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Limoges, c.1180-90, Becket Casket, Victoria and Albert Museum, London, M.66-1995, 

[image: Figure 1 Becket Casket, c. 1180-90. Victoria and Albert Museum, London, (photo: author)
]
Figure 1. Becket Casket, c. 1180-90. Victoria and Albert Museum, London, M.66-1997, 15th June 2021 (Photo: author) [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Limoges, The Becket Casket, c.1180-90., Oak core, gilded copper, enamel., Victoria and Albert Museum (hereafter V&A), London, M.66-1997, June 15th 2021. Hereafter referred to as M.66-1997. Whilst figure 1 is mine, I am indebted to the Metallurgy Department of the V&A for their kind permission to reproduce other photographs from their website in Appendix 1. See, V&A, The Becket Casket, April 25, 2003, <https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O80222/the-becket-casket-casket-unknown/> [Accessed 11th February 2023]. in this essay.See Appendix 1 for other views 
] 


On 29th December 1170, Archbishop Thomas of Canterbury paid the ultimate price for his dispute with his former friend, King Henry II.[footnoteRef:2] His defence of ecclesiastical rights against secular authority led to his martyrdom by four of Henry’s knights during vespers at Canterbury Cathedral.[footnoteRef:3] Soon, his shrine became a place of pilgrimage and miraculous healings widely claimed by virtue of exposure to his relics.[footnoteRef:4] Following his canonisation in 1173, Canterbury became a key international pilgrimage destination and the centre of Thomas’ cult.[footnoteRef:5]  [2:  Frank Barlow, Thomas Becket (Berkeley: University of California Press 1986), p. 1. The martyrdom is related in Anne Duggan, Thomas Becket (London: Arnold, 2004), pp. 209-13; John Guy, Thomas Becket - Warrior, Priest, Rebel, Victim: A 900-Year-Old Story Retold (London: Penguin Books, 2013), pp. 316-320; and W. L. Warren, Henry II (New Haven: Yale, 2000), pp. 509-10.
]  [3:  These noble knights were Reginald Fitz Urse, William de Tracy, Richard le Bret and Hugh de Morville. See, Michael Staunton, The Lives of Thomas Becket, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001), p. 30-31.
]  [4:  Staunton, Lives, pp. 32-3. 
]  [5:  de Beer and Speakman, Thomas Becket, p. 8. For examples of the international popularity and influence of Canterbury and Thomas cult see Duggan, Thomas Becket, pp. 233-6.
] 


Henry II marriage to Eleanor of Aquitaine (1152) absorbed England into the huge Angevin Empire.[footnoteRef:6] Whilst facilitating the spread of Thomas’ cult throughout and beyond Angevin territory following his canonization by Alexander III (1173), it opened a new English market for Limoges pilgrimage goods.[footnoteRef:7] Situated near the convergence of pilgrimage routes to Santiago de Compostela, Limoges became a hub for the manufacture and distribution of high-end enamelled reliquaries and other pilgrimage goods until the Black Prince’s siege halted production in 1370.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Kenneth O. Morgan (ed.) The Oxford Illustrated History of Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), pp. 121-4.]  [7:  Robert E. Scully ‘The Unmaking of a Saint: Thomas Becket and the English Reformation The Catholic Historical Review, Oct 2000, Vol. 86, No. 4(Oct. 2000), pp. 579-602 (pp. 582-3).
]  [8:  See, Diarmaid MacCulloch, A History of Christianity: The First Three Thousand Years (London: Allen Lane, 2009), p. 367; Desmond Seward, The Hundred Years War: The English in France, 1337-1453 (London: BCA, 1996), pp. 92-3. Also, Centre de la Culture du Limousin Médiéval, Reliquary Saint Thomas Becket Enamels Chasses < https://en.limousin-medieval.com/reliquary-caskets-of-saint-thomas-becket> [Accessed 8th March 2023].
] 


