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A TALE OF TWO MAZERS: NEGOTIATING DONOR/RECIPIENT 

RELATIONSHIPS AT KENTISH MEDIEVAL HOSPITALS 

 

SHEILA SWEETINBURGH 

 

 

For a journal that derives its articles from both archaeologists and 

historians, it may be especially appropriate to consider an investigation of 

two medieval objects that are specifically linked to Kent, and can still be 

found in two of the county’s museums. Furthermore, the study of material 

culture and what it can reveal about the past has grown in popularity over 

recent decades, both within academia and what is sometimes labelled 

‘popular’ or ‘public’ history. In addition, the cross-fertilization of ideas 

among archaeologists, art historians and cultural historians has been 

enhanced by the ideas of social anthropologists and historical 

geographers.1  

These approaches can be extremely fruitful when examining 

different social groups outside the elite; and among the areas of 

investigation that has benefitted is the study of gift-giving, including an 

exploration of the gift itself. The classic text remains Marcel Mauss’ The 

Gift, but valuable recent scholarship includes Arjun Appaduria’s The 

Social Life of Things and Natalie Davis’ The Gift.2 As well as exploring 

what might be seen as the final result, the acquisition of an object, there 

has been a realisation that perhaps even more noteworthy is the process 

whereby the gift(s) moves to its new owner(s). This process might be 

explained as the passing of object ‘B’ from ‘A’, as donor, to ‘C’ as 

recipient.  When this process involved a charitable institution, such as a 

hospital, it might be envisaged that the action of ‘A’ could be labelled 

gift-giving; that is an event within what Robert Swanson called the 
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‘spiritual economy’.3 Consequently, it seems feasible to look beyond this 

first action and instead to see it as the beginning of a series of events: the 

act of giving by ‘A’ and receiving by ‘C’ likely to produce a response 

from ‘C’, a reciprocal act of giving where a second object/action ‘D’ was 

received by ‘A’.4 John Davis has examined the significance of this 

process, and both he and Pierre Bourdieu believe that the timing of these 

two linked, although in some ways separate, events requires particular 

consideration.5  

Among the issues these acts of gift-giving raise are the ways 

relationships were established and maintained by benefactors and 

beneficiaries, where the inner world of the hospital met the outer world of 

society, which in turn had implications for how each side saw themselves, 

saw others and were seen by others. Sometimes such events were 

recorded in written form, for example, saints’ lives, chronicles, charters 

and registers, which together with objects such as relics, reliquaries, seals 

and books, were used to construct and foster foundation legends and 

histories about particular religious houses. This production of a narrative 

about an institution’s creation and development, and its relationships with 

patrons and benefactors was made by and relied heavily on the social 

memory of those in the house’s community. By retelling legends about 

the institution’s past, including displaying these objects and pointing out 

these texts, the community established its identity, which was important 

for those living in the present, but equally for future generations.6 To take 

an example from Kent, in the early thirteenth century the prior and 

canons at St Gregory’s Priory in Canterbury apparently employed such 

measures as they sought to establish their house and its credentials in the 

city’s increasingly congested spiritual economy.7 In their case, they seem 

to have used oral memory, texts and material culture. The survival of the 

priory’s cartulary and second seal means that using the ideas discussed 
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above the actions of the canons can be investigated regarding their 

relations with others, but where only the presumed gift survives the task 

of the historian becomes far more difficult. 

In these circumstances an understanding of the object’s cultural 

value in history may require both an investigation of the piece itself, but 

also comparable assessments that draw on theoretical approaches from 

other disciplines. Regarding these mazers, two ideas from Daniel Miller’s 

edited collection Material Cultures: why some things matter would seem 

to be especially valuable: the first relates to the notion that it is fruitful to 

‘address the materiality’ of the object.8 For example one of the essays 

looks at banners in Ulster, which means it is necessary to explore what a 

banner is made from, what it portrayed on it and how this is done, which 

in turn would provide the researcher with a better understanding of its 

role in the political arena. Moreover, it would then offer a means to 

compare banners to other forms in the same environment, such as murals 

and marching. 

The second concept from Miller concerns what he calls the ‘idea of 

“mattering”’ which he believes is best understood through what people 

actually did with things rather than what they said. For Miller and his 

contributors this required careful and close studies that needed to take 

account, for example, of the places producers and users of objects 

deployed, which might involve public spaces such as meeting halls. In 

these instances the primary audience would be the participants 

themselves as the community which produced the object, but this might 

be extended outwards as an expression of that community to others. This 

second audience brings ideas about ‘the other’ into the equation, who 

may view themselves as either witnesses or bystanders. Such plurality has 

implications concerning how participants and audiences see themselves 

and how they are and/or wish to be seen by others. Moreover, these ways 
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of seeing can change over time in response to particular events that are 

likely to involve the use of objects, and thus personal and group identity 

is often unstable, being open to manipulation. Employing these ideas for 

the study of these two mazers has offered a means to explore 

contemporary ideas about the uses and meanings of gifts in later medieval 

society, even though little if anything is provable about the mazers’ early 

history.   

