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Who has not wondered in what mysterious forests our ancestors discovered the models for the beasts and birds upon their tapestries; and on what planet were enacted the scenes they have portrayed? It is in vain that the dead fingers have stitched beneath them – and can picture the mocking smile with which these crafty cozeners of posterity accompanied the action – the words ‘February’, or ‘Hawking’, or ‘Harvest’, having us believe that they are but illustrations of the activities proper to the different months. We know better. These are not the normal activities of proper men. What kind of beings peopled the earth four or five centuries ago, what strange lore they had acquired, and what were their sinister doings, we shall never know. Our ancestors kept their secret well.


Hope Mirrlees, Lud-in-the-Mist (1926)










Foreword: Legenda


There’s a giant so strong and so holy, just seeing him will save your life. Or so it was said. On the walls of medieval churches, his spectre yet paddles ankle-deep in a fading river, an infant on his shoulder; the moment before the rising flood, the growing weight of the child and the first of the achievements for which the giant, Scoundrel, will earn a new title and name. Saint Christopher.


This book sets out to enchant you, to appal you, to transport you to another world, and, by the end, to declare with you that we should be as drawn to medieval saints’ legends as we are to myth, folklore and fairy-tale. And that is hopefully to say, hauled by our collars and cuffs. But this book does not expect you to find these stories moral or believe them. It takes them for the crafted creatures they are.


Saints transcend a single religion. They are found globally; characters who renounce the world and live in spiritual ecstasy. In the words of the Bhagavad Gita, a Hindu text from the second half of the first millennium BCE, ‘forsaking conceit and power, pride and lust, wrath and possessions, tranquil in heart, and free from ego, [the saint or ascetic] becomes worthy of becoming one with the imperishable’. Here we will meet legends born, unless biblical, from around the fourth century and set in territories within and sometimes beyond the late Roman Empire. Thus the tales’ heroes originate from as far east as Turkey and North Africa and as far west as Britain and Ireland (by medieval European reckoning, the very ends of the world). And their readers’ world view, inherent to the stories themselves, is of an orb divided into Asia, Africa and Europe, with East at the top, Jerusalem in the centre, and the Mediterranean, as the cosmic drama unfolds and as its name proclaims, ebbing and flowing over the more-or-less middle of the earth.


All saints’ legends are human episodes in a divine history that begins with the world’s creation by God. Lucifer’s expulsion to Hell follows and the fall of the rebel angels, along with the Fall of Adam and Eve after consuming the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden. Humanity’s loss to infernal forces remains absolute for several thousand years, during which time every dead soul goes to Hell. Then, the Archangel Gabriel appears to Mary and she agrees to carry and deliver the very Son of God. His later Crucifixion and Resurrection redeem the sins of humanity and release the good souls from Hell to Heaven. After this, humans must follow Christ’s teachings and cleanse themselves of sin through Church sacraments; here begins the struggle to escape the determined, relentless, seductive solicitations of the Devil and achieve Salvation. In the end, the Apocalypse will see Christ returning in glory, the Archangel Michael defeating Lucifer forever, and all the dead leaping from their coffins and rising from the depths of the ocean to join the living for the Final Judgement. Then, Michael will weigh the souls of each human who has ever lived, casting those unfit for Heaven into the slathering mouth of Hell.


Within the context of this urgent spectacle, saints were humans living between the Resurrection and the Second Coming of Christ, and their superhuman faith had set them apart, winning for them a place beside the throne of God and special access to the divine ear. In it they would advocate for the pious living who had made pilgrimages to the saint’s earthly remains and offered candles at their shrines. There these faithful souls would look to images of high and low craftsmanship for protection, drink from phials, wear amulets and say ritual words on special days in ways that we might now call religious ‘magic’. Later, when religious Reformation swept through sixteenth-century north-western Europe, the folk beliefs of the medieval age were labelled ‘heathen’ and the rituals were recorded and exaggerated to condemn the Catholic faith. Now, we often read the folk aspects of medieval Christianity as subversive relics of earlier faiths. But this is an over-simplification of a much more complex and interesting history.


The Christian medieval year had three parallel timelines. It had the seasonal cycle of manual occupations and leisure activities, like ploughing, making hay and enjoying the spring; then there was the ‘liturgical cycle’ of Church masses and rituals based around the life of Christ; and the third was the sanctorale: an achronological cycle of saintly feasts celebrated throughout the year and serving as markers on the circular annual road: St Brigid’s Day, St Swithun’s Day, Michaelmas, the feast of St Nicholas, St Stephen’s Day and more besides. Cycles of feast days were written into calendars at the start of prayer books and Psalters (books of the Psalms). Their pantheon of saints varied depending on the interests of the makers and patrons, but the super-saints, like the disciples of Christ and the early martyrs, feature everywhere. When a saint’s feast came around, it was customary for their life or Vita to be read aloud. These texts were also known as legends; some are historical, by our reckoning, some much less so. Some are written in dense Latin prose, full of learned allegories, some in accessible vernacular verse. Whatever the style, the word legenda was born with the cult of saints. In its original context, it does not mean a work of pseudo-history, but, quite simply, ‘a thing to be read’.


I have structured this book according to the months of the year, retelling saints’ legends as fictional narratives in the month in which their feast fell and following each story with a non-fiction commentary. Along the way, I will refer repeatedly to medieval liturgical calendars featuring the sanctorale.


Medieval calendar pages also commonly have accompanying illustrations of the associated Labours of the Months and sign of the Zodiac. For a fuller understanding, these are relevant too. The Labours of the Months reflect the seasonal timeline mentioned above. They are made up of a traditional catalogue of activities such as feasting, digging, reaping and threshing. The labours do not necessarily represent the lives of medieval people, but they were a widespread convention. While their exact subject and order varied with time and place, their connection to the seasons reminds us to feel a January chill as we read about St Mungo and to sweat in the putative July sun when we come to St Veronica.


Zodiac symbols often accompany illustrations of the labours, each symbol having a whole month to itself by medieval reckoning. And at this time, the symbols’ significance was less to do with prognostication and more to do with the body. Medieval Europe received much Classical medical learning through Arabic scholars such as Abu Ma’shar al-Balkhi (died 886). The prevailing theory was that, just as four elements (earth, water, air and fire) governed the earth and its atmosphere, so the four humours (black bile, yellow bile, phlegm and blood) governed the body. The moon’s relationship to the supercelestial bodies not only affected such earthly phenomena as the tides, but also how these humours flowed and how they could be managed through treatments like bloodletting. Given how implicated the medieval cult of saints was with the body and the passing seasons, I will return to the Labours of the Months and the Zodiac at the start of each new month.