In 2021, the British Museum hosted an exhibition of medieval artefacts retelling Thomas’ story.[footnoteRef:9]  One of these, a Limoges reliquary (figures 1-7) depicting Thomas martyrdom, was remarkable for its antiquity, ostentatious beauty and association with my home city of Peterborough.[footnoteRef:10] Manufactured c.1180-90, measuring 29.5 x 34.4 cm x 12.4 cm and weighing 5.28 kg, this largest, earliest and most elaborate surviving Limoges Becket reliquary, begged questions regarding its purpose, significance, craftsmanship and journey from the twelfth-century Limoges to modern London which are addressed in this essay.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Thomas Becket: murder and the making of the saint [Exhibition]. (British Museum, London. 22 April - 22 August 2021). See, de Beer and Speakman, Thomas Becket, p. 4. I attended on 15th June 2021 which is where I first encountered the object subsequently described.
]  [10:  Limoges, The Becket Casket, c.1180-90., Oak core, gilded copper, enamel., Victoria and Albert Museum (hereafter V&A), London, M.66-1997, April 25th 2003. Hereafter referred to as M.66-1997. This can be viewed online at V&A, The Becket Casket, April 25, 2003, <https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O80222/the-becket-casket-casket-unknown/> [Accessed 11th February 2023]. I am indebted to the Metallurgy Department of the V&A for their kind permission to reproduce photographs from the website in this essay.
]  [11:  De Beer and Speakman, Thomas Becket, p. 8, fig 0.1; V&A, The Becket Casket.
] 


Testifying to the scale Limoges productivity, numerous similar châsses survive, intended for relics from various sources, including over fifty dedicated to Thomas Becket.[footnoteRef:12] Like M.66-1997, most sit on four short, wooden legs, although few have retained their gilded canopy ridge, the most fragile adornment.[footnoteRef:13] Like many late-twelfth and early thirteenth-century Limoges reliquaries, M.66-1997 is an oak casket, constructed gabled to resemble a church, to which are nailed copper panels, enamelled brilliant blue in the champlevé style, adorned with exquisite medallions, and decorated appliqué with lively gilded copper figures, their details embossed and inscribed, arranged to depict scenes relevant to the cult of the saint.[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Caudron documents fifty-one surviving Becket reliquaries. See, Simone Caudron. 'Connoisseurs of champlevé Limoges enamels in eighteenth-century England', British Museum Yearbook, 2, (1977), pp. 9-33. Also, Centre de la Culture du Limousin Médiéval, Châsses reliquaries saint Thomas Becket < https://en.limousin-medieval.com/chasses-saint-thomas-becket> [Accessed 3rd March 2023]. A personal communication from the V&A suggests around sixty surviving Becket reliquaries in various states of repair. See, V&A (Metalwork Enquiries), (personal communication - email, 9th February 2023).
]  [13:  Centre de la Culture du Limousin Médiéval, Reliquary Saint Thomas Becket Enamels Chasses < https://en.limousin-medieval.com/reliquary-caskets-of-saint-thomas-becket> [Accessed 8th March 2023].
]  [14:  Eamon Duffy, Royal Books and Holy Bones: Essays in Medieval Christianity  (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), p. 161. For more information regarding the champlevé technique, see Linda Darty, The Art of Enamelling: Techniques, Projects, Inspiration (New York: Lark Books, 2004), pp. 86, 114-123. (p. 115).  <https://archive.org/details/artofenameling00lind/page/176/mode/1up> [Accessed 11th February 2023]. A more detailed account is found in J. P. O’Neill (ed.), Enamels of Limoges: 1100-1350 (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1996), pp. 48-64. <https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=qrHe4eF1NRkC&printsec=frontcover&redir_esc=y&hl=en#v=onepage&q&f=false> [Accessed 15th February 2023]. This catalogue contains many examples of reliquaries similar to M.66-1997 in the catalogue section pp. 65-199. 
] 


