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Assignment 1

Commentary on a Visual Image

The stained-glass windows of Canterbury Cathedral: the fifth Trinity Chapel window and the miracle of Eilward 

[image: image2]
The miracle of Eilward from the fifth window of the Trinity Chapel ambulatory, Canterbury Cathedral, with the correctly restored panel at ’12 o’clock’. Photograph taken by Barry Winslade of the window, whilst on loan to The British Museum exhibition Thomas Becket: Murder and the Making of a Saint, 22 April to 22 August 2021.  

In September 1174, the year after Thomas Becket’s canonization, fire destroyed much of the east end of Canterbury Cathedral, including the original Trinity Chapel, and this was a catalyst for a major rebuilding project which would further glorify the memory of Canterbury’s increasingly popular saint. The rebuild extended the eastern end of the cathedral, incorporating an enlarged Trinity Chapel which was to house the relocated shrine to Becket, with an ambulatory circling the shrine, and pilgrims accompanied on the circuit by an installation of twelve stunning stained-glass windows, depicting the last days of the archbishop and a selection of the posthumous miracles which tiggered the petitioning for his canonization. In this way, the windows were to perform the same role that a guidebook does for the modern tourist, in providing the background detail of Thomas’ life, martyrdom and sainthood. 
The building work itself was completed in 1184 and the translation of Thomas’ tomb to the Trinity Chapel took place in 1220, with these two events book-ending the creation and installation of the windows. The stained glass was to be a key aspect of the rebuild and Rachel Koopmans states that the craftsmen commissioned for this element of the project were brought over from France
 and the extent, scale and quality of the surviving glass leaves no doubt of the amount expended. 
Although much of the original glass has been restored and replaced – the inevitable result of centuries of damage, accidental and targeted - a considerable amount remains in situ, with a vivid spectrum of white, blue, green, red, purple, brown and yellow. However, in the course its existence, some images have been irrevocably lost, with certain missing scenes either replicated or generated from the imagination of restorers, and in some cases, it appears as if the pictorial narrative of certain stories is interrupted by the erroneous appearance of some rogue event or character.
Despite being set in the wall at ground level, and evidently placed for the viewing benefit of the perambulating pilgrim, the twelve Trinity Chapel ambulatory windows are each over six metres tall and so appear designed to force the observer to stand at the foot of the window, to raise eyes upwards, and to emit a gasp of awe at not only the wonder of the craftsmanship and the stunning colours, but also the imagery of the life and the miracles of Thomas.
The miracles’ subjects encompassed peasantry to nobility, infancy to elderly, secular to clerical, and their tales were originally compiled between 1173 and 1174, in three books, by Benedict of Peterborough, who was the first guardian of Thomas’ shrine. John Guy states that Benedict’s compilation was the most ‘influential collection’ of Thomas’ miracles
, and no doubt, by the time the windows were unveiled there is a strong possibility that the stories surrounding the individual miracles would have been widely known. Thus, awe-struck 
pilgrims may have had the satisfaction of witnessing familiar tales, newly brought to life in bright and vivid hues.

One of the most impressive and well-known windows is the fifth in the series. Its contemporary popularity is evidenced by a thirteenth century ampulla, the design of which replicates part of this window
, indicative that the scenes and miracles therein, chimed especially with the medieval visitor, being the image, like that of a modern postcard, that they wished to take with them from their visit. 
Within the rectangular arch-topped iron-framed armature of this window, there are four vertically stacked circles, with each circle crossed twice diagonally, creating four ‘petals’, and together with smaller semi-circular panels in the margin of the window frame, each circle contains the complete narrative of a separate miracle. A continuous floral motif runs around the perimeter of the margin and fills the gaps between the individual petals, creating a contrast between the everyday natural world and the spiritual essence of the miracles.

Each panel features a short accompanying Latin inscription, but this is subsidiary to the image. The illiteracy of a major proportion of the visiting pilgrims, and the illegibility of the writing, due to a combination of its size, and the distance, altitude and perspective to the viewer, would have rendered their narrative value relatively minor compared to the image itself – these are not manuscripts with incidental illuminations; the primary focus here, is the illumination, by sunlight, projecting the radiant colours to the adjacent walls and floors, and with the pictures themselves conveying the meaning.
From the ground upward, it is the second circle of the fifth window that tells the most vivid, visceral and outright brutal tale, that of the miracle of Eilward a peasant of Westoning. This section is in the bottom half of the window and, therefore, is accessible and visible to the ground-based viewer, perhaps reflective of the fame and familiarity of this early miracle. The prominence of the tale in Benedict’s compilation, Miracula S. Thomae Cantuariensis is evidenced by it being the longest and most detailed tale in the collection, and it would have been widely known in the period prior to the completion and revealing of this glazed representation.
In Benedict’s account, Eilward was accused of stealing items from a neighbour, for which he was subjected to ordeal by water, and failing the trial, was convicted and sentenced to blinding and castration. Koopmans states that “in his account of the story, Benedict portrays Eilward as being framed by the neighbour and undeserving of punishment”
, and if it was Benedict’s version which made its way into both the window and the consciousness of the early thirteenth century pilgrim, then undoubtedly his role as the victim of an oppressive justice system would have made him a sympathetic protagonist to those watching the story unfold through the stained glass. 

