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CHASUBLE STORY 

 
INTRODUCTION. 

 
 
WHAT IS A CHASUBLE? 
 
A Chasuble is a vestment worn by the priest 
celebrating Holy Mass. It is usually part of a set of 
matching vestments and altar furnishings. The colours 
can vary according to the liturgical calendar and could 
be green (for Ordinary time); purple (Lent and 
Advent); red (Martyrs and Pentecost) and white 
(Special Feast Days and Saints). 
 
England was famous for its production of vestments, 
particularly for the type of liturgical embroidery 
known as ΨhǇǳǎ !ƴƎƭƛŎŀƴǳƳΩ*. This included gold 
work of such amazing quality that it came to the 
attention of Pope Innocent IV. In 1246 he asked the 
Abbots of all the Cistercian monasteries in England to 
send these sumptuous gold embroideries to him to 
decorate his own vestments - a request which 
pleased the London merchants. 
 
The chasuble at St. JohnΩs is a typical example. Very 
few of these vestments survive and even fewer are in 
such good condition. Hopefully the conservation will 
ensure that it will be around for many more decades - 
if not centuries. 



 

 

  

PART 1 
 

EARLY HISTORY 
 
The Chasuble is a survivor. 
 
Dating back to the later years of the fifteenth century 
it has existed through major upheavals in the history 
of the Roman Catholic Church. 
 
Probably first used around 1485 its early years would 
have been fairly uneventful but when Henry VIII 
broke away from the established church and founded 
the Protestant Church in 1533 the chasuble would 
have experienced a number of changes. 
 
IŜƴǊȅΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǎƻƴ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ 
10 but died six years later. He had been brought up in 
a Protestant environment. 
 
Edward was succeeded by his sister, Mary, who had 
remained Catholic. 
 
She was followed by Elizabeth who was Protestant. 
 
She was succeeded by James I (James VI of Scotland) 
ς Protestant but tolerant towards Catholics. 
 
The next Monarch was Charles I. He was Protestant, 
married to a Catholic. 
 
Oliver Cromwell, a Puritan, replaced Charles. 



 

 

  

 
10 years later Charles II ς Protestant but sympathetic 
towards Catholics ς returned to claim the throne. 
 
He was followed by his brother, James, a Catholic. 
 
WŀƳŜǎΩ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΣ aŀǊȅΣ ŀ tǊƻǘŜǎǘŀƴǘΣ ǿŀǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ 
William of Orange, also a Protestant and they ruled 
jointly. 
 
In 1689 the Bill of Rights declared it illegal for a 
Catholic to rule the country and so Protestants have 
ruled since then. 
 
However in the early 19th century the Catholic 
Emancipation Act was passed and Catholicism again 
became an acceptable part of the religious life of 
Great Britain. 
 
The various monarchs, according to their differing 
beliefs, changed the laws regarding religion each time 
they occupied the throne. Life for any relics, 
vestments and artefacts as well as the population 
became a see-saw. 
 
THE REFORMATION 
 
Henry VIII decreed that any items connected to the 
Catholic faith should be destroyed and buildings 
demolished. The celebration of Mass was outlawed 
and death was the punishment for anyone caught in 
the act. Priests were treated particularly harshly with 



 

 

  

torture widespread. Anyone found sheltering priests 
or hiding religious artefacts was imprisoned and their 
property burned to the ground. Dissolution of the 
Monasteries and the destruction of many priceless 
ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ IŜƴǊȅΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦ 
 
Staunch Catholics were determined to continue to 
practise their faith and took many risks protecting 
themselves, their possessions and hiding priests. 
People bought goods, or stole them, to keep them 
safe until Catholicism returned. 
 
A decree of 1538 declared each parish must purchase 
a Bible; extinguish all lights apart from those on the 
altar, in the rood loft and before the Easter sepulchre; 
ŀƴŘ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ŀƴȅ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ΨŀōǳǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 
ǇƛƭƎǊƛƳŀƎŜǎ ƻǊ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎǎΩΦ  In January 1553 instructions 
were to seize all surviving goods except linen, 
Chalices*  and bells.  All other goods had to be sold 
and the money ς with all the plate and jewels ς sent 
to London. 
 
Many vestments were hidden, either in the church or 
in the homes of local Catholic gentry families. Others 
were even restructured to serve as a covering for the 
altar table. 
 
There are several examples of local Catholic families 
taking chalices and vestments out of churches at the 
time of the reformation to protect them for the 
future.   In safer times these were again placed in 



 

 

  

Catholic churches, usually fairly near their original 
church.   
 
