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Since the beginning of recorded history people have been fascinated with the idea of recreating events from the past. The Greeks and Romans reenacted earlier military victories and made the struggles of their ancient gods and goddesses come to life on the stage. Medieval European monarchs also reenacted Greek and Roman battles, both real and legendary, and in the nineteenth century, medieval tournaments were recreated by the nobles and gentry of England and Europe. The enjoyment of much of this historical recreation was, however, limited to the privileged classes. By the twentieth century the stories of kings, knights, and courtly love became common themes in popular entertainment, but seeing history on stage and screen was very different from actually being there in person. It was not until the 1960s that a few people in the US, UK, and Europe became brave enough to risk being mocked by their neighbors and began recreating medieval life on a regular basis. It was a bold step backward.

Obviously these fanciful, popular recreations were a far cry from the bleak realities of medieval life. The Middle Ages were a time fraught with political turmoil, brutal and incessant warring, random violence, unsanitary living conditions, plague, and famine. Despite these shortcomings, there are few images more appealing than a magnificently armored knight riding out in the name of his lady, his king, and the church to do battle against the forces of evil. Who among us does not long to change places with one of those glorious warriors or fair maidens from the past?

Since their introduction in the 1960s, the popularity of these splendidly archaic recreated medieval feasts, tournaments, and Renaissance fairs has increased tremendously. Medieval military reenactments are staged in nearly every culture old enough to have a recorded medieval history, and medieval weddings are among the most popular themed weddings in all of Western culture. If the United States has added its own unique contribution to the celebration of all things medieval it is the concept of the medieval or Renaissance fair. According to online listings, there are now no less than 127 medieval and Renaissance fairs scattered across the forty-eight contiguous states.

It is no wonder that the Renaissance fair is so popular; the romance of escaping, at least for a day, from the stress-filled, work-a-day modern world can be very attractive and a lot of fun. Beyond question, a medieval theme can help make any special occasion even more memorable. A wedding with people dressed in fairy-tale clothes or a Christmas party with minstrels and a table groaning under the weight of strange and rich-smelling food will always be remembered as something spectacular, daring, and magical.

But wanting to hold a medieval event and having access to all of the relevant information are two distinctly different things. Naturally, you can hire a company to plan your event for you, but unless you have a whopping budget and are convinced the party planners know their history, you have no way of knowing what you may wind up with or how much it may cost. By far the most economical—not to mention enjoyable—way to host a medieval celebration is to plan and execute it yourself. So, to those of you who feel the attraction of diving headlong into the past but really don’t know where to begin, this all-color, greatly expanded edition of Medieval Celebrations is dedicated specifically to you.

We wish the very best of luck to all of you.

Daniel Diehl & Mark P. Donnelly
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CHAPTER 1

Why Host a Medieval Celebration?

The popularity of recreating medieval events, celebrations, and feasts has been encouraged and promoted by Christmas madrigal dinners, hosted by many civic and church organizations across the United States, England, and Europe. Likewise, the popularity of the Medieval Times restaurant chain, the growth of medieval reenactment groups around the globe, and dozens of Renaissance fairs held throughout the United States have all helped broaden the appeal of selectively recreating the “Age of Chivalry.” The more one sees of this long-gone age, recreated by people who are, by and large, just like the rest of us, the greater the appeal of visiting the Middle Ages for a day or two. Stepping into the past for a few hours is a great way to take a vacation to a far-off place without the hassle and expense of traveling thousands of miles. In fact, it is far more fun to take part in one of these medieval events than it is to attend them as a mere spectator.

Even if you have never hosted a party before and your knowledge of the Middle Ages is limited to a few old Robin Hood movies, this book is designed to guide you through every step necessary to help you host a medieval banquet that will make your party-planning skills legendary. And there are enough historical tidbits thrown into these pages that by the day of your banquet, you will sound like an authority on medieval history, customs, and lifestyle.

The truth of the matter is that with a little time and effort, a sense of adventure, and not much more money than it would cost to host any other type of party, you can successfully mount a beautiful and memorable medieval celebration. By taking your time and following the simple chapter-by-chapter guidelines provided in the following pages, you can host a medieval event that you and your guests will be talking about for years to come.

Defining the Middle Ages
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The Middle Ages, in its greater historical aspect, is a vaguely defined period of time. Historians endlessly argue about when it began, when it ended, and even what, exactly, it was. For the sake of simplicity, we will define the Middle Ages as the period between 1066, when the Normans conquered England, and 1450, when the Renaissance and the rise of the nation-state brought an end to the feudal system that had dominated the political and social life of the medieval period. Basically, this gives us four wonderfully exciting centuries to play with. Since this book is in no way intended to be an historical treatise on medieval history, we are going to take the liberty of picking and choosing elements from this broad period that will help you create the most memorable medieval event possible.

