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Enfors we us with all our might


To love Seint George, our Lady[’s] knight


From a mid-fifteenth-century carol of St George,
BM MS Egerton 3307, fol. 63b
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Preface


St George is the archetype of a figure who is instantly recognisable but little understood. In the early years of the twenty-first century his image and emblem are all around us, everyday sights whose true meanings are rarely considered and, when they are, may often seem elusive. He is now invariably shown in combat with a dragon, a motif that frequently appears on items such as coinage and commercial insignia, while his flag, the red cross on a white ground, flutters on church towers and is painted on the faces of soccer fans. He is invoked by English nationalists, even claimed as a native of this country on occasion, and his encounter with the dragon is commonly used as a paradigm of the eternal struggle of good against evil, doubtless in the hope that the saint’s victory indicates that good will eventually prove triumphant. English people are all familiar with the idea of him as their patron saint, their emblematic special protector, but few have any real idea of how and why he came to hold this position in English consciousness.


This book sets out to examine not only the ‘truth’ about St George – who he was, when he lived and what happened to him – but also when and why he came to be recognised as England’s patron saint. Furthermore, it examines the wide range of meanings associated with him during the late medieval period, the time when his role in England’s conception of itself was consolidated. The focus is primarily on the period between 1300 and 1550, a time of huge social, political and religious change across Europe which witnessed events such as the Black Death, a pandemic of the plague that killed between a third and a half of the population of Europe and reached England in 1348, and the Reformation, the theological quarrel sparked off by Martin Luther’s ‘Ninety-Five Theses’ of 1517. These events had far-reaching social, political, religious, economic and psychological consequences, which included such fundamental issues as the end of feudalism and the rise of the middle classes towards one end of our time-frame, and, at the other, the break-up of the established Roman Church and the radical reappraisal of many social mores, such as the importance of marriage and family life. This book obviously does not aim to offer an analysis of these hugely important events, or to present an overview of the changing dynamics of English society and religious beliefs during these years. However, it must be recognised that the cult of St George did not develop, and could not have developed, inside a vacuum. Individuals’ devotion to this saint was undoubtedly affected by these far-reaching historical changes: part of the function of a saint is surely to act as a steadfast figure of refuge, offering the hope of intervention or succour during the trials of human existence. Thus large-scale events such as wars, outbreaks of disease, the deaths of monarchs and religious and social changes form a kind of backdrop – seldom referred to yet present none the less – to the much smaller-scale narrative played out in these pages.


Some developments do play a more important role, however, and of these we should perhaps make special note of the rise of lay literacy, which is now recognised as an important aspect of the later Middle Ages. To a great extent this phenomenon seems to have been a concomitant of the development of an educated, and relatively affluent, middle class who were able to indulge both their pieties and their ostentation through the purchase, display and use of Books of Hours and other devotional manuscripts. An ability to read (although not necessarily also to write) opened up a whole world of religious possibilities to the devout lay man or woman, since reverence of God, in all his forms, the Virgin Mary and the saints no longer needed to be mediated through a priest. Rather, we encounter for the first time a clear desire of people outside the cloister to form a personal relationship with the objects of their veneration as well as the increasing availability of means by which this could be achieved.


In the early medieval period God had often seemed to be a remote and rather threatening figure of majesty and wrath, but as the later Middle Ages developed it is clear that new forms of devotion were arising within the Roman Church which encouraged a view of Christ as truly human as well as truly divine. Perhaps the most significant aspect of this trend was the movement now known as ‘mariolatry’, a cult that identified the Virgin Mary as a figure of importance in her own right, rather than simply as a convenient functionary of God the Father. By identifying the Virgin as a human being, albeit a perfect one conceived – according to the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception – without the stain of Original Sin, late medieval people were able to approach their God in the knowledge that this human intercessor would help their case if only they called on her with sufficient fervour and proved their devotion through prayers, pilgrimages, the veneration of her images and the giving of alms in her name. Saints could also be called upon to aid their human devotees, particularly when an individual saint was identified as being powerful healer in cases of a specific disease, for example. The possibility of visiting conveniently located relics would undoubtedly have encouraged the cults of particular saints, but it will become clear that other factors seem to have been at work as well.


Another important development in late medieval society which should also be borne in mind is the rise of the guilds – groupings of lay people, sometimes retaining their own priest – which originally were purely religious in nature but soon came to be important in the control of both trade and civic government. The guilds were often, but not always, associated with a patron saint: as we shall see, the role of St George guilds seems to have been crucial in the urban social scene.


The conclusions suggested by this survey of St George’s appearances in late medieval literature, historical sources and the visual arts are often surprising and sometimes unsettling, with apparently conflicting readings occurring with disconcerting regularity. We can perhaps view the cult of St George as indicative of late medieval society as a whole: many-layered and multifaceted, with an ability to give easy credence to apparently contradictory ideas. In the manner of Lewis Carroll’s White Queen, believing six impossible things before breakfast was perhaps less of a challenge to the fifteenth-century English man or woman than it would be to a modern person, especially when those beliefs appear to be set up in opposition to each other. Hence St George will be considered in these pages as symbolic of both fertility and chastity; as a tortured martyr oppressed by a heathen ruler as well as a figure of noble authority; as a symbol of English nationhood in general but also a representative of quite discrete parts of English society. Even his very identification as the patron saint of this country is questioned, with an examination of his special relationship with several other countries and peoples.


The book opens with an examination of the earliest sources on St George and an overview of the ways that his legend and cult develop throughout the medieval period. This is followed by a detailed appraisal of those aspects of the saint’s life and legend which seem to have been most salient to late medieval people, and we end with a review of post-medieval developments in the cult of St George in England and beyond. The ultimate aim is to facilitate a deeper understanding of this saint’s position in the English psyche, while also uncovering some of the ways in which late medieval societies seem to have used religious figures as a vehicle for exploring aspects of their own lives and belief systems. We should, however, venture at the outset of this study to ask a few questions about the very nature of such an inquiry, and to define our terms of reference.