Most of the research for this book happened in my twenties, which were spent in a pinch-myself haze at Cambridge studying for a PhD, as well as behind the scenes in the British Museum and the British Library. In academia, I studied medieval illuminated English manuscripts. At the Library, I interned for a collaborative project with the Bibliothèque nationale de France, which digitised hundreds of manuscripts from England and France, dating from between 700 and 1200 CE. At the British Museum, I spent every Friday making images of and rewriting catalogue entries for its vast collection of medieval pilgrim souvenirs and secular badges. These were mostly coin-sized lead alloy images, cheap as chips in the Middle Ages and enormously popular between the twelfth and sixteenth centuries. And those at the Museum had, for the most part, been found in the Thames by Victorian mudlarks, just as the collections in King’s Lynn Museum, Salisbury Museum and Bristol’s M-Shed had come from the mud of the River Purfleet, the old medieval sewers and the harbour respectively. Medieval badges introduced me to a wealth of legends, cultures of visual storytelling and folk belief. All this revealed to me both how much heritage the Protestant Reformation had destroyed, not just in terms of buildings and objects, but in terms of what remained in the collective memory.


No medieval calendar would have had the exact list of saints I am presenting here. I have chosen them for their legends’ interest individually and as a group, alongside their potential as jumping-off points for telling a history of the medieval cult of saints and its demise in countries affected by the Protestant Reformation. To give myself some parameters (within which there is still an embarrassment of riches), I have chosen not to include mendicant and mystic saints or, apart from Uncumber, also known as Wilgefortis, whom we’ll meet in July, any saints whose legends are set after 1200. This is the date when the papacy took full control of the ‘canonisation’ (saint-making) process and when saints are more likely to have existed in real life. Indeed, many of the saints included here have shady if not fictional origins and are no longer, or never were, recognised officially by the Catholic Church, which is probably one of the reasons I enjoy them so much. Inevitably, the picture is large and complicated and extends well beyond the scope of this book. Other writers specialising in medieval Cornwall, Wales, Ireland, Brittany, France, the Netherlands, Germany, Scandinavia, Spain, Italy, Armenia, Egypt, Turkey and Ethiopia (the list could go on) have tales and histories in their publications and up their sleeves that could (and do) fill a thousand or more books besides this one. I therefore encourage readers to go complement this text with their own explorations, perhaps with the help of the list of Further Reading at the end. I have tried, where possible, to highlight which books and articles can be freely accessed online.


It is almost time to begin, but first I would like to give some background to the illustrations. Inspired by the beautiful children’s book Mama, Is it Summer Yet? by Nikki McClure, I have illustrated these stories with paper cut-out. The whole image is connected to itself and, being made from black paper, demands thinking in light. Paper cut-out is also a joy to perform; I have relished the surgical quality of the process, somehow in keeping with the tales of gruesome martyrdoms, which, for all they were designed to horrify their readers, surely thrilled them too. In the same vein, skin-tones and textures have been underlaid using detailed images of parchment from William Cowley’s.


When we speak of folklore, fairy-tale and myth, we should be speaking of saints’ legends. They are not the property of a single creed. They are ours, whatever our beliefs. By the glimmer of words written in gold and the intrigue of letters in blood, I hope this book makes normality seem strange. I hope it brings the marvellous closer. Saints is a compendium of tales from another age that looked, as we do, for forces equal to the darkness: powers that would bind it and crush it each time it threatened to overwhelm. The pages of this new legendary contain old ideas quite different from our own, though, as you will read, they remain a witness to the immense antiquity of wonder and the longing to say, ‘we are safe’.










Part One


Quikening


[image: ]











January


On the medieval calendar page for January, a man of gold and pigment sits down to a Christmas banquet. He has two heads, their backs fused like a double mushroom. To the first of his open mouths, he lifts a strip of bread; to the second, a goblet of wine.


He is Janus, January’s namesake, and the Roman god of thresholds. In medieval calendars, he always eats for two, looking forward and back. He reflects on the year just gone and anticipates the year to come and, by now, he has done so seven hundred times.


January’s labour, ‘Feasting’, is a tribute to labours already complete. And for the super-rich, the groaning table was no artistic fantasy. In 1424, the funeral feast of Nicholas Bubwith, Bishop of Bath and Wells, included blancmange (not a sweet dish, at this time, but one of rice, blanched almonds and white meat), pork shins, roast heron, swan, larks, snipe, plover and woodcock, with swan’s neck pudding and baked custard.


At New Year’s feasts, gifts would have passed from hand to hand. There are surviving medieval gold rings bearing the words en bon an (‘a good year’): presents, or ‘handsels’, to bestow fortune on the receiver.


Physically speaking, January implicates ailments of the calves and ankles, but it also concerns melancholy. No wonder, then, that it is the month for gathering at the table, for storytelling, and for giving gifts in hope of future fortunes. Here you will meet Scoithín (pronounced Skuh-heen), Edward the Confessor, Mungo, Smaragdus and Agnes: an Irish monk, an English king, a British bishop, an Egyptian hermit and a Roman virgin martyr. And maybe it’s just my imagination, but there seems to me a wintry yearning for January’s invisible sun. Our eyes cannot be trusted: reality is just out of sight.






Scoithín: The Sailor on the Plain


DIED 6TH CENTURY
FEAST DAY: 2 JANUARY



The nameless man walked, kicking the seeding grasses and sending up clouds of pollen that would have made him sneeze had he been in an ordinary meadow. It was very large and very flat. There were no hills or mounds or trees, no other people or animals to distract his mind. He felt carefree and let his gaze fly off and away, as far as it could reach into the blue-grey distance.


Then something came into view, disturbing the expanse before him. It was growing apace, and it couldn’t be part of the meadow; its shape was too sharp. And as it came closer, he saw that it had a sail full of a wind he could not feel. Then he saw, by this and by the point of its prow ploughing through the meadow, slicing the green, making it roll like black waves, that it was a boat, the turf it had parted collapsing back in a cloud of pollen, butterflies and bees.


The nameless man stopped walking and watched in amazement. Then he leapt out of the way to let the long vessel pass by without crashing into him. As he rolled onto his back in the damp stems of the grasses, he saw people on the boat craning at him in return, their hair and clothes whipping about them, as if they stood in high winds, though all around the air was still. They wore thick, warming coats, despite the mellow sunshine.


‘Stop the boat!’ cried a man onboard with billowing blond hair and a coat of brown wool. His companions hurried to obey. They furled the sails and tossed an anchor over the side of the boat. It plunged into the meadow with a ripping noise, driving through the grass, the roots and the sod, until the anchor found purchase on some hidden rock and brought the vessel to a stop.