For a variety of practical reasons, we will be using an amalgam of decorating styles, manners, and foods from this period to create our medieval feast. Because few written recipes from the early years of this period survive, we will extract our menu items primarily from cookbooks of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (the 1300s and 1400s). The clothing styles and decorative motifs covered in our chapters on costumes and decorating are taken primarily from the fourteenth century because they are far simpler, and therefore easier to reproduce, than those of the later Middle Ages. Our selection of music and dance comes from a variety of times and places throughout the medieval period. Similarly, while we will discuss specific customs from many different countries, we will mix and match those elements to guarantee that your guests have the greatest amount of fun possible during their short visit to the Middle Ages.

The variety of time periods on which we have drawn in compiling this book would undoubtedly drive a hard-nosed historian mad, and a visitor from the real Middle Ages would probably have no idea what was going on, but your feast and the activities surrounding it will be relatively simple to put together while still being based entirely in historical fact. If you are especially fond of a particular country, king or queen, historical event, or holiday, by all means build your medieval event around it. If all of the details are not exactly right, don’t worry—we promise that no one from the distant past will show up to check on your historical accuracy.

Things to Consider
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The major concern most people have when they contemplate recreating a medieval celebration has to do with preparing food for the banquet. “How hard is it to make these things?” and “Will anyone eat them when they are served?” are both legitimate concerns for anyone thinking about hosting a medieval feast. Most people, at most times throughout history, tend to eat foods with which they are familiar. When it’s time to consider hosting a party, the guests’ favorite dishes inevitably become potential menu items. No matter how much effort you put into the preparation and presentation of your food, we understand that you don’t want to ask your guests to be human guinea pigs for some weird, experimental cuisine. While many of the dishes listed on our menu may sound unfamiliar, the basic ingredients are all things that you and your guests eat on a regular basis; there is nothing here to be afraid of. The ingredients used in our recipes are all available without undue hassle or expense, and the necessary preparation does not require learning any new skills. Like all recipes, they only require that you follow the directions. To make your cooking experience as comfortable and stress-free as possible, a number of our recipes can be made well ahead of time and stored or frozen until the day of your event.
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Likewise, the manners, customs, and decorations at most social events are not usually from some unaccustomed land or from a long-gone time period, and many people feel awkward and uncomfortable if they have to deal with strange customs and habits. We understand this and have taken it into account. Our goal is to help you and your guests enjoy a new, fun, and exciting experience without having to work at it. Throughout the course of this book we will guide you, the reader and the potential host of your own medieval event, through the ins and outs of medieval customs and cooking in such a way that you can host a party based on the habits and foods of six centuries ago while remaining completely confident that you and your guests will feel comfortable and at ease with the results.

Where Do I Start?
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We have arranged this book in such a way that it can be equally useful to those readers who are planning a small dinner party, a large wedding, or a public event sponsored by a church, school, or charity organization. We will help you tailor your medieval celebration to the size of the space in which you are holding it, the number of people who will be attending, and your budgetary constraints. We will aid you in planning for the event, decorating your event space, and organizing your kitchen in such a way that preparing for your celebration and banquet are as worry-free as possible. Our hope is that when the big day comes, all of your guests will come to the feast ready to immerse themselves in the atmosphere of the Age of Chivalry.

We will also help you put together an information packet that will explain the day’s events to your guests. The packet should include a copy of the menu; exotic dishes often prove irresistible to those with an adventurous palate, but nothing will be so strange-sounding that any of your guests will be put off. You might want to photocopy the chapter on medieval table manners and include it in the information package to help your guests get into the proper mood. If your guests are expected to come in costume—and it is always more fun and authentic feeling if they do—they will need time to either make or rent appropriate clothing. You can provide copies of the clothing patterns in this book to anyone who expresses an interest in making his or her own costume.
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If you are planning a medieval dinner in conjunction with a civic organization, such as a church, club, or charity organization, it will probably be impossible to get everyone to come in costume, but everyone should be encouraged to dress for the occasion if they so desire. If you hold similar events in the future, you will almost certainly find that the number of people who come in costume will increase from year to year. The costumes may not be authentic, but it will show that people are willing to get into the spirit of things and are ready to join in and enjoy themselves.
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In addition to recipes, decorations, and costumes, this book provides information and instructions on a wide variety of games, dances, songs, and other forms of entertainment that will keep your guests happy and busy for an evening or an entire day.

