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INTRODUCTION 

ilgrim badges are decorations worn by some of those who undertake a Christian pilgrimage to a place considered 
holy by the Church. They became very popular among Catholics in the later medieval period. Typically made of 
lead alloy, they were sold as souvenirs at sites of Christian pilgrimage and bear imagery relating to the saint 
venerated there. The production of pilgrim badges flourished in the Middle Ages in Europe, particularly in the 

14th and 15th centuries, but declined after the Protestant Reformation of the mid-16th century. Tens of thousands have 
been found since the mid-19th century, predominantly in rivers. Together they form the largest corpus of medieval art 
objects to survive to us today. 

Pilgrimage sites housed a saint's relics: sometimes the whole body, sometimes a body part or significant object owned or 
touched by the saint. For example, St Thomas Becket was martyred at Canterbury Cathedral in England in 1170 and his 
body remained there, becoming the epicenter of an enormously popular cult. In 1220 it was translated into a costly shrine. 
The pilgrim souvenirs associated with his cult have a particularly diverse array of imagery, including that of his shrine, his 
head reliquary and scenes from his life. Other major sites that produced badges were Santiago de Compostela, Cologne, 
Our Lady of Rocamadour and Jerusalem. Their badges bore images that were iconic and easily recognisable, such as the 
scallop shell, the Adoration of the Magi, the St Peter or the Jerusalem Cross. Shrines to the Virgin were common all over 
Christendom, as are badges associable with her. They often show her holding the Infant Christ, or represent the first letter 
of her name. 

The practice is continued by some today. For example, GPUSA-SMOTJ has a Pilgrim Medal Program and the knights and 
dames of the Equestrian Order of the Holy Sepulchre receive a pilgrim badge when they travel to the Holy Land. 
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Origins of Pilgrim Medals 

Pilgrimage to specific religious sites is a custom that dates back to the times of the 
ancient Greeks. Pilgrim badges also date back to this period as well, proof of which 
can be seen at the sanctuary of Artemis Orthia at Sparta where excavations 
unearthed pilgrim souvenirs that date back to the seventh century B.C.E. Christian 
pilgrimage to the Holy Land was not something unheard of prior to the medieval 
era, but traveling to the Holy Land was not a common occurrence because of its 
distance from Western Europe and the ongoing wars in the region. The few who 
made the long journey to the Holy Land often brought back items from the locus 
sanctus, souvenirs, as varied as palm leaves, rocks, and water from the Jordan River. 

The expansion of the European population, as well as an expansion of the 
European economy, between the tenth and fourteenth centuries fostered an 
environment in which mass pilgrimage flourished in Europe. These factors 
contributed to a shift in pilgrimage trends. Once pilgrimage had been an activity 
exclusive to the wealthy and powerful, but now was something the common man 
or woman could do. Mass pilgrimage to the Holy Land and other religious sites 
peaked in the eleventh century, with individuals going on pilgrimage for reasons of 
health, spiritual concerns, adventure, or social prestige. Going on pilgrimage, 
however, was a potentially dangerous activity and, if pilgrims attempted to take 
pieces of relics or other items of spiritual significance with them back home, they 
could come under attack for their precious cargo. As a response to the dangers of 
having their holy objects pilfered, churches commissioned and sold pilgrim badges 
at pilgrimage sites.   

The earliest and still iconic pilgrim 'badge' was the scallop shell worn by pilgrims to 
the shrine of Santiago de Compostela. Along with badges, vendors at holy sites 
sold ampullae, small, tin vessels designed to carry holy water or oil from the site. 
The later metal examples derive from clay ampullae sold from the Early Middle 
Ages to pilgrims to the Holy Land and other sites in North Africa and the Middle 
East. These often bore images from the saint's life. The main vessel of the early 
ampullae from the shrine of St Thomas Becket is often textured to appear like a 
scallop shell, showing how flat, wearable signs and ampullae came to be conflated 
in the medieval imagination. Badges and ampullae were worn while travelling and 
allowed others to identify the wearer as a pilgrim and the saint they were visiting. 
They showed the wearer's special relationship with the saint and could be called 
upon in times of crisis. Badges were an artistically legible and affordable accessory 
for the ordinary medieval pilgrim to wear.  