 

Guy of Warwick mazer 

 

Today the Guy of Warwick mazer is housed in Canterbury’s Heritage 

Museum, one of four mazers belonging to St Nicholas’ hospital (at 

nearby Harbledown) that before its return to Canterbury was for several 

decades on display at the Victoria and Albert Museum. Its presence at the 

prestigious London museum rested partly on its rarity, few early 

fourteenth-century mazers survive, but also on the quality of the piece. It 

is a treasured piece, and this was probably equally the case in the 

fourteenth century.9  

Most mazers were made from the European maple, though 

occasionally these highly polished turned drinking bowls might be 

walnut, elm or plane.10 The wood itself provided considerable decoration, 

characteristically having a speckled appearance.11 To this was generally 

added a silver or silver-gilt band around the rim and a roundel or 

medallion at the centre, the latter frequently engraved or possibly 

enamelled, or more rarely having a jewel set there.12 Other features might 

include a silver or silver-gilt foot and a wooden cover, and there is an 

exceedingly rare example of such a painted cover in the Canterbury 

museum that also belongs to St Nicholas’.13 Varying considerably in size 

and quality some mazers were intended for individual use, but most were 
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employed as communal drinking vessels, and such ceremonial pieces 

continue to be used at certain Oxford and Cambridge colleges, civic 

corporations and the London guilds.14 As items of plate it is not clear how 

common they were in the fourteenth century because of a lack of textual 

and physical evidence, but a century later they seem to have been widely 

used in wealthy households and institutions from the numerous references 

in testaments and inventories, as well as surviving examples.15  

 Compared to the hospital’s other mazers, and to such vessels more 

generally, the Guy of Warwick mazer is comparatively large and also 

fairly deep (Fig. 1). It has a plain silver-gilt band covering the rim inside 

and out, which is probably an original feature, but the foot is said to be a 

later addition. This silver-gilt base is thought to be an early fifteenth-

century modification due to the simplicity of the ornamentation which 

comprises a simple four-leafed flower pattern around its circumference.16 

The central medallion is also silver-gilt, with its repoussé image probably 

made by stamping a die on the reverse.17 Around the edge of the roundel 

is an Anglo-Norman inscription in Lombardic capitals: ‘GY DE 

WARWYC : AD ANOVN : KECI OCCIS : LE DRAGOVN ’  (‘Guy of 

Warwick is his name; who here slays the dragon’) (Fig. 2). Larger in 

scale than the other figures, the central figure is a mounted knight the 

type of armour judged to be compatible with an early fourteenth-century 

date.18 He is carrying a shield with the Beauchamp arms (gules a fess 

between six cross-crosslets) on his left arm and in his other hand he holds 

a long lance.19 The knight is shown spearing a dragon in the chest and the 

horse’s hooves also trample the dragon which is lying on its back. The 

scene bears some resemblance to images in two British Library 

manuscripts, the artist in both cases thought to have been working in 

London.20 Among the illustrations in the Taymouth Hours, dated c.1325-

35, is one showing Guy slaying the dragon with the beast again on its 
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back.21 However Guy’s lance enters the creature’s mouth, not its chest, 

but perhaps more interestingly, even though Guy is named below the 

manuscript illustration, as he is on the roundel, his shield is blank. The 

absence of the Beauchamp arms in the manuscript image does not appear 

to be due to its being unfinished, and, even though an oversight cannot be 

ruled out, it does suggest that, unlike the commissioner of the manuscript, 

that of the mazer was exceptionally keen to link the Beauchamp family to 

the legendary hero.22 This difference is even more remarkable when 

considering Guy’s shield in the Smithfield Decretals, for here it is merely 

a stylised design.23 Returning to the mazer, to the viewer’s left and in 

front of the horse’s head is a crouching lion.24 The lion’s posture may 

indicate fear but, as in the manuscripts where the poem refers to its 

subsequent dog-like devotion and playfulness, the idea of praise and 

gratitude towards Guy as its saviour seems more likely.25 The scene on 

the mazer’s roundel is framed by trees, thereby evoking the notion of a 

forest (wilderness) where the dragon-slaying took place.  

