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Development of Vestments through
the Centuries
The distinct cloths that are used
for the celebration of mass and other
official acts of worship have
developed over the centuries. From
their origins as clothing for
significant members of Roman
society to poncho-cut cloth that is
used at mass.
The way a vestment in the early
church was made was by taking an
intricate fabric and cutting the
bottom half of the rectangular cloth
to fit the person and be level with the
floor. With a spare piece of the fabric,
the cloak would be attached to close
the front. This would later come to be
known as a cope.
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As is commonly depicted in early
church iconography, a long flowing garment that
would drape to the floor is the item of clothing
that has changed the most. As time went on, the
design for what would come to known as a
Chasuble, would be cut for easier access for the
hands and for more practical use. This original
chasuble cut is known as a Conical Chasuble. Its
name comes from the shape of the vestment. A
cone shaped vestment would be elaborate in its
cloth but constricting. If the priest was
celebrating mass by himself, (which would be
the norm in most cases) it was common for the
excess fabric to catch something on the altar and
would cause an accident. Due to this, alternative
designs would start the wide variation of
vestments that people may see in use today.
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Two vestment designs started to take shape.
One design for the Christians in the east or
“Byzantine” part of the Roman Empire and in the
west or “Roman.”
The Eastern Christian vestments would
develop with an opening in the front from the floor
to the bottom of the bust. This would expose the
stole of the priest and the belt that would hold his
vestments together. Along with the deviation in
design, there was also different terms that would
be used for the vestments. The chasuble would be
called a Phelonion and the stole an Epitrachelion.
In the West, the cone was cut on the sides to
allow better flow for the arms. Later this style of chasuble would
continually be cut to a narrow piece of cloth in the front and a rectangular
box-like back. In the English-speaking world, these would be Roman
Chasuble and informally known as Fiddleback Chasubles for the violin shape
of the front of the vestment. In other parts of the world, the chasuble would
be referred to as
Guitar Chasuble.
Due to the design
being very
minimalist with the
use of fabric, the
Roman chasubles
would be
elaborately
decorated with
embroidery, gold,
and jewels.
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In the western church, the design of
vestments would change from region to
region and would take on their own
distinctive characteristics. In England the
conical chasuble would take on a sharp
point at the center of the vestment in the
front and back and would be shortened to
be knee high. It would come to be known
as Pugin Gothic or Thomas Becket vestment.
Similarly, French vestments looked a
lot like those used in England but with a
cleaner bottom cut which is the style that is
most used for the Roman Catholic Church
of today.
In Spain, the use of the
traditional conical vestment
would continue for a long while.
As Spain was one of the
privileged provinces in the
Roman Empire that had its own
way of celebrating the liturgy
unique vestments were no
exception. The liturgical privilege
of Spain would come to be known
as the Hispanic-Mozarabic Rite.
The unique vestments would be
part of Iberian-Catholic culture
until its suppression in the 13th
century and the use of the Roman
chasuble would be adopted and modified for the Iberian church.
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In Italy, a slightly more ample version of the Roman chasuble would
come into use around the 16th century and would later be referred to as a St.
Philip Neri Chasuble because of the popular depiction of the saint in such
vestments.
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During the Second Vatican
Council, a push to renew the
liturgical tradition on the Roman
Catholic Church was emphasized
and vestments were no
exception. As the goal of the
liturgical reforms was to find the
most genuine expression of the
Roman Liturgy, a move from
excess decoration on vestments
to a subdued and minimal look
was done. Fine brocade fabrics
gave way to the new fashion
fabric, polyester.

Handcrafted artisanship was replaced by the work
of the parish seamstress to embrace the notion of
what liturgy stood for. The word liturgy comes
from two Greek words, litos ergos or public works
that comprise the phrase “the work of the people.”
As the most common vestment at the time,
the Roman chasuble, was seen as too minimalist or
lacking the essence of what is a chasuble, the gothic
chasuble came to be the most popular design used
for chasuble in the late 20th and early 21st centuries.
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Other Vestments Used
The Chasuble is the most conspicuous of the vestments used in
Catholic worship, but it is one of many vestments used. Underneath the
chasuble are the stole, the cincture (belt), the alb, and sometimes the amice
and the maniple. A deacon in the church would use much of the same
vestments with the exception of the chasuble and stole. Deacons have a
respective counterpart to these items.
The Alb that is used by all ministers, is a long toga-like robe
that covers all of the civilian clothing underneath. For this reason,
although common, the collar of a priest or deacon should not be
visible when using vestments. The alb comes from the Latin word
for white, album. It is a symbol of purity and of the universal call
to holiness. As it is a variation on the baptismal garment of the
early Church, all people are allowed the privilege to
use an alb. That is why it is a common vestment used
for Altar Servers.
The Amice is typically a rectangular piece of cloth that has
long strings at the end to tie the amice around the neck. Because
it was customary for no civilian clothing to be
shown when in vestments, the amice was to hide
the collar.