The dedication, in 1177, of the recently constructed Becket Chapel at Peterborough Abbey carried Thomas’ cult northwards. [footnoteRef:15]  Unlike the more reticent Cistercians, such Benedictine houses, often situated along pilgrim routes, provided guesthouse hospitality to travellers.[footnoteRef:16] Having formerly acquired St. Oswald’s arm by nefarious means, now lacking a sinew to Hugh of Lincoln, the opportunity to attract a new, more popular cult was too good to miss.[footnoteRef:17] With the patronage of Richard Coeur de Lion, Peterborough’s new abbot Benedict, eyewitness to Thomas’ martyrdom, first custodian of his Canterbury shrine and author of an early and influential Life, commissioned this impressive Limoges casket to house Thomas’ relics, making Peterborough an important and lucrative pilgrimage stop on the way from on York and Lincoln to Canterbury. [footnoteRef:18] A costly and sacred treasure, M.66-1997 likely contained lead ampullae of ‘Canterbury Water’, reputedly Thomas’ heavily diluted but highly efficacious blood, like those found packed into a similar reliquary in Sicily.[footnoteRef:19] [15:  Peterborough Cathedral, (2022) History < https://www.peterborough-cathedral.org.uk/history.aspx> [Accessed 27th February 2023].
]  [16:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2016), p. 134. Also, Janet Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 179.
]  [17:  St. Oswald’s arm was stolen from Bamburgh in 1000 AD. See, Peterborough Cathedral, (2022), History: A Peterborough Cathedral Timeline <https://www.peterborough-cathedral.org.uk/history.aspx> [Accessed 3rd March 2023]. Hugh of Lincoln subsequently removed a sinew for his private collection.  See, Duffy, Royal Books and Holy Bones, p. 177. St. Hugh of Lincoln (c. 1135-1200), Bishop of Lincoln (1186-1200). See, Fryde, E. B, Greenway, D. E., Porter. S., & Roy, I., Handbook of British Chronology, Third ed. (London: Royal Historical Society, 1986), p. 255.

]  [18:  Centre de la Culture du Limousin Médiéval, Châsses reliquaire saint Thomas Becket < https://en.limousin-medieval.com/chasses-saint-thomas-becket> [Accessed 2nd March 2023]. Also, Limoges, The Becket Casket, c.1180-90., Oak core, gilded copper, enamel., Victoria and Albert Museum (hereafter V&A), London, M.66-1997. Ermine Street connected York and Lincoln with London, and thence, via Watling Street, to Canterbury and the Kentish coast. See, Morgan. History of Britain, p. 117. (Untitled map).
]  [19:  London, Society of Antiquaries of London, LDSAL 110. See, de Beer and Speakman, Thomas Becket, p. 100. fig. 3.16. 

For a description of a typical ampulla see Amy Jeffs, ‘Pilgrim Souvenir: Ampulla of Thomas Becket’, British Art Studies, Issue 6, http://dx.doi.org/10.17658/issn.2058-5462/issue-06/ampulla [Accessed 4th March 2023]. 

For more on purported miracles associated with Thomas, see. William FitzStephen, quoted in Staunton, Lives, p. 206. Also, Garnier de Pont-de-Sainte-Maxence in Janet Shirley, Garnier’s Becket (London: Phillimore, 1975), p. 157, quoted in de Beer and Speakman, Thomas Becket, p. 126. Also, Guy, Thomas Becket, p. 330.

] 


The ‘divine agency’ of saintly physical remains and possessions to work ‘intentional’ wonders is an ancient belief.[footnoteRef:20] Considered ‘living holy matter’, relics assumed an ‘animated vitality’, imbuing objects exposed to them with sacred properties and creating a transformative ‘emotional affect’ in pilgrims lives.[footnoteRef:21] The Bible ascribes miracles to contact with Elijah’s bones, Jesus’ garments, Peter’s shadow and Paul’s handkerchiefs.[footnoteRef:22] Relics of Christian martyrs, such as Polycarp (d.156AD) were considered sacred and collected for veneration, although never worship.[footnoteRef:23] The dipping of garments into Thomas’ blood, recorded by Benedict has its precedent in the actions of witnesses to the martyrdom of Vincent of Sargossa (d.304AD).[footnoteRef:24]  [20:  Roberta Gilchrist, Medieval Life: Archaeology and the Life Course (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer Limited, 2012), pp. 216-252, (pp.217, 250). 
< https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/10.7722/j.cttn32t6.13>  [Accessed 3rd March 2023].
]  [21:  Duffy, Royal Books and Holy Bones, p. 160; Gilchrist, Medieval Life, p. 218. 
< https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/10.7722/j.cttn32t6.13>  [Accessed 3rd March 2023].
]  [22:  The New Oxford Annotated Bible (Fifth Edition), New Revised Standard Version, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), II Kings 13:20-22; Mark 5:25-34; Acts 5:12-16, 9:11-12. 
]  [23:  See, Eusebius and G. A. Williamson (tr.), The History of the Church (London: Penguin Classics, 1965), pp. 173-4. Also, New Advent, Jerome, Letter 109, §1, 2. <https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/3001109.htm> [Accessed 3rd March 2023].
]  [24:  Benedict of Peterborough, MTB 2. 14-16 in Staunton, Lives, pp.203-5 (p. 204). See Jonathon Sumption, Pilgrimage: An Image of Medieval Religion , (Faber & Faber Ltd, 2002), pp. 28-29.  http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=30270005 [Accessed 19th February 2023].
] 