Production 

Unlike other artisans, craftspeople who made pilgrim badges never seemed to have 
formed their own guilds. These artisans often worked in their homes or in separate 
shops, but some shrines had their own workshops for production of badges. 
Indeed, most of the badges were produced and sold near shrines, along with other 
religious objects, between the late eleventh and sixteenth centuries.  

Most pilgrim badges were made of low cost materials, and in England they were 
typically made of pewter, tin or lead, mostly because these materials were relatively 
inexpensive and readily available. Pewter badges were most popular during the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, as pewter’s lower melting point allowed for  
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Ampulla 

An ampulla (pl. ampullae) was, in Ancient 

Rome, a small round vessel, usually made of 

glass and with two handles, used for sacred 

purposes. The word is used of these in 

archaeology, and of later flasks, often 

handle-less and much flatter, for holy water 

or holy oil in the Middle Ages, often bought 

as souvenirs of pilgrimages, such as the 

metal Monza ampullae of the 6th century. 

Materials include glass, ceramics and metal. 

Unguentarium is a term for a bottle 

believed to have been used to store 

perfume, and there is considerable overlap 

between the two terms, one defined by 

shape and the other by purpose. The glass 

Holy Ampulla was part of the French 

coronation regalia and believed to have 

divine origins. Similar, but far more recent, 

is the Ampulla in the British regalia, a 

hollow, gold, eagle-shaped vessel from 

which the anointing oil is poured by the 

Archbishop of Canterbury at the anointing 

of a new British sovereign at their 

coronation. The Danish ampulla, used 

during the king's anointing in the period of 

absolutism, is cylindrical in shape, made of 

gold, and decorated with enameled flower 

motifs and diamonds.  

Figure 1, 4th-7th century clay pilgrim flask or 

ampulla. Pilgrims used ampullae like this to carry 

water or oil from the pilgrimage site for Saint 

Menas: a late-third-century Egyptian Roman 

soldier who was martyred for his Christian faith. 

He is shown between the two camels who returned 

his body to Egypt for burial  

 



 

them to be quickly manufactured and sold widely at low cost. Badges made of 
precious metals embellished with gemstones were also available for purchase, but 
were produced in lower quantities for wealthy pilgrims.  

While very little documentation exists explaining the production methods used for 
pilgrim badges, archaeological finds such as casting molds made of limestone, iron 
and clay molds, and impressions of wood grain on pilgrim badges (suggesting the 
use of wooden casts), are highly indicative that these metal badges were formed in 
molds in a two-part process. The artisan chiseled a design into one part of the 
mold, and in some cases the other part of the mold functioned as a “counter” 
mold, in which the artisan carved an outline of the badge in relief, resulting in a 
thicker, ridged badge. Pilgrim badge production eventually shifted to using vellum 
(calf skin), cloth, and paper rather than metal or metal alloys. These materials 
allowed for more intricate designs, detail, and color, and were often costlier than 
metal badges. This shift may be partly explained by the desire to sew badges into 
manuscripts and personal prayer books toward the end of the late medieval period. 

To make thin, lead alloy badges, makers would have to create a eutectic alloy. Only 
at a specific ratio would lead and tin cast thin enough to make the most of the 
cheapest metal. The quality of pilgrim badges varied considerably, with some being 
naive and crudely made and others displaying great craftsmanship and skill. 
Ampullae, vessels for holy water or oil, were harder to make than badges, 
necessitating a process called slush casting.  

By the later Middle Ages, thin, precious metal badges were being produced that 
were perfectly designed for being sewn into books. Manuscripts survive with 
badges still in them, or imprints on the pages where they once were. It is often 
possible to identify the shrine from the imprint. As artists became increasingly 
fascinated by illusionism or the trompe l'oeil technique, representations of pilgrim 
badges painted into the margins of prayer books appear. 