The study of sainthood is a field beset with difficulties. No aspect of it is without controversy, particularly when the modern-day writer seeks to reconstruct the mind-set of long-dead individuals and communities by utilising what may seem to amount to little more than a few oblique references in obscure texts or artworks. Even the very nature of what may and may not be discussed is open to debate: is hagiography, the writing and rewriting of a saint’s life and supposed miracles, something that says more about the concerns of the individual writer and his or her community than about the ‘facts’ of a saint’s existence? Is the search for the original, or ur, text the only worthwhile task, or are the later variations, subtractions and additions of equal, or even greater, value? Should hagiology, the study of saints and their cults, necessarily include or exclude less tangible evidence, such as slight references to images or practices long since destroyed or forgotten? For instance, a particular altar, image or votive light of a saint may be mentioned in only one will, made by an otherwise obscure benefactor. One such example is John Sayntmaur (or ‘de St Maur’), who bequeathed a cow, valued at 10s., in his will of 1485, the profit of which (probably derived from the sale of the animal and subsequent investment of the proceeds) was to fund a wax taper to be burnt on Sundays and feast days before an image of St George in his local parish church of Rode (Somerset). Is it really desirable to cite this reference as evidence of a local cult of St George when we have no idea how large or valuable the image was, how many other people expressed their devotion to the saint through recourse to it, or even for how many years it was the object of individuals’ interest?


How, indeed, should a saint cult be defined? One interpretation would suggest that a cult is something which is purely liturgical, based around the practices of the established Church where a clerical process was able to delimit who was entitled and how they should be revered and invoked, but an alternative view would suggest that this ‘imposed’ religiosity was actually less important than the ‘sainthood by acclamation’ model, where popular movements were able to propel individuals to the official, or unofficial, status of saint. This current study tries to straddle both definitions, allowing that while the veneration of St George was officially encouraged the cult was also the product of genuine interest from ordinary people. Devotion to this saint was by no means the preserve of one specific group within late medieval society, but different manifestations of it were particularly important to some discrete groupings: the cult evidently fulfilled many different needs.


One particular problem faced by historians working in the pre-modern period is the undoubted loss of so much potentially significant evidence. In relation to saint cults, we can see that manuscripts and books containing legends, miracles or the scripts of dramatic presentations about saints may have been discarded, burnt, whether accidentally or deliberately, or allowed to be irreparably damaged by poor storage conditions. Paintings and sculptures of saints may have suffered the same fate, or have been deliberately defaced by iconoclasts, while many churches and other buildings that may have been connected with a saint cult have been demolished or refurbished, with consequent losses of wall paintings, stained glass windows, sculpted decorations, and so forth.


The evidence that would have been provided by these lost items is unquantifiable and irretrievable, but perhaps of even greater significance is evidence for a devotion to a saint which was never recorded in any tangible form. The extent to which late medieval England was an illiterate society is open to question, but it seems fair to say that, despite the rise of a literate middle class, a considerable part of the populace would have been largely illiterate and hence would have had little access to, or use for, written accounts of a saint’s life and deeds, unless they were able to listen to someone else reading these works aloud. Furthermore, impoverished peasants would only rarely have had either the opportunity or the means to purchase even relatively cheap devotional objects, such as pilgrim badges or small images made from plaster or tin, even though their personal attachment to the saint may have been every bit as strong as the devotion of a much richer person who could afford to commission a magnificent image or even endow a chapel in the saint’s honour. We know from the evidence of late medieval wills that many people chose to show their veneration of a saint by bequeathing money to buy wax to be burnt on an altar dedicated to that saint – this kind of activity was open to anyone with the means to buy or make a candle – but unless the person was wealthy enough to need to make a will (a group that excludes virtually all women, except widows of some property) there would be no tangible evidence for later historians to uncover. Likewise, many people will have undertaken pilgrimage to a particular shrine or image associated with a saint, and the vast majority of these pilgrimages will not have been recorded in any way.


In the light of these problems it may seem tempting to restrict an inquiry such as this current study to incontrovertible evidence, to consider only well-attested aspects of the cult of St George, such as chivalric orders, royal foundations and artistic achievements commissioned by named individuals. Yet such a survey, while relatively simple to research and write, would do a real disservice to our forebears, for it would omit any sense of the reverence felt for St George by the community at large during the late medieval period. A study of a saint cult, particularly one that seems to have been so widespread and so long-lasting, demands an inclusive approach despite the difficulties associated with reconstructing the concerns, loyalties, aspirations and mores of long-dead people who have left few traces of their lives. To privilege the accessible, easily quantified evidence left to us, which largely originates from one small section of society – the educated, the literate and the wealthy – over the concerns of the main body of the population is both undesirable and indefensible, and it is with this in mind that we should approach the texts, objects and records discussed in this book. For the most part we will be looking at accidents of survival, and we should always remember that, while these items may not have been truly representative of the actuality of the late medieval cult, they are important clues to reconstructing the society that created them. In default of direct evidence about their creation and use it is impossible to make definitive statements about these items; we can, however, suggest possible readings, and it is in this spirit that this book is conceived.


The types of evidence for the cult of St George considered in this book fall into three main categories, and for ease of reference I have endeavoured to maintain consistency in my use of language. Firstly, there is literary evidence, such as prose, poetry, drama and allusions within other texts. A major part of this literary evidence consists of retellings of the legend of St George, and within this book a literary retelling is referred to as a life. (Full details of the lives referred to appear in the bibliography.) Secondly, there is visual evidence, which takes the form of single images or groups of images; where a group of images forms a narrative it is referred to as a cycle. Finally, there are historical records. This evidence is derived from primary textual sources such as wills, invocations, civic ordinances and the records of guilds and other organisations.