While all the basic information for hosting a medieval celebration, large or small, is contained in this book, for those of you who really want to go over the top or simply want to find more information about medieval celebrations, there is an extensive reference section and a bibliography at the back of the book. But even without referencing these additional sources, you should be able to prepare and host a medieval celebration and feast that will be remembered and talked about for years to come.

Allow yourself plenty of time to prepare for your event and feast. You will probably want to read this entire book several times before you actually begin making final plans. If you are going all-out, it can take two or three months of planning and preparation, followed by several weeks of hard work. Just take your time, don’t panic, and above all, enjoy yourself. Be warned—medieval celebrations have a way of becoming a habit; soon after your first event, you will probably find yourself thinking up ways of doing it better the next time.
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CHAPTER 2

A Brief History of Medieval Celebrations

There is no such thing as a “typical” medieval celebration. Celebrations and feasts during the Middle Ages were as different and varied as celebrations during any period of history, including our own. Then, as now, there were two basic types of festivities: public and private. Public festivities generally centered around the village church, both because many public holidays had a strong religious connotation and because the local priest or monks were willing to organize, and sometimes underwrite the cost of events for their parishioners. Private celebrations, with the exception of weddings, to which the entire village would invariably be invited, were normally limited to the households of the nobility and rich merchants. With the exception of the richest households no one had the time or money to waste on such frivolities.

Obviously the differences between celebrations among the village peasantry and those held by the high-and-mighty were significant. What might have seemed an immense and impressive celebration to village peasants would have been an appalling and miserable display to the eyes of the great nobility. Consequently, before recreating a medieval feast, it’s a good idea to look at how these different levels of society celebrated.

The vast majority of the medieval population were peasants; certainly more than ninety percent of the population worked the land. While some of these peasants had incomes that were comfortable by the standards of the day, and others lived among the sophisticated denizens of cities and towns, peasant life was never grand nor sophisticated.

Most peasants lived in small villages which were owned by the local lord—a nobleman whom they may have never seen—or by a nearby monastic house. The peasants made their livings as sharecroppers, donating a portion of their labor and produce to the landowner to pay their rent and taxes. These villages were seldom more than a cluster of extended families held together by their social and economic isolation. With no means of transportation other than walking, it was a rare occasion when anyone left the village. Most people never traveled more than seven miles from the spot where they were born. Why seven miles? Because that is how far a person could travel on foot and safely return home by nightfall. Most peasants knew amazingly little about the world beyond their village, except that it was a physically dangerous place to be after dark; there were certainly thieves and murderous brigands out there, and the possibility of demons and monsters lurking in the woods was believed to be very real. In this unimaginably provincial world, everyone in the village knew everyone else and their business. Consequently, when anyone in the village had a reason to celebrate, the entire village joined in.

The backbreaking demands of subsistence farming and the constraints of the feudal system meant that feasts were few and far between. When they did take place, they probably lasted only one day, usually a Sunday, when most work was suspended in observance of the Sabbath. The only way more than one day could be taken off work was if the lord decreed a public holiday, but such occasions were rare. When a feast was planned by and for the villagers, everyone pitched in to make certain the festivities came together and to help guarantee that the day would be as memorable as possible. In most villages, bread and ale were plentiful, as were fish, chicken, small birds, cheese, stew made of whatever vegetables were locally available and in season, and maybe the occasional pig or sheep, if the occasion was important enough. A cow was too valuable to kill just for a party, and wild game, with the exception of rabbits, was the exclusive property of the nobility.

Other than a church or chapel, there were few, if any, public buildings in a medieval village. Consequently, feasts and celebrations were normally held in the summer so they could take place outdoors. If anyone in the village knew how to play an instrument, he or she might provide music, but this, too, was fairly rare. Communal singing, on the other hand, was common and everyone knew the words to all of the songs; a new song was a rare treat. Most of the songs were either religious in nature or appallingly bawdy. The event being celebrated—and how much ale had been consumed—dictated what sort of song would be sung at any particular point during the day. Once the ale was gone and everyone had sung his song, told his story, or danced his dance—which everyone in the village had probably seen and heard a dozen times before—they all went home. They had little choice; they had to be up at sunrise, ready to go to work.
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At the opposite end of the social spectrum was the world of the royalty, great nobles, archbishops, and bishops. Only on the rarest of occasions did the upper class have to cut their celebrations short because they had to go to work in the morning. In this rarefied society, great feasts, grand celebrations, glorious tournaments, and the presentation of lavish gifts were not only commonplace, they were also an important part of keeping a firm grip on power.