The most popular shrines sold over 100,000 badges a year, making pilgrim badges 
the first mass-produced tourist souvenir. In 1520, the church at Regensbury sold 
over 120,000 badges to medieval pilgrims, after a drastic shortage the previous 
year.  

Imagery 

Pilgrim badges had different purposes for each individual, and they may have had 
multiple meanings for each person as well. They had a religious and spiritual 
significance that can be linked to individual expressions of personal piety. The 
badges served as evidence of the wearer’s personal sacrifice, as it signified their 
journey to a site, which was often far away from their home, to pray and pay 
homage to the relics of a saint. On occasion, the more ornate badges, served as 
symbols of the owner’s wealth. Pilgrim badges were also a sign of devotion to a 
specific saint or their cult of worship. Most importantly these pilgrim badges were 
“secondary” relics. Since relics were often believed to have certain powers that 
could result in miracles like the healing of the sick, the pilgrim badge functioned in 
a similar manner as a “secondary” relic, which was brushed against the relic or 
reliquary in order to “absorb” the essence of the saint into the badge. Most of the 
pilgrim badges recovered have been found in the Thames, thrown in the river for 
possibly religious or superstitious reasons.  
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Figure 2. 15th century pilgrim’s badge 

depicting St. Leonard 

Figure 3. Our Lady of Tomberlaine Pilgrim 

Badge 

Figure 4. Pewter badge, Virgin Mary and 

Child, Kenz (Mecklenburg-Vorpommern), 

Germany, found in Rostock, Germany  
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Created by shrine managers as a marketing tactic—and to give pilgrims an 
alternative to stealing pieces from religious sites—the badges became magical 
mementos, thought to be imbued with the divine power of shrines in a portable 
form. While most badges depict religious motifs and scenes related to specific 
saints and shrines, a not-insignificant number are sexual in nature.  

The sexual badges, catalogued by Dutch collector H. J. E. Van Beuningen, date 
from 1350 to 1450 and were discovered during archeological excavation of urban 
areas in the Netherlands and France, with a few found near London. Many 
scholars believe that these badges were thought to serve a specific function: 
protecting against disease and disaster. 

In a period of near-perpetual crisis, the plague was especially brutal. Hot on the 
heels of the Great Famine, the Black Death killed 25 million Europeans (and as 
many as 200 million people worldwide). At the time, vectors of transmission were 
scarily vague: theories about plague transmission included miasma (corrupted air), 
poison, an imbalance of the body’s humors, or being on the receiving end of a sick 
person’s gaze. The badges may have been worn in hopes of protecting against the 
Black Death by fending off infectious glances. Religious or erotic pilgrim badges 
easily fit into a later medieval person’s ‘anti-infection’ toolkit. 

To fend off the plague, people commonly turned to communal processions, 
special masses, vigorous confession, and praying to “plague saints,” such as 
Sebastian and Roch. Local pilgrimage increased during the plague outbreaks. 
Scared supplicants turned to other salves, too. It was totally acceptable to use both 
religious and natural remedies against the plague, not to mention more 
superstitious or magical remedies.  

But not everyone agrees that these sexual badges functioned solely as apotropaic 
devices. One new theory asserts the badges found in London depicting a cockerel 
mounting a hen were exchanged as love tokens among teens. The sexual nature of 
the badges means they’ve often been overlooked, miscategorized, or examined 
through a modern lens rather than a medieval one.  

Earning a Badge 

Although massive numbers of medieval people were continuously on the move 
visiting pilgrimage sites, the journeys were often long and difficult, requiring 
mental and physical stamina (usually in addition to a fair amount of wealth). The 
route to Jerusalem was notoriously dangerous for pilgrims, despite its spiritual 
allure. In fact, the Knights Templar were formed for the express purpose of 
getting pilgrims safely to the city and back again.  