The custom of interring sacred human remains, within altars, and indeed reliquaries, emphasised the horizontal communion of new foundations with the Church militant and the vertical communion of glorified saints with their earthly brethren. In generalising this practice, the Second Council of Nicaea (787 AD), fuelled demand for relics throughout an ever expanding Christendom.[footnoteRef:25] Increasingly these were stored in ornate reliquaries, themselves a source of wonder, brought out at times for public veneration, providing a tangible and spiritual connection with the saint whereby prayers might be heard, graces gained, and in attracting pilgrims, revenue and prestige raised for the foundation.[footnoteRef:26]  [25:  Papal Encyclicals Online, (2020), Second Council of Nicaea – 787 A. D., Canon 7. <https://www.papalencyclicals.net/councils/ecum07.htm> [Accessed 3rd March 2023].
]  [26:  Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, 1400-1580, Second Edition, 2nd ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,, 2005), pp. 164-5. Also, Michael Rear, Walsingham: Pilgrims and Pilgrimage, (Leominster: Gracewing, 2019), pp. 94-5.
] 


The reliquary’s design anticipated Thomas’ Canterbury shrine where the pilgrim would encounter a similar image in a stained-glass window, perhaps provoking a prayer for Peterborough.[footnoteRef:27] Prominently displayed, it inspired awe when brought out for veneration, perhaps by touching or kissing the reliquary.[footnoteRef:28]  [27:  Canterbury Cathedral, Glass Panel n. III, 45 (c. 1213-20). See, Rachel Koopmans ‘Visions, Reliquaries and the Image of “Becket’s Shrine” in the Miracle Windows of Canterbury Cathedral’, Gesta, Vol 54, No. 1 (March 2015), pp. 37-57 (p. 38). <https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/679400> [Accessed 23rd February 2023].
]  [28:  Particularly on Thomas’ Feast Days (Martyrdom - December 29th and Translation – July 7th). See, Jacqueline McConologue, Medieval London: Reliquary (Fordham University, 2017) 
<https://medievallondon.ace.fordham.edu/exhibits/show/medieval-london-objects-3/reliquary> [Accessed 7th March 2023].
] 


The front panels (figures 1-3), bordered by blue-and-gold chevrons, the martyrdom, entombment, and glorification of Thomas dominate the front view. Below, Archbishop Thomas faces an altar, head inclined in prayer. On the altar, the cross, chalice and wafer allude less to Thomas’ celebration of the Mass, since he was murdered at Vespers, than to his martyrdom as participation in Christ’s Passion. [footnoteRef:29] To Thomas’ left, an armed figure strikes his head with a sword, whilst two more, wielding sword and hatchet, turn from warding off witnesses to participate. [footnoteRef:30] Across the altar, two clerics survey the scene, arms raised in horror, except one arm resting in a sling. [footnoteRef:31] Just as the Host, sacramentally Christ, is elevated to heaven, so above the altar an angel bears away Thomas’ soul to heaven. Above, giving insight into Medieval monastic funerary practice familiar to many pilgrims, a crozier-carrying Bishop recites the committal from a missal supported by a bowed cleric. Arm extended, he blesses Thomas, as two kneeling clerics lower his sheet into the grave, attended by others carrying crucifix, lit candle, holy water situla, and incense thurible. [footnoteRef:32] Thomas ultimate resurrection in glory, accompanied by angels, appears to the right. Spiritually, in inviting vicarious participation in Thomas’ suffering and resurrection to glory, the front panels provoked sorrow for sin, acknowledgement of mortality and hope of heaven.  [29:  Martyrdom and Holy Communion can both be considered a participation in Christ’s Passion. See, Ignatius of Antioch and Maxwell Staniforth (tr.), ‘Epistle to the Romans’, §4-6 in Betty Radice (ed.), Early Christian Writings, (London: Penguin Classics, 1968), pp.102-8 (pp.104-5). Also, Holy Bible, Acts 7:59-60; 1 Corinthians 10:16. Grim’s account of Thomas’ Passion parallels aspects of Christ’s Passion in the Gospels. For example, compare Staunton, Lives, pp. 195-203 with Holy Bible, John 18:1-10.
]  [30:  These details fit Grim’s description of ‘… hauberks with swords, axes and hatchets…’, a knight leaping to smite Thomas’ head whilst another ‘warded off those arriving’. See, Staunton, Lives, pp.195-203, (pp. 198, 202-3).
]  [31:  Edward Grim received an injury to the arm shielding Thomas from the first blow, so this may be him. See, the quote from Edward Grim’s account in Staunton, Lives, p. 202.  Also, the description of M.66-1997 at Centre de la Culture du Limousin Médiéval, Châsses reliquaire saint Thomas Becket < https://en.limousin-medieval.com/chasses-saint-thomas-becket> [Accessed 2nd March 2023].
]  [32:  Examples of a similar late twelfth-century candlestick appears in O’Neill, Enamels of Limoges, pp. 146-7, 156-7. 
] 