Few textiles of this period survive as they are easily 
damaged by damp, insects or prolonged exposure to 
light. Only the most precious have tended to survive 
in England, often secretly kept by Catholic families. 
 
In 1648 Fr. Philip Holden was saying Mass at Chaigley, 
nŜŀǊ {ǘƻƴȅƘǳǊǎǘΣ ǿƘŜƴ /ǊƻƳǿŜƭƭΩǎ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊǎ ƛƴǾŀŘŜŘ 
the church and murdered him. Family members who 
were present rescued his severed head and 
bloodstained vestments and kept them in secret until 
1823 when they were given to St. RobertΩs church at 
Catforth where they have remained. 
 
Besides setting an example of steadfastness in 
adversity, keeping in touch with other Catholic 
strongholds around the country, and offering safe 
houses to priests, such families made funds available 
and later operated practical schemes as the 
establishment of endowments for apprenticing 
Catholic boys and girls. 
 
The survival of vestments in contemporary collections 
is therefore almost exclusively the result of religious 
resistance. 
 
The survival of the 15th century vestment at St John 
the Evangelist, Poulton-le-Fylde, in such wonderful 
condition is very unusual.  Although it has been 
altered at some point to change it from the original 



 

 

  

semi-ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǊ ǎƘŀǇŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƛŘŘƭŜ-ōŀŎƪΩ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΣ ƛǘ ǎǘƛƭƭ 
has the original background fabric to which the 
Orphreys are attached.  In many other cases the 
background fabric has been judged to be so worn that 
the Orphreys have been removed and attached to 
another piece of suitable fabric.   At least two 
Chasubles are attributed to Mary Queen of Scots who 
attached 15th century Orphreys to material originally 
intended to be made into a dress.  
 
Whalley Abbey was a powerful Cistercian monastery 
founded in 1170.   At the Reformation vestments 
made between 1415-35 for the Abbey were taken for 
safe keeping by the Towneley family, who kept, and 
occasionally used, the vestments over the following 
four centuries.  In 1922 a set of the vestments was 
ǎƻƭŘ ŀǘ {ƻǘƘŜōȅΩǎ ōȅ ŀ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŀnt of the family.  
Some items were purchased by Burnley Town Council 
and are now on display in Towneley Hall Burnley.  
Coincidentally, the Conservation Officer supervising 
the work on St. JohnΩs Chasuble also worked on the 
Whalley Abbey Vestments. 
 
Tradition says that a chalice at Claughton once 
belonged to the parish church of Poulton le Fylde.  In 
the troubled times of the Reformation it fell into the 
hands of the Heskeths of Maynes Hall and when the 
Heskeths succeeded to the Claughton estate they 
took the chalice with them.  In 1782 Mr James 
Hesketh Brockholes the last survivor of the line, gave 
it to the Rev John Barrow, then priest of the missions 
of Claughton, where it remains. 

http://www.aboutlancs.com/whalley.htm


 

 

  

 
{ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ [ŜȅƭŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ŎƘŀƭƛŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ 
ΨǊŜǎǘƻǊŜ ƳŜŜ ǘƻ [ŀȅƭŀƴŘ ƛƴ [ŀƴƪŜǎƘƛǊŜΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ 
the bowl.  Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜŘ ǘƻ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ ƛƴ мупр ǿƘŜƴ 
the first mission was established there;   it is possible 
that it had originally come from the pre-Reformation 
{ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎΦ    At Fernyhalgh is a chalice, possibly 
rescued from the Franciscan convent in Donegal by a 
Lancashire General.  A chalice ŜƴƎǊŀǾŜŘ ΨǊŜǎǘƻǊŜ ƳŜ 
ǘƻ /ŀǘƻƴΩ ƛǎ ŀǘ IƻǊƴōȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 
used by the historian Lingard during the time he was 
priest there, between 1811 and 1851.      
 
A chalice is easier to hide than a vestment.  When 
repair work was being done in Warrington parish 
church, a hidden staircase was discovered probably 
once leading to the rood loft.  On the steps was a 
ǊƛŎƘƭȅ ŜƳōǊƻƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŎƘŀǎǳōƭŜΣ ƴƻǿ ƪŜǇǘ ŀǘ {ǘ !ƭōŀƴΩǎ 
Catholic Church. 
 