The romance Gui de Warewic was composed in the early thirteenth 

century in Anglo-Norman French. It seems to have been extremely 

popular among the aristocracy, and by the time the mazer was produced 

the romance had been translated into Old French and Middle English.26 

Even though Guy slew two dragons in the romance, spatial limitations 

meant the maker of the mazer could only illustrate one event. The use of 

the dragon/lion episode seems to suggest that the maker or commissioner 

wanted to emphasise Guy’s worthiness. For in going beyond the literal 

narrative of the romance, those involved could draw out deeper meanings 

that were entirely in keeping with medieval perspectives; thus in the 

cosmic battle between good and evil he had destroyed the evil dragon and 

saved the good lion, which in terms of contemporary symbolism might 

also be seen as representing Christ and/or the resurrection.27 Furthermore, 
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the idea that a single image or salient scenes might be used to encapsulate 

the whole narrative was well understood, and thus for the mazer’s first 

owner the dragon/lion scene could invoke the second dragon slaying, as 

well as other aspects of the legend.28 In the second episode Guy killed the 

Irish dragon in Northumberland, an action he did at the request of King 

Athelstan. By so doing Guy not only demonstrated his obedience, bravery 

and chivalric attributes as befitted a knight by agreeing to the king’s 

request, but he saved the kingdom from an evil invader. Consequently he 

was not solely a hero in feudal terms but equally a national hero because 

Athelstan was king of England, an idea that in the troubled second decade 

of the fourteenth century may have had particular resonance nationally 

and specifically for the Beauchamp family.29  In addition, as well as being 

a national martial hero Guy showed other attributes, his noble qualities 

placing him within the debate on what constituted true nobility, character 

or blood. 

For one noble family such ideas were especially important, and the 

idea that this mattered to the Beauchamp earls of Warwick is evident 

throughout the later Middle Ages. In the thirteenth century the 

Beauchamps adopted Guy as an honoured ‘ancestor’, thereby providing 

themselves with an ancient and illustrious pedigree which had sprung 

from a chivalric knight and national hero.30 Parallels between the Guy of 

romance and the Beauchamps can be seen in several ways, for example 

marriage in both cases provided the opportunity to join the great 

magnates. According to the legend Guy, as the son of the steward, gained 

his title through his marriage to Felice, the earl’s daughter; whereas 

William de Beauchamp became earl in 1268 when he succeeded his 

maternal uncle, his father’s marriage to Isabel Mauduits providing the 

necessary link.31 Earl William’s desire to highlight this close association 

was strengthened, in 1271, through the naming of his own son Guy. As 
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his father’s successor, Earl Guy continued the connection between the 

Beauchamps and the romance of his Saxon ‘ancestor’, as well as 

establishing links to the Cistercian house of Bordesley Abbey in 

Worcestershire. Among the forty books he gave to the abbey in 1305 was 

a copy of the Guy romance.32  

For the legendary Guy his marriage to Felice was not enough, and 

in seeking to save his soul he renounced the world and took up arms as a 

pilgrim knight. While on pilgrimage he served God by killing the Saracen 

giant before returning to England where he first killed the giant Colbrond 

to save England for Athelstan and ‘for him þat dyed on rode’, and then 

returned to Warwick.33 During his absence Felice, as befitted a noble 

lady, had spent her time performing good works and she gave alms to 

Guy, not recognising him to be her long lost husband. Thereafter Guy left 

to become a hermit in the forest nearby, but he does not live for much 

longer and his soul is taken to heaven by St Michael. Such episodes 

highlight Guy’s role as an English hero-saint, as Robert Rouse calls him, 

offering the Beauchamps an exemplary model.34 His extreme piety, 

moreover, even if not followed to the same intensity, was still shared by 

the family because the first earl and his brother William apparently 

considered going on crusade. In addition, other family members were 

substantial religious benefactors, while certain female members became 

nuns at Shouldham Priory, Norfolk.35 Thus, the subject matter and, most 

particularly, the presence of the Beauchamp arms on the knight’s shield, 

appear to point to the mazer having belonged in the fourteenth century to 

a member of the Beauchamp family, or at the very least to a family 

retainer. Even though the first definitive reference to the mazer dates 

from 1785, it is feasible that it was among ‘four mazers’ recorded as 

being at the hospital in the 1540s.36 In addition, tradition and the presence 

of several other contemporary pieces among the hospital’s possessions 
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suggest that this object has been at St Nicholas’ hospital for centuries, 

and possibly since the fourteenth century.37 Yet, notwithstanding the 

provenance of the Guy of Warwick mazer must remain speculative, it is 

conceivable that its presence at the hospital is linked to a member of the 

Beauchamp family or its affinity, and to someone who had connections to 

Kent.38 Furthermore, as well as exploring this hypothesis in terms of who, 

why and the implications for the parties involved, using the ideas outlined 

at the start of this article and, in particular, Ginsburg’s contention that 

‘other things being equal, the interpretation requiring fewest hypotheses 

should generally be taken as the most probable’, this investigation can be 

extended to consider late medieval notions of patronage, piety and the 

pursuit of salvation.39 

Before turning to the family itself, Robert de Herle is the only 

fourteenth-century member of the Beauchamps’ affinity identified so far 

who fulfils the Kentish criterion. According to Sebastian Barfield, Robert 

maintained strong links to Earl Thomas in the early 1360s even though he 

was in royal service as constable of Dover Castle and warden of the 

Cinque Ports.40 Nonetheless, this seems to be a relatively tenuous 

association and certain contemporary Beauchamp family members would 

appear to have had a far stronger connection to Kent, and more 

specifically to Canterbury. The subject matter of the roundel, as well as 

more extensive landholding and other links, may suggest that a male 

member of the family is likely, and, in particular, one of Earl Guy’s direct 

descendants. Yet it is worth noting that the giving of such items was not 

gender specific, female members of the family did occasionally bequeath 

cups, bowls and covers to their offspring, as well as more frequently 

being the recipients of similar items.41 In addition, Maud, one of the 

daughters of Earl Guy, married Geoffrey de Say whose landholdings 
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included the manor of Fredville in Nonington (halfway between 

