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THE MEDIEVAL BLACKBURN PAX

By Reginald Threlf all Bailey, M.R.C.S. (Eng.), 
L.R.C.P. (Lond.}

Read 2jth March 1915

THE title brings before the notice of the Society 
a small object made of latten which has been 

in the possession of my family for nearly a hundred 
years. It is what is known as a Pax. Its past 
history is as follows. The old parish church of 
Blackburn, dedicated to St. Mary, is supposed to 
have been of Saxon foundation, rebuilt by the De 
Lacys in the twelfth century, and again rebuilt in 
the reign of Edward III. In the reign of Henry 
VIII. (1540) various alterations to the fabric were 
made, but the main structure remained until its 
demolition in the year 1820, when the present 
church was erected. It is said to have been a good 
sample of an early Lancashire church.

Eight old oak stalls, with grotesque misericord 
carvings, said to have come from the destroyed 
abbey church at Whalley, were placed in the choir, 
four on each side, as seats for the wardens, and 
these are now in the tower entrance of the new 
church of 1820, which is on a different site in the 
churchyard from the old church. The old tower was 
allowed to stand until 1870, when it was demolished, 
When the church was pulled down, monuments and 
objects of all kinds were destroyed, and the debris
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1 68 The Mediceval Blackburn Pax

thrown away as rubbish ; among this was the Pax, 
the subject of my paper. My grandfather, James 
Bailey, surgeon, of Blackburn, noticing this small 
object, and that it was in danger of being lost, 
saved it from destruction, and it is owing to his 
antiquarian zeal that it still exists. On 27th January 
1876 my father, Dr. Francis James Bailey of 
Liverpool, a vice-president of the Historic Society, 
exhibited it before the Society and it was then 
described as follows :

A bronze casting of the Virgin and Child in al'to-relief, 
and enclosed in an arch, from an old cross at the head of 
the grave of Lady Stourton, in the old parish churchyard, 
Blackburn. 1

At the same time he exhibited : 
A lithographic print of the old parish church of Black 

burn before it was pulled down in 1819, to make room for 
the present structure.

__

This print is reproduced (Plate II.) for this 
account. The size of the picture is 5-^ in. x 3^ in. 
No name of the artist, lithographer, publisher, or 
date of publication appears on the print. The only 
lettering is that seen in the reproduction. I sub 
mitted a photograph of this print to Mr. R. Ashton, 
the librarian of the Free Library, Blackburn, and 
he kindly informs me that there is not a copy of it 
in the Blackburn Library, and that in spite of many 
enquiries and considerable research, he has been 
unable to trace another copy of it, or its origin. 
The only pictures they have are two copies of the 
engraving of the old church from Abram's History 
of Blackburn? which differ from the print now 
illustrated. It will be noticed that the date given

1 Tratis. Hist. Soc. Lanes. &* Ches., xxviii. 184. Catherine Lady 
Stourton was heiress of the Walmesleys of Dunkenhalgh. She died 
in 1785. The old cross mentioned was on the site of the old church, 
and therefore inside the old building.

1 Op. tit. 301-310.
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The Mediceval Blackburn Pax 169

for the church being pulled down is 1819; Abram 
gives 1820 as the date of its destruction.

On 2nd March 1911, knowing there were many 
members who had not seen this latten article, I re- 
exhibited it before the Society, when Dr. Philip 
Nelson, F.S.A., pointed out that it was an object 
of rarity, namely a Pax.

A Pax, Osculatorium, Tabula pacis, Asser, 
Porte-paix, Paxillum, Pax borde, Paxe-bryde, 
Pax-brede, is a small panel or plate made of one of 
the precious metals or of latten, wood, or ivory, 
upon which is carved or painted some sacred 
subject such as the Crucifixion, Entombment, 
Trinity, 1 Annunciation, Adoration of the Magi, or 
Baptism, or else the figure of a patron saint, as in 
the Blackburn Pax, where we have the figure of St. 
Mary, the patron saint of the church where it was 
found.

The Pax was used during Mass in place of the 
direct kiss of peace, and was introduced into 
England about 1250 by Archbishop Walter of 
York. It was used after the Agnus Dei and 
preparatory to the Communion.