The window reads from left to right with the tale’s introduction in the left side ‘petal’, depicting Eilward with the alleged stolen items strapped to his back and his hands bound behind him, flanked by two figures, with a judge in a white cap, wearing a white robe and red cloak and raising a hand in austere pronouncement. Eilward himself is also depicted in a white robe and red cloak. It may be coincidence, or limitation of the available colours, but the fact that Eilward is similarly attired may be a commentary that Eilward is the equal of the judge, who is therefore not fit to make such a pronouncement over him.  

The next panel (at ‘twelve o’clock’ on the circle), depicts a sleeping Eilward, receiving a blessing from Thomas prior to the imposition of his punishment
. Thus, like Benedict’s verdict, and that of the mortal Thomas himself in the contested matter of ‘criminous clerks’, the ghostly Saint Thomas, in reassuring the condemned Eilward, appears to be making a posthumous critique of the misapplication of state-imposed justice.   
The third ‘petal’ (at ‘3 o’clock’) depicts the prelude to the grisly act itself, with the seated judge, gesturing again, this time by pointing downward to a prone Eilward, constrained by a plank across his chest on which is sat the man with the role of putting out Eilward’s eyes, which in this image, are extremely detailed, focussed with an expression, unsurprisingly, of some concern, with the knife poised inches above his face. A group of five male onlookers is congregated in the background and the most striking figure in this image is the man kneeling besides Eilward’s exposed legs and lower torso, brandishing a knife, with furrowed facial features, revealing a concentration for doing his job just right. In a grim portent of the blood-letting that is mere seconds away, the conscientious castrator is wholly clothed in a vivid, brilliant red.

The viewer is spared the immediate grisly aftermath and the tale reverts to the left margin of the window, to a smaller semi-circular panel, in which the recovering Eilward is lying in bed, wearing what appears to be a cowl, with his legs covered by a green sheet, and with the figure of a haloed Thomas directing a staff toward Eilward’s eyes, which are again detailed and apparently restored. The Latin inscription in this panel refers to a gradual swelling and regrowth – regarding his eyes this is self-evident from the image, regarding his genitals, we must assume that a similar miracle is taking place under the green sheet.
The next panel (at ‘six o’clock’) reveals Eilward’s full recovery and depicts him travelling to Canterbury on pilgrimage, exciting much curiosity amongst fellow travellers en route
. No doubt paying his gratitude forward, a beggar receives alms from Eilward, who proudly points to his newly restored eyes – his visible left eye seems to be emphasised - over-lined if you 
will – by a particularly heavy eyebrow. In the image, there are a further five standing figures, two of whom appear to be gesticulating wildly and another mirroring Eilward’s pointing gesture, only this time, to Eilward’s groin, and one can only wonder what statement of amazement or incredulity the man is accompanying his gesture with. As if to further emphasise renewal and rebirth, and the transformation from sterility to fertility, strategically visible between Eilward’s parted legs is a tall tree ascending in full foliage ascending making an obvious metaphorical point that Eilward is not just healed but is in full working order.

The semi-circular panel to the right and below the main circle, brings the tale to a quiet, sombre conclusion, with two background figures, one seemingly in the garb of a monk, looking on, and the now intact Eilward, again with very detailed facial features, giving thanks at Thomas’ tomb, the magnificent sight of which he is now able to see and appreciate fully for himself. 
Primary source

De Beer, L. & Speakman, N., Thomas Becket: Murder and the Making of Saint, (The British Museum Press, London, 2021) 
Secondary source
Guy, J., Thomas Becket: Warrior, Priest, Rebel, Victim. A 900-Year-Old Story Retold, (Penguin Books, London, 2013)
� Rachel Koopmans, The fifth window of Canterbury’s Thomas Becket cycle: new readings, from ch. 4., Lloyd De Beer & Naomi Speakman, Thomas Becket: Murder and the Making of Saint, (The British Museum Press, London, 2021) p. 136.


� John Guy, Thomas Becket: Warrior, Priest, Rebel, Victim. A 900-Year-Old Story Retold, (Penguin Books, London, 2013), p. xiv


� Koopmans, The fifth window of Canterbury’s Thomas Becket cycle: new readings, from De Beer & Speakman, Thomas Becket: Murder and the Making of Saint, pp. 136 – 137.


� Ibid., p144


� This is what is considered to be the correct configuration of panels, as reproduced in the British Museum 2021 exhibition, Thomas Becket and the Making of a Saint. As it was displayed most recently in the cathedral, the panel in this position depicted a man on horseback with his arms outstretched. Koopmans (in The fifth window of Canterbury’s Thomas Becket cycle: new readings, from Thomas Becket: Murder and the Making of Saint p. 140, p. 144) states that the panel was misplaced following a renovation and that it rightly belonged to the circle at the top of the window, which tells the story of a leper named Ralph whose leprosy was cured by imbibing ‘Canterbury Water’, a curative tincture of water and drops of Thomas’ blood. Koopmans states that the correct panel for Eilward’s narrative was in the corresponding place of Ralph’s tale, when the window was in situ at Canterbury.


� Koopmans, The fifth window of Canterbury’s Thomas Becket cycle: new readings, from De Beer & Speakman, Thomas Becket: Murder and the Making of Saint, p. 144.
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