Canterbury and Dover).42  

Among Earl Guy’s sons and grandsons (and great-grandsons) there 

are a number of possible contenders, but John his son and Thomas his 

grandson seem to be the most plausible. At his death in 1360 John de 

Beauchamp, Maud’s brother, similarly held land at Nonington, including 

twelve acres in gavelkind from his widowed sister’s manor. However he 

also held further lands in the area, including a much larger holding in 

gavelkind, comprising a messuage and over seventy-two acres, of the 

manor of Easole belonging to St Alban’s Abbey.43 He had also been a 

royal office holder in the county, having been warden of the Cinque 

Ports, a position that presumably involved visits to Canterbury.  

His other Canterbury connections are even stronger because he 

held lands in Kent from the archbishop and from the prior and convent of 

Christ Church; and he also sought to establish a chantry in Canterbury 

Cathedral. This wish was part of his post-mortem provisions, although 

presumably there had been some preliminary discussions with the prior 

before his death in 1360.44 John wanted his chantry to be in the chapel of 

Our Lady Undercroft, staffed by a monk wearing vestments displaying 

the Beauchamp arms who would say mass daily for the souls of Sir John, 

his parents and his brother. The chantry’s endowment comprised what 

John referred to as his manor of Easole but the prior believed this would 

be insufficient for the convent’s needs and declined the offer.45 This 

disinclination on the part of the prior may reflect the community’s long-

standing prohibition on lay burials and associated provisions within the 

cathedral space, as Francis Woodman notes, especially at a time when the 

priory was not actively seeking donors.46 Alternatively, it may have 

resulted from the prior’s engagement in other, potentially far more 

lucrative, negotiations regarding this crypt chapel. Assuming the dating 
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assigned to a letter in the Christ Church Priory letter books is correct, 

John may have been aware of the Black Prince’s desire to establish his 

own chantry there; indeed it may have influenced his proposal so that in 

death as in life he could remain close to his lord.47  

It is probably worth remembering that John had been especially 

favoured by Edward III in 1348 when he was one of six knights who, 

with the Black Prince, received a surcoat of Indian silk at the king’s 

expense. Moreover, John and his elder brother Earl Thomas had been 

founder members of the highly prestigious Order of the Garter.48 Both 

had provided distinguished service for the Crown in France being present 

at the battle of Crecy (1346) among other exploits, and John was raised to 

the rank of banneret in 1348.49 Continuing within the Black Prince’s 

affinity in the 1350s, Sir John received several choice gifts including one 

of the Prince’s highly prized mares, wine and a cloth of ‘Turkie’, and 

further evidence of this relationship rests on various financial transactions 

between the two men which involved the Prince’s purchase of two 

rubies.50 Yet notwithstanding John de Beauchamp’s standing and wealth, 

the prior at Christ Church had other priorities and eight years later he 

again refused to countenance a Beauchamp chantry in the crypt chapel 

when John’s nephew, the young Earl Thomas II , sought to revive his late 

uncle’s request. The earl’s initiative may relate to the Prince’s 

refurbishment of Our Lady Undercroft as his preferred burial site, the 

prior’s refusal apparently provoking Thomas to look elsewhere on his 

uncle’s behalf.51  

 Although presumably unaware of the difficulties regarding his 

proposed chantry, John engaged in further pious works, including seeking 

burial in London before the image of the Virgin in the nave at St Paul’s 

Cathedral.52 His nephew too, established ties to certain religious 

institutions outside the family’s patrimony of Warwickshire and 
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Worcestershire.53 These included joining the confraternity of St Alban’s 