An ornate ridge crowns the canopy, topped centrally with a spherical lock. Whilst somewhat dented, it sparkles, bejewelled with three clear cabochons, two medallions and twelve keyholes. The medallions, exquisite cruciform blue florets with gold highlights, imitate those on other works, suggesting, as with the gilt copper figures, pools of standardised parts from which individual artisans might select elements suitable for different projects.[footnoteRef:33] Similarly, other reliquary ridges may demonstrate variations of these elements, customised according to the patron’s requirements. Whereas the Crucifixion and Christ in Majesty has a similar design and ridge to M.66-1997 (figure 6), the ridge of a Becket châsse destined for the Swedish market, bears more stylised keyholes and carries dragon heads.[footnoteRef:34] The reverse view (figure 4), two chequerboards of gold-encircled stylised cruciform blue or green florets on a blue field, inspired by the medallions previously discussed. Other Limoges reliquaries have similar chequerboards. [footnoteRef:35]  If the reliquary represents the universal church, standing on the four ‘pillars of the earth’, uniting the living and the dead in a single communion of saints, then the florets represent the Church militant, since we are mortal ‘like a flower of the field’ yet sealed with the sign of the cross for resurrection.[footnoteRef:36]  Flanking the chequerboards, four gilded bronze figures watch over the florets. Interpreted by the V&A as the Cardinal Virtues, the figures are haloed, wear typical classical robes and appear to carry books, making the four Evangelists more likely.[footnoteRef:37] Similarly, the ornate ridge recalls the ‘heavenly canopy’, three light-catching cabochons representing the Holy Trinity and twelve keyholes representing twelve apostles, commissioned to spread the gospel to the four corners of the world alluded to by their arrangement in four groups of three.[footnoteRef:38] The left gable (figure 5) depicts Christ in Majesty, framed within a trefoil arch, enthroned, with ‘the earth as his footstool’, again expressing both judgement and mercy.[footnoteRef:39]  A popular Medieval motif based on Christ Pantocrator, Christ looks directly at us, displaying the Gospel by which we are judged, whilst extending blessing with the other hand. [footnoteRef:40] The right gable, (figure 5) resembling a cathedral entrance, its blue background decorated with gilt chevrons and tower-crested round arch from which bloom beneath blue and green trifoliate flowers. The central space, through which an oak interior is visible, once accommodated a door, now lost. Perhaps this portrayed St. Peter, traditionally the heavenly gatekeeper and associated with Peterborough.[footnoteRef:41] The châsse floor is lost.  [33:  For the mass production of appliqué motifs and medallions, see O’Neill, Enamels of Limoges, p. 52.
For other examples of Limoges mass-produced medallions, including dragons or birds on the Coffret of Abbot Boniface (c. 1110-30), Carrond Medallions (c. 1i10-30), and quatrefoil florets on Châsse: The Crucifixion and Christ in Majesty (c. 1180-90). See, O’Neill, Enamels of Limoges, pp. 78-82, 83-5, 127-8.
]  [34:  Respectively, these are New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 17.190.514, Châsse: The Crucifixion and Christ in Majesty (ca. 1180-90) and Trönö Old Church, Sweden, Châsse: Martyrdom of Thomas Becket (ca. 1210).  See, O’Neill, Enamels of Limoges, pp. 128-9 and, de Beer and Speakman, Thomas Becket, p. 79. fig. 2.21.
]  [35:  For example, Châsse: The Crucifixion and Christ in Majesty, (Limoges, c.1180-90), Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 17.190.514. See, O’Neill, Enamels of Limoges, pp. 128-9, 162-4. Also see this essay Appendix 1, figure 6 which compares M.66-1997 with 17.190.514. Also, Limoges, c. 1195-1200, Châsse: Assassinat et ensevelissement de saint Thomas Becket, Musée de Louvre, Paris, OA 11333. Note particularly the similarity between the appliqué figure of Thomas with that on M.66-1997. See figure 7.
]  [36:  See Holy Bible, 1 Samuel 2:8; Psalm 103:15-16; Revelation 7:2-4, 14:1, 22:4. Western Medieval Christians were marked on the forehead with chrism oil in the sacraments of baptism, confirmation, holy orders and unction and ashes at Lent. See ‘Chrism’ in Andrew Louth (ed.) The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022). https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199642465.001.0001/acref-9780199642465-e-1453 [Accessed 8th March 2023]. Also Dominic Bellenger ‘Ash Wednesday’ in Andrew Louth (ed.) in The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church. 
< https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199642465.001.0001/acref-9780199642465-e-536>  [Accessed 8th March 2023]
]  [37:  V&A, The Becket Casket < https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O80222/the-becket-casket-casket-unknown/> [Accessed 17th February 2023].
]  [38:  See Holy Bible, Matthew 28:19-20; Acts 1:8.
]  [39:  See Holy Bible, Isaiah 66:1-2; Acts 7:48-50.
]  [40:  Examples of Christ in Majesty in Limoges objects are described in O’Neill, Enamels of Limoges, pp. 94-5, 112-3, 128-31, 134-43, 165-7, 170-3, 181-2, 238. To find out more about the surviving sixth century Ikon of Christ Pantocrator at St. Catherine’s Monastery, Sinai see Fr. Maximos Constas,  ‘The Face of Christ in a Sixth Century Ikon from Sinai’ in his The Art of Seeing: Paradox and Perception in Orthodox Iconography (Alhambra: Sebastian Press, 2014)  <https://www.academia.edu/10385233/The_Face_of_Christ_in_a_Sixth_Century_Icon_from_Sinai_chap_1_from_the_The_Art_of_Seeing_> [Accessed 7th March 2023].
]  [41:  V&A, The Becket Casket, 2003, https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O80222/the-becket-casket-casket-unknown/ [Accessed 8th February 2023].
] 