Whilst these designations of literary, art historical and historical forms are largely discrete, there are some types of evidence that cannot be categorised so easily. For example, a literary text may be illustrated with images, for instance, in Alexander Barclay’s Life of St George (1515), which is decorated with a cycle of woodcuts (see illustration 5.30). Again, we know that a St George play was held at Lydd (Kent) at least twice during the second half of the fifteenth century; no evidence survives about the text performed, the staging, or even whether the ‘script’ was varied between performances, so what we have, in effect, is a brief historical record of a literary event. This kind of cross-category evidence can be difficult to interpret accurately as we are invariably confronted with the product of several individuals’ work that may not have been coordinated. For example, the woodcuts used in Barclay’s Life of St George may well have been created with no reference at all to the specific narrative that the author was using; illustrations may sometimes simply decorate the text that they accompany, but at other times they appear to reinforce, or even to subvert, the written word. Another factor to be considered is the evidence may have been filtered through different levels of recording (the dates of the performances of the Lydd play are noted in the parish churchwardens’ accounts, a source that would been more concerned with financial aspects, for example, than with the niceties of the theatrical form used).


Cross-category evidence needs to be treated very carefully, but, as with the use of the evidence of veneration drawn from accidental survivals discussed above, it does seem essential to make this study of the cult of St George inclusive rather than exclusive. Hence, as readers and researchers, we should always consider that the readings offered by students of saint cults cannot and do not pretend to the status of ‘truth’. This book is written in a spirit of such investigative detection, with due allowance to the fact that alternative readings can and should also be sought through further research into this saint and devotion to him.









CHAPTER ONE


The Development of the Cult of St George


St George is enigma personified. He is one of the most widely recognised hagiographical figures in the canon of the Church – the legend of his encounter with the dragon is common currency – yet he is far more than a mere romantic hero ‘skilled in Dragon Management and Virgin Reclamation’.1 Close investigation of the literature and iconography of his cult soon reveals that this saint is a highly complex figure. In the sub-title of his 1983 study, Sir David Scott Fox calls St George ‘the saint with three faces’; I fear that he does our hero an injustice with a partial truth. For St George appears in many more guises than three. He is, of course, the chivalrous knight who rescues the fair lady from certain death, but he is also an ancient symbol of light and power engaged in perpetual struggle with the forces of darkness and chaos. He is the Christian hero who demands the conversion of an entire town before he will despatch the dragon who has claimed so many lives, yet he is also Al Khidr, the mythic hero of Islam. His legend is deeply concerned with the power of chastity to overcome evil, but he is also a strong symbol of fertility. Equally, he is the patron saint of England, and is often thought to be an honorary, if not actual, son of this country. However, he is also patron of places ranging from Catalonia to the Danish town of Holstebro, while countries as diverse as Ethiopia and Georgia have significant cults devoted to him.


St George was a hugely popular saint throughout the Middle Ages: over 100 visual cycles of his legend, dating from the early twelfth century to the end of the sixteenth century, are still extant throughout Europe, besides countless individual images, almost all of which depict his combat with the dragon. In England alone almost 100 medieval wall paintings of St George are known, around half of which are still legible to some extent. In addition, a considerable number of literary versions of his life survive, including eight English and Scottish versions dating from between the eleventh and sixteenth centuries. Over the course of the 1,700 years that have elapsed since the probable date of his death there have been innumerable, sometimes quite startling, variants of St George’s legend. These are found in both the literary and visual records of devotion to him, and several of the most interesting variations were apparently well known in late medieval England but have subsequently been largely forgotten. These aspects of the cult form a major part of this study, but a secondary theme is concerned with the comparisons that can be drawn between St George and his analogues throughout the cultures of the world: the fundamental concept of the mythic hero who overcomes a monster is both widespread and long-lived. It seems very likely that the story of St George has been informed by the legends of these non-Christian figures, and when viewed in this light it is evident that the roots of his cult penetrate the deepest realms of religious belief.


As St George embodies such a diverse group of themes and patronages, we need to be certain which aspects are being presented when we examine the role he plays within any one image or narrative. We need to be careful to consider not only the date and provenance of the work, but also the audience for which it was intended. Given that there is this multiplicity of factors at work in the presentation of the saint, it is essential to have a grasp of the history of the cult in order to be able to make some sense of it. This chapter considers the genesis of reverence of St George and the spread of this devotion to Western Europe during the early Middle Ages. The evidence for the ‘real’ life and death of the man identified as St George is assessed, alongside the probable reasons for the development of his ‘fictional’ story and the impact of imagery and ideas associated with other figures, both Christian and non-Christian. But before we begin this detailed examination it will be wise to refresh our memories of the conventional history of the saint, beginning with the largest source of information, the hagiographical material.


St George’s legend was very popular throughout the medieval period, but it was subject to a great deal of reinterpretation. Tables 1, 2 and 3 (see pp. 218–21) summarise the various extant accounts in Old English, Middle English and a Scottish dialect, along with two Latin versions. It is readily apparent that there is a marked disparity between the different retellings. For example, the dragon episode, which is now generally assumed to be the legend, does not appear at all in Ælfric’s version of the Life, and the tortures inflicted on St George vary a great deal. Yet some aspects are relatively consistent, and the basic medieval written legend can be summarised as follows:




St George, whose name is derived from the Greek term for ‘a tiller of the soil’, a Christian and an officer in the Roman army, is called upon to sacrifice to the Roman gods. He refuses to do this, and is then detained and tried before a heathen ruler (usually called Dacian). St George is tortured on the rack and the wheel, and is subjected to other improbable torments such as being dismembered and boiled (see, for example, illustrations 3.5 to 3.9 and 3.20). He steadfastly refuses to sacrifice, and many onlookers are converted to Christianity. He is also given a poisoned drink by a powerful magician named Athanasius (illustration 3.9); when this fails the magician himself is converted. St George is ultimately beheaded (illustration 3.10), and the heathen ruler is often said to die immediately afterwards.





The story is enhanced by variations such as the conversion of the heathen ruler’s wife and an episode where St George pretends to recant, visits the heathen temple and then throws down the idol, which is usually said to be Apollo or Bacchus (illustration 3.11, the late fifteenth-century Borbjerg retable, depicts St George before the heathen temple in the central panel). This story of the witnessing, torture and death of St George can be characterised as the ‘martyrdom legend’; it demonstrates a direct conflict between Christianity and the classical Graeco-Roman religions, which is typical of the lives of early Christian martyrs.