In the liturgy of the Church of Sarum, there are 
directions as to the giving of the Pax :

The rubric directs the priest to say (in Latin): " The 
peace of the Lord + be al + ways with + you." The choir 
reply: " And with thy spirit." Then follows the Agnus 
Dei and another prayer. The rubric then directs : " Before 
the Pax is given the priest says " a prayer preparatory to 
his reception of the sacrament; then, after kissing the 
chalice and corporals, he kisses the deacon, saying: 
" Peace be to thee, and to the Church of God " ; the reply 
being, " And with thy spirit." The rubric then directs: 
" The deacon to the right of the priest receives the Pax

1 Margaret, Countess of Richmond, mother of Henry VII., 
bequeathed to Westminster " a paxbrede gilt with the image of the 
Trynitie enamyled and a gilt portcoles in grene enamyled pondering 
viij unces."
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from him and gives it to the subdeacon. Then the deacon 
carries it to the rulers of the choir, and they carry it to the 
choir, each one to his own side, beginning with the principal 
persons. But in feasts and ferias sine regimine chori, 
the Pax is carried by the deacon to the choir by the two 
extremities of the second form ; the rest as before." After 
the Pax has been given, the priest says privately certain 
prayers before he communicates himself.

In the First Prayer Book of Edward VI., in the 
Communion Service, before the Communion takes 
place, the rubric directs :

Then shall the priest saye: The peace of the Lorde be 
alwaye with you.

The clerkes : And with thy spirite.

It was here the priest kissed the Pax, and when 
he had kissed it passed it round to his congregation 
for each one of them to kiss; this act having 
reference to the simplicity of the early Christians 
and the precept: "Salute one another with a holy 
kiss." 1 Thus by the medium of the Pax the priest 
and congregation gave one another the holy kiss of 
peace. In the Second Prayer Book of Edward VI. 
the exhortation, " The peace of the Lord be alwaye 
with you," was omitted at this place.

The Blackburn Pax, judging from the place 
where it was found and its having on it the figures 
of the Virgin and Child, is in my opinion the ancient 
Pax formerly in use in the old parish church there ; 
and I think that when Paxes went out of use some 
person, in order to preserve it, placed it in a neigh 
bouring monument, where it remained until dis 
lodged by the destroyers of the old church in 1820. 
It is made of latten, and measures 2^ inches in height, 
its width is i|- inches, its thickness is J inch. The 
figures on it are carved in alto-relief, and represent 
the Virgin Mary arising as the Queen of Heaven

1 St. Paul to the Romans, xvi. 16. See the article "Kiss" in 
Smith and Cheetham's Diet, of Christian Antiquities.
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from a crescent or half-moon ; around her are rays 
of glory; she is clothed in a loose robe, and holds 
in her left arm the Infant Christ. A halo is around 
her head, and another around the head of Christ. 
The figures are enclosed in a Gothic-arched frame, 
which has on it a cable pattern ; on each side where 
the arch bends there is, by way of cusp, a fleur-de- 
lis, which is attached to a ray of glory. Below the 
crescent on the left-hand side are engraved roses, and 
on the right-hand side are lilies (Plate I., Fig. i). 
At the back of the figures is a separate plate attached 
to the arch by rivets ; this plate forms the back 
ground of the figures and is engraved with squares 
placed diagonally, like diamond panes of glass in 
windows. At the back of the plate in the centre, 
from apex to base, projects another plate which forms 
the handle of the Pax; this plate is rounded at the 
top and is 2 inches long ; its width is f inch. (Plate 
I., Fig. 2.) The figures and the arch have been 
gilt, and the background and back of the plate and 
handle tinted a silver colour. Traces of this gilt 
and silver colour remain.

This Pax is of English workmanship, and dates 
from the fifteenth century ; it makes an addition to 
the small number of the English Paxes known to 
exist. Miss Layard, in an article on Paxes in the 
Archaeological Journal tor 1904, says that up to that 
time she had been able to trace only eight Paxes of 
English make which still survived; so rare has 
become what was once a common object. Of the 
eight, five were in museums and three only in private 
hands. One of them, the property of the'Wiltshire 
Archaeological Association, Miss Layard describes 
as a Pax of unique design ; it was found in the vicar 
age garden of Avebury, and is a representation of 
the Virgin and Child of similar pattern to the Black 
burn Pax, but it is enclosed in a square frame, with 
pillars on either side, and is much damaged. Dr.
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John Milner, the celebrated Bishop Milner, sent in 
1821 a Pax for exhibition at a meeting of the 
Society of Antiquaries, London. This Pax 1 repre 
sents the Crucifixion ; at the back is a handle of the 
same pattern as the Blackburn Pax.