After 1536, the English Reformers suppressed Becket’s cult, abolishing feast days, striking images from religious artworks, desecrating and looting his shrine.[footnoteRef:42] Following the dissolution of Peterborough Abbey (1539), the treasury was divided equally between king, bishop and chapter, at which point presumably the reliquary sustained its damage.[footnoteRef:43] M.66-1997 likely remained local to Peterborough, since it belonged to the Wye and Pulleyn families from St. Neots in the early eighteenth century.[footnoteRef:44] As Catholic families, the reliquary may have remained an object of private religious devotion.[footnoteRef:45]  It subsequently passed through the hands of prominent antiquarians such as John Hynde Cotton, William Stukeley, Gustavus Brander and Thomas Astle, most of whom had local connections.[footnoteRef:46] These no doubt considered the item an interesting curiosity, objet d’art and conversation piece. The reliquary was sold in 1930, entered the Kofler-Truniger collection, then, in 1979, the British Rail Pension Fund. Entering the V&A collection in 1997, it was purchased jointly with The National Heritage Memorial Fund.[footnoteRef:47] [42:  Scully, The Unmaking of a Saint, pp. 584, 590, 592-4. Also, de Beer and Speakman, Thomas Becket, pp. 221-5; Duffy, Royal Books and Holy Bones, p. 329; Duffy, Stripping the Altars, pp. 407, 418; Guy, Thomas Becket, p. 346 and Rear, Walsingham, p. 148. For an amusing insight into contemporary scepticism towards the abuse of relics, read Erasmus dialogue in Erasmus, Desiderius and Thompson, C. R. (tr., 1911), Ten Colloquies of Erasmus, (New York, Liberal Arts Press, 1957) p. 63-79. <https://archive.org/details/tencolloquiesofe0000unse/page/62/mode/2up>[Accessed 14th February 2023].

