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The 'Healing Chalice', an object of unknown use from !f~!Oling Church; 

South Humberside. 

Healing Church lies about 4 miles wes t of Crimsby in the diocese of Lino"ln. 

In 1975 it was learnt that altercctions Vlere to be made and an excavation was 

arranged to examine an area ort the south-side which Vias to be disturbed by the 

construction of an extension. This excavation \'las directed by tr Hal Bishop '"ho 

invited me to display this unusual object (fig. 0) "hich ViaS discovered in the 

course of the excavation and submitted to the l,-M Laboratory for examination and 

conservation( 1 ) 

Before the recent alterations, the church consisted of' " 15th century t01,er, 

a 18th century nave and a chancel of' uncert"in date; all to some extent d,isGuised 

by a 1874 restoration. I,j "ddi tion the. footinr;s of' a south aisle (delUolishpd in 

1774 because of its ruinous condition) were revealed in the 1975 excavation and 

da ted as 12th/13th century on the basis of' associated pottery. ';'he area OGcupiod 

by this aisle had been extensively used for burial and the bones of approximately 

25 individuals Vlere encountered, some of which pre-ilated the aisle. The ground 

had been further disturbed by the builders of a late-Victorian boiler-house. 'fhe 

object came from this area and, because 01' these vadous dlsturbanc"s, is of 

uncertain date. 

'Ilhen submitted to the Laboratory it was describerl as a chalice with teee 

squashed remains of c, paten(pl. 000). However, once it had been given some 

preliminary cleaning it vms evident that it VI"S ,"othinl' of the sort. (2) 

There are three main elements. (11) the ~~c_<:-like ~ody which is a copper/ 

zinc alloy with siGnificant amounts 01' lead. and tin present. (b) 'handles' 

attached to the rim ai' the 'vessel' i.'hich arc formed froIn copper tubes f'illed Vii th 

lead and (c) a ~ whose arms are f1HL-le from sheet CO[)PCl edCea 'Ni th br' ~ji~ and 

attached to the base 01' the 've:;sel' by :;n iron rod '.'!Ilkh Ui::;"en UI) throwr,h ib 

stem ancl opens up to Corm a 8111:;11 "up on tllP insicle of the v"ssel bo'd. i,t the 



centre of the cross is a decorative opening. There are indications 

that the whole object had been given a coat of gesso and then gilded. (3) 

Close examination of the object leads to the impression that 

it is 'made up' with re-used material or has at least been modified. 

The two suppose d handle s were crude ly soldered to the rim (one is now 

detached), a rough notch being cut into the lead-filled tube to f1 t 

it over the edge of the rim. Marks on the rim (and a surplus hole for 

a large pin or rivet) indicates that these handles have replaced an 

earlier fitting of unknown form. 

Further, the two handles do not join to form a complete loop; 

nor apparently Vlere they intended to. 'fhe free ends are not broken 

but terminate in an obli que cut face wi th a I' i ve t hole passing through 

the wall of the tube and emerging in the cross-section. There are 

spare sections of tube Vii th similar oblique cut ends carrying a 

rivet-hOle. One explanation might be that these were attached to 

the two handles to form an J-shaped CUl've extension but this is by 

no means certain. 

As for function, there appears to be no parallel to aid inter­

pretation but a number of suge;estions have been made. These fall 

into two categories depending upon which way up the object \'las used, 

i.e. whether the cross Vias uppermost (as in fig. 0) or hung downwards. 

In the forraer case one suge;estion i.s that it toolc the form of a finial 

either surmounting a piece of Viall f'urni ture (high on the wall) or 

serving as a staff head (al thou.r>;h the I handle s' would have obstructe d 

its attachment to something else). :\ specific suggestion to fi t the 

possibility that the cross hung downwards is th',t of a sanctuary lamp 

but there is no direct evidence to support this. 'fhe a£',(o of the 

object is also uncertain but the balance of opinion is that a late 

medieval date is likely. 

JOHH hilJ;.,'fy 



roOTNOTES 

(1) I am also indebtecl to 111' Bishop for the infolmation on his excavation which 

is incorporated in this Note. The reconstruction waS drilwn by Mrs Heaser. 

(2) The conservation has been undertaken by Mrs !II Hutchinson 

(3) The analyses have been carried out by Miss J Bayley using an X-ray 

fluorescence spectrometer. 

CAPTIONS FOR PLA'fE AIm /IG 

Plate The Healing 'chalice' before conservation but aftpr removal of' soil. (j-hoto: 

Miss E Lawler, Ancient Monuments Laboratory) 

Fig The Healing 'chalice': a partial reconstruction. 