In most versions of St George’s legend an episode is included where he rescues a princess, and this is a clear deviation from the standard model of a Christian martyr. This story was apparently not recorded before the tenth century, but its inclusion in the mid-thirteenth-century Golden Legend version of the Life of St George ensured that it became a standard motif in subsequent treatments of the legend of the saint even though the order in which these events were thought to have occurred relative to the martyrdom is often uncertain. The basis of this story is that a water-dwelling dragon has been threatening a town in Libya, usually called Silene, with its pestilential breath and, in order to keep it away, the people have been giving it sheep. When the supply of sheep begins to fail the people agree to sacrifice one child and one sheep each day. Lots are drawn, and eventually the king’s only daughter is chosen. The king asks for her to be spared, but the people threaten to burn him and his palace if he refuses to give her up to the dragon. In most accounts a grace period is agreed, and then the princess is sent out with her sheep. She is wearing her best clothes, but sometimes is explicitly said to be dressed as a bride. St George, the knight-errant, then arrives and offers to kill the dragon. The princess protests but the saint insists on fighting the monster, and succeeds in wounding it with his lance or spear. He then instructs the princess to fasten her girdle around the dragon’s neck, and she leads it back to the city as if it were a dog. Everyone is very frightened, but St George says that he will kill the dragon if all the people will convert to Christianity; in some cases the dragon is already dead when the baptism takes place. He then baptises the king and many thousands of his subjects, and asks for a church to be built. The king offers the saint a reward, usually money but sometimes land or the princess’s hand in marriage. St George refuses, but teaches the king about Christian belief and then goes on his way.


Illustration 1.1 from the Salisbury Breviary, a French manuscript created for John, Duke of Bedford c. 1424–35 (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, MS Lat. 17294), illustrates several episodes of the dragon story within one image: St George meeting the princess, fighting the dragon, then accompanying the princess as she leads the subdued beast towards the city as the inhabitants flee in fear. St George wears armour throughout the narrative and is identified by a little crest of a red cross on a white background on his helmet. He carries a shield bearing the same device in the scene of the combat with the dragon. The story begins on the left side in the background, where the king, queen and princess look out of the window of a castle labelled ‘Sylene’. In the centre St George, mounted, speaks with the princess who stands in the gateway of the castle. They each have a speech scroll; George’s reads ‘Filia quid p[rae]stolari’ (Daughter, what are you waiting for?), the princess’s reads ‘bone iuvenis fuge’ (Run away, nice young man!). Then, in the background, St George spears the dragon in the mouth while the princess kneels in prayer behind him. Finally, in the foreground, the princess leads the dragon with a girdle, while St George, having dismounted, spears the dragon through the neck from behind. A group of five citizens flee from them as they approach.


This presentation of several aspects of the narrative within one image, a relatively common device in late medieval art, also occurs in a late fourteenth-century carved chest-front (illustration 1.2). Here we find St George encountering the princess at the top of the composition, in the upper left corner. The combat is depicted immediately beneath, with the princess praying on the far left. In the centre we see St George riding back towards the city, following the princess who leads the dragon on a leash. Her watching parents are visible as two crowned heads, looking out from a tower in the midst of the town buildings. A large lion sits outside the town gates, looking back towards the town itself: his exact meaning is unclear, but he is one of a number of wild animals present in the image, and it seems likely that together they are intended to evoke a sense of the natural, uncultivated wilderness that lies beyond the safety of the city wall.


In common with those of most other early saints, St George’s legend, or legends, have little grounding in historical accuracy. But not everyone has been dissuaded from belief in him, however slight the evidence. ‘That St George is a veritable character is beyond all reasonable doubt, and there seems no reason to deny that he was born in Armorica, and was beheaded in Diocletian’s persecution by order of Datianus, April 23rd, 303.’ Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable (1894) could hardly be more wrong. Far from being a definitive statement on the saint, this commentary merely provides an opportunity for dissent among the cognoscenti, for there is no aspect of St George’s life that is incontrovertible, whether his birthplace, profession, the year of his death or details of his tortures. Despite Brewer’s bold assertion, St George is rarely hailed as a native of Armorica (an ancient name for Brittany), but is strongly associated with the Palestinian towns Joppa (the modern-day Jaffa) and Diospolis (or Lydda). Both claim to be the site of his martyrdom, and the latter claims to be his birthplace too. Furthermore, the fact that the saint is often given the appellation ‘St George of Cappadocia’ is recognition of a tradition that he originates from this area of central Turkey.


Confusingly, there is also an historical figure called ‘George of Cappadocia’, a character of somewhat different pedigree who is never likely to be canonised. He is quite well documented and is known to have pursued a career selling questionable pork to the Roman army, later rising to the position of Archbishop of Alexandria. A known adherent of the Arian heresy, a belief system that questioned the divinity of Jesus, he was murdered in AD 362 by an angry mob. A small group of commentators, notably Edward Gibbon in The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, have attempted to identify St George with this George of Cappadocia, and succeeded in sullying the saint’s reputation to a considerable extent. However, it seems unlikely that such a heretic could become a saint of orthodox Christianity, and the discovery during the nineteenth century of two churches dedicated to St George, at Shaqqâ and Ezra in Syria, effectively closed the question for they were built around AD 346 and hence predate the death of George of Cappadocia by some sixteen years. An inscription at the Ezra church stated that it contained ‘the cherished relic of the glorious Victor, the holy Martyr George’. This statement clearly identifies this St George as a martyred Christian, which is entirely congruent with the ‘original’ martyrdom legend. However, although some commentators have claimed that the Ezra inscription is consistent with a date of AD 346, others have placed it as late as AD 515: this disagreement clearly throws the whole issue into yet more confusion. Despite this rather difficult, and perhaps self-contradicting, evidence, it is still quite possible that the life and exploits of George of Cappadocia had some influence on the emerging cult of St George. The Arian George seems to be the first person recorded bearing the Greek name ‘Georgios’, and given that there is no historically authentic reason to connect St George with Cappadocia it seems quite possible that a conflation of the two figures may have given rise to the tradition that locates the saint in this area. The dubious Archbishop George of Cappadocia did at least have the advantage of definitely having existed, something that cannot be claimed with any veracity of the ‘actual’ St George.
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1.1 The Salisbury Breviary, 1424–5: the narrative of St George and the dragon with images of the trial of St George. (Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris. MS Lat.17294, fol. 448)
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1.2 Late fourteenth-century carved chest-front of the narrative of St George and the dragon. (Victoria & Albert Museum, London)