It swayed a little as the blond man in the woollen coat leaned out, his hair still whipping this way and that, as he called back to the nameless man:


‘How are you walking on the water?’


The nameless man approached the boat. ‘I’m not walking on water,’ he said, ‘I’m walking on earth.’


Then he bent down and looked for something he could give the man to show what he was saying was true. He saw a red flower and picked it, straightened up and walked through the long grasses to the boat where the man stood.


‘Here,’ the nameless man said.


Their hands touched as the flower passed from one to the other, and, as soon as it left the nameless man’s grasp, the bloom began bending and flapping in the wind.


The man on the boat cupped a hand around the flower and looked at it, frowning and shaking his head. His companions, brethren by the look of their carefully shaved heads, gathered round and all seemed just as bewildered. Then the nameless man called up from the ground, nudging them out of their wonder. He had a question in return.


‘How are you sailing on a field?’


The other man said, ‘I’m not.’


Then he gave the flower to one his brothers, and said to him:


‘Help me reach the sea.’


The brother kept him from falling as he leaned out of the boat, stretching his hand down to the turf, pale hair and woollen clothes still blustering, though the grass hardly moved at all.


Then the man snatched at the grasses. All at once, he was holding a salmon, glittering silver against green. He tossed the fish to the nameless man, who caught it with both hands and cried out.


The salmon was cold as snow. He struggled to keep hold of it as it thrashed and gaped. When he let it go, it waggled through the air, disappearing into the grass in a cloud of yellow dust.


Already the men on the boat were raising the anchor and unfurling the sails, which filled with wind that the nameless man couldn’t feel. But the other man called back as the vessel moved away, hugging his cloak around him.
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‘I am Barra of Cork. And from this day forward your name will be Flower.’


The Irish word for flower is scoth, so the nameless man whispered his new name to himself in his own language:


‘Scoithín.’


And as he watched the blond-haired Barra sail away, shrinking until he and his boat were no bigger than the bees that pitched and dived around him, Scoithín remembered that he had heard stories of Barra, whom some called Finbarra because of his blond hair. Hadn’t his mother been put in a fire for conceiving him? Hadn’t the unborn Barra called out from his mother’s belly, telling her persecutors that they would go to hell? Scoithín breathed long and slow and turned to continue his journey. The sun was warm on his face and the ground was firm beneath his dew-flecked feet.
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With the story of St Scoithín we meet a paradox fundamental to the medieval cult of saints. There are only one or two saints’ legends that completely lose their grip on history (see Uncumber in July) and most are at least loosely rooted in the soil of earthly time. They begin with the lives of saints who appear in the Bible as the family and disciples of Christ. Some of these figures go on to become the first missionaries, taking the Gospel into Armenia and India and other territories to the north-east. Some of those figures become among the early martyrs, killed abroad or within the Roman Empire. Later martyrs die during the successive swathes of Christian persecution. In 313, Emperor Constantine converted to Christianity and the first monastic communities in the deserts of Egypt followed, as well as another raft of missionaries. With the latter, we come to Patrick, Hilary and Martin of Tours, as well as itinerant bones evangelising from beyond the grave, like those of James and Andrew. And the story of Scoithín and Barra plays out just after that, against the backdrop of early monasticism in Britain and Ireland.


However, the story retold here, from an anonymous Irish text in an eleventh-century manuscript, is reminiscent of early Irish Immrama, or ‘voyage tales’. These contain Otherworlds that the characters encounter on their journeys. In the Immraim Brain (or ‘Voyage of Bran’), Bran and his companions are at sea when they meet Manannân Mac Lir, the pre-Christian Irish sea god, riding over the water in a chariot. To Manannân, the bitter sea and its leaping salmon are a pleasant field full of gambolling lambs where the god and his family live in bliss. The saint, or god in the Immrama, inhabits two worlds at once. While not all saints’ legends are as lyrical in their expression of the earthly within the eternal, you will see that all contend with it.


St Scoithín is held to have died in the sixth century. In the Life of St David, which we will come back to in March, Scoithín sails across the Irish Sea on the back of a marine monster to warn David of an assassination attempt. In this text, he has two names, although both are given in a Latin form: ‘Scutinus, who has also another name, Scolanus’.


The name ‘Scolanus’ reappears as Yscolan in the Welsh poem Gwerz Skolan from the mid-thirteenth-century Llyfr Du Caerfyrddin (known as the Black Book of Carmarthen), as well as in a related Breton ballad. ‘Yscolan’ means, not ‘flower’, but ‘the phantom’. He has committed terrible crimes. He has raped his sisters and killed the resulting children. Not only that, but Yscolan has lost his mother’s most treasured book in the sea. In the poem he assures her that the book, at least, is safe. A small fish guards it and only three pages are damaged, one by his tears, one by fire and one by blood. We may never know how to reconcile Yscolan the rapist with Scoithín the Paradise-wandering saint, but it makes for a suitable story with which to begin January, the month of the two-faced god and the conundrum of forever-ness and time.






Edward the Confessor: An Eye for an Eye


DIED 1066
FEAST DAY: 5 JANUARY



Edward often wished, as he washed the eyes of each hopeful face, that they were his brother’s eyes and his brother’s now half-remembered face. Alfred had been brave, beautiful and wholly undeserving of death. But he had put his faith in a traitor.


Edward bathed the supplicants’ eyelids – some glued shut with mucus, some scarred, some with no outward sign of damage – and prayed. Did God restore sight through him because of how Alfred had died? Or might Edward, had he been there, have been able to save his brother? He would wonder who had betrayed Alfred to Harthacnut and abandoned him in the torturing dens of Ely. Had his deceiver been English, Danish or French?


When Edward had been crowned, he had met his court. Edith had arrived with her father and brothers, Godwin, Harold and Tostig. Pale-faced, she had presented Edward with a cloak that she had embroidered herself with a delicate pattern of birds and flowers, offering her prayers for his reign and standing out from the sycophants like a wild rose in a tangle of thorns.


As time passed, Edward realised that her father, Earl Godwin, intended Edith to become Edward’s wife. Having been a courtier since the days of the Danish kings, Godwin was a cunning diplomat, forever winding among the courtiers, laying an arm across their shoulders and speaking softly, smilingly, in their ears. Almost by chance, it seemed, Edith often ended up sitting closest to Edward in the hall, though she rarely ate more than a mouthful and blushed if he spoke to her. But it was not due to her father that Edward married her. He had loved her from their first meeting.


After the wedding, Edward and Edith agreed to live in chastity. Miracles followed. Edward received a vision of the drowning of the Danish King even before the news had reached England. Then Edward had healed the legs of a man who couldn’t walk. Hundreds began coming to Edward’s palace for healing. Mostly, his prayers would help the blind to see.