Abbey, perhaps as a consequence of the Nonington connection, and 

patronising the Gilbertine double house at Shouldham.54 Consequently it 

is possible that either John or Thomas might have wished to establish 

additional pious relationships with Kentish ecclesiastical houses, 

especially those in and around Canterbury, that included the provision of 

some form of post-mortem intercession for themselves, their family and 

benefactors. For Thomas (and other members of the family) this would 

become feasible later in his lifetime when, after about 1378, successive 

priors were engaged in major, long-running, highly expensive rebuilding 

projects involving the nave and cloisters that were still not complete 

when Thomas died in 1400.55  

However in 1369 (and the previous decade) such opportunities at 

Canterbury Cathedral were apparently limited, which may have led Earl 

Thomas II  to St Nicholas’s hospital at Harbledown.56 As noted above, 

even among their peers, members of the family seem to have particularly 

favoured the giving of precious items as bequests within the family (and 

sometimes to others), often naming the previous donor, occasionally 

when the gift-giving had taken place, or who had used the object. For 

example, William de Beauchamp (1296) bequeathed a cup to his wife 

which had been given to him by the bishop of Worcester; and Earl 

Thomas I (1369) bequeathed to William his son a casket of gold 

containing a bone of St George that had been given to him by Thomas 

earl of Lancaster at his christening, while his daughter Stafford was to 

receive the silver bowl he always used.57 Thus relics and cups seem to 

have been highly valued as gifts, perhaps including the Guy of Warwick 

mazer, even though it cannot be counted as a relic of the family’s 

esteemed ancestor.58  
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However if the donor of the mazer to St Nicholas’ hospital was Sir 

John or Earl Thomas II  rather than another member of the Beauchamp 

family, the choice of this archiepiscopal leper hospital remains intriguing, 

notwithstanding John’s connection to the archbishop through feudal 

tenure and acquaintance. However, it is possible to see the logic because 

lepers were considered by some as special in spiritual terms. Thus 

although Guy of Warwick’s pilgrimage was to the Holy Land, not 

Canterbury, and he had exercised choice in his becoming a pilgrim and 

later a hermit, his spirituality was not totally alien to the ideal of the leper 

separated from friends and family, who, as a penitent was willing and 

able to place himself in God’s service through prayer, in this case for his 

and the hospital’s benefactors including, perhaps, John de Beauchamp.59 

As a result the mazer could have been seen as an appropriate gift to a 

suitable institution because as an object it conveyed ideas through the 

piece itself, and most particularly through the medallion about the 

family’s longevity, nobility, piety and charity; the hospital in some ways 

acting as a mirror image of these attributes. In addition, the gift-giving 

confirmed the status of the participants, and for John or Thomas (or other 

members of the family) had the potential to provide future spiritual 

benefits. 

Unfortunately there is nothing in the hospital’s archive to indicate 

how this might have occurred, but assuming the mazer was such a gift, it 

seems likely that the actual handing over of the mazer to St Nicholas’ 

would have involved some sort of ceremony, possibly in the hospital 

chapel at the high altar, or in the chapter house.60 The act of giving was 

probably followed by a feast, thereby highlighting the singularity of the 

object in the eyes of donor, recipient and those witnessing the event.61 

How it was used thereafter remains equally speculative, but the object 

itself and comparative evidence may provide some ideas. For example, it 
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might be surmised that the quality of the craftsmanship and the subject 

matter of the roundel would have made it a treasured piece for itself and 

for the connection it fostered between the hospital and the donor (the 

particular member of the Beauchamp family). Moreover it seems likely 

that the leading men at the hospital would have understood the 

association between the illustration, other aspects of Guy’s life, the 

present Beauchamp family and the hospital because the legend was well 

known and at least two manuscripts containing the romance were at other 

Canterbury institutions.62  

 Additionally, mazers were seen as communal drinking bowls, and 

ones such as this were presumably used on special occasions, perhaps at 

the hospital’s high table in the refectory on the anniversary of the donor’s 

death, of its donation, or in association with the hospital’s patronal day as 

part of any confraternity celebrations. Also, it is conceivable that this 

celebration would have included the donor during his lifetime as an 

honoured guest, even though its taking place at a leper hospital may have 

raised certain difficulties.63 Yet whether the donor was present or not, 

after his death such occasions would have been important, the cup and the 

act of drinking providing a mark of remembrance at a time of heightened 

emotional and spiritual response, especially for those who had witnessed 

the original gift-giving. As a result the donor would have been counted 

among the hospital’s honoured benefactors.64 Al though examples from 

textual sources of the use of such esteemed items are limited, there are 

certain indicators. For example, among the convent’s possessions at 

Durham Cathedral Priory was a great mazer called the St Beedes Bowl 

that was probably used as a communal drinking vessel at festivals linked 

to the Venerable Bede.65 Similarly, at Canterbury Cathedral on the feast 

days of St Thomas the prior and monks may have drunk together from the 

St Thomas Cup in the refectory.66  
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A further consideration regarding the mazer’s potential to become 

a treasured object, that is at the top of a hierarchy of mazer bowls at the 

hospital, is linked to the slightly later addition of the silver-gilt stand. 