The story of the ‘real’ St George which seems to have the widest currency is set in Nicomedia, the town on the Asiatic shore of the Bosphorus which was one of the official residences of Emperor Diocletian (ruled AD 284–305). Towards the end of the third century, Christianity was generally tolerated in the Roman Empire, with the faith openly professed by many people of rank, up to and including Diocletian’s wife and daughter. However, there was ill-feeling among non-believers, which seems to have been directed particularly at Christian soldiers who were thought to be breaching disciplinary codes as a consequence of their religion. Several were executed at the turn of the century, but then a subversive plot was discovered in which believers were said to be involved. All soldiers were ordered to sacrifice to the Roman gods, and on 23 February AD 303 the Praetorian Guard razed the Cathedral of Nicomedia. The next day saw the issue of an edict effectively outlawing Christianity: churches and writings were to be destroyed, meetings for worship were forbidden, and Christians who held office were stripped of their posts. Some commentators claim that those Christians who did not hold office were expected to submit to slavery, and all were to lose their civil rights, a change in legal status which meant that previously protected people could now be subjected to torture. The edict was ruthlessly enforced throughout the Empire, and many believers were martyred; in Britain St Alban was among those who suffered.


Eusebius, an ecclesiastical historian and Bishop of Caesarea who lived in the mid-fourth century, writes that when the decree was published in Nicomedia an unnamed man of high rank tore it down and publicly destroyed it. Eusebius records that he was the first Christian in that district to be martyred under the terms of the edict, and that he was tortured, imprisoned and executed but bore every torment with great courage. Some later versions of the story name the anonymous man as St Nestor, a close cognate of several aspects of St George in the Greek tradition, but most commentators claim that the man in question was St George himself. Established facts about the hapless martyr are undoubtedly in short supply in this story, but little time elapsed before extra material was grafted on to these bare bones, much of it probably drawn from the traditions of other martyr–saints. St George is said to have been a soldier native to Cappadocia, or perhaps Lydda, and early writers tend to picture him as a Roman officer of some rank. It is claimed that after his destruction of the edict he went to the Temple of Bacchus and threw down the statue of the deity; he is said to have later refused to sacrifice, and was then tortured and martyred on a date usually identified as 23 April AD 303. Sir Ernest Wallis Budge, keeper of near Eastern manuscripts at the British Museum in the late nineteenth century and a noted authority on early Christianity, argued that the martyrdom is likely to have taken place some fifty years earlier, on the basis of inferences he drew from the Chronicon Paschale, a Byzantine work of the early seventh century. However, Budge remains isolated in this view. The cults of soldier–saints such as St Nestor seem to have been very influential on the development of St George’s legend. St Menas, another very popular Eastern saint whose cult seems to predate that of St George, has a legend which is remarkably similar. In early versions of their lives the details of their military careers are virtually identical, and both were persecuted by a tyrannical heathen ruler. It is also notable that St Menas is associated with the cure of skin diseases, particularly ‘the scab’, which is remarkably close to St George’s identification as a healer of scaly skin conditions; both are also strongly linked to the ideal of chastity. A third soldier–saint whose cult may have influenced St George’s own is St George of Bydda. This obscure figure is noted by only one commentator, with little clear evidence, but claims of links to both Cappadocia and Georgia may be significant.


Meanwhile, a group of fourth- and fifth-century Coptic texts provides very detailed information about the saint: he is said to have been born in AD 270 at Militene, a city in Cappadocia where his father, a Christian named Anastasius, was governor. Anastasius’s own father, John – also a Christian – is said to have been the governor of the entire province. St George’s mother is named as Kîra Theognôsta, the daughter of Dionysus, Count of Lydda: a neat device that allows the two main sites claiming St George to be given similar weighting. Even more interestingly, Kîra Theognôsta is said to be related to ‘the saints that dwelt at Lydda’ mentioned in the Acts of the Apostles (chapter IX, verses 32–5) as well as to Joseph of Arimathea: linking pseudo-historical saints with ‘real’ Biblical characters was a common medieval device aimed at substantiating the claims to sanctity of otherwise dubious figures. On the death of her husband Anastasius, Kîra Theognôsta returned to Lydda with her ten-year-old son George and his two younger sisters Kasia and Mathrôna (whose names are the Coptic forms of ‘Katherine’ and ‘Martha’, two saints whose legends bear striking similarities to some aspects of St George’s legend, as we shall see). In one version no mention is made of the return to Lydda: instead, George was adopted on the death of his father by the new governor, Justus, who trained him as a soldier and betrothed him to his own daughter. But before the marriage could be formalised, Justus died and George entered military service under Emperor Diocletian, serving alongside the young Constantine in both the Egyptian campaign of AD 295 and the subsequent Persian War. The narrative then recounts the story of the purge of Christianity from the Roman army, George’s tearing down of the decree at Nicomedia, and his subsequent martyrdom.


Despite the well-constructed legend set out in these Coptic manuscripts, a rather different story is found in a fragmentary manuscript dated to c. AD 50–500, which was discovered under a fallen pillar in the cathedral of Q’as Ibrim during the construction of the Aswan Dam in 1964. This version is written in Greek but was probably composed by a Nubian: it has been suggested that the historical saint may have originated from the kingdom of Nobatia in the Nubian region, an area of the Nile Valley between Aswan and Khartoum. Despite its probable provenance, in this version St George is again identified as a Cappadocian, but this time his Christian mother, Polychronia, secretly baptised her son against the wishes of her husband Gerontius. Some years later George entered the Imperial Service and rose quickly through the ranks of the local service. He travelled to Diospolis to seek further preferment, and was horrified to hear of the ruler’s pagan beliefs. He openly criticised this unnamed ruler during a visit to the court and was then imprisoned and tortured with iron-spiked shoes, the crushing of his skull, scourging and other torments. St Michael intervened to free him from prison and cure his wounds, and many people, including the ruler’s wife, were converted to Christianity when they heard St George preach. The saint also defiled the temples of Apollo and Heracles, and was then beheaded along with several thousands of the king’s subjects.


