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(Dabar and Stein, 1963)

This is a pilgrimage badge or pin from Canterbury Cathedral in Kent, dedicated to Thomas Becket. This particular pilgrimage badge is held by the Museum of London and is made from a lead alloy. 
Pilgrim badges, typically small and made of lead or pewter, served as souvenirs for pilgrims to purchase as mementos of their journeys. These badges often featured symbols or images associated with the saint or holy site they visited, depicting scenes from the life of the revered figure, the pilgrimage destination, or significant events like martyrdom.
 
Delving into the specifics of this Canterbury Cathedral pilgrimage badge, the lead alloy material signifies a deliberate choice to make these artifacts accessible to a broad spectrum of medieval society. This inclusivity emphasizes the widespread popularity of pilgrimages and the desire for a tangible connection to the sacred among individuals from various social standings.

Quoting a source on pilgrim badges, it's noted,
“Typically made of lead alloy, they were sold as souvenirs at sites of Christian pilgrimage and bear imagery relating to the saint venerated there. The production of pilgrim badges flourished in the Middle Ages in Europe, particularly in the 14th and 15th centuries, but declined after the Protestant Reformation of the mid-16th century. Tens of thousands have been found since the mid-19th century, predominantly in rivers. Together they form the largest body of medieval art objects to survive today.” (Pilgrim badges, no date)

Exploring the broader historical context, pilgrimage badges like this one provide invaluable insights into medieval material culture. The artistic designs adorning these badges offer glimpses into the religious iconography, artistic styles, and craftsmanship prevalent during the time. This Canterbury Cathedral badge, dedicated to Thomas Becket, acts as a microcosm of medieval history, encapsulating not only the reverence for the saint but also the broader cultural and religious dynamics of the era. These badges, small yet laden with significance, serve as tangible links to the past, allowing us to delve into the spiritual and cultural landscapes of medieval England
 
Thomas Becket, who held the position of royal chancellor since 1155 and was a close friend of King Henry II, was appointed Archbishop of Canterbury in 1162. This transition marked a significant shift in Becket's life, as he moved from a position of political power to one of spiritual leadership. As Archbishop, Becket found himself at the intersection of church and state, navigating the delicate balance between his loyalty to the king and his commitment to the Church.

The elevation of Thomas Becket to the position of Archbishop
brought about a profound transformation in his character and priorities. Once a
worldly and ambitious figure, he now embraced a life of religious devotion and
service to the Church. 
 
“Henry was keen to appoint his close friend to the role, but crucially, he wanted him to continue as Chancellor. With Becket in both positions, Henry saw an opportunity to exercise greater authority over the Church as well as the state” (‘Thomas Becket: the murder that shook the Middle Ages,’ n.d.).
 
However, the dual roles held by Thomas Becket created a power struggle, establishing him as one of the most powerful and influential figures not only in England but in all of Christendom. This intricate dynamic eventually led to escalating disputes concerning the crown's authority over the church, adding layers of complexity to Becket's position. As Archbishop of Canterbury, he found himself at the epicenter of a struggle between secular and ecclesiastical power, navigating the delicate balance between loyalty to the king and commitment to the Church.

The tensions between Becket and King Henry II reached a tipping
point, resulting in numerous disagreements and culminating in Becket's
resignation as royal chancellor in 1162. The rift between Becket and the king
deepened, prompting Becket to flee to France in 1164, seeking refuge from the
escalating conflicts.

Upon his return to Canterbury in 1170, Thomas Becket faced a
tragic end. On December 29th, he was brutally murdered by four knights –
Reginald FitzUrse, William de Tracy, Hugh de Morville, and Richard le Bret. The
circumstances surrounding his murder remain shrouded in historical ambiguity,
with speculation suggesting possible orders from King Henry II.
 His sacrifice galvanized support for the Church's independence, and his legacy endured through the ages.

Due to the sacrilegious nature of his killing, Thomas Becket was posthumously sainted in 1173. His death caused an international movement, with King Henry II himself making a pilgrimage to Canterbury to repent for Becket's murder. Pilgrimages to Becket's shrine in Canterbury Cathedral gained popularity, attracting pilgrims from across Europe seeking healing, forgiveness, or divine intervention.

“St Thomas’ fame and renown as a saint quickly spread across Europe and he was credited for countless and varied miracles. Canterbury Cathedral similarly became an international pilgrimage site. St Thomas’ tomb drew a significant number of pilgrims from London where he was considered particularly important and London itself, with the site of St Thomas’ birth, may have been an important part of the pilgrimage route.” (Museum of London, 2020)
 
Pilgrim badges, created for various purposes, primarily served as tangible souvenirs for pilgrims on their journeys to holy sites and shrines. Crafted during the medieval period, Thomas Becket's pilgrim badges were typically made from materials like lead, pewter, or other base metals. 
 
The choice of these materials facilitated intricate designs, created using casting or stamping techniques. Craftsmen, often associated with religious institutions or local workshops near pilgrimage sites like Canterbury Cathedral, were responsible for producing these badges to meet the demand from devout travelers.
 
The badges, adorned with images depicting scenes from Thomas Becket's life and martyrdom, became not only religious artifacts but also portable works of art that pilgrims carried as visible tokens of their sacred journeys. The badges were not exclusive; their affordability and accessibility allowed individuals from different walks of life to partake in the communal nature of pilgrimage, making religious devotion achievable for a broad spectrum of society.

“The badges served as evidence of the wearer’s sacrifice, as it signified their journey to a site, which was often far away from their home, to pray and pay homage to the relics of a saint.” (Fordham University, 2017)
 

 
One popular variation of the Thomas Becket badge portrays the archbishop being martyred, kneeling at the altar with four armor-clad knights brandishing swords behind him. These badges transcended their role as souvenirs or accessories, becoming visual narratives that conveyed the story of Thomas Becket's martyrdom in a simplistic yet powerful manner.
 
Pilgrim badges, beyond their aesthetic appeal, served as visible markers of a pilgrim's sacred journey. When pilgrims returned home with these badges, they conveyed to others that they had undertaken a spiritual quest. These badges became more than fashion accessories; they were used as public declarations of religious devotion and proof of active participation in a pilgrimage.
 
As a primary source, pilgrim badges provide tangible examples of medieval material culture. The artistic designs on these badges offer insights into religious iconography, artistic styles, and craftsmanship of the time. A notable variation of the Thomas Becket badge depicts the archbishop being martyred, kneeling at the altar with four armored knights wielding swords behind him. This particular design encapsulates the strength of the pilgrim badge as a narrative device. The image serves as a condensed yet powerful visual representation of the dramatic events surrounding Thomas Becket's martyrdom. In its simplicity, the badge tells a story, acting as a portable testament to the historical events and the saintly figure at the center of the pilgrimage.
 
Beyond their artistic significance, Thomas Becket's pilgrim badges serve as concrete evidence of the religious practices and devotion of medieval pilgrims, displaying proof of the sheer scale of pilgrimage.
 
Moreover, the accessibility of these badges contributes to their significance as a historical source. The choice of materials, typically lead or pewter, made them affordable to a broad spectrum of medieval society. This unbiased access to religious artifacts underscores the widespread popularity of pilgrimages and the desire for a tangible connection to the sacred among people from various social standings.
 
The Thomas Becket pilgrim badge stands as a multifaceted and rich primary historical source. Its materiality, artistic representation, narrative strength, accessibility, and role as a souvenir collectively provide historians with a nuanced understanding of the religious, social, and cultural dynamics of medieval pilgrimage.
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