The earliest notices of the use of the Pax are 
derived from English sources, and it is probable 
that its use, instead of the direct kiss, originated in 
this country. By the constitutions of Walter de 
Grey, Archbishop of York, under date of the year 
1250, among the ornaments and other ecclesiastical 
implements of a principal or parish church, which 
the pastor and the people were required to provide, 
mention is made of an " Osculatorium " or Pax. In 
the synod of Exeter, held in 1287, each church is 
to be provided with an " Asser ad pacem " or Pax. 
In the Council of Merton, held in 1300, the instru 
ment is called "Tabula Pads." In a constitution 
of Robert de Winchelsea, Archbishop of Canterbury, 
dated 1305, is recited his intent and design to pre 
vent all differences for the future between rectors 
and parishioners in his diocese concerning church 
furniture and utensils ; he therefore ordained and 
appointed that certain specified articles should be 
provided by the parishioners ; one of these was an 
" Osculatorium" or Pax. No doubt, therefore, 
every church would have at least one Pax, so that 
there must have been many thousands in England. 
There was certainly one at Liverpool, for in the 
inventories of church goods made in 1552 that for 
Lancashire records a silver Pax in the chapel of 
Our Lady and St. Nicholas.

The use of the Pax was retained at the beginning 
of the Reformation in England, and the use of it 
was enforced by the Ecclesiastical Commissioners of 
Edward VI. and was rendered more prominent than 
it had been, as appears from the following injunction 

1 Illustrated in Arckcsologia, vol. xx., Plate XXIV.

 -'a
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published in the deanery of Doncaster in the year
1548:

The clerke shall bring down the Paxe, and standing 
without the church door, shall say loudly to the people, 
" This is a token of joyful peace, which is betwixt God and 
men's conscience; Christ alone is the peace-maker, which 
straitly commands peace between brother and brother. 
And as long as ye use these ceremonies so long shall ye use 
these significations."

The disuse of the Pax in the English Church 
and (except in special cases) in the Roman Catholic 
Church is said to be due to the jealousies which 
arose among individuals as to who was to have it 
first to kiss. That such rivalry did take place we 
have a record that on 4th November 1522, in the 
church of Theydon Garnon, after the elevation of 
the Host, the parish clerk presented the Pax to 
Mr. Hempton, lord of the manor and patron of the 
benefice, and to Marjory his wife, and then to Mr. 
John Browne, who took it, kissed it, and then 
broke it in two pieces over the clerk's head, causing 
streams of blood to flow. On the previous Sunday 
Browne had said, " Clerke, if thou hereafter givest 
not me the pax first, I shall breke it on thy head." *

This point of precedency appears in Chaucer's 
Canterbury Tales (1386). In "The Persones 
Tale " we have an account of the proud person :

And yit is ther a prive" spice of pride, that wayteth first 
to be saluted ere he salute, al be he lesse worth than that 
other is, paradventure ; and eek wayteth or desireth to sitte 
above him, or to go above him in the way, or kisse the pax, 
or ben encensed, or gon to the offringe biforn his neighe- 
bore, and suche semblable thinges, against his dut£ per- 
aventure, but that he hath his herte and his entente in 
suche a proud desir to be magnified and honoured before 
the people.

1 Another reason given for its disuse was : " Some have added, 
that there is so little peace in the world, that it was not proper to use 
this symbol of peace to so little profit."

L



174 The Mediceval Blackburn Pax

In "Virtue of Masse" (1450) the people of lowe 
and hyghe degree kysse the pax a token virtue. 
In 1600 Shakespeare mentions the pax in his play 
of Henry V. 1 The scene is the English camp in 
Picardy. Pistol, meeting Gower and Fluellen, says :

Fortune is Bardolph's foe, and frowns on him
For he hath stolen a pax, and hanged must a' be:
A damned death!
Let gallows gape for dog; let man go free
And let not hemp his wind-pipe suffocate:
But Exeter hath given the doom of death *
For pax of little price.

Pax was the wording in the old editions of 
Shakespeare, but so little was the object known that 
in later editions it was altered to pix, the box con 
taining the consecrated Host; and Dr. Johnson said 
pax was the same as pix. Now, thanks to the work 
of antiquarians, the word appears in works of 
Shakespeare as pax, not pix.