In the medieval world, hard cash, even among the most powerful, was almost nonexistent. Edward the Confessor, the last Anglo-Saxon king of England, reputedly kept the entire royal treasury in a wooden chest under his bed. Society functioned largely on barter, loyalty, feudal duty, and fear of punishment from God or the Crown. The only effective way to display wealth and power was to put up a good front, and hosting great feasts and tournaments was an ideal way of showing off. By bringing together political allies, potential allies, and even the occasional enemy who might be swayed or at least impressed, the nobility could reinforce and display their social and political strength. The more impressive the display, the greater the appearance of power.

Because travel during the Middle Ages was difficult at best, it was a rare occasion when a large number of noblemen and ladies had the opportunity to get together to strike political deals and relax. A gathering of nobles, whether it was for military or purely social purposes, was an opportunity to celebrate and provided an ample excuse for staging grand hunts, colorful jousts, dancing, and lavish feasts.

The guests at noble banquets were seated strictly according to rank and power. The highest-ranking personages, including the host, hostess, the most powerful guests, and the highest-ranking clergy, were seated around a “high table” strategically placed at the front of the great hall where they could be viewed by the assembled company. Chairs were traditionally placed on only one side of the high table so the rest of the room had an unobstructed view of the great and powerful. Some high tables were even placed on a raised platform, or dais, to improve the view of those seated there and to guarantee that the audience could see them. If there were guests of greater rank than the hosts, they would be granted the honor of being seated at the center of the high table. The most honored among the company were provided with massive, high-backed armchairs. Those next in rank would have armchairs with lower backs, and toward the end of high table were chairs with no arms.

Other tables in the hall were usually arranged in long rows at a ninety-degree angle to the high table, so guests could look down the length of their table toward the high table. Even at these lower tables, seating was all-important; the closer a person was to the high table, the greater his or her rank and status. Those nearest the high table often had small, armless chairs; farther along were individual stools; and finally, at the far end of the hall, were common benches known as bankettes (from which the modern term “banquet” is derived). Beyond the tables was floor seating for musicians, entertainers, tradesmen, personal servants, and a few peasants who might have been invited to the feast as an act of Christian charity.

The food was also distributed according to rank. The best dishes, the greatest number of dishes, and the finest wines went to the high table, which was always served before the rest of the company. This allowed the guests to “ooh” and “aah” at the grandeur enjoyed by those of great rank.

Food was always served in a number of courses, called removes or messes (a term still used in the military). There might be three, four, or even five removes, and each remove was a mini-banquet in itself. The food was grand, gloriously prepared and presented, and seemingly available in endless quantity. The larger the occasion and the more powerful the hosts, the more impressive the spread was likely to be. When England’s King Henry III threw a Christmas banquet in 1246, the shopping list included five thousand chickens, eleven hundred partridges, four hundred hares and rabbits, ten thousand eels, thirty-six swans, fifty-four peacocks, and ninety boars. All of this would have gone to the royal butchers and then to the kitchens, there to be transformed into hundreds of impressive dishes, and finally taken to the tables of the revelers in what was probably a series of at least four or five removes. Because no one could possibly eat the amount of food that flowed through the great hall, guests took small portions so as not to ruin their appetites for the removes yet to come.

Between removes there was entertainment, as well as toasts and speeches by those at the high table. Gifts were exchanged by the host and his most honored guests, and presentations were made to the nobility by those at the lower tables as a sign of gratitude for being invited to such a fine event. The presents were customarily held up for the entire audience to see, and murmurs of appreciation were an expected part of the display. At the end of the meal, there might be some form of theatrical performance, often of a religious or military nature, and finally, dancing to the accompaniment of court musicians. A lavish feast could go on for most of the day and well into the night. On important state occasions, such as a coronation, a royal marriage, or a visit from a foreign monarch or a cardinal sent as an emissary of the pope, rounds of feasting and reveling could stretch on for days or an entire week.
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	The talents of a local recreationist group can add an exciting element of historical authenticity to your medieval event.



There were also instances when the nobility hosted feasts for the peasants and villagers who worked on their estates. Unless the lord was unusually generous, such largesse only took place when it was demanded by local custom or specifically decreed by king or church. The celebration of a successful harvest, the birth of a child into the noble household—usually a firstborn male—or the weddings of the lord’s children, particularly the eldest son, all demanded some form of public revelry. On such occasions, the festivities were usually held on the grounds of the lord’s estate, manor house, or castle. The amount of food provided to the populace depended entirely on the wealth and inclination of the lord. Ale and bread were basic requirements. These might be supplemented with cheese and meats, but on some occasions, particularly if the lord was a cheapskate, the villagers were expected to supply themselves with anything beyond bread and ale.