He had wanted to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, but when his royal duties prevented him, he resolved to restore the church on Thorney that St Peter himself had appeared to consecrate long ago, in the days of Mellitus, the very first Bishop of London.


Edith supported him as they organised for stonemasons, carpenters, metalsmiths, glaziers and embroiderers to beautify the old building. He found perfect companionship in her, and she in him. She prayed with him, advised him and loved him. But sometimes he wondered if she had a secret. He couldn’t say quite why, but it came to him now and then in her silences and on those rare moments when she seemed to avoid his gaze. He did not press her. He trusted her too much and did not want to cause her any pain.


She revealed her secret on Easter Sunday, when the court was feasting in the hall. A young servant stepped onto the dais with a ewer of wine. One of his feet slipped and he nearly fell, but he steadied himself on the other foot. A few seats away from Edward, Edith’s father, Earl Godwin, laughed loudly, saying:


‘So, it is true: brothers do care for each other!’


Edward caught the strange words. Had Earl Godwin likened the young man’s feet to a pair of brothers? It was a strange notion, one that snagged like a thorn in cloth. Then Edith’s veil brushed his cheek. He heard her voice in his ear.


‘He’s mocking you.’


Edward looked back at her father, who was watching him in return, his eyes sharp with malice. Edward thought about the man’s history. Godwin had stepped lightly from court to court, never falling foul of whichever king held the throne.


The King saw it like leaves opening on a vine. Godwin had welcomed his brother to England, and it was Godwin whom Alfred had trusted enough to be led into the hands of Harthacnut. Godwin had caused Alfred to be taken to Ely and blinded with the point of a knife.


Edward took Edith’s hand under the table. He spoke up, his voice carrying over the lyre and the other noises of the feast.


‘And so might I have cared for my brother, Godwin, had you let him live.’


Silence followed.


‘How you offend me,’ Earl Godwin said, laughing again. Then he gazed round at the others at the table, who had paused, their knives and glasses still in their hands.


Earl Godwin spoke again. ‘I’m innocent and I’ll prove it.’


He tore a shred from a bread roll.


‘If I’m able to enjoy this morsel of bread without choking, then you’ll know I am telling the truth.’


Edward raised his hand and drew a cross in the air, blessing the piece of bread. Then he said, ‘May God make the proof be sure.’


All eyes were on Godwin as he put the bread in his mouth and chewed. Almost at once, his face twisted grotesquely and people began to laugh. But then his mouth gaped and his eyes widened. As his face turned blue, the laughter faltered. Then it seemed as though his eyes were going to burst from their sockets; they were bulging, reddening at the edges, and his pupils great dark holes.


Edward made to rise, but Edith’s grip tightened on his hand, making him stay where he was. It was the only order she would ever give him. When Godwin had stopped moving and thudded forward onto the table, Edith’s hand relaxed, releasing her husband. He got to his feet, gesturing to the guards.


‘Take this dog away.’


Earl Godwin’s corpse was removed and little more was eaten before the King finally rose and left the room with his wife. Later it would be said that he received a vision of the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus, those portentous young men, rolling from their right sides to their left. He would say it boded ill.


One day, Earl Godwin’s son Harold would sit on Edward’s throne. But a rival would cross the sea from Normandy and meet Harold on the fields of Hastings. In that battle, an arrow would arc over the fray. It was one of thousands, criss-crossing like the threads on a loom, not loosed by a trained archer, but by one of the peasant mercenaries picking up fallen arrows from the field edge and shooting them back into the melee. The arrow, directed not by skill but by chance, by God, found a path towards Harold and, when he looked up, drove deep into his pupil. In an instant Harold would realise what had happened and perhaps he knew that he was paying for the sin of his father. But before he could speak a word, the Norman soldiers seized him and slaughtered him with their swords.


[image: ]


In the late sixth century, around the time of St Scoithín, Irish and Italian monks were converting the English in a two-pronged mission. It was successful. By the eleventh century, when the historical Edward the Confessor was alive, Christianity was well and truly established. It is this religion and its holy representatives that shape the narrative of the Norman Conquest of England. Born in around 1003, Edward was King of England from 1042 to his death in 1066. His lack of an heir led to the invasion of England by William the Conqueror in the same year. Between Edward’s death and the accession of William the Conqueror, the throne was held by Harold Godwinson, son of Earl Godwin, an English courtier on whom tradition pins the death of Edward the Confessor’s brother, Alfred Atheling (whose epithet is the Old English for ‘prince’). As most of the texts that survive from the aftermath of the Conquest were written for Norman readers, the men of the English Godwin family might not have been as villainous as all that. The chronicles show favour only for Edith, Earl Godwin’s daughter, who married Edward the Confessor and who was also remembered as a saint.


The Edward story retold above comes from a thirteenth-century estoire (or ‘history’) of Edward’s life that is so consciously rooted in real events that you’d be forgiven for forgetting just what a literary work it is. It was written and illustrated by a St Albans monk called Matthew Paris just under a century after Edward the Confessor’s canonisation in 1161. Matthew’s original manuscript doesn’t survive, but a copy does. In the latter half of the thirteenth century, a team of scribes and illuminators at the royal court at Westminster reproduced the original, including the illustrations. However, in the decades after its production, deliberate holes were made in the eyes of two pictures of Earl Godwin.


I noticed this damage on the digital facsimile when I was a postgraduate student. It motivated me to visit the book in the flesh in the Manuscripts Reading Room of Cambridge University Library, which happens to be the sweetest-smelling place on earth. A librarian brought over the manuscript on a trolley, and I took it from the other books and laid it on a supportive cushion, opening it to discover fine sheets of vellum (calf-skin parchment) and drawings and text, all much finer than the image on the screen had implied. I turned to folio 11v (the ‘v’ standing for ‘verso’ according to the convention for numbering the pages of medieval manuscripts), the words and images of which concern the reception and coronation of Queen Edith. Someone had stabbed out the eyes on the image of a man in a blue cap presenting her as she receives the royal sceptre. He was blinded again in the neighbouring scene, where he whispers in the ear of another courtier. A red image caption identifies Edith in Anglo-Norman French as fille Godwin, or ‘Godwin’s daughter’, while the opening two words of the main text on that page read Godwin fu traitre ateint, or ‘Godwin was a proven traitor’. From all this, I inferred that a past reader, presumably medieval given their understanding of the Anglo-Norman text and investment in the story, had blinded the image of Earl Godwin for his treachery against Edward the Confessor’s brother. They had done this by poking out his eyes with a sharp object. Judging from the singed edges of the tiny holes and the fact that one hole in each pair is smaller than the other, perhaps due to the cooling of conductive material, the damage was inflicted using a needle or pin heated in a flame. I ordered some parchment scraps and sat in my Lambeth flat heating a safety pin in a candle and burning pairs of holes that looked just like those in the medieval page.


