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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Objective 
To provide a suitable renovation for the existing Martyrs Chapel in the RC Church of St Thomas of Canterbury 
as the pilgrim destination of those journeying to Canterbury in honour of the canonised martyr Thomas Becket, 
Archbishop of Canterbury whose relics are housed in the chapel. Also to house relics of the contemporary 
Salvadorean martyr Archbishop St Oscar Romero. 

Goals 
To provide a place of quiet reflection and prayer where pilgrims can conclude their pilgrimage in the presence 
of St Thomas, and in company with St Oscar, and with the whole company of the English martyrs from the 
time of the proto-martyr Alban through to the martyrs of the Reformation era. 

Solution 
The transformation of the side 
chapel into a reliquary chapel, with a 
new reliquary of sufficient size and 
dignity to give honour to St Thomas, 
placing his sacrifice in the context of 
Christ’s Cross, the altar and other 
martyrs of importance to the 
location of the church in Canterbury.  

The Proposal 
Conceptual Parameters 

I have tried to create a space which 
enables a pilgrim, or group of 
pilgrims, to come close to the 
source of spiritual power associated 
with the relics of this most famous of 
English martyr saints. I am been 
strongly aware that the chapel is the 
only place in Canterbury to house 
actual relics of the saint, rather than 
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being simply a place associated with him and his martyrdom. Given the close proximity to the Anglican 
Cathedral where the martyrdom took place I have not wanted to focus on the act of martyrdom but the person 
martyred, the person who NOW is truly in Christ through the union of his sacrificial death with that of the 
Saviour.  

At the same time I have also reflected on the theme of pilgrimage, of it as the iconic metaphor of the Christian 
life as the journey to our true home, our Return to Paradise. Therefore the thematic focus has been the Cross 
of Christ as the gateway for our return to Paradise. In this way the aim is to shift away from a merely historical 
reflection on a great figure of the past to a living person of great holiness who is both guide and friend of the 
Church militant in its life today. 

This is the context therefore in which I have sought to include St Oscar Romero. It would perhaps have been 
possible to draw out a common theme of standing up to tyranny, but the danger of that would be to have 
made it more of an ideological statement rather than a place of communion. However, in the ongoing life of 
these two saints the theme of being sources of compassion for the needy stands out strongly, especially for 
those who are poor, neglected and sick. The cult of St Thomas was immediately associated with miracles of 
healing and restoration to wholeness especially among the very poor, while St Oscar has been the focus of a 
cult particularly powerful among the most dispossessed and needy. Therefore, the presentation of the relics is 
in the context of a cult focused on the fountain of God’s mercy, a theme which is of great important for today’s 
Church through the pontificate of Pope Francis.  

The design therefore aims to  
• Provide a space for pilgrims and pilgrim groups to gather in a liturgical space  
• Create a space which consciously encourages quiet reflection and personal prayer focused on the relics of 

the saints 
• Give a rich visual expression to the merciful love of God experienced through the Cross of Christ and which 

is extended through the sacrificial offerings of the martyrs 

What I have tried to avoid is the creation of a ‘visitors’ centre’. While this is an important aspect for any 
pilgrimage centre, I think it is something distinct from the pilgrimage chapel, the place where the pilgrim 
completes the prayerful and liturgical action. This is the final destination as an act of communion, not simply 
visiting a historic place or looking at a historical artefact. Relics are sources of living spiritual power, not simply 
left over bits of history, however unique and of historical consequence. I therefore began by excluding 
elements of ‘telling the story’ or of focusing on the events of the past in order to make it a living place of 
encounter with Christ now in and through the living company of the saints. I would suggest that information, 
historical, theological, social, political etc should be housed in the church complex but separate from the 
chapel whose sole purpose is to house the relics in a fitting liturgical context. 

The chapel as it is now is a bit of an anachronism, being an accumulation of bits and pieces gathered by 
accident over the decades. Odd statues, relics, banners, devotionalia etc all jostle for attention, without any 



real sense of unified purpose. It is not a relic chapel but a chapel holding relics: it is laid out like any side 
chapel, and relics added in.  

In the time of the great devotion to St Thomas in England prior to the Reformation, Canterbury developed as a 
pilgrim destination, and the relics of the saint were housed in a way where they had focal prominence. The 
relics shaped the liturgical space, and this is the principle I have applied in this design. That necessitated 
stripping back all the paraphernalia that had accrued over the decades and establishing the absolutely 
immovable ‘givens’ - the dimensions and shape of the space, the neo-Gothic style of the building, and the 
content and style of the stained glass windows. I have sought to build up from this - almost - blank canvas. 

