ST THOMAS OF CANTERBURY CHURCH

St Thomas Becket - South Nave Aisle
(1.17m x 2.8m)

Greatford Church requested a non-figurative representation of their Patronal saint, St
Thomas of Canterbury, in a design incorporating significant areas of clear glass to maintain
the light coming through this south-facing window. The brief suggested that the twelfth-
century Becket reliquary casket, held in the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, should be
a primary source of inspiration. My modern interpretation of Becket is inspired also by the
connections between St Thomas the Martyr and the church of St Thomas in Greatford.

At the base of the window are three choughs, which appear on Becket’s coat of arms
(indeed, in heraldry, choughs are known as ‘beckits’). The choughs are depicted flying over
the watercress fields and reed beds of the River Glen around Greatford. Watercress was
grown commercially near Greatford Hall, and has long been known for its health and
healing properties; in medieval Europe it was used as a salve to treat sword wounds.
Watercress is thought to have been one of the ‘bitter herbs’ eaten at Passover [Exodus 12:8],
a reminder of the bitterness of sin and symbolic of the reason that Jesus had to die. The
reed is a symbol of Christ’s Passion, as on the Cross He was offered a vinegar-soaked
sponge on the end of a reed [Matthew 27:48]; this humiliation of greatness is echoed in
Becket’s martyrdom, having displeased King Henry II.
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The zig-zag shape formed by the three choughs draws the eye upwards to the central motif
of the window, a sweeping band of elaborate geometric patterning taken from the
embroidered apparel of the amice, in the collection of Becket’s vestments in Sens
Cathedral. The apparel represents both Becket himself and the manner of his martyrdom
(so vividly depicted on the reliquary casket), as it would have been worn around his
shoulders and covered his neck.
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The elaborate Becket reliquary casket is beautifully decorated with scenes of Becket’s
martyrdom, his burial, and the raising of his soul to heaven. The two angels holding Becket’s
shroud and escorting his soul to heaven are particularly inspiring, and are interpreted here
through the upwards sweep of the design from the more representational elements at the
base of the window towards the multi-coloured stars at the top of the window, drawn from
the background details of the reliquary casket, and representing heaven.

I have made deliberate use of strong colours in the upper part of the window in order to
soften the strong light entering this South-facing window, balanced with the much lighter
lower part addressing the practical need for light coming through the window. The colours
used throughout the window, blue, red, green, and yellow, are drawn from the enamels
used on the reliquary casket, which are also the colours of the apparel of the amice.

The bold nature of my design reflects the strength of Thomas Becket’s character. Both light
and colourful, and with a traditional foundation in the techniques of its creation, the
abstract feel of the window complements rather than competes with the other stained
glass windows in the church.

The overarching narrative within the window is the transition from the earthly life, rooted
in Greatford and its church, to St Thomas in the heavenly realm. The apparel of the amice is
the pivotal element, celebrating Becket’s achievements as archbishop that ultimately led to
his martyrdom and canonisation.