Obviously, you will want to recreate something more impressive than a humble peasant feast, but it is unlikely that many of us can afford to put on a celebration as grand as those hosted by the medieval kings of England and Europe. For our recreated medieval celebrations we will follow in the footsteps of the third major social group in medieval society, the rich merchants and minor nobility, known at the time as “the middling sort.” Like many of us in the modern world, this budding middle class tried hard to emulate the diet, customs, and manners of their social superiors but were constrained by the limitations of their purses. Consequently, the middling sort feasted on elaborate versions of foods they already knew and liked; foods they could be assured their guests would also like. Extra preparation time, a few rare and expensive herbs and spices to punch up the taste, and an impressive presentation guaranteed a warm reception at the table without the risk of overspending or producing a dish so exotic that none of the guests would eat it.

Most of the people in this class had access to a space large enough to accommodate their guests. Wealthy merchants would have rented their local guild hall, and the manor house of the petit nobility would have had a large enough dining hall to accommodate a few dozen guests. Like us, they were more likely to invite friends and business acquaintances they already liked, or wanted to get to know better, than to call in the entire village or potential military allies and their sometimes endless entourage. The middle classes did, however, strive to emulate royalty in the order of seating and strict adherence to social protocol.

No matter what a person’s level of society might have been, there were certain holidays that were universally celebrated to whatever extent the individual’s finances allowed.

With the advent of spring came three important festivals: Easter, New Year’s Day, and May Day. Although Easter was primarily marked by religious observances, and its predecessor, Lent, was a time of fasting and prayer, Easter Sunday was also a time of gift giving among family members and friends at all levels of society. During the Middle Ages the New Year began on March 25, and it not only marked the beginning of spring planting, but was generally accompanied by revelry and tomfoolery even more intense than modern day New Year’s celebrations. May Day, and the onset of summer weather, heralded the first trade fairs of the year and officially began the courting season. While young men and women of the peasant classes gathered on village greens to pick through the baubles offered by traveling merchants, dance around the maypole, and sneak private moments alone, noble households held the first tournaments of the year and connived to marry off their children to families even more powerful than their own.
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	The pageantry of tournament provided thrilling entertainment for royalty and noblemen throughout the Middle Ages.
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At the tournaments, young knights and squires had a chance to show off their martial prowess to fair maidens who, in turn, held Courts of Love where they would demand that their potential suitors make appropriately chivalric displays of love and declare their honorable intentions. While young noblemen were busy showing off their skill at arms and professing their love, their fathers struck bargains for politically and financially advantageous marriages.

Following the autumn harvest, most communities held harvest festivals, but these celebrations were obviously restricted to farming villages. The only part played in them by the nobility was the occasional day free from work and the possible donation of a keg of ale or a pig or ox that would be roasted and distributed among lucky villagers.

Last and most important in the medieval calendar of celebrations was Christmas. Not only was the Christmas holiday a celebration of the birth of Jesus, but it took place at an opportune time; during the dead of winter there was very little outside work that could be done, with the exception of feeding whatever animals were being kept over the winter and milking the family cow or nanny goat. This fortuitous combination of circumstances made Christmas an ideal time to gather family and friends for the biggest celebration of the year. Party decorations, as we think of them, did not exist in the Middle Ages, but Christmas was marked by decorating the great hall or village church with any available evergreen plant, primarily pine, holly, and ivy; otherwise, it was a simple matter of putting out the best of everything you had. When important company was coming, the hosts displayed all their best pewter, silver, and, if they were really rich, gold plate. Heraldic flags and banners were hung from rafters and beams, and among those who could afford them, tapestries were hung on the walls. The idea was not only to make the house look festive, but also to show off the power and wealth of the hosts.

Beyond the specific celebrations mentioned above, most medieval holidays were religious in nature. The modern word holiday is, in fact, a corruption of the words “holy day.” In addition to the requisite church attendance, major religious festivals were celebrated in much the same way as secular holidays, except among the clergy, who frequently used holy days as times of fasting and penance. The vast array of religious holidays that were regularly observed during the Middle Ages makes us wonder how the people got any work done at all. In practice, only the most important religious holidays were universally observed outside the monastic community. Families, villages, towns, and the nobility selected from among the rest to recognize their patron saints and days of particular personal or local significance.

In chapter 3 we provide a list of medieval holidays from which you can choose those that best suit the timetable for your own medieval celebration. In chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7 we offer in-depth details for celebrating a medieval Christmas, New Year’s, May Day, and that most important occasion, a wedding.



CHAPTER 3
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A Calendar of Medieval Holidays

The medieval world revolved largely around the changing seasons and the activities and observances associated with each of them. Wheat and rye were planted in October, following the autumn harvest. By mid or late November animal fodder was running low, so excess livestock was slaughtered and the meat was salted or pickled to provide food over the winter. During the darkest days of winter, when no farming could take place because the ground was frozen, Christmas festivities provided a welcome break from the drudgery of plowing and planting. Where the weather allowed, spring crops were planted from early January through Easter. By the beginning of May, the first crops were available and the mud-clogged roads had dried out enough that the first traveling merchants reappeared on the roads. This provided an opportunity for May Day celebrations and spring fairs. But there were literally hundreds of other holidays which any given family or village might celebrate.

