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Thomas Becket (HPMS7006)
Assignment 1 Commentary on Visual Image
By the time of Thomas Becket’s murder and rapid canonization, pilgrimage had become an accepted expression of Christian piety. Many places of worship across Europe had acquired relics of saints and became centres of devotion which attracted pilgrims from near and far. Santiago de Compostela in Spain which contains the bones of Saint James continues to attract pilgrims today. Pilgrimage sites resulted in architectural and artistic creation both within the sacred space as with the shrine of Thomas Becket and with the creation of objects for the pilgrims themselves to commemorate the pilgrimage. These would range from badges on the lower economic range to highly intricate reliquaries for the more affluent. Badges for pilgrims to Canterbury were produced in great quantities and in diverse representations. Dozens have survived and form a unique visual record of what would be considered important to commemorate. Popular images for these badges were depictions of the saint’s martyrdom, representations of Thomas’s head and Thomas Becket’s shrine in Trinity Chapel at Canterbury Cathedral.
The image I have chosen is a medieval pilgrim badge which depicts the shrine of Thomas Becket at Canterbury Cathedral. Figure 1. The badge dates from 1350 – 1400 and is cast from a lead – tin alloy known as pewter. It measures 7.9 cm (about 3.11 in) in height by 6.4 cm (about 2.52 in) in width and 0.3 cm (about 0.12 in) thick. On the obverse a pin would have been attached to allow the owner to fix it to their hat, bag, or clothing. Figure 2. It would be worn by the pilgrim on their way home and would be a visual message to all who saw it of the wearer’s piety and of their spiritual journey. The badge would then remain as a souvenir and mnemonic device to permit the owner to revisit the pilgrimage site in their spiritual devotions and as an aid in describing it to others. The specific point of interest provided by this object is that it represents the shrine which was plundered in 1538 by King Henry VIII’s commissioners and subsequently destroyed leaving little trace or evidence of its existence. In an amusing continuation of royal disapproval of the symbolic representation of ecclesiastical superiority, Thomas Becket was summoned by King Henry VIII to answer charges of treason. The dead saint failed to respond and was found guilty in absentia. This facilitated the suppression of his cult and confiscation of the treasures belonging to his shrine. As an indication of the wealth which the venerated saint had attracted over the centuries 26 carts and two coffers were required to transport the treasures.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  H. Withers,  The Cathedral Church of Canterbury, Bell's Cathedral Series (2nd revised ed.), London: George Bell,(1897) p 13 accessed 15 March 2023
] 

Apart from pilgrim badges such as this one which depict it, only five other visual records exist that show Thomas Becket’s shrine. These are two stained-glass windows in Trinity Chapel at Canterbury where the shrine once stood, another stained-glass window in a church in Kent, an altarpiece in Germany and a seventeenth century drawing based on a contemporary description. However, analysis of those records shows that none of them are accurate depictions of the shrine. Each is significantly different in its representation, none accurately concords with eyewitness descriptions of the shrine nor are they from the same period. Some are in poor condition, and a final consideration is that they were not meant to accurately depict the shrine but to portray its idea. The only image specifically made to represent the shrine is found on pilgrim badges produced in Canterbury and London in the fourteenth century. [footnoteRef:3] [3:  S. Blick, "Reconstructing the Shrine of St. Thomas Becket, Canterbury Cathedral", in Blick, Sarah; Tekippe, Rita (eds.), Art and architecture of late medieval pilgrimage in Northern Europe and the British Isles, Leiden and Boston: Brill (2005)
] 

[bookmark: _Int_5iInhM7O]This badge, which forms part of the collection at the Metropolitan Museum in New York is like one of the same shrine held at the Museum of London. [footnoteRef:4] As with that, the badge in Figure 1 shows the shrine commissioned by Archbishop Stephen Langton in 1220 to commemorate 50 years of martyrdom. Thomas Becket’s body had until then been interred in the cathedral crypt. Trinity Chapel where the tomb was installed was designed specifically to house Thomas Becket’s shrine with improved access and included an ambulatory around it for pilgrims and worshippers. This extension and the expense of the shrine were covered by the wealth which had flowed into the cathedral because of revenues from pilgrims.  [4:  Thomas Becket: a life and death in badges
https://www.museumoflondon.or.uk [accessed 16 March 2023]] 

