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How important was the visibility of the relics in the design of Saints reliquaries?

The design of a Saints reliquaries was not merely just a decorative object to please the eyes of the beholder, there was an important metaphor behind the golden surface and each carefully inlaid stone, and this would have been clearly understood by the Medieval onlooker. Saints reliquaries were not just beautifully crafted containers housing their bodily remains (or a part of them), they reflected the soul of the Saint, whom it was believed never truly died. That whilst there remained only a fragment of the body of the Saint in the reliquaries, it was believed to represent a whole person. (P.Binski) Indeed, it stands to reason that the exterior of the reliquaries should reflect the interior, that of the Saints body part it held.
The importance of the visibility of the relics cannot be understated, there were many reasons as to why the exterior of the reliquaries was of import to the Medieval mind. One reason that academics have discussed is that the exterior is hiding the repulsive truth that even the body parts of Saints rot, that beneath that gleaming surface lies the decomposing finger or head of a Saint. (B.Buettner) That on looking at these luminous objects, the bones are turned into something beautiful to reflect what one would see when looking upon a Saint whom was living and breathing, a person touched by God, shining brightly and luminously upon the onlookers. Theologians such as Thiodfrid of Echternach, believed that on beautifying the exterior housing of these Saintly remains was of high importance, to hide the sacred matter of the Saint from the sight of the people. (M.Bagnoli) 
Saints reliquaries appeared in many forms, such as statues or arms, and even purses. These first made an appearance from the late Middle Ages, when the visual appearance of the reliquaries became of great importance. (M.Bagnoli) Whereas before in the preceding centuries, the bones of the Saints were wrapped up in materials, such as silk (which was considered a highly precious fabric), to protect their Saintly remains from the hands of the corrupted. (M.Bagnoli) This is why relics were never dressed in animal skin, as the skin of animals (as with human touch), were associated with carnality. (M.Bagnoli) The precious metals that were used in the making of these precious reliquaries were hugely important according to historian Martina Bagnoli, who believes that the smelting process involved reflected the purification of the cleansing fire, it short it was incorruptible. (M.Bagnoli) The touching of sacred relics continued on into the fifteenth Century, where touching relics became associated with healing properties. (M.Bagnoli) Hence the visual appearance of the reliquaries became of import, where one could touch the consecrated container, and be healed, without touching the actual bones of the Saint. This seems to go back to the reliquary reflecting the soul of the Saint, that touching the object that the bones are stored in, holds the same value. As well as being visually pleasing, the Saints reliquaries also protected the Saintly remains from thieves. Hence the design of the reliquaries was of great important, as the thievery of relics was a very common occurrence during the Medieval period, especially concerning the relics on public display. (M.Bagnoli) 
The reliquary statues are an interesting example of miracle working, the bust of St Baudine for example, was carried through town for the people to venerate this sacred object, and to offer protection to the people it passed. (M.Bagnoli) The visual similarities of the statues to the Saints, is reflective of their entire person performing the miracles that they worked in life.
One very interesting form of reliquary was the shaped reliquaries, those shaped in the form of an arm, making the sign of God. Although interestingly, these arm reliquaries did not necessarily hold the body part reflected on the exterior, such as the reliquary of Saint Peter, which holds a leg bone. (C.Hahn) There are two gestures that these arm reliquaries show, that of the open palm or the blessing gesture, which  historian Cynthia Hahn believes represents a single gesture, that of the sign of the cross. (C.Hahn) Indeed, the gestures seems to signify that even in death, the Saints limb is active, offering a blessing to the onlooker, perhaps also offering that of protection to those in need, showing a visible sign to those who look upon these arm reliquaries. That the arm of the Saint in fact represents Gods’ right hand, that through the gestures of these reliquaries, it is doing the work of God. (C.Hahn) What is interesting about the arm reliquaries is the clothing and rings depicted, which historian Cynthia Hahn suggests to be representative of the Saint being a bishop, and that the arm is clearly shown in liturgical vestments. (C.Hahn) The importance as to the visibility of these particular reliquaries would have been clear to the viewer, not just in the shining jewels on the golden surface, the arm and its gesture is representative of Gods power through the arm of the Saint who resides in heaven. 
In Conclusion, the importance in the visibility of Saints relics was fundamental not just as a protective outer covering, but also in reflecting the Saint as a figure touched by the power of God. The reliquaries are reflective of the Saint now being in heavenly paradise, that even death cannot stop the Saints spirit from working miracles on the living, that the Saint exists, as he or she would have in the flesh, just by having a part of them contained in casing. The shining gems and metals displayed on the outer casing, were more than just mere decoration, they shined a heavenly light upon the viewer, a power beyond mortal comprehension, and this luminosity was important in its reflection of the Saint in heaven.

