of a reliquary pendant featuring Queen Margaret of Sicily being blessed by Bishop Reginald of Bath from The Met Fifth Avenue, New York.[footnoteRef:2] It will examine the motivation behind its manufacture through an investigation of the existing academic interpretations and discuss its historical context with regards to the dispute between Henry II and Thomas Becket. In the process of this investigation, the author will look to emphasise the importance of the reliquary in demonstrating the rapid growth of the Becket cult in the immediate years following his martyrdom on December 29th 1170. Moreover, it will highlight the role played by Western European dynastic marital alliances in disseminating and perpetuating the canonisation of Thomas of London. Finally, the commentary will discuss the roles played by the respective individuals connected to the reliquary, both during and after the Becket dispute.  [2:  Ibid.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk88495759]The reliquary pendant is an object of outstanding craftmanship and its aesthetic qualities served to venerate the contents that it once held. Its diminutive size reflects its intended purpose as an item of personal jewellery that would have been used as a means of private devotion.  Constructed from approximately 22-carat gold and measuring 5 x 3.1 x .7 centimetres, the inscription on the reverse side tells us that it housed seven relics which included: ‘the blood of Saint Thomas Martyr. Of his vestments stained with his blood: of the cloak, the belt, the hood, the shoe, the shirt.’[footnoteRef:3] It is likely that these relics were secured into the pendant using a piece of crystal.[footnoteRef:4] Analysis of the inscription on the obverse of the pendant suggests that it features an engraving of two figures that depict Bishop Reginald of Bath blessing the Queen Margaret of Sicily after she has been presented with the reliquary.[footnoteRef:5]  It has been suggested that it was a gift to Margaret on the wedding of her son William II of Sicily to Joan, the daughter of Henry II, in 1177 .[footnoteRef:6]  However, it is unlikely that the bishop presented the pendant to the queen in person but more probable that it was presented by a messenger on his behalf.[footnoteRef:7] The fact that Becket is not depicted on the pendant has been interpreted as conveying that the bishop was ‘a privileged agent of the cult. It is thought that the pendant was constructed in England, possibly by goldsmiths based in Canterbury and the expensive materials used replicates the value of the sacred relics to the medieval Christian. [footnoteRef:8] Cynthia Hahn has suggests pilgrims believed that relics carried ‘the power of a holy person’ and, as such, it was thought that they could act as a conduit for the miracles associated with that saint.[footnoteRef:9] The monks at Christ Church in Canterbury began recording the miracles soon after Becket’s death and over seven hundred miracles were recorded in the first seven years.[footnoteRef:10] The reliquary is the earliest datable Becket reliquary and its existence in Palermo has frequently been used to demonstrate the speed at which the Becket cult developed across Western Europe.[footnoteRef:11] However, whilst the pendant purports that the bishop Reginald Fitzjocelin was a staunch supporter of Thomas, during Becket’s lifetime that was certainly not the case. [3:  Jacqueline Alio, ‘Margaret Queen of Sicily’ (New York: Trinacria Editions, 2016), p. 366.]  [4:  Thomas P.H. Hoving,  ‘A Newly Discovered Reliquary of St. Thomas Becket’, Gesta , 4, (Spring, 1965) pp. 28-30    (p. 28).          ]  [5:  The Met Fifth Avenue, New York Reliquary Pendant with Queen Margaret of Sicily Blessed by Bishop Reginald of Bath Reliquary Pendant with Queen Margaret of Sicily Blessed by Bishop Reginald of Bath | British | The Metropolitan Museum of Art (metmuseum.org) [Accessed 14/11/21]]  [6:  Ibid. ]  [7:  Hoving, ‘A Newly Discovered Reliquary’, p. 29. ]  [8:  Alio, Margaret, p. 365. ]  [9:  Cynthia Hahn ‘What Do Reliquaries do for Relics?’ Numen 57(3/4), (2010) pp. 284-316 (p. 290). ]  [10:  Donald S. Prudlo, ‘Martyrs on the Move: The Spread of the Cults of Thomas of Canterbury and Peter of Verona’, Peregrinations: Journal of Medieval Art and Architecture 3(2), (2011) pp. 32-62 (p. 33). ]  [11:  Alio, Margaret, p. 315., Rachel Koopmans, ‘Thomas Becket and the Royal Abbey of Reading’, English Historical Review CXXXI(548), (2016) pp. 1-30 (pp.21-22)., Jasperse, J., Medieval Women, Material Culture, and Power (Amsterdam: University Press, 2020) pp. 29-30.] 