Below is a fairly complete list of the more important medieval holy days and secular holidays. For saints of local significance, we have included the patron saints of England, Scotland, Wales, Ireland, Spain, and France. Other nationalities had their own patrons, as did virtually every county, town, guild, church, school, and household. You may pick your favorite as an occasion to hold your own feast or celebration or, if there is no particular theme to your celebration, pick a saint whose special day falls near the time you want to hold your feast. If you wish to hold a Christmas, Twelfth Night, or New Year’s celebration, or a medieval wedding, the next three chapters describe customs specifically associated with those particular occasions.

All the calendar dates below are based on the old Julian calendar, which was in use until 1582, when the Gregorian calendar came into official use, although many countries did not adopt the new calendar for decades or centuries afterward. After that time, many of the religious feast days were changed, so they will not all correspond with their modern counterparts.

Scattered throughout the calendar are days marked as Ember Days. These were days of particular dedication to fasting, prayer, and beseeching God for forgiveness of sins. Ember Days take place four times a year, each time on successive Wednesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays. The first group of Ember Days occurs during the week following the first Sunday in Lent, the next is in the week after Whitsun (derived from “White Sunday” and celebrated seven weeks after Easter), the third follows Holy Cross Day (September 14), and the last falls on the Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday following St. Lucy’s Day (December 13).

January
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1st. Circumcision of Christ. From 1582 onward, also New Year’s Day. Prior to that time, the new year began on March 25. As part of the traditional New Year’s festivities, dumb shows (mummer plays where no words were spoken) were presented in churches and at feasts in great halls.

6th. Twelfth Day, or Epiphany. The twelfth day after Christmas, this was marked by a major feast held on the previous evening, known as Twelfth Night. It formally brought the Christmas season to an end and was one of the most popular celebrations among all levels of medieval society.

7th. Plow Monday. Marking the advent of the coming spring’s plowing season, Plow Monday was celebrated with plow races where the men of the village competed for the longest and straightest furrows. Children went from door to door begging for small coins and treats.

February
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2nd. Candlemas, or Purification of the Virgin Mary. In Ireland, also the Feast of St. Bridget. Candlemas marks the day when Mary was allowed to reenter the temple after having given birth to Jesus. On this day, women traditionally proceeded to the local church carrying lighted candles. The traditional color for this festival was white, the symbol of purity.

14th. St. Valentine’s Day. During the Middle Ages, as now, the occasion was a time of declaring one’s love and praying to St. Valentine, patron saint of lovers. Local fairs and festivals were often held at this time, probably as a break from the long, dark months of winter, which were now coming to an end.

Variable. Shrove Monday. Falling on the day before Shrove Tuesday, Shrove Monday (six weeks and six days before Easter) was often marked by public sporting events in which entire communities took part. While the nobles held jousting tournaments, villagers participated in games including tug-of-war (usually across an obstacle like a fence, stream, or large mud hole), skipping contests, chasing a greased pig, marbles, climbing a greased pole, and “camping,” the rules for all of which can be found in chapter 11. Bull and bear baiting and cock fighting were also popular entertainments now and throughout the warm months of the year. There was also a tradition that people who wished to change their luck would smash their pottery on this day.

Variable. Shrove Tuesday. Shrove Tuesday marked the last day before the beginning of the Lenten season. Because many people gave up meat, dairy products, other favorite foods, and sex during Lent as a sign of penance (“Shrove” is derived from “to be shriven,” which means to be cleansed of all sin), Shrove Tuesday was often marked by feasting and revelry even in churches, where dinner was eaten from the altar. This tradition continues today in the custom of Mardi Gras, which literally translates from the French as “Fat Tuesday.”

Variable. Ash Wednesday. The day after Shrove Tuesday, Ash Wednesday was the official beginning of Lent. All Christians attended mass, at which time the priest marked their foreheads with ashes in the sign of the cross. The Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday following Ash Wednesday were Ember Days, when good Christians were supposed to do particularly severe penance, giving up many foods and spending their time praying.

[image: Image]

March
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1st. St. David’s Day. Observed in Wales only, St. David’s Day, commemorating the patron saint of Wales, was celebrated with church services and local celebrations. The day was marked by the wearing of a leek (an onion-like vegetable) in the band of one’s hat.