In this fascinating manuscript, the damage is too sensitive to the story, too invested in its politics, to be modern. It is, I believe, a response to the theme of blindness versus sight that snakes through the text like a divinely directed arrow. At the start of the narrative, the young Edward the Confessor and his older brother Alfred are in exile in Normandy, and England is in the hands of the Danes. In 1035, Earl Godwin pretends to welcome Alfred Atheling to England, with the implied promise that he will help him reclaim the throne from the incumbent Danish king. Instead, Godwin hands him over to King Harthacnut, who has Alfred’s eyes put out at Ely. The young claimant then dies. This blinding is the paternal sin for which Godwin’s son later atones at Hastings.


Once Edward the Confessor comes to the throne, he has a vision of a devil sitting on a heap of tribute to the Danes, and he then begins healing supplicants suffering from physical maladies, especially to the eyes. Throughout the course of his reign, the healings proliferate, with troops of blind subjects visiting Edward to have their sight restored. He rebuilds and magnifies St Peter’s Abbey, Westminster, and, on his deathbed, he has a vision of the English royal line as a fallen tree, which will graft back onto its stump and sprout afresh in, the text insinuates, the reign of Henry I. When Edward dies, childless, Earl Godwin’s son, Harold, takes the throne, only to be killed at the Battle of Hastings with an arrow to the eye. Throughout the story, Edward is associated with spiritual and physical sightedness, while the men of the Godwin family are described as thorns and briars and linked to violent ocular injuries.


What the singed holes in Earl Godwin’s illustrated face tell us is that someone cared enough about Edward to torture his nemesis with a miniature red-hot poker. The damage also reflects a wider belief that, of all the parts of the body, the eyes were especially dangerous. In an age that believed in ‘extramission’ theory – namely, that we see by sending beams of light from our eyes onto the objects before them – the gaze of a sinner was palpably threatening. Therefore, while this is not a unique instance of painted eyes being damaged to disempower an image, as we will see later on, it is uniquely subtle in relation to the world of the text.


In around 1250, Isabel, Countess of Arundel, and Sanchia of Provence, Countess of Cornwall, each borrowed Matthew Paris’ Edward manuscript, along with his retellings of the lives of Thomas Becket, Alban and Edmund. Equal parts word and image, the pages cajoled the reader from left to right, through tales of defiance and sedition, chastity, martyrdom and divine retribution, all set in Britain. Matthew Paris dedicated his Life of Edmund to Isabel. He also put a note in his life of Alban permitting Sanchia to borrow it, along with the rest of the collection, until the feast of Pentecost. The Westminster copy of his Edward history is thought to have been made for Eleanor of Castile after her marriage to the saint’s namesake, the future Edward I. All this suggests a lively circulation of legends about British and English saints among the wealthy women of Plantagenet England. It hints, perhaps, at the use of these volumes in the historical and religious education of their children, which fell within the responsibilities of a noble mother. Perhaps one of Eleanor’s children performed the pseudo-blinding of the illustrated Earl Godwin. Or perhaps she did it herself. Either way, the damage shows how saints’ legends were not just pious tales inflicted on reluctant pupils; they could inspire indignation, could encourage readers to discern which characters were ‘good’ and which were ‘bad’, and could send a hand reaching for a pin to drive into the painted face of a villain.






Mungo: The Broken Bird


DIED 614
FEAST DAY: 13 JANUARY



Teneu wished she was back in the cottage with her swineherd, delivering her God-given child onto soft blankets, with herbs for the pain, and someone to hold her hand. But instead, here she was, kneeling on hard stones, sand on her face and in her hair. There was nothing to lessen the agony, and no voices but the cawing of the gulls, until, with a final cry, she pushed her baby onto the beach. Teneu was too tired to see that she was no longer alone. To her it was as if the voices of the men were merely the shrieks of more gannets and the hands that cradled her head and back were figments of a dream. Unconsciousness overtook her.


The next morning shepherds had found the girl, clothes tangled and bloody. With the skills they knew from their work, they wrapped the baby in their garments, cut the cord and buried the afterbirth. They stoked the dying fire, heated water and gave the mother a drink. When she was warm, one shepherd carried her, and another carried the baby to a missionary called Serf, whose monastery was in Culross. Serf was rumoured to be of noble birth and to have come from a far-off land and to be wise from his many travels and deep learning. He would know what to do.


The buildings they sought were the largest of cut stone in that wide landscape, and though the walk took all morning and the mist came and went, they found them easily; Teneu slept and the baby fed, wrapped in their cloaks. The shepherds knocked on the great wooden door, and when it opened, Serf accepted them without hesitation. Mother and child were carried to a small room with a welcoming fire and comfortable bed, almost as if the old priest had been expecting them.


When the shepherds had returned to their flocks, Serf sat beside the girl.


‘It would be an honour to know your name,’ he said.


‘Teneu.’


‘And the child’s?’


The girl looked down. ‘Kentigern. My dearest friend.’


Teneu spoke the British tongue, and so for ‘dearest friend’ she said, ‘Mungo’.


Then Serf said words in his mother tongue, because he had seen visions of angels in the night and believed the child would be holy.


‘I am so happy you have come!’ he said, so Teneu would understand his language and the reason for his delight.


*


In the years that followed, Teneu grew evermore grateful to Serf, who protected her without question. She learned that he was the son of the King of Canaan and a princess of Arabia; that he had been Pope before travelling to Alba to teach the Britons about Christ; and that, not far away, in a cave in Dunning, he had vanquished a dragon using just his staff and the power of prayer. There was nowhere Teneu would rather be than at Culross, under the protection of Serf.


They raised Mungo in the monastery, and as he prayed and fasted with the older monks, his holiness was plain. But the other boys who lived in the monastery mocked him and none of it escaped Teneu.


One morning, ten years after their rescue, Teneu was laying out the wax tablets for the boys’ lessons. Serf was outside, feeding a robin he had tamed. Beyond the window, she could see it hopping onto his aged hand and pecking at crumbs on his palm. The old man was laughing softly and muttering affectionate words to the robin in his own language. Then he called over his shoulder to Teneu.


‘With his colourful chest, he reminds me of the birds of my childhood.’


She nodded, smiling. ‘You’d better go to prayer now, before the lessons begin.’


Serf let the crumbs fall from his palm to the windowsill. Then, leaning on his stick, he crossed the cloister gardens to the chapel. It was his custom to pray before beginning lessons, but already the boys were filing from the refectory and lining up outside, Mungo among them.