These stands or feet became even more extreme during the fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries, but in this example it still makes the piece very 

distinctive. Its new shape, more chalice-like than bowl, might have given 

any communal use extra poignancy, especially if it was used at 

confraternal celebrations, on obit days or in association with a later 

chantry that was established at the hospital chapel.67 This is not to suggest 

that the brothers and sisters would have envisaged themselves in heretical 

terms regarding the mass, but rather that communally they came together 

as a confraternity, as the disciples at the last supper had done, to pass the 

cup from hand to hand. Such ideas seem to have been current with regard 

to the bread. Gervase Rosser has highlighted the link between the 

distribution of ‘holy bread’ among the congregation at the church door at 

the end of the parish mass and the sharing of bread at fraternal feasts, 

which too followed the patronal mass and was often accompanied by 

quasi-liturgical rites involving great candles, prayers and occasionally 

hymns.68 Nor may the idea of the gift of bodily and spiritual nourishment 

have been confined to those belonging to the hospital because the donor 

may have wished to indicate his recognition of the institution’s own 

charitable works: the gift of hospitality to those who passed its gate. 

Consequently in the mid fourteenth century the mazer was probably 

valued by both the donor and recipient, their relationship demonstrated 

through Guy’s story – as a pilgrim he was sustained at the city gate by the 

alms he received and as a hermit, an outsider, he could offer shelter and 

spiritual nourishment to passers-by. Moreover, as the cup was passed 

from person to person, the physicality of the process – receiving, 

drinking, giving and witnessing – may have meant that those present were 
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more aware of the cup’s worth to St Nicholas’ for it belonged to them as 

they belonged to each other and the hospital community.69  

Such ideas are conceivable for the mid and perhaps late fourteenth 

century, that is within living memory of the donation assuming it did 

indeed take place then, the mazer providing an object that was ‘good to 

remember with’.70 Yet longer term this presumably became increasingly 

problematic for social memory relies on narrative, on images, the story 

open to embellishment within certain parameters that are acceptable to 

the community.71 Nonetheless, even though why the mazer mattered to St 

Nicholas’ hospital changed over time, the proposition discussed here 

about its early history seems valid in Ginzburg’s terms. Thus the mazer as 

gift and its potential to act as a means of maintaining a commemorative 

relationship between the Beauchamp family  and the hospital community 

offers insights regarding patronage, as well as expressions of later 

medieval piety. 

 

The Christine Pikefish mazer 

 

The second mazer considered here belongs to the corporation of 

Sandwich and is housed in the town’s museum in the guild hall (Fig. 3). 

Unlike the Guy mazer it is no longer part of a collection, although in 

1494 it may have been one of three listed in an inventory of the goods of 

St John’s hospital there.72 It is of a similar size to the Warwick mazer but 

plainer and is a slightly different shape, being deeper. There is no 

decoration on the rim but it does have an engraved central silver roundel. 

Around the edge of the medallion are the words ‘Cristine Pikefysch pro 

anima’ and in the middle there is a figure of a woman carrying a staff and 

what looks like an vial or flask on a stand. She is wearing a simple gown 

and head covering (Fig. 4). The staff may suggest that she is a pilgrim, a 
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hypothesis perhaps substantiated by the bottle-shaped vessel or possibly a 

flask, which may be intended to show that she has returned from visiting 

Becket’s shrine. Even though ampullae containing St Thomas’s blood 

were the favoured relic of Canterbury pilgrims, it is possible that the 

vessel was of the type used to hold consecrated or sacramental oils, and 

St Thomas of Canterbury was said to have received such a vessel from 

the Virgin Mary.73 Even though this must remain speculation, it is 

feasible that the woman shown here is meant to be Christine, and that she 

wishes to be seen as a pilgrim who is linked to one of the most important 

international cults in western Christendom. As well as seemingly 

indicating her connection with Becket’s cult, the vessel shows her as an 

instrument of healing: she has a token from his shrine which has the 

potential to provide miraculous cures.74 Although this might be pushing 

the symbolism too far, the image may show that she, like Everyman, has 

completed her physical (and spiritual) pilgrimage, and with her good 

deeds (her vessel) is now ready for death and the resurrection of the 

soul.75 In addition, the gift of a mazer might be seen as especially 

appropriate in terms of a hospital because even though its use might have 

been reserved to those living at St John’s, symbolically all could partake 

thereby providing drink to the thirsty, one of the seven corporal works of 

mercy.76  

The depiction of Christine is engraved which may mean it is a 

unique article, unlike the Guy of Warwick mazer where the Guy 

medallion came from a mould. The singularity of the piece seems 

important and may suggest that in terms of ‘mattering’, this mazer 

mattered a great deal to Christine, and she may have commissioned it 

specially. Alternatively, it is feasible that her husband was responsible for 

its creation or even conceivably her children, if she had any. Very little is 

now known about Christine and her husband William Pikefish; neither 
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appear in the Sandwich town records, nor in any of the local testamentary 

materials but they are both listed in the St John’s hospital register at 

Sandwich. William became a hospital brother in 1408, his wife joining 

the community a decade later, yet within a year of her entering he was 

dead.77 She remained there as a sister for a further five years, dying in 

1424. William may have been one of the more senior members of the 

hospital community because he served as master in 1413, whereas his 

wife, as a woman, could not hold an official post at St John’s. Their 

relationship with the hospital is fairly typical, husbands often entering 

first, and like many brothers and sisters there is nothing to suggest that 

they were not of the ‘middling sort’, although not necessarily from 

Sandwich itself. According to the hospital records, William paid 40s. 