17th. St. Patrick’s Day. Ireland only. Commemorating the patron saint of Ireland, St Patrick’s Day was the high point of secular celebration in Ireland and rivaled Christmas for general merrymaking. St. Patrick’s symbol is the shamrock, which is seen as representative of the Holy Trinity. The traditional color for the day was bright green.

18th. Feast of St. Edward the Confessor. In England, this was an important observance of the last completed reign of an Anglo-Saxon king prior to the Norman invasion. King Edward was the patron saint of England from shortly after his death until the mid-thirteenth century, when he was replaced by St. George.

21st. Feast of St. Benedict. Celebrated primarily among members of the Benedictine monastic order. St. Benedict was widely revered throughout Western Europe and England as the founder of the first monastic house in the Christian faith.

25th. Feast of the Annunciation and New Year’s Day (prior to 1582 or later in many countries). The Feast of the Annunciation marked the day the Archangel Gabriel announced to the Virgin Mary that she would conceive Jesus. The traditional color for this feast was white, symbolizing Mary’s purity. New Year’s festivals were traditionally celebrated with public revelry centering around gift giving and the Feast of Fools. As part of the traditional New Year’s festivities, dumb shows (mummer plays where no words were spoken) were presented in churches and at feasts in great halls.

Variable. Palm Sunday. The Sunday before Easter. This celebration commemorated Jesus’ arrival in Jerusalem, when the citizens of the town strewed palm leaves in his path. Because palms were virtually nonexistent in northern Europe and England, parishioners proceeded to church carrying rushes or willow wands in their hands.

Variable. Good Friday. The Friday before Easter. Good Friday marked the day of Jesus’ crucifixion. The day was spent in prayer and contemplation. The traditional color for this festival was yellow, the medieval color of mourning.

Variable. Holy Saturday. The day before Easter.
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Variable. Easter Sunday. The first Sunday after the first full moon on or after March 21. If the full moon is on a Sunday, the next Sunday is Easter. Easter always falls sometime between March 22 and April 25. This holiday was celebrated by Christians everywhere as the day Jesus rose from the dead, bringing the possibility of salvation from sin. The traditional color for this festival was white.

Variable. Hocktide. The Sunday after Easter, Hocktide was a time of paying the taxes, tolls, and rents and collecting debts for the first quarter of the year. The name hocktide is related to getting out of hock, or debt.

April
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1st. All Fools’ (April Fool’s Day). Celebrated since the second century, the custom of playing jokes and general tomfoolery associated with this day may have had its roots in the mocking of Jesus by Roman soldiers and the mob in Jerusalem prior to his crucifixion. Because the weather had usually turned fair by this time, martial sporting events were often held. Among the most popular were archery and quarterstaff contests. Other traditional observances for the feast included the fools’ parade, where revelers disguised themselves with costumes and masks and paraded through the town or village, demanding entrance into homes. Not even the homes of the great and powerful could be shut to the fools’ parade, and once inside, the revelers would demand food and drink. This is not unlike the Halloween custom of trick or treating. All Fools’ also traditionally marked the beginning of the spring planting season.

[image: Image]

23rd. St. George’s Day. Best known as the slayer of the dragon, St. George was the patron saint of soldiers everywhere and, after the displacement of St. Edward the Confessor in the thirteenth century, the patron saint of England. Public plays were often performed to tell the story of St. George and his victory over the dragon to rescue a maiden, who had been taken prisoner by the beast. The traditional color for this festival was blue.

25th. St. Mark the Evangelist.

May
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1st. May Day. Feast of Saints Philip and Jacob the Apostles. As the beginning of summer, May Day was a time of great celebration, most of which was held outdoors. Spring flowers were woven into garlands and wreaths, which were tied to wagons and carts and worn around the heads of unmarried women, who traditionally danced around a Maypole erected in the center of the village green. Because the young maidens had thus consented to put themselves on display, May Day became the unofficial beginning of the courting season. The first market and trade fairs were held in early May, both because the first produce was available and because local tradesmen were anxious to sell the items they had made over the long, dark winter. It was also probably the first time in months that the rough medieval roads were dry enough to be passable by the carts of traveling merchants. May Day was undoubtedly one of the most joyous and boisterous festivals of the year.

3rd. Holy Rood Day. This holiday celebrated the discovery of the cross on which Jesus was crucified, ostensibly by the mother of Roman Emperor Constantine during the third century. This was primarily a day of religious observance. A second Holy Rood Day occurs on September 14.

26th. Feast of St. Augustine. A religious observance celebrated primarily by members and followers of the Augustinian monastic order.