[bookmark: _Int_yXyreUSS]A figure of the reclining Thomas Becket dressed in ecclesiastical garments, specifically those of an archbishop, is shown. On his head is a bishop’s mitre. The vestments and the headdress leave no doubt as to Thomas’s ecclesiastical status. The reclining figure indicates that his body is contained within the reliquary box above. Below the body are the carved niches of the tomb before which pilgrims would have prayed. Votive offerings would have been placed within them and some people would have reached inside. One of the recorded miracles states that a man was able to crawl through one of the small openings which not even a child could access.[footnoteRef:5] [5:   Ibid] 

Above the figure is the reliquary box which would have contained the bones of the saint. The surface of the box is richly decorated with precious stones. On the right-hand side of the reliquary box is a figure which is pointing to one of the jewels. This is said to have been a large ruby given in 1179 by King Luis VII of France. The significance of the figure and the reputation of the ruby, known as the ‘Regale of France’ as being the largest in existence indicates the support of the French king and Thomas’ importance both spiritually and politically.
To the right there is another figure who is depicted raising the gabled cover of the shrine pulling on ropes. This shows that the shrine would normally have been kept covered and only exposed for worship by pilgrims and others. This may have acted to protect the tomb itself which was covered with precious stones and metals from theft. The raising of the cover itself would have been a carefully choreographed moment designed to impress visitors with the opulence and splendour of the shrine.
The cover of the shrine is surmounted by two ship models, one of which on the badge is damaged. Models of ships were common votive gifts to represent thanks for safe journeys at sea. In the case of this shrine, they would also reference the saint’s deliverance from storms at the time of his flight into exile.
[bookmark: _Int_WH7kpWlB]The representations on the badge are highly detailed depictions of the shrine of Thomas Becket. Their accuracy has been corroborated in recorded descriptions made by visitors to Canterbury Cathedral. These include observations made by diverse people such as clergy, ambassadors, and the celebrated Dutch Renaissance scholar Desiderius Erasmus who visited the shrine around 1513. He wrote of his visit in his Religious Colloquies and describes the lifting of the wooden cover over the shrine and the role of the Prior in using a rod to point out the various jewels and adornments.[footnoteRef:6]   This description mirrors the images on the badge of the jewels covering the reliquary and the small figure pointing out the largest one. [6:     Erasmus (biog) – Canterbury Historical and Archaeological Society
www.canterbury-archaeology.org.uk/erasmus-biog  accessed [16 March 2023]] 

Another account describes the shrine itself as, 
“a coffin wonderfully wrought of gold and silver, and marvellously adorned with precious gems” set upon a marble altar[footnoteRef:7] [7:  S. Blick, "Reconstructing the Shrine of St. Thomas Becket, Canterbury Cathedral", in Blick, Sarah; Tekippe, Rita (eds.), Art and architecture of late medieval pilgrimage in Northern Europe and the British Isles, Leiden and Boston: Brill (2005) p 408
] 

[bookmark: _Int_Xp8oixVL]Ambassadors and members of diplomatic missions also recorded detailed descriptions of the shrine in which the opulence of the construction and its adornment was paramount. Ambassador Leo von Rozmitel of Bohemia in 1466 described the shrine as being long and wide enough for a person to lie in and of gold adorned with jewels and valuable offerings.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid p 410
] 

Scholars have, in the absence of physical remains of the Thomas Becket shrine, been able to compare the representation of the shrine on the badge with existing shrines from the medieval period to corroborate the accuracy of the architectural detail. A case in point is the design of the shrine base. The shrine would have evolved over time to reflect changing architectural fashions and trends. For example, research has shown that other major shrines bases were refurbished between 1270 and 1350 in the Decorated Style and the representation of the shrine base in that style on the badge indicates that the Thomas Becket shrine base was also refurbished during this time.[footnoteRef:9] Effigies of ecclesiastical figures also started to appear on shrine bases in the second half of the thirteenth century which would suggest that the reclining figure of Thomas Becket on the badge was also accurate although it is not mentioned in the descriptions of visitors. [9:  Ibid pp 428 - 429] 

A simple, mass-produced souvenir has in its humble way permitted the historian and lay person to accurately envision the shrine of Thomas Becket in a way that more elaborate visual records were unable to do. Comparative research and examination of written account of the shrine have demonstrated that this badge does provide an accurate visual representation of how the tomb appeared from the second half of the thirteenth century until its destruction two hundred years later.
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Figure 1
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/473470 [accessed 15 March 2023]
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Figure 2
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/473470 [accessed 15 March 2023]
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