Christian Pilgrimage in Britain
In England, Canterbury has always been a
focus of pilgrimage, along with Walsingham,
Lindisfarne, Iona and other sites. Canterbury
Cathedral is the destination for the ancient
pilgrim paths from Winchester and from
London via Rochester.
Following Thomas Becket’s martyrdom in
1170, pilgrims flocked to Canterbury in
their thousands every year, wanting to
see the site of the murder and to kiss
the tomb. The flow of pilgrims
increased further after the translation
of Becket’s remains from the crypt
to the shrine in 1220.

Pilgrims to
the shrine of
St Thomas of Canterbury
window in crypt c.1180
Photograph: Nick Teed, by
kind permission of the
Chapter of Canterbury

Modern altar to Becket, at the spot where
he was murdered in Canterbury Cathedral

Canterbury Cathedral, the ‘mother church’
in Britain and a focus for pilgrimage. Etching from
A. Hamilton Thompson (1925)
‘The Cathedral Churches of England’

Above: Ampulla containing
‘Canterbury water’

Left: Pilgrim badges depicting
Pilgrim badges associated with
St Thomas Becket (upper) and
his shrine at Canterbury
Becket had a diverse array of
Cathedral (lower)
(All three: Museum of London)
imagery, including his shrine,
his murder and scenes from his
life. Small ampullae purchased at Canterbury contained
drops of red water that were reputedly mixed with an
essence obtained from the blood and brains of the
murdered archbishop.

As Geoffrey Chaucer reminds us in his Canterbury Tales,
pilgrimage can be a highly sociable activity, allowing
pilgrims to enjoy the company of others. He testifies to
the long distances medieval pilgrims were prepared to
travel, despite considerable hazards. His Wyfe of Bath is
on her way to Canterbury with companions to visit the
shrine of St. Thomas, but she had also travelled
extensively around Europe:

And thryes hadde she been at Jerusalem
At Rome she hadde been, and at Boloigne,
In Galice at Seint-Jame, and at Coloigne.
She koude muchel of wandrynge by the weye.

The Wife of Bath, MS Cambridge GG.4.27 (c.1420)

(General Prologue, 1.464-67)

The Holy Island of Lindisfarne has been a place of
pilgrimage ever since 635, when King Oswald gave it to
St. Aidan to establish his monastery.

Revd Dr Paul Edmondson and
Revd Patrick Taylor at the statue of
Saint Aidan, at the end of their
pilgrimage along St Cuthbert's Way
(100km from Melrose to Lindisfarne)
in the spring of 2019.