The Cincture is a belt that is made of a cotton
rope and follows the liturgical color of the day. Although
commonly found, gold and black cinctures were not supposed
to be used. The cincture would be used to bring in the excess
fabric of the alb together and to keep the stole in its place. Due
to the placement of the belt, it was used as a symbol of chastity
and temperance of worldly pleasures.
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The Stole, a long scarf like garment that goes
around the neck denotes the rank of the clergy. If it
was worn straight down, the cleric was a Bishop. If
the stole was on either side of the neck and crossed
at the torso making an X, the cleric would be Priest.
If the stole went from the left shoulder and joined at
the right hip, it would be the symbol of a Deacon.
The reason for the way the stole would be worn was
symbolic. The stole was the vestment that symbolize
authority. Since a Bishop was the absolute authority in his
territory, his stole would go straight down showing he was not
restricted. For a priest, his stole was to be crossed. Although the
priest did have authority in his parish or town, it was limited
by what the bishop would allow him to do. A deacon is first
and foremost a symbol of
service to others, because of
this his stole wraps around
him to allow him to act in a
more practical manner.
The outermost garment
used is the chasuble for a Priest and Bishop
and a dalmatic for a Deacon. The chasuble
that is used by a Priest and Bishop can
very in shape and size depending on the
occasion and personal preference of the
cleric that is using it. As the garment
covers all other vestments especially the
stole (symbol of authority) the chasuble is
a symbol of charity and humility. Charity
because of its ample design, it is meant to
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show the plenitude of God’s love and mercy. Humility because it covers the
underlying symbols of authority, the stole.
For Deacons, their garment the
dalmatic is a variation of a servant’s
apron that developed into a coat
design. Originally a Deacon would
have used the same type of chasuble
as a Priest or Bishop but as their role
in the liturgy would be significantly
more involved, it made sense for the
chasuble to be gathered at the arms
making sleeves. As the role of the
Deacon, both in the liturgy and as a
day-to-day minister, is to be a servant the dalmatic came to symbolize that.
In the liturgy, the Deacon is the one to set up the Altar for the Priest before
he starts the liturgy of the Eucharist. In the day-to-day ministries of the
Deacon, it was his role to take care of the poor and marginalized in society.
As his is the only outer garment that has sleeves, sleeves came to represent
the role of a servant.
At High Mass (a major liturgy) it was required to have a Priest and two
Deacons be part of the liturgy. For these liturgies, it was customary that a
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whole set of matching vestments were used. To represent the shared
responsibility between the three ministers. In the museum, you can see two
High Mass vestments that were used at San Felipe.
The Bishop’s vestments represent the
theology behind the role that a Bishop has in
the Church. Other than the alb, cincture, and
stole the bishop also would use the tunic,
dalmatic, and the chasuble. As the Bishop is “the
fullness of the priesthood,” he was to use all
the vestments from the ranks of clergy. The
tunic for a Sub-Deacon, the dalmatic for the
Deacon, and the chasuble for Priest.
There were vestments that were specific to
the Bishop, the gauntlets, the episcopal sandals,
the zucchetto and the most recognizable vestment, the miter. The gauntlets
were a symbol of his authority and were meant to adorn the Bishop to
signify his higher status in the Church. The gloves would be used until it
came time to offer the bread and wine.
The episcopal sandals were originally worn by all ranks of clergy. The
sandals (or slippers) were a physical reminder to the cleric of the solemnity
of their action and the liturgical sacrifice. Eventually the sandals were
reserved for only the use of the Bishop.
The zucchetto is a beanie like skullcap that is used by clergy of all
ranks. It would help to denote the rank of the cleric while in their liturgical
attire. Traditionally made of eight (8) silk triangles, it represents the eighth
day of creation and the fullness found in the resurrection of Jesus. A
Bishop’s zucchetto is a Roman Purple of Fuchsia color. Archbishop Sheehan
of Santa Fe’s zucchetto is on display in the museum.
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The miter, a pointed hat that is
adorned with two bands in the back, is the
penultimate symbol of a Bishop or Abbot
(a monastic bishop). At its core, it is taken
from the designs of roman nobleman’s
crowns. The two parts that comprise the
miter represent the two natures of Christ,
human and divine. The two bands in the
back represent the New and Old
Testament. That is because it is believed
that early bishops used to store their bibles
under the miter. Any use of a head dress
or hat in the ancient world was a symbol
of teaching authority. As the miter points
up, it is also a reminder of the incorruptible crown that is found in the
kingdom of God. From this blank canvas a multitude of symbolism can be
embroidered.
Everything that is used in the liturgy of the Catholic Church is used as
a teaching tool for the faithful and for the glorification of God. It is through
tangible signs and symbols that the celestial glory of God is shown and
shared with those of us on earth. Ultimately, the vestments do not make the
liturgy of the clergy. That is why we find comfort in the liturgy regardless
of how extravagant or humble the vestments, chalices, or location is. The
reality of Jesus present in the forms of bread and wine manifest themselves
regardless of these earthly factors.
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