The ‘givens’ 

• The neo-Gothic style of the architecture - the window and archway shapes, the high ceiling. 
• A relatively small footprint 
• The two large archways from the nave into the side chapel 
• The themes in the windows: the execution of St Thomas, Pope Gregory and St Augustine of Canterbury. 

The Layout 

Reliquary chapels often have the housing of the relic as the focal point, not simply visually but ‘geographically’, 
located in a place where pilgrims can approach them and pass on, a place where they can make their 
devotion as the culmination of their pilgrim journey. The definitive pilgrimage destination is Jerusalem, and the 
culmination of all the holy sites in the holy city is the Holy Sepulchre, and the ultimate of all relics being the True 
Cross venerated in the chapel of Calvary. There, the altar is not just the place where the faithful encounter the 
Lord in the Eucharistic sacrifice but also where they can kneel and reach down to touch the rock of Calvary 
itself. They assemble in single file and pass by the veneration spot, while at other time they assemble to 
celebrate the Liturgy itself. I kept the same idea in mind for the chapel of St Thomas. 

Therefore I examined the space as a place to enter, to pause and to leave. The two arches provide the obvious 
entry and exit points, the thing was to locate the relics and the altar along the path which the two arches 
opened up. At the same time I wanted to create a space where groups of pilgrims could gather to celebrate 
the Holy Mass in a comfortable manner when required. However, I didn’t want the space to be determined by 
the occasional celebration of the Mass but rather by the flow of individual pilgrims making personal devotions, 
as that is likely to be the most common way in which the shrine will be experienced.  

Therefore the reliquary is placed at the far corner of the space, to give maximum room to approach for the 
pilgrim. At the same time, while elevated to give a sense of nobility, it is offered in real proximity to the pilgrim - 
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it is something that can be touched, seen, experienced and in an intimate way just as were St Thomas’ relics 
when originally housed in the adjacent cathedral. At the same time the pilgrim can choose the degree of 
proximity they feel comfortable with, either sitting in its immediate vicinity or from a distance, even from the 
main body of the church from which the reliquary is visible, or so close that they can reach out and touch it. 
This location places the reliquary beside the stained-glass windows depicting the martyrdom of St Thomas, 
rooting the design in the given elements quite neatly, creating an organic sense of the whole, the original 
elements and new experienced with delicate unity. 

 The altar sits at the centre of the space, with the faithful coming before and around it to approach the reliquary 
of St Thomas: the altar makes sense of the martyr’s death just as his death is a way of deepening our 
experience of Christ in the Mass. The altar is THE symbol of Christ’s self-offering, his sacrifice on the Cross, as 
is made clear in the rite of the Dedication of an Altar. Coming before the altar is to come to Calvary, which is 
echoed in the martyr’s death. It is a profound mystical connection between the Cross, the altar and the 
martyr’s shedding of his or her blood and as this is a martyrium the place of the altar has special significance.  
In the Tradition of the Church an altar is a place where relics are to be housed, especially the relics of the 
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martyrs precisely because of this understanding. In my proposal the vestments of St Oscar are housed in a 
glass container beneath the altar, not I should emphasise as decoration, but to make the fundamental link 
between Christ’s sacrifice and that of the Archbishop, who was assassinated at the altar as indeed was St 
Thomas, making that link even more poignant in the experience of being a pilgrim the chapel.  

 
The shape of the raised dais on which the reliquary and altar are placed is in the shape of a drop of blood, 
positioned so that it gives a larger area before the altar where a group of pilgrims can gather for common 
prayers of the celebration of Mass, while its shape draws the pilgrim past the altar to the shrine itself.  

Styles and Decoration 
 
Style is more than simply subjective taste, but something that serves to give a ‘note’, a feeling that is shared. I 
have chosen a Gothic inspired style to tie the chapel into both the existing architecture - the church building as 
a whole and the windows of the chapel (that are quite dominant) and to the historical era in which St Thomas 
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lived. Having said that, I have not slavishly 
tried to produce a pastiche of the past, but 
tried to express it with a certain simplicity 
that is more akin to the tastes of our 
contemporary era. In this way I hope it is 
something that is living and not a 
throwback to some age in the past.  

The images are iconographic - by that I 
mean designed not to point to something 
(as is the case with most religious art), but 
to embody and make visible things present 
but yet unseen. They are images for 
encounter with spiritual realities rather than 
interesting works of art to catch the 
attention by appearing novel or ‘interesting’, 
let alone controversial. In this way it is art 
that looses itself so the attention is not on 
the art, or the artists, on their ability or 
thoughts, but on the saints and Christ, on 
the things of heaven.  