The various Acts of Uniformity during the reigns of 
Edward VI & Elizabeth I forbade the wearing of 
traditional Catholic vestments during worship.  
St. JohnΩs Chasuble must have been successfully 
hidden away until the rule of Queen Mary when the 
Catholic Church was re-established and an edict 
proclaimed that Mass could now be celebrated 
without fear of punishment and all vestments and 
artefacts used again. There is evidence that {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ 
chasuble had suffered some form of attack and 
repairs were made to it at the time it was re-shaped. 
 



 

 

  

The re-establishment was short lived as it was 
reversed by Elizabeth when she succeeded Mary and 
the Protestant Church became the Church of England. 
She enforced this by law although she showed some 
tolerance towards the Catholic Church. However, she 
was excommunicated by the Pope, survived a number 
of assassination plots by Catholics, and declared that 
any priest ordained during her reign was to leave the 
country within forty days. Any who disobeyed or who 
re-entered England, would automatically be guilty of 
high treŀǎƻƴΦ !ƴȅ ƭŀȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ ΨǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƭȅ ŀƴŘ 
ǿƛǘǘƛƴƎƭȅΩ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ǇǊƛŜǎǘ ǿŀǎ ƭƛŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀǘƘ 
penalty. Anyone who sent money to English colleges 
and seminaries abroad could lose their goods and 
suffer imprisonment. 
 
The Lancashire laity were able between them to 
sustain the practice of their faith, especially through a 
network of gentry and minor gentry families. The 
enforcement of these laws was spasmodic ς the 
Protestant gentry were mindful of their Catholic 
neighbours, and government officials acted with 
circumspection. 
 
In 1603 Elizabeth was succeeded by James VI of 
Scotland who became James I of England. He united 
the two countries which then became Great Britain.  
A more peace-loving monarch than his predecessors 
he managed to control religious and political factions 
for the next 22 years inducing a small degree of 
stability between Catholics and Protestants. 
 



 

 

  

In 1626 he was succeeded by his son Charles. Married 
to a Catholic, Charles, a Protestant, preferred a High 
Anglican form of worship. This did not please most of 
the population especially the Puritans and once again 
disputes between Protestant and Catholic factions 
arose. Financial problems also added to unrest and 
the outcome was the Civil War which led to the rise 
to power of Oliver Cromwell. 
 
Cromwell had embraced Puritanism and was 
intolerant of Catholic ceremonies although he did not 
outlaw them. He became more fanatical about 
Puritanism and allowed his armies to rampage almost 
out of control against the established church and the 
catholic communities so once again Catholic artefacts 
had to be hidden. The armies were particularly active 
in the north of England and the Battle of Preston took 
place at Penwortham. /ǊƻƳǿŜƭƭΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ 
weakened and eventually he was forced out of 
power. 
 
After spending many years in exile Charles II, the 
eldest surviving son of Charles I,  returned to claim 
the throne and, although a protestant, sympathised 
with the Catholic church and tried to legalise 
tolerance towards Catholics and Non-conformists but 
Parliament would have none of it. 
 
The plague and the Great Fire together with wars 
against the Dutch did nothing to endear him to 
Parliament but negotiating subsidies with the French 
and increasing trade abroad helped him to maintain 



 

 

  

an even relationship. He married his niece to the 
Protestant William of Orange in the hope of 
improving his standing with Parliament but the 
discord between religious factions continued and the 
Catholic and Non-conformist communities still 
struggled against the established power of the 
Protestant church. Charles eventually converted to 
Catholicism on his death bed in 1685. 
 
He was succeeded by his brother, James, who had 
converted to Catholicism in 1669 and took a stand 
against religious intolerance. James faced rebellion 
ŦǊƻƳ /ƘŀǊƭŜǎΩǎ ƛllegitimate son, the Duke of 
Monmouth who laid claim to the throne but this was 
ŎǊǳǎƘŜŘΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ WŀƳŜǎΩ 
efforts to give equality to Catholics caused more 
problems with parliament. He tried to promote 
Catholics to prominent positions and declared 
complete religious tolerance. His wife gave birth to a 
son and fears of Catholic succession prompted a 
group of Protestants to appeal to William of Orange, 
ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ƻŦ WŀƳŜǎΩ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ aŀǊȅ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ŀ 
Protestant, for help. William raised an army and 
James fled abroad. Parliament declared an abdication 
and crowned William and Mary. 
James helped by French support, returned with an 
army and landed in Ireland but was defeated at the 
battle of the Boyne. James again went into exile and 
never returned. 
 