As Teneu put the last tablet in its place and the bell for lessons started to ring, she heard a commotion. She saw the boys scuffling and laughing. Her own Mungo was looking on in dismay.


‘What is going on?’ she called out.


They hushed each other and sidled back to their places in the line, though the corners of their mouths twitched with mirth. It was then that Teneu saw a spatter of blood on the windowsill.


Dread seized her. Where was the robin? No, she told herself, it must have flown away.


Serf had come out of the chapel, his stick tapping on the stone path, and then Teneu heard his hoarse shout. And now she was rushing across the classroom, leaning out of the window, looking down at the ground. There in the dirt, its wings outstretched, lay the robin. Its head lay a little way off and the white plumage of its belly and rump were stained with blood. For a moment, she was back on the forest floor with the taste of blood in her mouth.


The boys had shuffled back. As Teneu lifted her eyes to their faces, she saw Mungo pushing his way to the front and kneeling down beside the tiny bird. Serf, his crooked hands resting on his walking stick, only stared in misery. It was hard to believe that he had, in his youth, slain a dragon.
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‘It was Mungo,’ one of the other boys said.


‘Yes,’ said some of the others, nodding. ‘Mungo did it.’


Serf and Teneu watched as her son scooped up the body of the robin in one hand and its head in the other. As he bowed his own head, his hair hid Teneu’s view of the bird.


Suddenly one of the boys stepped back in fright, another cried out, his voice breaking. Then Mungo raised his head and looked her full in the face.


That was how she would remember him later, when, as a man, he had left Culross and built his own monastery. In her imagination, she would see him as he knelt before her now, his eyes all wonder, his smile wide, lifting the miracle for her to see. The robin was standing on his open palm, whole and clean and alive as it had been before the bell.
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Jocelyn of Furness wrote a Life of Kentigern for the Bishop of Glasgow in around 1200. He based his narrative, or so he says, on an old book in the Scotic tongue, which he elevated with Latin prose to the version that survives today. He may have been telling the truth, though he wouldn’t be the first medieval author to claim authority from a lost original shrouded in the vernacular tongue of a mythic age.


In the legendary record, Kentigern, more popularly known by his nickname ‘Mungo’, founds Glasgow by building a monastery there. He also travels from Culross, on the east coast of modern-day Scotland, to the west coast, where he converts thousands to the Christian faith, then south from Strathclyde to South Wales. On his journeys he meets David, Asaph, Columba and a host of other saints, performing miracles all the while.


Miracles fill saints’ legends. Different hagiographic traditions from different regions inherited wonder motifs from their pre-Christian ancestors. Stories of the early Irish saints, for instance, share a singularly dreamlike quality. Stories of Mungo draw on Classical and biblical models. But what was the difference between something unheard of or wondrous and something definitively ‘miraculous’, when ‘miracle’ only means ‘an object of wonder’?


In the thirteenth century, Caesarius of Heisterbach wrote of two men travelling around Besançon in France, variously walking on water, standing in fire and performing other miracles for appreciative crowds. The local bishop and priest, however, were suspicious of the source of their power. They had the men arrested and discovered thin scars in the men’s armpits. Opening up the scars, they drew out folded contracts with the Devil.


Conscious, perhaps, of stories like this, the contemporary theologian Albertus Magnus defined a miracle as an event ‘raised above the order of nature’. Miracles were not an illusion, nor an acceleration of natural processes, and they should not, for instance, be the result of pronouncing special words: that was the method of magicians and witches. Those non-miracles, those magic tricks, were ‘wonders’ and nothing more. Some wonders could even be, as with the men from Besançon, the work of the Devil. In his study of the medieval natural and supernatural, Robert Bartlett notes Albertus Magnus’ ‘intellectual discomfort’ when it came to defining miracles, stressing that, even for faithful medieval Christians, ‘the natural and supernatural were fluid, potentially contradictory, and often indeed unexamined’. Saying God did anything contrary to ‘nature’ could risk suggesting God was in some way unnatural, but to say that miracles did not exist, no matter how much wonder they inspired, defied the stories of Christ’s miracle-working in the Bible. It was a thorny issue.


Today, some medieval saintly miracles leave a bad taste in the mouth. Jocelyn of Furness writes of Mungo railing at a visiting priest (‘of graceful form, great eloquence, and much learning’) whom he suspects is homosexual:


If the sacred canons forbid women [from becoming priests] by how much more ought those men be shut out from so sacred an order and duty who are perverters of their own sex and abusers of nature . . . and clothe themselves as female. Nowhere do we read of a more grave vengeance being selected or censure than against that monstrous race of men.


Another man accused by Mungo later drowns in a river, his soul, the narrator explains, descending at once to Tartarus. This Mungo ‘miracle’ is absent – little wonder – from those alluded to by the fish, bird, bell and tree on modern-day Glasgow’s coat of arms, accompanied by the lines:


Here is the tree that never grew,


Here is the bird that never flew,


Here is the fish that never swam,


Here is the bell that never rang.


Returning to the medieval texts from which we draw our occasional modern references to saints reminds us how strange – or troublingly familiar – the past can be. And while the nature of the miraculous sparked debates and intellectual treatises, a more straightforward belief in miracles underpinned the medieval cult of saints for the thousand-year sweep of its history. Miracles serve to demonstrate the saint’s power, also known as their virtus, to which we will now turn.






Smaragdus: The Lost Child


DIED 470
FEAST DAY: 16 JANUARY



Smaragdus’ name meant ‘precious stone of green hue’. In ancient days, such a stone had glowed in the breastplate of the high priest of the Israelites. At the end of time, it would gleam under the New Jerusalem. He had chosen the name when he entered the monastery. He had worn it in the cool of his cell for his whole life as a monk. Now, he was dying, labouring to breathe the homely smells of stone and incense as a spider tiptoed across the ceiling. Beyond the walls of his hermitage, the wind skittered on the sand, and a long way away, the sound as muted as if he were listening underwater, the city of Alexandria screamed.


Paphnutius’ name meant ‘man of God’. It described him well. The grieving old man was devout as any monk and a generous benefactor to the community. After Euphrosyne’s disappearance, the Abbot had instructed the brothers to pray for a revelation, but none had come. The Abbot told Paphnutius that God must have a reason to withhold the truth. Smaragdus took God’s silence as permission to be silent too.


But Paphnutius had never stopped hoping he would find his daughter, nor grieved less with time. When he visited Smaragdus each week, fresh tears had fallen into his beard and tracked between the tangle of greying hairs. My beloved Euphrosyne, he would say. What if she’s asking for me? What if, for all these thirty-eight years, she has been in the caves beyond the city, thinking I’ve lost hope? Smaragdus had prayed and listened. One day soon he would share his secret, then everything would change.