The Becket controversy and the rift it caused between the Archbishop of Canterbury and his king, Henry II, divided Europe during the 1160s resulting in two warring factions. Reginald Fitzjocelin supported Henry and travelled to Benevento as his emissary to give Pope Alexander III a somewhat one-sided account of the breakdown in the peace talks.[footnoteRef:12] John Guy describes Reginald and Ralph of Llandaff as Henry’s ‘supplest, most ingenious and most ingratiating envoys’.[footnoteRef:13] Fitzjocelin remained an active participant in the dispute over the next three years and was actively involved in brokering a reconciliation between the king and the pope in 1172.[footnoteRef:14] Unsurprisingly, Thomas was not enamored with Reginald and refers to him as ‘that offspring fornicator, that enemy of the peace of the Church, that traitor’.[footnoteRef:15] Once a friend of Thomas when he was chancellor, family loyalty led to him supporting his father, the Bishop of Salisbury, who he had been excommunicated by the prelate.[footnoteRef:16] William Hunt stated that Reginald was one of Thomas’ ‘most dangerous and outspoken opponents’ This does not sound like the actions of a man who, a decade later, would be promoting the sanctity of his former enemy.  [12:  John Guy, Thomas Becket, (London: Penguin, 2013) p. 272.]  [13:  Ibid.]  [14:  Alyce A. Jordan, , ‘Remembering Thomas Becket in Saint-Lô’, Arts 10(67), (2021) pp. 1-23 (p.2). ]  [15:  Materials, ‘Epistolae: Epistolae ad historiam Thomae Cantuariensis Archiepiscopi pertinentes’, ed. By J.C. Robertson in Materials for the History of Thomas Becket, VII (Rolls Series,1875-85) p.181.]  [16:  William Hunt, Fitzjocelin Reginald (1140?-1191), 1889, pp. 1-3 (p. 2).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk88579552]Rachel Koopmans questions whether Reginald’s change of heart came about on hearing of the miracle cure of one of his own relatives, the son of William de Erlegh, who was treated using a gift of pieces of Becket’s vestments.[footnoteRef:17] Following the murder of Becket, Reginald swore an oath renouncing his involvement in the plot and assassination and was supported in his claims by one of Becket’s supporters, Peter of Blois.[footnoteRef:18] It has been suggested that, knowing of Queen Margaret’s support for Becket, presented the reliquary to her as further attempt to distance himself from playing any part in his demise.[footnoteRef:19] Henry’s ambassadors had travelled on to the Sicilian court from Benevento in 1168 and it is feasible that Reginald, having visited the pope the previous year, was a member of this party.[footnoteRef:20] The author is of the opinion that Reginald acted out of familial loyalty which drove him to support the king and maintained a private admiration of the martyred archbishop throughout the events. Either way, it serves to demonstrate the tangled web of court and Church politics and offers one a fascinating insight into the machinations of the controversy. Whilst the motivations of Reginald Fitzjocelin are subject to debate, the same could not be said for Queen Margaret of Sicily. [17:  Rachel Koopmans, ‘Gifts of Thomas Becket’s Clothing Made by the Monks of Canterbury Cathedral’, Journal of the British Archaeological Association, 173(1), (2020) pp. 39-60  (p. 51).]  [18:  Hunt, ODNB, ]  [19:  Hoving, ‘A Newly Discovered Reliquary’, p. 29.]  [20:  Ibid. ] 

In a twelfth century that was dominated by the deeds of men, as Queen Regent of Sicily, Margaret was the most powerful woman in Europe for a period of five years.[footnoteRef:21] During that time, she found herself caught up in the maelstrom of not one, but two, major crises that being played out across Western Christendom. On the one hand there was the Becket controversy which was played alongside a second issue, the double election of Alexander III and Victor IV to the papacy in 1159, creating a schism that lasted until 1178.[footnoteRef:22] Frederick Barbarossa, the Holy Roman Emperor backed Victor, whereas as the main Western monarchies, led by England and France, recognized Alexander as pope.[footnoteRef:23] It would be used as a pawn by Henry II that restrained Alexander from fully backing his papal legate in England.[footnoteRef:24] King William I of Sicily, Margaret’s husband, had provided military assistance in escaping Frederick’s men and the Sicilian court and it was, therefore, no surprise that a number of Becket’s family fled to Sicily during his exile.[footnoteRef:25] Whilst Margaret never met Becket, he wrote to her thanking her for the hospitality provided to his relatives and it has been suggested that their presence was instrumental in developing the Becket cult in Palermo.[footnoteRef:26] When the dust had finally settled and Alexander had confirmed the canonisation of Becket in 1173 and the marriage had taken place between Margaret’s son, William II, and Henry II’s daughter Joanna in 1177,  William included a mosaic of the saint in the design of his newly built Cathedral of Monreale. Was this due to the influence of his mother or that of his new wife? [21:  Alio, Margaret, p. xi.]  [22:  W.L. Warren, Henry II, (London: Yale University Press, 2000) p. 445.]  [23:   Duggan, Anne J., ‘Alexander ille meus: The Papacy of Alexander III’ in Pope Alexander III (1159-81) The Art of Survival, ed. By Peter D. Clarke and Anne J. Duggan (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016) pp. 21-22.]  [24:  Warren, Henry II, pp. 494-497.]  [25:  Guy, Thomas Becket, p. 232 and G.A. Loud, ‘The Kingdom of Sicily and the Kingdom of England, 1066-1266’, History, Vol. 88, No. 4 (292), (2003) pp. 540-567 (p. 552).]  [26:  Loud, ‘The Kingdom of Sicily’, p. 552.] 

Through the investigation of this visual source of the pendant reliquary and its connections to Bishop Reginald of Bath and Queen Margaret of Sicily one is presented with a window into the political and religious turmoil of Western Europe in the second half of the twelfth-century. It provides an insight into both sides of the Becket controversy, whilst at the same time demonstrating the rapid spread of the Becket cult. 
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