The Coptic and Nubian narratives described above were undoubtedly linked to later versions of the life of St George, but it appears that the most influential version of the St George legend is a fragmentary fifth-century Greek palimpsest in Vienna which is presented as based on an earlier document written by, or at least with the assistance of, a servant of the saint called Pasicrates. This outlines the early life of St George in a story very similar to the Coptic tradition discussed above, but gives a much more detailed account of the martyrdom of the saint, which Pasicrates claims to have witnessed. He says the torture endured for seven years and led to the conversion of 30,900 people, including the Empress Alexandra. The villainous emperor is a Persian named ‘Datianus’, or ‘Dadianus’, a name that transmogrifies into the ‘Dacianus’ used by Ælfric and the ‘Dacian’ of later medieval tradition. This detailed version had an enormous impact on the subsequent hagiography of St George: it is the source of the traditions that St George was killed four times, only to be resurrected on the first three occasions, that he was given poison by a magician named Athanasius (who subsequently converted to Christianity and was himself martyred), that the saint was suspended over a fire, sawn in two, was dismembered and boiled (among many other torments), that he performed healing miracles and a miracle of making seventy wooden thrones take root and bear both blossom and fruit, and that he resurrected the dead.


The problem with this apparent eyewitness account, aside from the somewhat fantastical nature of the saint’s experience, is that ‘Pasicrates’ was almost certainly an invention of hagiographers. It seems that the persona of the servant of a martyred saint was commonly adopted by early writers of martyrdom legends and this finding tends to suggest that it was the story itself, and the general Christian truths it espoused, which was significant rather than any claim to be presenting the literal truth about St George. Hence the serious inconsistencies in this version of the legend, such as the contentions that a Cappadocian should not have been answerable to the King of Persia and that the profession of magician was outlawed in Classical Rome, need not have been an issue for the first readers of this text. Such ‘problems’ could have arisen from a simple lack of knowledge about geography, or a tendency to treat all foreign races as interchangeable: again, the impression given is that these ‘minor details’ are simply irrelevant to the main purpose of the work, which was to encourage devotion to the saint.


A Vatican manuscript, almost certainly of a somewhat later date, and possibly as late as the eighth century, names Diocletian as the heathen emperor, and incorporates three miraculous cures rather than actual resurrections. Otherwise it is very similar to the earlier work, but the problem of its date throws into question the proposition that the anonymous martyr of Nicomedia was in fact St George: if this identification is accurate, why was Diocletian not named as the ruler in the earliest sources? In an attempt to resolve the problem, Datianus/Dacian is sometimes identified with the historically authentic Maximinus, Diocletian’s co-emperor, possibly on the grounds that he also bore the name ‘Daza’. One other possibility is that the emperor in question was actually Decius (ruled AD 249–51), another renowned persecutor of Christians, but the fact that he reigned over half a century before the generally accepted date of St George’s martyrdom does tend to undermine this contention. The net result is that none of the competing camps are able to offer a truly convincing explanation of who St George was, or, indeed, if he actually existed at all. Gelasius, a late fifth-century pope, recognised the extent of the problems associated with the saint, and decreed that the hagiographical legends should be treated with extreme circumspection. His Church Council of AD 494, which formulated the first Index of forbidden books, trimmed the number of St George’s tortures and removed all references to resurrection. The evidence of later images and literature concerned with the lengthy martyrdom clearly demonstrates that their efforts were not well rewarded. The discussion below (see Chapter Two) of the construction of St George as a martyr outlines the significance of the large number and variety of tortures associated with the saint. Although resurrection does not appear as such in the literary lives outlined in Tables 1, 2 and 3 (see pp. 222–5), miraculous cures are performed on the tortured saint in several versions, while the visual motif of the resurrection of St George by the Virgin, discussed below (see Chapter Three), is a clear example of resistance to this official proscription.


Despite the apparent uncertainty over the precise nature of the physical saint, there is clear evidence that a cult of St George existed from the earliest times, regardless of the veracity of his legend. We have already referred to the mid-fourth-century churches at Shaqqâ and Ezra, but Lydda was undoubtedly the most famous seat of his devotion. Unfortunately, the evidence here is relatively late: around AD 530 Theodosius, a deacon and pilgrim, wrote about the saint’s tomb at Lydda, and mentioned the miracles that were said to have been witnessed there, but it is at least possible that pilgrimage had already been taking place for many years. Certainly the shrine here is generally recognised as the epicentre of the medieval cult; Constantine, the first Christian Emperor of Rome, was said to have built a basilica over the saint’s tomb.


Lydda was to prove important in fostering St George’s devotion much later, as some Crusaders are known to have visited the shrine there. It is claimed that the church built by Constantine was destroyed by Khalif Hakem in 1010 but was restored by King Etienne of Hungary. This building reverted to the use of Muslims, but during the First Crusade a cathedral was raised on the site between 1150 and 1170. Saladin subsequently destroyed this building in 1191; some traditions suggest that Richard Coeur-de-Lion (d.1199) rebuilt the cathedral, but there is little evidence for this. As we shall see it is incorrect to claim (as some studies of the cult have done) that the returning Crusaders introduced the cult of St George to Europe, for there is ample evidence of an established devotion well in advance of this date, but it is clear that the Crusades added impetus to the growth of the Western cult. Stories abounded of soldier–saints appearing to aid the Christians at critical moments in the various campaigns. These heavenly warriors included Theodore, Demetrius and Mercurius, warrior saints who, along with St George, were identified as the assistants of the Archangel Michael and were all believed to have died in the persecutions of Decian and Diocletian. They are all thought to have originated from the kingdom of Nobatia, a location which, as already mentioned, was also specified in one tradition of St George. Of this group of soldier–saints, which also included St Maurice on occasion, St George was perhaps the most famed; his first ghostly appearance was probably to aid the Normans against the Saracens at Cerami in 1063, but the subsequent manifestations at Jerusalem and Antioch in 1098 were the most often recounted.