Smaragdus was used to hiding: himself as well as his secrets. Long ago, when he had first entered the monastery, he had told the monks he had been a eunuch for the King. But then, in chapel, when they stood in facing lines to say the antiphonal Psalms, he noticed the brothers’ eyes roaming from his fine features to his habit, then to what they could make out of his body underneath. He began hiding his face with his hood, but the monks went on watching, for all their embarrassment and shame.


In time, the Abbot noticed and for his own good sent Smaragdus into the desert, where there was a lonely stone cell. He had lived there alone for three decades, so that the scratch of sand between fingers and toes, long fasts and endless hours of prayer replaced his old life as an ornamented object of men’s desires. Smaragdus became known for his sanctity and drew outsiders to his hermitage, asking for prayer and guidance. When Paphnutius had first visited, Smaragdus had been frightened. But the years had passed and his fears had been allayed.


Two taps on the hermitage door caused Smaragdus, weak but no less cautious, to drag his hood further down his face. His visitor stepped inside.


‘Father Smaragdus?’


From under his hood, Smaragdus could see Paphnutius’ feet. He imagined him looking at the untouched bread on the chair and the bowl of bloodied vomit on the floor.


‘You’re ill.’


‘Stay with me?’ Smaragdus asked.


‘If you wish.’


And he did. For three days Paphnutius tended Smaragdus. He read to him, bathed his feet and hands, and took his bowl to be emptied. Smaragdus tried not to give in to the mounting pain. But, by the end of the third day, he knew he could not wait. Through the weave of his hood, he saw how the light of the oil lamp pooled on the side of Paphnutius’ face, sending a shadow of a great nostril against his cheek. Smaragdus summoned the strength to speak.


‘I know what happened to your daughter.’


The old man’s gaze lifted, bright, unsure.


‘To Euphrosyne?’ he asked.


Smaragdus nodded, lowering his hood. He looked into Paphnutius’ eyes and waited.


‘What do you know about my girl?’ Paphnutius said.


‘It’s me, Táta,’ Smaragdus replied. ‘It’s me.’


Euphrosyne. She who bestows beauty. That beauty was faded. Perhaps it had gone altogether and left no trace of the person Smaragdus had once been. But when recognition fell, the shock was so great that the old man slid to his knees.


‘Euphrosyne?’ Paphnutius said. ‘My girl?’


Smaragdus leaned forward, touching another human for the first time in thirty-eight years. Then the old man’s hands lifted to Smaragdus’ back and hovered, unsure. A feeling of betrayal dwelled within the relief. When Paphnutius had told Smaragdus, then Euphrosyne, to marry, his disobedient child had taken vows, donned the habit of a monk, chosen a new name, and had run away to the brotherhood, living there as Smaragdus ever since. Paphnutius had looked in the convents, from Alexandria to Cairo, but he had neglected to search in the very monastery closest to his home.


Smaragdus smelled the balsam oil in Paphnutius’ beard and felt many years away from the cell in the desert. The dying monk was a child again, comforted by his father. When Paphnutius’ arms finally enclosed him, Smaragdus said:


‘I want no one but you to prepare my body. Keep my secret, Táta.’


When Smaragdus died, the wind blew his father’s cries across the desert to the monastery. Hearing in them the truth of their hermit’s earlier life, the monks shared the news far and wide. And they remembered the name Euphrosyne in their readings and their songs.
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Strength has many guises. In the Old English life, St Euphrosyne, written in the eleventh century, the saint’s pronouns change from heo (she) to he (he) with his change of name. At first glance, this detail suggests an unexpected attitude to gender presentation, but it is contradicted by the reversion to the saint’s pre-monastic name after death.


Medieval readers did not understand the transition from womanhood to manhood in terms we would immediately recognise. That even a woman could achieve such heroic holiness might well have been the dramatic crux of Smaragdus’ story. It is, perhaps, better understood as a defiant rejection of morally frail femininity in favour of morally strong masculinity. The writings of the Church Fathers describe a woman’s choice to leave the domestic and maternal life and embrace holy virginity as, to all intents and purposes, a transition to manhood.


The double standard at the heart of the stories of ‘transvestite virgin saints’ is further evinced by the (almost) complete lack of men doing the same thing in the opposite direction. For a woman to wish to dress as a man was both reasonable and virtuous. For a man to wish to dress as a woman was dangerous: an immoral travesty. One rare example of a monk dressing in feminine clothes appears in a twelfth-century legend about St Jerome, illustrated in the luxurious Belles Heures of Jean, Duc de Berry. It shows a malicious fellow monk sneaking into Jerome’s cell in the middle of the night and exchanging his habit for a noblewoman’s blue dress. Early the next morning, a bleary Jerome rises for matins, puts on the dress by mistake and wanders into chapel. His fellow monks whisper to each other from a choir stall as the bearded and tonsured Jerome approaches, his shoulders bare, his torso hugged by the rich blue cloth, his forearm flatteringly displayed by a slash in a close-fitting sleeve. Some pages later, the text explains that he was mocked so shamefully for his mistake, he was forced to flee. The story may have been inspired by that of a humiliated Hercules, tricked by Omphale, Queen of Lydia, into wearing feminine dress.


Smaragdus’ transition to manhood shows his virtus, a word that we will return to often in this book. The term survives in our word ‘virtue’, which we tend to think of as a spiritual or moral quality. However, it contains the Latin word vir which means ‘man’ (as in ‘virile’). Initially, ‘virtue’ meant something closer to ‘masculinity’ and was bound up with notions of physical strength. The martyrs display heroic physical endurance over the course of their persecution, as well as enhanced physical attributes such as luminosity and beauty (though not always). Their virtus is the source of their miracles before and after death. It has been proposed that, in an age that saw manhood as a more developed form of womanhood, saints of any gender were, by dint of their spiritual strength, ‘manly’ to a ‘supermanly’ degree.






Agnes: Death in Aquarius


DIED 304
FEAST DAY: 21 JANUARY



The cup shone in the candlelight, reflecting the rich hues of costly clothing. Distorted faces laughed and chewed in the band of gold around the base of the lid. Some had an angelic look, even in bent image, others could have been the vices that leered down from the columns in the church. At the banquet there were many young men and women, robed, ornamented and plucked according to the latest fashions, but the truly powerful were set apart by their red noses, exhausted eyes and full cheeks, the fruits of decades spent eating and drinking to excess. Candles illuminated the heavy damask tablecloth with its crop of gold plates, bowls and spectacularly ornate, half-useless vessels, while lapdogs scampered between the dishes, making away with a bread roll when indulgent hands were too slow to bat them away. All the reflections were parodied in the gold. All was reflected in the metal of the cup in mischievous caricature. But the cup itself – a gift – stood silent and still amid the commotion, unnoticed but for its general aura of luxury. The treasure was not for scrutiny but for joining with all the other riches on the table to tell the diners of their own magnificence. Peals of fevered laughter, all too ambitious for the jokes they followed, crashed around the work of sublime craftsmanship. But it was not just a cup. It was a story.