 The hopes of Catholics were once again dashed. 
 



 

 

  

Now approaching the 18th century and under staunch 
Protestant rule Catholics faced more intolerance. The 
Bill of Rights of 1689 increased the power of 
parliament and declared it illegal for a Catholic to 
become King or Queen. 
 
Only in the early 19th century when Catholic 
Emancipation was established was it safe to bring out 
all the vestments and articles which had been hidden. 
 
From around this time the Chasuble at St. JohnΩs has 
been regularly used - and more repairs carried out - 
until recently when it was obviously deteriorating and 
a decision was taken to preserve it. 
Advice was sought from the Lancashire Conservation 
Studios in Preston and with the help and supervision 
of the Textile Conservation Officer, conservation work 
has been carried out; the Chasuble has been saved 
and will be around for many more years. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

  

The Catforth Relics 
 

 



 

 

  

 
PART II 

 
 
KNOWN HISTORY 
 
To date three references to the vestment have been 
found ς in the Lancaster Diocesan Directory for 1938, 
ƛƴ 5ƻƳ .ƭǳƴŘŜƭƭΩǎ ΨhƭŘ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ [ŀƴŎŀǎƘƛǊŜΩ ±ƻƭΦ нΣ ŀƭǎƻ 
published in 1938, and an article in the Gazette and 
Herald for April 30th 1938.   
 
Of these three the original source seems to be the 
Lancaster Diocesan Directory for 1938 which 
ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ Ψa series of historical sketches of the 
ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀǇŜƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ƛƻŎŜǎŜΧΧΧΧ ǘƘŀƴƪǎ ǘƻ 
ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƛǎƘ ǇǊƛŜǎǘǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΩΦ    
 
¢ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ǘ WƻƘƴΩǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜǎΥ    Ψ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ 
ǘǿƻ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǊŜƭƛŎǎ ŀǘ {ǘ WƻƘƴΩǎΦΩ   [here follows a 
description of an old bell]     Ψ¢ƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƻƭŘ 
red vestment dating certainly beyond penal times.  Its 
history is uncertain but it is said that about ninety 
years ago the vicar of the Protestant church handed it 
over to the Catholic prƛŜǎǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ΨǇŀǇƛǎǘΩΦ 
 
This description of St. WƻƘƴΩǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфоу 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊȅ 
which includes this reference to the vestment must 
therefore have been provided by Fr. Harker who was 
ŀǘ {ǘ WƻƘƴΩǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ мфор ŀƴŘ мфпнΣ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ 
succeeded the inimitable Canon Vaughan.  It was Fr 
Harker who involved the V & A in trying to give a date 



 

 

  

to the vestment but, as the museum pointed out, it 
was rather difficult for them to do so from the black 
and white photographs provided.  From the 
photographs ǘƘŜ ± ϧ ! ǎŀƛŘ Ψit is one of the most 
perfect pre- wŜŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǇŜŎƛƳŜƴǎ ƛƴ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜΩ and 
dated it as 1534.  More recent research into medieval 
vestments suggests that it could have been made as 
early as 1470. Illustrations of identical vestments 
appear in books dealing with the history of medieval 
embroidery. ¢ƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ΨhǇǳǎ !ƴƎƭƛŎŀƴǳƳΩ ς used on 
St. JohnΩs Chasuble ς ceased towards the end of the 
15th century. 
 
This therefore seems to be the source of the story of 
the vestment.  So where might Fr Harker have found 
the information?  The date is fairly specific ς Ψŀōƻǳǘ 
фл ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΩ - that would be around 1848.  It is 
possible that he might have got the information from 
an elderly parishioner who was repeating a 
ƎǊŀƴŘǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƛŜǎǘ ŀǘ {ǘ WƻƘƴΩǎ ŀǘ 
that time was Fr Philip Orrell who was there between 
1834 and 1862. 
 
The other two references:  
5ƻƳ .ƭǳƴŘŜƭƭΩǎ ΨhƭŘ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ [ŀƴŎŀǎƘƛǊŜΩ Ǿƻƭ н - simply 
repeats the text from the 1938 Directory virtually 
word for word.  However an interesting report in the 
Gazette and Herald for April 30th 1938 sheds some 
light.  On April 23 1938 ς {ǘ DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎ 5ŀȅ ς Fr Harker 
wore the vestment at the Mass held in celebration of 
the patron saint of England.  The writer comments Ψƛǘ 
is probably 50 years since this famous ceremonial 



 

 

  

garƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ǿƻǊƴ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩΦ   This implies it was 
possibly last worn in the 1880s.  Again who provided 
this date to the journalist - possibly an older member 
of the congregation?  
 