The Jerusalem episode is told in the Golden Legend: a very beautiful young man appeared to a priest and identified himself as St George, the captain of the Christian host. He said that he would accompany the Crusaders to Jerusalem if they would carry his relics. Later, when they had the city under siege, the Christians did not dare to mount their scaling ladders for fear of the Saracens’ resistance until a figure in white armour marked with a red cross appeared and led the invaders safely over the walls to slaughter their enemies. The Antioch story was recorded in the anonymous Gesta Francorum. This account claims that a numberless host of men on white horses, all bearing white banners, appeared from the mountains to help the Crusaders, and that ‘many of our men saw them’.2 This story was subsequently recounted by William of Malmesbury and several other chroniclers.


The oldest extant image of St George is a sixth-century Byzantine icon of the Virgin with saints and angels (illustration 1.3). Here we see St George paired with St Theodore, another of the group of soldier–saints, although by the later Middle Ages it is far more common for St George to be paired with St Michael – see, for example, the Borbjerg retable (illustration 3.11). In this Byzantine image St George, on the right, appears as a beardless young man with fair hair, a stylisation that was to reappear many times in subsequent images of the saint in an apparent evocation of the ‘very beautiful young man’ described in the Golden Legend. Like St Theodore, on the left, St George holds a cross and is not obviously presented as a military figure, although it has been argued that armour is discernible beneath their robes.
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1.3 Sixth-century Byzantine icon of the Virgin Mary and saints. (St Catherine’s Abbey, Sinai)





By contrast, other images of St George from the early and high Middle Ages are generally unequivocal about his status as a soldier–saint: an anonymous Georgian silver icon, dated to the eleventh or twelfth century, presents him as a classical Roman soldier (illustration 1.4), while a second Georgian icon of a similar date shows him in combat with a human enemy (illustration 1.5). That said, some images of this time do not present St George as an overtly military saint: a Georgian liturgical cross, also of the eleventh century, focuses on the martyrdom of the saint (illustration 1.6), and, although his trial before the heathen ruler is depicted, the saint does not appear to be wearing armour in any of the scenes. The raison d’être of this cycle of the saint’s life is perhaps the depiction of torture rather than St George’s role as a soldier: it is discussed further in Chapter Two.


By the later medieval period St George’s status as a military saint is always an integral part of his legend. Some visual cycles contain a considerable amount of martyrdom imagery, such as the mid-fifteenth-century Stamford cycle (illustrations 3.5 to 3.10) and the early sixteenth-century St Neot cycle (illustration 3.15), but this presentation is always allied to a depiction of St George as a soldier, invariably in his combat with the dragon but sometimes also in his role as the champion of the Virgin (see Chapter Three). In these later images St George is generally not represented as part of the coterie of Eastern soldier–saints, despite the chroniclers’ accounts of the Crusades. He either fights the enemy host single-handed, as, for example, at Stamford (illustration 3.1), or he leads the Christian army against their heathen foes: St George’s miraculous appearances to aid Crusaders at Jerusalem and Antioch were only two of many such manifestations. The panel of the battle scene in the Valencia altarpiece (illustration 2.4) depicts St George at the battle of Puig (1237), where he is said to have aided James the Conqueror, King of Aragon, to defeat the Moors, but the saint is apparently recorded in accounts of every victory of the Christians over the Spanish Moors from the battle of Alcoraz (1096) onwards.
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1.4 Eleventh- or twelfth-century Georgian silver icon of ‘St George’. (Sujuna, Georgia)
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1.5 Eleventh-century Georgian silver icon, St George overcomes the tyrant. (Nakipari, Georgia)
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1.6 Eleventh-century Georgian liturgical cross of the martyrdom of St George. (Georgian Museum, Mestia)
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1.7 Jan Van Eyck, panel of ‘The Warriors of Christ’ from The Ghent Altarpiece (1432). (Ghent, Cathedral of St Bavo)





Despite this strong evidence of the identification of St George as the premier soldier–saint, he does appear in company with other martial saints on occasion. The panel of ‘The Warriors of Christ’, which forms part of Jan and Hubert van Eyck’s Ghent Altarpiece (1432), depicts St George on horseback, bearing a shield and banner of his red cross on a white field (illustration 1.7). He is flanked by two other soldiers, St Sebastian (on the right) and a figure who may be either St Martin or St Victor (on the left). The two flanking soldiers form a kind of escort for St George: they each hold shields that are not marked with a device, in sharp contrast to the prominence given to the red cross on St George’s shield. This red cross is echoed in the red poles of the banners held by all three saints, and also in the devices of the other flags: the unidentified saint carries a white cross on a red field (the inverse of St George’s emblem) while St Sebastian holds a gold cross on a red field, quartered with smaller gold crosses. This unified presentation implies that the three saints are brothers-in-arms, fighting together to uphold the law of God, with St George as their captain, but it seems that this idea was not used by other artists. St Sebastian is identified as an officer of the Imperial Guard who served under Diocletian: like St George, he is said to have been martyred when he refused to abjure his Christianity, but he does not seem to have been a popular saint in the early Church. Indeed, it is likely that his cult only really developed when he was identified in the fourteenth century as a saint who could be invoked against the plague, so his association with St George in this image is quite outside the Greek tradition that allied St George with martial saints such as SS Theodore, Demetrius and Mercurius.


