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summary
seventeen hundred holy remains: faded glory or recovered treasures?

The Old Catholic Cathedral of Saint Gertrude in Utrecht, built in 1914, houses a trea-
sure of about seventeen hundred relics. For generations, the altar’s contents have remained 
hidden and their origin – how and when the collection was composed – was completely 
unknown. This research lists and categorizes the seventeen hundred objects, finally allow-
ing full view of the altar’s contents. Furthermore, the moment at which the objects came 
into the caring hands of the Gertrude-cathedral is reconstructed, as well as the way the 
church amassed the collection.

The relics have a Roman Catholic heritage. Most of them come from medieval churches 
and monasteries in the Northern Netherlands. Some relics were in Utrecht churches as 
early as the tenth century. In the sixteenth century, when the Reformation threatened the 
Catholic Church, Catholics fought to safeguard their precious objects. Many relics were 
(temporarily) taken from their original locations and brought to safety elsewhere. In the 
second half of the seventeenth century, the parish of Saint Gertrude was used as a haven for 
precious relics from other Utrecht churches.

The Gertrude-parish emanated from the frequenters of the medieval Geerte-church. 
After Protestants occupied their building, they opened a clandestine Catholic church on 
the Mariahoek in Utrecht. At this time, the parish was also involved in a religious dispute 
between the Church of Rome and Petrus Codde (1648-1710), the apostolic vicar and a 
former pastor of the Gertrude-parish. The dispute dragged on until the nineteenth cen-
tury. Finally, their differences became irreconcilable and the Utrecht church continued 
independently as the Old Catholic church. The relics automatically became Old Catholic 
property. They were moved from the clandestine church to the newly built Cathedral of 
Saint Gertrude in 1914. In the 1970s, about ninety objects were relocated to the Museum 
Catharijneconvent.

During the Reformation, the relics had to be rescued secretly and hastily. Most of these 
initiatives were individual ones, but there were some collaborative efforts that aimed 
to protect them on a larger scale. The relic-rescuers received relics, gathered them into 
groups, and occasionally relocated the objects. They were responsible for the survival of 
many medieval relics from Utrecht, including those that ended up at the Gertrude-parish.

The collection at the Gertrude-cathedral originated with relics saved by Sasbout and 
Tilman Vosmeer, Arnold van Esch, Pompeius van Montzima, and Gerrit van den Steen, 
that entered the Gertrude-parish in the seventeenth century. Apostolic vicars and pas-
tors later added additional relics to the collection, including boxes filled with objects from 
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Gouda, Culemborg, and Haarlem. The collection continued to grow when other Old 
Catholic churches in Utrecht were closed in the twentieth century. On rare occasions,  
relics were given away.

As a result of its history, the treasure is composed of diverse material. There is a wide 
variety of saints and the objects range in date, medium, and material. The collection 
includes every ‘standard ingredient’ of a relic treasure, except for one: the costly medieval 
reliquaries have vanished. The relics are now kept in cardboard and wooden boxes, some of 
which are lined with textile. The boxes are spread over the stipes	in the celebration altar and 
three compartments in the main altar. Among them are bone items, textile fragments, and 
dust, all of which are occasionally wrapped in paper or textile. About sixty percent of the 
relics have a cedula, or inscription.

The information about individual objects has been processed in an spreadsheet. Every 
entry has a location, the name of a saint (when known), a brief description, dimensions, a 
transcription of the cedula	(only when present and legible), photo number, and any further 
relevant information. During the investigation, the conservation of the relics was the high-
est priority. The packages that were wrapped or sewn together were therefore not opened. 
Some of these closed objects were analyzed with x-rays, bringing to light their hidden 
contents.

The latest trend in the research of relics concerns the scientific dating of organic mate-
rial. Nine objects from the Utrecht treasure were studied by the Royal	Institute	for	Cultural	
Heritage	in Brussels to determine the age of the objects. Additionally, several pieces of tex-
tile were cleaned and restored.