The imagery is designed to create a 
series of resonances that hang 
together with a deepening note that 
brings to life within the beholder 
something of the Passion of Christ, of 
the Redemption of humanity. The 
images are designed to draw the 
beholder into the Mystery of the Cross 
not by some simple didactic 
technique or story telling, but by 
presenting a series of images that co-
inhere around the theme of Christ’s 
Sacrficial Self-Offering as the gateway 
to salvation, to heaven. Thus the 
dominant images are of Jesus 
Crucified on the Tree of Mercy, and 
seated above the heavenly Altar in the 
glory of Paradise flanked by our two 
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martyrs as intercessors. These two images at the east and west ends of the chapel create a dialectic, a 
conversation which draws the pilgrim into the reality of the martyrdom of St Thomas, contextualised by that of 
St Oscar. 
 
Thus the Tree of Mercy shows Christ with arms stretched wide embracing all the world and its peoples with 
mercy. This is the Tree of Life, where love is abundant and the weary find rest and refreshment, healing leaves 
that balm wounds, the field hospital that Pope Francis talks about. Here is the seat of judgment, as described 
in St Matthew’s Gospel, where entrance to heaven comes to those who have fed, watered, visited, clothed, 
tended etc. the poor and needy. These actions are shown reflected in stories from the Gospels - Jesus is 
thirsty and asks the Samaritan woman for a drink, Jesus comes to the house of Zacchaeus where he is fed by 
this notorious tax collector, he heals the man whose friends bring him to Jesus and lower him through the roof, 
the woman caught in adultery and imprisoned by the accusing crowd is ‘visited’ and freed by Jesus, the Good 
Samaritan clothes the naked Jew left along the road to Jericho. Beneath the branches of the tree stands the 
Good Thief carrying his cross, and Mary Magdalene who having been freed from seven demons washing 
Jesus with oil in advance of his burial is then visited by Him risen and alive when she comes to visit his corpse 
at the tomb. In these stories we capture the Mystery of Mercy by which great sinners find salvation through the 
self-giving sacrifice of Christ on the Cross and where we can find our own narrow road to heaven. 
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This image is reflected in that at the other end facing it, where Jesus is seated flanked by the two martyrs. He 
is sitting suspended above the heavenly altar, of which the earthly altar is but a pale reflection. Here Christ 
offers himself continually to His Heavenly Father, and brings about an unending stream of mercy that floods the 
whole world. His arms are extended and show the wounds to his hand, embracing us and urging us to come 
to him with our burdens, willing to give us rest. Here is the Christ offering himself eternally for the salvation of 
us all, and to which St Thomas and St Oscar bear witness through their own self-offering, their own 
martyrdom. Above them is the Exalted Cross, borne by angels. The doors can be closed when desired, but 
the Cross would remain visible.   
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The movement in the chapel’s iconography is echoing the movement of the pilgrims. Entering the chapel 
before you are the first English martyr, St Alban, and the martyr patron of England, St George. They carry their 
crowns as the triumphant martyrs who accepted death in identification with Christ, and are dressed in white, 
as described in the Book of Revelation, washed in the blood of the Lamb. In the stained-glass window is the 
first Archbishop of Canterbury St Augustine, and beside him the pope who sent him, Pope St Gregory, thus 
adding to the company of the saints among whom St Thomas and St Oscar now dwell. Then is shown Mary 
Queen of Martyrs at the Deposition. All Christians as they ‘take up their cross’ are held in the arms of the 
Blessed Mother, and it is besides this image of Christ’s Body being taken down from the Cross that the Altar is 
placed, where Christ empties Himself to be Truly Present in the Sacrament of the Altar. This presents the 
context in which to understand and approach the martyrdom of St Thomas. Then comes the window 
depicting Thomas’ martyrdom, this besides the reliquary as a commentary upon the personal history of St 
Thomas, and next to the window, pointing to it, is another canonised martyr archbishop of Canterbury, St 
Alphege, to whom St Thomas had a great devotion, and in whose honour he preached when he celebrated his 
last Mass. Thus this wall along which the pilgrim will walk contextualises the experience, drawing out some of 
the resonances which a pilgrimage to the shrine of St Thomas of Canterbury embodies.  

On the other wall, between the two archways, the places of entry and departure, the signatures of the pilgrim’s 
journeying, are the two statues of St Thomas More and St John 
Fisher, from the existing chapel arrangement, later martyrs of the 
Reformation era. In this way St Thomas is honoured among all 
the martyrs of the English Church, from first to last.  