A frieze around the lid bore scenes in white, red, blue and green enamel. Together they told a tale of a girl called Agnes, accosted, while walking to school with her sister, by the son of the Prefect of Rome. The enamel showed the gold and glass image of the boy asking for her hand with a box of jewels and Agnes refusing him, declaring her chastity, her Christianity, and her conviction never to sacrifice to the Roman gods. At this, as rendered in the metal and glass, the young man’s father sent her to a brothel and his son tried to rape her but dropped dead at her feet. Agnes resurrected him and ordered him to lead a good life as he knelt with his hands clasped in prayer. But, by now, the Roman priests had heard what was happening and tried to burn her. Agnes did not die from the red flames they put her in; these refused to touch the holy girl. She died when a soldier thrust a spear into her neck.


The feast went on late that night, raucous and oblivious. It was the eleventh day before the Kalends of February, the eve of the feast of St Agnes, and as the hour of midnight approached, the final scene of Agnes kneeling in the flames, the spear tip poised to puncture her skin, glowed a little brighter. Her eyes were shut and the only movement on the gold surface was the dancing light of the candles and reflected gesticulation of the guests. But then a bell tolled somewhere beyond the hall and the flames about her legs began to flicker and her enamel eyes opened wide, drinking in the scene, the stained sleeves and bodices, the loosed hair and barely hidden groping. If any of the revellers noticed her watching from the pyre, they put it down to the wine.
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A thirteenth-century biography of St Hugh of Lincoln describes how, after feasting in hall, he would withdraw ‘to his chamber . . . taking with him the more distinguished of the company’. There they would enjoy ‘an even more magnificent and attractive spiritual banquet . . . inspired by his accounts of the sayings and deeds . . . of famous men’. The fourteenth-century poem Gawain and the Green Knight expresses a more secular version of the same notion. King Arthur will not start eating until he hears ‘an uncouth tale of some adventurous thing, of some great marvel that he could believe, of ancient heroes, of arms, or of other adventures’. Both Hugh of Avalon and the fictional Arthur season feasting with a twist of worthy action. And indeed, the gentry of medieval Europe were hungry for stories of secular heroes like Charlemagne, Arthur and Alexander the Great, as well as saints and especially martyrs.


The first centuries after the Crucifixion saw an especially violent opening drama in the story of the human struggle for salvation. It centred on the persecution of Christians by hostile Roman emperors and yielded such super-saints as Stephen (the proto- or first martyr), stoned to death; Sebastian, shot all over with arrows; Felicity and Perpetua, one pregnant, one nursing her young son, executed in third-century Carthage, modern-day Tunisia; Apollonia, de-toothed and burned alive; Lawrence, cooked on a griddle; Bartholomew, skinned; Valentine, decapitated; and many more besides.


Historically speaking, the last and most extreme bout of anti-Christian action, Diocletian’s persecution, began in 303 CE. It centred on the heartlands of the Empire, especially around the Mediterranean and North Africa, but extended even as far as Britain, as you will read in June. Christians who refused to sacrifice to Roman gods and deified emperors faced incarceration, torture and execution. Some believers accepted death rather than agreeing to comply.


It is here that the medieval cult of saints starts. In this early period, there was no official ‘canonisation’ process to recognise sanctity within the Church. Popular opinion was enough to transform the heroic Christian dead into martyrs and make shrines of their tombs. Over the subsequent decades, stories about them would be preserved in collections called martyrologies. Once Christianity had been made the Empire’s official religion in 313 under Constantine the Great, their cults enjoyed more open patronage. By the Middle Ages, manuscripts known as Passionales preserved collections of lives and, in the later thirteenth century, Jacobus de Voragine produced his widely read Golden Legend. As the stories of martyrs took shape and the ranks of saints swelled, their setting remained broadly historical, but the increasingly elaborate accounts of their deaths and miracles took on a legendary hue.


St Agnes is one of the early martyrs, traditionally held to have been barely out of childhood when she died. She is one of many female virgin saints who saw great popularity throughout the Middle Ages. And yet, even in the early years of her cult, Christian pilgrimage and the veneration of saints were subject to suspicion, especially by Jewish and Muslim groups, who accused them of fostering idolatry and polytheism. Historian Ralph Finucane writes how, as early as the fourth century, ‘the seeds of ambiguity, of paradox within the “official” Church, were already taking root’.


The Royal Gold Cup, a poleaxingly fine object, resides in the British Museum and bears scenes narrating the legend of St Agnes. It is a ‘hanap’, or decorative drinking vessel, made in or just before 1391, when it came into the possession of the French King Charles VI. It appears to have been among gifts from the very same Jean, Duc de Berry, in whose famous Belles Heures we found St Jerome’s accidental transvestitism.


The Royal Gold Cup indicates just how thoroughly saints’ stories suffused medieval culture, especially among the elite. But they were accessible to the non-elite as well. By the late Middle Ages, these tales were on tiles, they were painted onto walls, they could be found on tapestries and vestments, as well as on the outsides of civic and ecclesiastical buildings. But the ubiquity such images would one day have was not a guaranteed outcome.


In the seventh century, Serenus, the Bishop of Marseilles, set about destroying images of saints in the belief they provoked idolatry. But Pope Gregory the Great wrote to him, telling him that ‘to adore a picture is one thing, but to learn through the story of a picture what is to be adored is another’. He reasoned that, in a picture, ‘even the ignorant see what they ought to follow; in it the illiterate read’.


The letter remains a monument in the history of Western European culture, the artistic heritage and monumental landscape of which would be very different without orders like the one it contains. Whether their images were ever venerated or served only to bedazzle a noble company, objects like the Royal Gold Cup are miracles in the literal sense: they are objects of wonder, artefacts of unparalleled craftsmanship and witnesses to the dynamism of stories. And the pictures that adorn such objects exist thanks to an early policy decision by the Western Church to let holy tales be told in pictures. The decision was ever controversial, but, without it, surely, images of the legends and legendary figures described in this book would never have been made. And such artworks would never have grown in number in close symbiosis with burgeoning popular devotion until that popularity began bursting the seams of orthodox theology. And none of the drama and intrigue that followed, none of the folk beliefs, rituals and charms, none of the conflicts towards which this story runs, would ever have come to pass.
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