Was the vestment in Singleton? 
The journalist comments  ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ many of the old 
inhabitants of Poulton who are under the impression 
that it originally came from the old Catholic church at 
{ƛƴƎƭŜǘƻƴ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŘŜƳƻƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ мумоΦΩ 
 
In fact the old Catholic church in Singleton was not 
demolished in 1813.  In 1749 the new lord of the 
manor of Singleton, who owned the building which 
the Catholics had been using as a chapel, gave it to 
the Bishop of Chester to be used as a chapel of ease 
to Kirkham.   About 1770 a new Catholic chapel was 
built in Singleton and this was used until the new 
chapel was built in Poulton in 1813.   The Singleton 
Catholic chapel was again in use between 1832 and 
1860.   In 1809 the old Protestant chapel of ease was 
demolished and replaced by a new Protestant church 
and it in turn was replaced by the present St. Anne's 
Church in 1861.     
 
Was the vestment in Poulton? 
The vestment appears to come ǘƻ {ǘ WƻƘƴΩǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 
мупуΦ   Lǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƛƴ {ǘ /ƘŀŘΩǎ /ƘǳǊŎƘǿŀǊŘŜƴǎΩ 
accounts for 1846 that a good deal of work was done 
on the interior of the church:  the ceiling was raised;  
the inside walls were replastered and repainted;   
new  pews for  the churchwardens  and the  singers 



 

 

  

ǿŜǊŜ ŜǊŜŎǘŜŘΤ   ǘƘŜ  ǾƛŎŀǊΩǎ ǇŜǿ ǿŀǎ ŜƴƭŀǊƎŜŘ  ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ  
pulpit placed a little further back;  the font was 
brought in front of the reading desk; the 
commandments were repainted and  a painted 
window introduced at the east end.   Was it at this 
time of major internal re-ordering that the hidden 
ǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ {ǘ /ƘŀŘΩǎ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ {ǘ 
WƻƘƴΩǎΚ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŀƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƻ where 
ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎǘƻǊŜŘ ƛƴ {ǘ /ƘŀŘΩǎ, which was re-
ordered in the 1750s into a simple rectangular 
DŜƻǊƎƛŀƴ ΨǇǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ōƻȄΩ ǿƛǘƘ ƎŀƭƭŜǊƛŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǎƛŘŜǎ 
and the pulpit placed in the centre.  This design gives 
little storage space - other than the tower.    
   
The vestment is in remarkable condition, particularly 
when compared with other old vestments in 
Lancashire which have been in constant use and are 
very badly worn.   This may suggest that it was used 
very infrequently over its life time;  is it more likely 
that during times of trouble it was stored in the 
house of a local Catholic family rather than in a 
church? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

  

 
PART III 

 
 
HOW WAS IT MADE? 
 
 
Most of the following information is the result of 
extensive research by, and the knowledge and 
expertise of, Eleanor Palmer, Textile Conservation 
Officer at the Lancashire Conservation Studios. 
 
In the medieval period a sumptuous display of fabrics 
in dress was as important in the local parish as it was 
for royalty and aristocracy.  The use of rich fabrics 
and silver and gold threads together with pattern 
books of designs which included birds and beasts, all 
contributed to the development of designs which 
were used for both manuscripts and embroideries. 
 
The high cost of the materials, precious silk and fine 
embroidery, especially containing metallic threads, 
led to them being used economically and were often 
recycled. 
 
St. JohnΩs Chasuble is made from dark red silk velvet 
heavily embroidered in silk and couched gilt threads 
as well as tiny gilt spangles (sequins) and applied 
motifs depicting angels, seraphim with wings of 
peacock feathers and foliage enclosing pineapples. 
Sprays, originally worked in silver gilt threads, 



 

 

  

embroidered directly onto the velvet with spangles 
probably represent the Holy Spirit at Pentecost.   
The fabric is probably of Italian origin as velvet was 
not woven in England until the middle of the 16th 
century. 
It is in exceptionally good condition for its age ς 
approximately 540 years. 
 
Dated to the late 15th century it would originally have 
been bell shaped. (The word chasuble derives from 
Ŏŀǎǳƭŀ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƭŀǘƛƴ ŦƻǊ ΨƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘŜƴǘΩύΦ Because the 
weight made it difficult for the priest to raise his arms 
at the consecration it became customary to cut away 
the sides and the shield or fiddle shape evolved. 