All of these images are placed among verdant heavenly palm 
tress. The palm is the symbol of the martyrs victory over sin and 
death, and the trees visually place the saints in Paradise beneath 
the branches of the Tree of Life, a theme expressed in the tendril 
design of the border running around the chapel walls. 
(Alternatively this could be a white border with black crosses as 
in the pallium - controversy over the investiture of the 
archbishops with the pallium was one of the key issues on which 
St Thomas stood against the king and which led to his 
martyrdom). 

The Altar and the Reliquary 

While the wall decoration and triptych all add nobility and dignity, 
as well as drawing out the resonances and meaning of the 
space, the altar and the reliquary are of a higher degree to reflect 
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their greater significance in the cult of these martyrs. 

The altar is traditional in design, in stone and marble, dignified, simple, beautiful and bathed 
in a gentle light to highlight the relic of the vestments it houses. It is carved with a laurel 
wreath motif and the Cross, echoing the Cross in the triptych. It is not very large so as to 
allow the chapel to feel spacious for personal prayer and recollection. 

The reliquary is a column of light. The column beneath is modelled on the relic of the pillar 
against which Christ was flagellated held in the Holy Sepulchre, made of porphyry. There is a 
carved ‘slash’ to commemorate how Thomas was martyred by slashes of a sword to his 
head. The relic is housed suspended in a golden box, with a glass aperture on all four sides 
so that the relic housed within it can be seen. The relic box is placed between four stone 
slabs, carved as though a single column split in four parts. These stone pieces are niched, 
and can either be simply gilded or decorated with, for example, the four Evangelists or 
events from St Thomas’ life. They are decorated with various inscribed crosses, reminiscent 
of the crosses pilgrims have etched in the holy sites in the Holy Land. The interior of the four 
stones is completely covered in gold leaf, and illuminated from beneath and above the relic 
box so that a cross of light shines out from the reliquary. Above it is crowned with a medieval 
style crown of gold (referencing Thomas’s allegiance to Christ the King rather than to his 
earthly monarch) and a spire of blue tinged glass, lit from within so as to create a pillar of 
light. The martyr is a guide for us in the darkness, himself illumined by grace and 
transfigured by Divine Light.  

Lighting is an important and intrinsic element of this design, from creating the pillar of light to 
the way in which the altar is illuminated, bespoke lamps before the imagery acting not just to 
illuminate them as in a museum or art gallery, but to honour them as in an Orthodox church 
and its lamps before the icons. Sensitively used it can create ambiance, enhancing that 
sense of an intimate, prayerful space where heaven and earth meet. 



I would also include a bespoke stand for votive lights and a receptacle for prayer requests/favours received. I 
was hoping to include proposals for this but the request for the presentation was brought forward before I was 
able to do so. I would imagine that both of these would be situated close to the reliquary or the intercessions 
receptacle be placed below the two statues with a ledge on which people can lean when writing their prayer 
slips. 

Taking things forward… 

I am an iconographer and liturgical consultant rather than a project manager or architect. These ideas, if you 
wish to take them forward in full or in part, will need the collaboration of both in order to be realised. Technical 
aspects of the designs need to be thoroughly examined by engineers and precise details of materials to be 
used established. 

Designs need to be developed to a realisable stage, for example the stonework for the reliquary. Accurate 
dimensions are needed and then exact sizes for each element established, with designs amended to 
accommodate them. All of this will take time and collaboration. 

Likewise, I am a painter, not a sculptor or stonemason but know of various people who are and who could 
undertake the execution of these designs. I would be willing to oversee the artistic execution of the project.  

Costs 
Costs are a bit like asking how long is a piece of string. I would suggest establishing a rough budget and 
working from there.  

However, as a rough guide to my own costs, the artwork on the walls would be about £1500 per figure, with 
the triptych fully gilded on wood panels would be £10,000. The Tree of Life would be about the same price if 
painted onto the wall. However, a more simple decoration would reduce the price and likewise if you wished to 
raise the extent of the decoration, for example the ceiling, that could be of course included. 

The issue of materials will also be of some significance here. You can always find a cheaper material and a less 
skilled artisan if you need to cut costs, but with some impact on the final quality. Likewise, I show the floor in a 
reddish marble which could be in slabs purpose cut, or in tiles commercially available. These are all questions 
which would need exploring with a suitable architect. Likewise, the costs of labour for installing, decorating 
etc. 

I would myself go for simplicity and quality. 

In Conclusion 
I hope that this will at least prove useful in getting this project off the ground, and give all involved sufficient 
materials with which to commence what is, I believe, a long overdue and much needed renovation project of 
great spiritual importance. 

Ian Knowles 

Feast of St Francis de Sales, 24th January, 2020
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