when he became a brother, however nothing is recorded against 

Christine’s name. Although not unknown it is unusual, and even where 

the entry gift was work on the hospital rather than cash, it was still noted 

in the register.78 The absence of anything against her name is suggestive 

and it is feasible that she gave the mazer to St John’s in 1418. Under such 

circumstances it might have been considered unnecessary to list it 

because its presence at St John’s was sufficient, it mattered to the hospital 

authorities as it did to Christine and William. To the Pikefish couple this 

symbolically rich object might have been envisaged as her ‘passport’ 

through purgatory, the link illustrated through the inscription, the 

depiction of her and the act of giving itself. Alternately, the act of 

drinking itself was believed in some cases to provide spiritual benefits. 

Like the early sixteenth-century Saffron Walden mazer, the Archbishop 

Scrope mazer from York (Fig. 5), which is a contemporary piece to 

Christine Pikefish’s, explicitly offered an indulgence (of forty days) to all 

who drank in remembrance of the ‘martyred’ archbishop.79 
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To try to understand how it might have been used at St John’s and 

thus why and how it probably mattered to the community there, it is 

worth considering the regulations of another Sandwich hospital. Among 

the ordinances for St Bartholomew’s hospital was one which stated that 

every Sunday the brothers and sisters should each pay a farthing towards 

the common ale pot and that they should drink together, the evening 

ending with the saying of prayers for the souls of the hospital’s 

benefactors.80 Notwithstanding there is nothing in the St John’s archive to 

prove the community did the same, it does seem a strong possibility 

because the regulations at both these civic hospitals stress the importance 

of commonality in the daily life of these institutions, and fraternal rites on 

Sundays may have been thought especially appropriate. To drink from the 

mazer given to them by someone who might have been well-known even 

before she became a sister had the potential to make her an esteemed 

member of the community. Consequently, it may have led to first her 

husband and then Christine joining the list of benefactors prayed for 

weekly by their fellows, the couple in death, as in life, continuing to be 

part of the fraternity of St John’s.81 Furthermore, the idea of creating 

memorials before death was envisaged as perfectly acceptable, for 

example the commissioning of a funeral monument, the object acting as 

reminder of impending death and thus producing a sense of humility.82 

Thus for Christine, and perhaps her husband too, the mazer may be 

envisaged as a mnemonic token of her negotiated relationship with St 

John’s hospital. 

 

For some scholars the concept of the ‘social life of things’ offers the 

potential for an exploration of the social and cultural meaning of objects 

in the past beyond their initial creation and use.83 Even though others 

have questioned this notion, especially with respect to ‘everyday objects’, 
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it still may be informative to explore what may have happened to these 

mazers in the longer term with respect to the maintenance of relationships 

using ideas about social memory and material culture.84 In particular such 

an approach needs to consider whether the mazers continued to matter 

and how this might change over time, both with respect to individual and 

social memory. The three points in the history of these objects explored 

are: the later aftermath of the mazers’ arrival at the hospital; the mid 

sixteenth century, and the time when they were physically removed from 

their respective hospital and placed in museums. 

  Taking certain ideas from Alan Radley: ‘memory is fabricated by 

people for people, through the shaping or exchange of objects [but] there 

can be no guarantee, of course, that the recipients of such gifts will 

always, if ever, remember the donor in quite the way that it was hoped or 

intended’.85 And that the reception, understanding and hence 

remembering might be ‘a mix of intentional and fortuitous 

circumstances’, it becomes noticeable that, as he says, this may also be 

seen as a dialogue where the donor seeks to construct a particular image 

of himself, his chosen objects offering repositories of knowledge and 

mimetic aids (as in theatres of memory) for the recipient who might then 

remould or reshape this mental collaboration based on his own 

perceptions and remembering.86 Where this applies to social memory, as 

Fentress and Wickham highlight, words are the primary way of 

conveying these ‘memories’ but in certain instances rituals serve the same 

purpose – the meaning being acted out.87 Moreover, for these ideas about 

past events to be meaningful to an entire group they have to be 

conventionalized and simplified and, furthermore, how true they are in 

factual terms is not the issue. Instead it is important to realise that an 

image held in memory is a concept, which means that even though it is 

normally assumed that memories are real, that they derive from a real 



21 

event, with regard to social memory the images may refer to 

circumstances that took place so long ago that they were not witnessed by 

the group. Consequently through the processes of evolution and change, 

the group has no way of knowing whether its rituals really do refer to 

something real.88  

For those who had not witnessed the arrival of the mazers at St 

Nicholas’ and St John’s, but who partook in the communal drinking 

rituals, their remembrance of John or Thomas de Beauchamp and 

Christine Pikefish, and the events surrounding these people’s relationship 

with the two hospitals was constructed from their activities as a hospital 

community: the drinking itself and the stories that were presumably told 

and retold about the donors. The roundels in the two mazers might have 

influenced how and what was told but the narratives were otherwise out 

of the donors’ control. Yet the explicit concern for her soul on the part of 

Christine Pikefish may have meant that this aspect of her desired 

relationship with the fellowship at St John’s remained intact; but whether 

the Beauchamp family achieved something comparable is, perhaps, less 

likely. 