Although the stories of St George’s miraculous appearances during the Crusades will have encouraged devotion to him, it is clear that the saint’s cult was already well established in the West: there is evidence of its existence across Europe as early as the sixth century. St Gregory of Tours (d. c. AD 594) wrote of the veneration of St George’s relics in France, and also of miracles that were said to have occurred as a result of his intercession. Early in the century, Clovis, King of the Franks, dedicated a monastery near Cambrai in honour of St George, and his wife Clotilda dedicated a nunnery near Paris in his name. Chilebert, the son of Clovis, placed a relic of St George in a monastery that he erected near Paris dedicated to St Vincent. There was a church dedicated to St George at Mainz in the middle of the sixth century. By the eighth century, his veneration was general throughout Christendom; in AD 751 Zacharias, the last Greek pope, discovered the saint’s head in Rome (accompanied by a helpful identifying inscription) and presented it to San Giorgio in Velabro. The significant role of relics of saints in both confirming and extending devotion during the medieval period is well documented, and it should be borne in mind that the proliferation of body parts of saints was apparently an accepted part of Christian belief at this time. Hence we find that at least five heads of St George were in existence simultaneously: the skull discovered by Pope Zacharias eventually went to Ferrara; a second head of the martyr was given by Pope Formosus to the Abbot Hatto, and was held at Reichenau, in S. Georg zu Oberzell; a third example is recorded in Syria; a fourth, rescued from Constantinople during the fall of the city to the Turks, was taken to Marmoutier; and as recently as 1971 another St George’s skull was rediscovered at the Abbey San Giorgio Maggiore, on the island of San Giorgio in Venice. This latter relic had apparently been housed in the church of St George at Livadia, which lies between Thebes and Delphi, until the early fourteenth century, when it was removed by Walter of Brienne, the last French Duke of Athens (d.1311). A similar relic was presented to St George’s Chapel, Windsor Castle, by Edward IV: a ‘St George’s head with an helmet of gold’ was recorded in an inventory of the chapel made in 1552. Although the Venetian relic seems to be an entire skull, it is likely that some of these other ‘skulls’ or ‘heads’ may have been, in reality, a fragment of bone encased in a head-shaped reliquary; the significance of such relics seems to have been based on their metaphorical status as emblems of the entire body part, and thus the saint himself, rather than their literal physicality.


The growing importance of St George’s cult in Western Europe is also indicated by the sheer range of countries, cities and towns which claimed him as their patron saint. In her study of 1908, Margaret Bulley notes that St George functioned as the patron of Germany, Portugal, Barcelona, Genoa, Ferrara, Armenia, Antioch, Constantinople, various parts of France, and of the Coptic Christians, while ‘St George for Holy Russia’ was the battle-cry of the Czars.3 J. Lewis André adds Aragon, Hungary, Lithuania, Hannover, Schleswig and Braganza, and specifically names the French towns of Vendôme, Bellay, Epinay-sur-Seine and Liége,4 while other writers have variously included Malta and Valencia in their commentaries; this formidable list underlines the wide geographic spread of St George’s cult. We also know that over one hundred communes in Italy placed themselves under St George’s protection during the Middle Ages. One aspect of this far-reaching interest in the saint was the localisation of the saint’s birth and the combat with the dragon within different countries: some traditions place these events in Cappadocia, Palestine, Syria or Libya, but in the German version these events took place at Berlin or Furth, the Dutch site the story at Oudenaarde, the Wallachians at Orwoza, the Catalans at Montblanc, the Danes at Svenborg and the Swedes at Tabiam. Most of these peoples also have their own variants on the basic dragon story: the Danish version claims that the dragon ate two eggs each day rather than two sheep. When the supply of eggs began to fail, one human and one egg were offered – if anything, this version seems to be even more fantastical than the standard legend. As has been discussed, St George’s prowess as a soldier was also called upon during battles with human enemies, perhaps most notably in confrontations between Christian peoples and their non-Christian foes, for example during the Crusades and the reconquest of Spain. Interestingly, St George seems to have been invoked by both sides during the battle between the Swedes and the Danes at Brunkenberg (1473): the Swedish victory led directly to the commissioning of the sculptor Bernt Notke to produce a large statue of St George and the dragon, plus a narrative of allied imagery, for display in St Nicholas’ Church, Stockholm. It is unclear whether their defeat led the Danes to reconsider their devotion to St George.


Alongside these localised traditions there is also considerable evidence (much of which has never been collated) of areas or towns where devotion to St George was particularly strong. For example, in late medieval Normandy there were nearly seventy parish churches dedicated to St George, with four sites holding relics of the saint, two healing wells or springs where he was invoked, seven settlements where an annual fair of St George was held, three towns with confraternities (or ‘associations’ of St George) and a further community where an annual feast of St George was held. One town, Fontaine-le-Bourg (Seine-Maritime département), had a localised legend of St George in addition to a healing well dedicated to him, while Colomby (Manche département) even had a special song of St George which was sung on his feast day. Several local sayings invoking St George also survive: they primarily relate to agriculture, and hence utilise a memorable feast day that falls in the spring in order to record advice about planting days through an oral tradition. The importance of St George in Normandy is quite remarkable, and it is sometimes thought that it might be a legacy of the English occupation of this area in the early fifteenth century. However, there is clear evidence that the cult was well established far in advance of the English arrival: indeed, Normandy is the area where St George’s cult seems to have really taken root in France. St George was known and venerated in Gaul from at least the sixth century, and in the middle of the eighth century an apparently miraculous event took place that seems to have led to a marked upsurge in the cult. A contemporary chronicler relates that during the time of Abbot Austrulph (AD 743–53) a coffer was washed up on a beach near to Portbail in the Cotentin region of Normandy, and was retrieved by the local people. When opened by the religious and civic authorities, the coffer proved to hold a beautiful parchment book of the Gospels in Latin and a reliquary, which contained part of the jaw bone of St George, relics of various other saints and a piece of the True Cross, as well as letters to authenticate all the treasures. Suitably impressed, Count Richwin, the governor of Cotentin, and the religious leaders decided to allow God to choose where these gifts be should be taken. They placed the coffer and its contents in an ox cart, let the animals wander at will, and followed as the cart was pulled inland to the hilltop settlement of Brix. It was decided to build a church to the honour of St George there, and at Richwin’s insistence two further sanctuaries were built, one in honour of the Virgin, and one to St Cross; many miracles were witnessed at the new church complex.


One (French) commentator has claimed that the coffer was being sent by Pope Zacharias, the discoverer of the skull of St George, as a gift to the English Church when ‘the hand of God’ redirected it to the Normans, who were presumably thought to be more deserving! There appears to be no evidence to uphold either this assertion or the tradition that St George’s cult reached Britain in the sixth century when Antonius, a probably mythical Count of Britain, chose the saint as the patron of the brigade of heavy cavalry that later inspired the Knights of the Round Table, but it is still clear that the saint was recognised in England well before the Norman conquest. In AD
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