 



 

 

  

 
 
 

Chasuble back ς the partial embroidered motifs at the 
edges indicate that the shape has been changed. 



 

 

  

 
 

Chasuble Front ς the green shaded area indicates the 
original shape before being cut away into the fiddle 

back shape. 
 

 
As silk velvet was a costly fabric it was used sparingly 
so the pieces were linked together by embroidered 
panels known as Orphreys*  on the centre front and 
back. The Pillar Orphrey on the front consists of three 
sections from the neck to the lower edge and 
contains images of two saints one at the top, thought 
to be St. Matthew, and one at the bottom, thought to 
be St. Thomas, with the figure of a nobleman in the 
centre.   
Forming the central part of the back of the chasuble 
the Cross Orphrey reaches from the neck to the lower 
edge and depicts, from the top, the Holy Spirit in the 
form of a Dove; I N R I*  above a Tau*-shaped crucifix 



 

 

  

with Christ; Angels catching His Holy Blood in cups; 
mourning figures of the Virgin Mary with the disciple, 
John, holding a book; a Saint with a book and club 
believed to be the image of St. James the Less who 
ǿŀǎ ƳǳǊŘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ōŜŀǘŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŦǳƭƭŜǊΩǎ ŎƭǳōΤ 
and part of the image of a nobleman. The amount of 
ermine ǘǊƛƳƳƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ƴƻōƭŜƳŀƴΩǎ Ŏƭƻŀƪ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǘ 
suggests that he could have been of royal descent ς 
maybe even the king. The ruling house around the 
time {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ chasuble was made was the house of 
Lancaster. 
 

 
 

Underside of front showing the two velvet sections 
joined by the Pillar Orphrey 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

  

 
 
Heavily embroidered with silk thread in many colours 
and with large areas of couched silver gilt the 
Orphreys would originally have had a very rich, 
ornate appearance. The facial features and the hands 
and feet are very clearly defined although some 
stitches are missing. 

 

  
 

Beautiful stitch detail 
 
 
 Assembled in a traditional manner the Orphreys 
consist of sections of embroidered architectural 
backgrounds with images chosen by the recipient 
added to the design. The backgrounds to the images 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƛƴǘΩǎ Ƙŀƭƻǎ ǿŜǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ŜƳōǊƻƛdered in 



 

 

  

silver gilt (now unfortunately tarnished) creating a 
very rich effect. 
 
 
The velvet most probably had had a previous life as it 
was the custom for rich patrons or members of the 
nobility to give their robes to priests or parishes to be 
converted into vestments. Faint vertical lines of wear 
have been identified which might indicate gathers in 
a robe. Velvet was a very costly fabric, not woven in 
England until the middle of the 16th century. It was 
most likely produced in Italy and imported. It may 
also have arrived in England in the form of robes. Silk 
fibres richly dyed were used and the cost would be 
well beyond the resources of local parishes. Only the 
wealthy cathedrals of Europe would have been able 
to afford new vestments. 
 
Because silk velvet was so precious it was used 
sparingly and regularly recycled. It was woven in 
narrow lengths and the use of the Orphreys served to 
cover seams or to bridge the gaps. 
 



 

 

  

 
 

Pillar Orphrey 
 

There were two designs of Orphrey ς a straight panel 
known as the Pillar Orphrey for the front of the 
Chasuble  
 



 

 

  

 
 

The Cross Orphrey  
 

and the Cross Orphrey for the back which would be 
dedicated to the crucifixion. This Orphrey was always 
larger and more ornately decorated than the Pillar 
Orphrey so that it would be seen by everyone in the 
congregation at the elevation of the sacraments. This 
sight would have been quite breathtaking as the 



 

 

  

flickering candle light would pick out the silver gilt 
embroidery and the tiny spangles on the velvet.  

 
The Orphreys themselves were constructed in small 
workshops ς usually by men. The architectural 
backgrounds followed traditional patterns and motifs 
chosen by the recipient such as images of saints and 
noblemen were included in the embroidery. The 
figures of Christ on the cross and those of St. John 
and Mary were appliquéd later. Among the 
embroidered motifs were figures richly robed in 
ermine which suggests nobility and could possibly be 
images of the benefactors.  The features of the 
figures were precisely stitched and details on the 
clothing can still be seen clearly. 

 
Lavishly ermine trimmed robes of a nobleman. 