]  [43:  British History Online, ‘Houses of Benedictine monks: The abbey of Peterborough', in A History of the County of Northampton: Volume 2, ed. R M Serjeantson and W R D Adkins (London, 1906), pp. 83-95. <http://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/northants/vol2/pp83-95> [accessed 4 March 2023].
]  [44:  V&A, The Becket Casket, 2003, https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O80222/the-becket-casket-casket-unknown/ [Accessed 8th February 2023].
]  [45:  De Beer and Speakman, Thomas Becket, p. 9 fig 0.1.
]  [46:  V&A, The Becket Casket, 2003, https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O80222/the-becket-casket-casket-unknown/ [Accessed 8th February 2023]. These include John Hynde Cotton (1717-95, Cambridgeshire MP), William Stukeley (1697-1765, lived in Holbeach, physician, famed for pioneering work on Stonehenge and Avebury), Gustavus Brander (1720-87, Naturalist) and Thomas Astle (1735-1803, Palaeographer). See D. W. Hayton, ‘Cotton, Sir John Hynde, third baronet (bap. 1686, d. 1752), politician and Jacobite sympathizer’. Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004) <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/6420> [Accessed 10th March 2023]; David Boyd Haycock, ‘Stukeley, William (1687–1765), antiquary and natural philosopher’, ODNB, <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/26743> [Accessed 10th March 2023]; T. Cooper, and D. Allan,  ‘Brander, Gustavus (1719/20–1787), merchant and antiquary’, ODNB, < https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/3259> [Accessed 10th March 2023]; Nigel Ramsay, Astle, Thomas (1735–1803), archivist and collector of books and manuscripts’, ODNB. < https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/816> [Accessed 10th March 2023].
]  [47:  V&A, The Becket Casket, 2003, https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O80222/the-becket-casket-casket-unknown/ [Accessed 8th February 2023].
] 


The investigation into this reliquary has proved both fascinating and frustrating. Fascinating because of the joy of describing such a piece, speculating on the questions raised, and experiencing something of a spiritual pilgrimage in beginning to answer them. The frustration arises from constraints of word count and time to do justice to this subject. I hoped to explore, in greater depth. developments in reliquary design and usage over the medieval period, particularly exploring the industrial and mercantile networks involved in their manufacture and distribution. That, however, is a task for another day.
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Appendix 1. Reliquary Images
[image: Figure 1 Becket Casket, c. 1180-90. Victoria and Albert Museum, London, (photo: author)
]
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Figure 2. Becket Casket M.66-1997. Central detail from the front panel, depicting Thomas' murder and the ascent of his soul. A cleric with wounded arm stands across the altar. (Photo: V&A, with permission)
Figure 3. Becket Casket, M.66-1997 (Front), c. 1180-90. Victoria and Albert Museum, London, M.66-1997. (Photo: author)

[image: A picture containing indoor

Description automatically generated]Figure 4: Becket Casket M.66-1997 (Reverse) showing chequerboard arrangement of cruciform florets, flanked by saints, c. 1180-90, V&A, London, M.66-1997. (Photo: V&A, with permission)


















		




Figure 5. Becket Casket M.66-1997 (Gables) showing Christ in Glory (left) and archway with view of interior (right), c.1180-90, V&A, London, M.66-1997. (Photo: V&A, with permission)

Figure 7. Comparison of appliqué figures of Thomas and an assailant from Becket Caskets M.66-1997 (left) and OA 11333 (right) showing similarities and development of style. (Photo: left - V&A, with permission; right - Musée de Louvre)
Figure 6. Comparison of Becket Casket M.66-1997 (left) with Châsse: The Crucifixion and Christ in Majesty , c.1180-90, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 17.190.514 (right). Note the similarity of their architecture, canopy ridge decoration, and chequerboard arrangement of similar cruciform florets on the reverse. (Photo: top left -author; bottom left - V&A, with permission; top and bottom right - O’Neill, Enamels of Limoges, p.129)

image2.jpg
e
S S S SN





image3.png




image4.jpg




image5.jpg




image6.jpeg




image7.jpeg




image6.JPG




image9.jpeg




image10.jpeg
e
S S S SN





image7.png




image8.png




image9.png




image14.png




image15.jpeg




image16.png




image17.png




image1.jpeg