When pilgrims arrived at their destinations, it was an accomplishment. At the 
shrine, they could buy themselves a reminder of successfully completing their 
journey in the form of a pilgrim’s badge, relic, or souvenir such as a vial of holy 
water from a blessed fountain. While relics and souvenirs could be worn close to 
the body, and so could be kept humbly from sight as objects of personal devotion, 
many pilgrims’ badges were worn on outer clothing, especially on hats.  

Figure 5. 14th century Pilgrim badge 
representing the Virgin and Child, the Virgin 
with crown and scepter, standing on a crescent 
moon with a decorative beaded border . 

Figure 6. Pilgrim Badge of the Holy Rood of 
Boxley  

Figure 7. Pilgrim Badge Thomas Becket 
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The interesting thing about wearing a pilgrim’s badge on a hat is that the wearer 
can’t see it themselves: it wouldn’t be a visual reminder for the wearer, but it will 
be a visual reminder for everyone else. For someone in England or northern 
France, a pilgrim’s badge from Canterbury Cathedral would endow the wearer with 
a certain amount of status, but a badge from Santiago de Compostela or Jerusalem 
would be the medieval equivalent of a wearing a souvenir from Everest, or 
Antarctica. It’s no wonder, then, that pilgrims’ badges sold like hotcakes: one Swiss 
abbey sold 130,000 in two weeks. Pilgrims that made it to another church in 
Regensburg and found that the badges were all sold out “wept and had to return home 
empty-handed.”  

For the keepers of the shrines, selling pilgrims’ badges helped them both to raise 
the money necessary to make repairs, and to keep the shrines in good condition. 
The money raised from selling pilgrims’ badges could also be used for renovation. 
The church of Saint-Denis outside of Paris required expansion, for example, 
because it was so mobbed with visitors that the monks occasionally “escaped with the 
relics through the windows.” Pilgrims wearing badges were also walking billboards and 
information kiosks, able to answer people’s questions and build the reputation of 
the shrines and the relics kept within. This brought more visitors, and more money 
to the shrines, but also more visitors to experience miracles and express their 
devotion.  

At Santiago de Compostela, pilgrims’ badges took the form of the scallop shells 
found locally, but most badges were cast in metal and depicted a significant 
moment in the Christian story, or an architectural feature of the shrine. Casting 
allowed them to be made quickly and cheaply to meet demand. As an added 
benefit, these thin metal badges were a light weight to carry on the long journey 
home, and easy to sew on.  

GPUSA Pilgrim Medal Program 

The Pilgrim Medal Program was established by the Grand Priory of the United 
States of America (GPUSA), Sovereign Military Order of the Temple of Jerusalem 
(SMOTJ) as a charitable project to assist with the preservation of the Holy Places 
in Jerusalem and promote the pious practice of pilgrimage. Three distinguished 
medal sets have been created to recognize members of GPUSA, members of the 
international Order (OSMTH), and Friends of the Order. 

There are three distinct medals within the Pilgrim Medal Program: 

The Palmer’s Medal (gold) will be awarded to applicants who make a 
pilgrimage to the Holy Land and who contemplate, either by participating 
in a religious service or by solitary reflection their spiritual heritage in six 
major sites in the Holy Land.  

The Pilgrim’s Medal (silver) will be awarded to applicants who make a 
pilgrimage to a major Christian holy place in Europe or the Middle East 
that is recognized as a pilgrimage site during the time of the Templars and 
who contemplate, either by participating in a religious service or by solitary 
reflection, their spiritual heritage.  

The Templar Medal (bronze) will be awarded to applicants who make a 
pilgrimage to recognized Templar sites in Europe or the Middle East and 
who contemplate, either by participating in a religious service or by solitary 
reflection, their spiritual heritage. The only requirement is that the 
individual has contemplated their spiritual heritage at that site. 

Figure 8. Compostela pilgrim badge depicting 
St James  

Figure 9. 15th century  pilgrim medal 
decorated with images of St Peter and St Paul 
with an inscribed border   

Figure 10. Pilgrim badge depicting St. 
Nicholas  
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