  However by the mid sixteenth century, the relationship between the 

donors and their recipients seemingly had altered. Even though St 

Nicholas’ and St John’s continued to accommodate local people, both 

hospitals having survived the Dissolution, the shift away from communal 

living towards a system of individual almshouses had marked 

implications.89 Whether this meant the end of communal rituals such as 

drinking together is unclear but doctrinal changes would have had an 

effect on their meanings, and possibly also the festivities themselves. 

Unfortunately the records at neither hospital mention such activities, yet 

at St Nicholas’ the placing in the 1540s inventory of the item ‘four 

mazers’ between two chalices and a damask cope, followed by a long list 
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of other vestments, may imply that the mazers were kept in the chapel.90 

Notwithstanding this may always have been the case, it could indicate 

that they were no longer seen as objects to be used communally, 

becoming instead heirlooms for display. Whether something similar 

happened at St John’s is even less certain, nonetheless how the 

community constructed its memory of the donors may similarly have 

changed. The 1490s inventory lists the mazers as being in the jewel chest 

which was in the jewel chamber over the hall, the chest additionally 

containing certain ecclesiastical items.91 Yet a couple of great pans were 

also in the jewel chamber, which may indicate that there was less 

demarcation between the spiritual and the worldly than at St Nicholas’ 

hospital fifty years later. Nevertheless, it is conceivable that there was 

still a relationship between the parties at both institutions: Guy of 

Warwick and Christine Pikefish may have continued to have meaning for 

the respective hospital communities with respect to notions of continuity, 

propriety and tradition. 

But what happened when the mazers were physically removed and 

placed in the respective museums? The Pikefish mazer must have left St 

John’s when the hospital closed in the mid nineteenth century and it 

seems likely that before its display in the town’s museum it was stored 

somewhere in the guildhall. In 1968 the Warwick mazer was taken away 

from St Nicholas’ with the other fourteenth-century mazers for 

safekeeping, and loaned to the V&A for display where it seems to have 

stayed for over a decade before coming back to Canterbury to be 

exhibited in the city’s heritage museum in another medieval hospital. 

Even though in both cases they are with other objects from their 

respective hospitals, there is really nothing for the viewer to use to 

connect them meaningfully to the communities at St John’s or St 

Nicholas’, or even more particularly to Christine Pikefish or specific 
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members of the Beauchamp family. This is especially true for the Guy of 

Warwick mazer and most people seem to pass it by without a second 

glance. Yet perhaps its survival is enough because it retains the potential 

to invoke ideas about a relationship between this noble family and St 

Nicholas’ hospital even if today that relies heavily on speculation by an 

outsider, not the social memory of the institution’s own community.  

To conclude, why some objects matter and to whom, seem valid 

questions for the historian and archaeologist, because they offer ways to 

think about objects and subjects in the medieval past. Even though much 

of the subsequent analysis has to rely on the materiality of the objects 

themselves and ideas drawn from other academic disciplines, the results 

appear to provide insights regarding matters of patronage, 

commemoration and the pursuit of salvation, especially during the later 

medieval period. Yet it remains to consider whether, as Geary reminds 

his audience [we as modern scholars] ‘intent on creating our own 

versions of the past and hoping that our creation will be so successful in 

selecting, suppressing, and manipulating our data that the evidence of our 

subjective intervention, like that of our [late medieval predecessors], will 

[in the end] vanish before the eyes of our audience, present and future’.92 

Nevertheless, such creativity seems a valid approach because it is rooted 

in the specific: the materiality of two mazers located in space and time, 

and by thinking about use, meaning and memory the assessment can be 

extended to investigate the cultural implications of gifts and giving in the 

past. 
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Fig. 1 Guy of Warwick mazer, Canterbury Heritage Museum: courtesy of 

the trustees of St Nicholas’ Hospital and Canterbury Museums ©. 

Fig. 2 Detail showing silver-gilt medallion, Guy of Warwick mazer: 

courtesy of the trustees of St Nicholas’ Hospital. 

Fig. 3 Christine Pikefish mazer, Sandwich Museum: courtesy of 
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Fig. 4 Detail showing silver-gilt medallion, Christine Pikefish mazer: 
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