On the evening on which this paper was read, 
Mr. F. H. Cheetham, by permission of Mr. Hugh 
Phipps Hornby, the owner, exhibited an ivory 2 pax 
of the fourteenth or fifteenth century, representing 
the Crucifixion, which was found under the floor of 
the vestry of the church of St. Michael-on-Wyre, 
North Lancashire. (Plate III.) Dr. Philip Nelson, 
F.S.A., also exhibited a gilt-latten pax dating from 
the close of the fifteenth century. (Plate IV.) It 
has upon it our Lord, with a cruciferous nimbus, 
crucified between figures of the Virgin and St. John 
the Divine, standing upon brackets. Beneath the 
hands of the Saviour are angels emerging from 
clouds, who catch the sacred blood in chalices. 
Across the top is an open vine-cresting, whilst upon 
the back are the remains of the rivets which formerly 
attached the handle, which is now lost. Nothing is

1 Act III. Scene VI., lines 42 and 47. 
1 This ivory is from the walrus.



PLATE III

BONE PAX FROM THE CHURCH OF 
ST. MICHAEL-ON-WYRE

(By pcrtnission of the Society of A ntiquaries)



PLATE IV
I

GILT LATTEN PAX, LATE FIFTEENTH CENTURY 

(By permission oftlie Society of Antiquaries)
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known as to the provenance of this specimen. In 
general style the example, which measures 7f inches 
by 3^- inches, reminds one of the silver pax said to 
have been given by William of Wykeham to New 
College, Oxford. 1 These two last-mentioned paxes 
are also of English make and have been exhibited 
before the Society of Antiquaries, London, and they 
have allowed illustrations of them to be reproduced 
here. The Blackburn Pax, the St. Michael-on- 
Wyre Pax, and Dr. Nelson's Pax, add three more 
English Paxes to those already known ; thus far 
only twelve English Paxes are known to exist.

LIST OF ENGLISH PAXES STILL SURVIVING

At the end of the above-mentioned paper by Miss 
Layard is given a list of English and Foreign Paxes in 
museums and in private hands in this country; in the list 
eight only are English ; of these, five are in museums, three 
in private possession. The English Paxes still surviving 
are as follows:

(1) Latten. The Crucifixion, Virgin and St. John; 
above arms of cross, sun and moon. English, late fifteenth 
century. In British Museum.

(2) Ivory. The Trinity. English, fourteenth century. 
In Victoria and Albert Museum.

(3) Engraved Copper. The Crucifixion, Virgin and St. 
John. English, fifteenth century. In Moyses Hall 
Museum, Bury St. Edmunds.

(4) Gilt Latten. The Crucifixion, Virgin and St. John. 
English, late fifteenth century. In Devizes Museum.

(5) Gilt Latten. Virgin and Child (found in vicarage 
garden, Avebury, Wiltshire). English, late fifteenth 
century. In Devizes Museum.

(6) Gilt Latten. The Crucifixion, Virgin and St. John. 
English, late fifteenth century. In possession of Miss Nina 
Frances Layard of Ipswich.

(7) Gilt Latten. The Crucifixion, Virgin and St. John.

1 The Archaeological Journal, vol. ii. pp. 144-151, article on "The 
Pax," by Mr. Albert Way, F.S.A.

,
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English, late fifteenth century. In possession of Canon 
Fuller of Durham.

(8) Gilt Latten. The Crucifixion, Virgin and St. John. 
English, late fifteenth century. In possession of Rev. E. E. 
Mountford, of Downham, Norfolk.

To this list can now be added :
(9) Gilt Latten. The Virgin and Child (from the old 

Blackburn church, on its demolition in 1820). English, 
fifteenth century. In possession of Dr. R. T. Bailey, of 
Liverpool.

(10) Ivory. The Crucifixion (found under floor of 
vestry of church of St. Michael-on-Wyre, Lancashire). 
English, fourteenth or fifteenth century. In possession of 
Mr. Hugh Phipps Hornby, of St. Michael-on-Wyre.

(i i) Gilt Latten. The Crucifixion, Virgin and St. John, 
angels holding chalices under hands of the Saviour (pro 
venance unknown). English, late fifteenth century. In 
possession of Dr. Philip Nelson, F.S.A., of Liverpool.

(12) Gilt Silver. The Crucifixion, Virgin and St. John 
(erroneously said to have been given by William of Wyke- 
ham). English, late fifteenth century or early sixteenth 
century. In possession of New College, Oxford.