Variable. Rogation Sunday. Falling five weeks after Easter, Rogation Sunday was a time of asking God to forgive sins and bless the land for the coming growing season. The word rogation means beseeching or asking. During the ceremony, parishioners would march around the boundaries of the parish, bearing a cross and banners, asking a variety of saints to intercede with God on behalf of crops, livestock, and, in fishing communities, the bounty of the sea. As a sign of their sincerity, members of the procession would distribute alms to the poor and needy. At the end of the procession, they would assemble at the parish church for mass and communion.

Variable. Ascension Day, or Holy Thursday. This Thursday, forty days after Easter Sunday, marked the celebration of Christ ascending into heaven. In England, holy wells noted for their association with saints and certain healing powers were decorated, or “dressed,” with flowers. Bundles of willow wands tied with blue ribbons were carried to the local church.
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Variable. Whitsun, or White Sunday (now Pentecost). Falling ten days after Ascension Day and fifty days after Easter Sunday, Whitsun commemorated the descent of the Holy Spirit on the Apostles. The Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday after Whitsun were Ember Days to be observed by prayer, penance, and fasting. After the solemnity of Whitsun, the following week became a time of public fairs and festivals, where Morris dancing and mystery plays were performed. A special Whitsun ale was often brewed and distributed or sold. Popular games were the same as those played on Shrove Tuesday. The traditional color for this festival was red.

June
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24th. St. John the Baptist. Also Rogation Sunday. Based on the pagan holiday of Midsummer (the summer solstice), this holiday was supposed to mark the birth of St. John the Baptist, Jesus’ cousin, who foretold Jesus’ coming. Because St. John preached in the wilderness of Judea, people in many places decorated the outside of their houses with greenery. The traditional color for this festival was white. Despite the church’s attempts to stamp out all pagan traditions, the lighting of a midsummer bonfire on midsummer’s eve (the evening of June 23) survived in even the most staunchly Christian communities. At this time, the fairy folk and ghosts were believed to walk abroad, and the wildflower Saint John’s wort was picked at this time as a charm against illness and bad luck. Surprisingly, the church seems to have tolerated these pagan practices with general good grace. As a rogation Sunday, this was also a time of collecting summer rents and taxes.

29th. Feast of Saints Peter and Paul the Apostles.

Variable. Trinity Sunday. Falling one week after Whitsun, Trinity Sunday was marked by contemplation of the Holy Trinity (God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) and the performance of miracle and mystery plays, which told stories of the Bible from the creation through Jesus’ resurrection. The traditional color for this festival was white.

Variable. Corpus Christi. Celebrated on the first Thursday after Trinity Sunday, Corpus Christi gave thanks for the sacrament of Holy Communion. The day was celebrated with public festivities, including a procession through the streets of the town, during which the host (communion wafers) was taken through the streets and religious plays were performed by local guilds and monastic houses. In Coventry, England, a fair was also held in commemoration of Lady Godgifu (now known as Godiva), who rode through the town “clad only in her virtue” (stark naked) in protest of her husband, Earl Leofric, who brutalized and oppressed his subjects. The traditional color for this festival was red.

July
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7th. Translation of St. Thomas the Martyr. A distinctly English holiday, this day marked the anniversary of moving the bones of Archbishop Thomas à Becket from their tomb to a shrine in Canterbury Cathedral, following his canonization (elevation to sainthood) in 1174, only four years after his murder.

15th. St. Swithin’s Day. This holiday was not widely celebrated, but it was believed that the weather on this day would continue for the next forty days.

22nd. Feast of St. Mary Magdalene.

25th. St. James the Apostle and St. Christopher. St. James was the patron saint of Spain, where he is known as St. Iago. His day was widely celebrated throughout the country, but nowhere were the celebrations any larger or more devout than in Campostella, where the shrine of St. James is the heart of the cathedral and the culmination point of one of Christendom’s most popular medieval pilgrimages. St. Christopher was the patron saint of travelers, and his feast date was particularly observed by those who were about to undertake a long journey or who traveled habitually in the course of their work.
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Thoughout July. July was the traditional time for the beginning of religious pilgrimages, and consequently, many outdoor religious services were held during this month to bless those who were undertaking pilgrimages.

August
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1st. Feast of St. Peter in Chains (in Latin, St. Peter ad Vincula). Also Lammas Day. A commemoration of the miracle performed by God when the chains that bound St. Peter miraculously dropped away while he was imprisoned in Rome awaiting crucifixion. In Lammas Day (possibly derived from “Loaf Mass”) celebrations, thanks was given for a successful wheat harvest; each household took the first loaf of bread baked from the new harvest to the local church to be blessed. During successful harvest seasons the blessing of the bread was customarily followed by a public feast.

5th. St. Dominic. Primarily observed by members of the Dominican monastic order in honor of their founder.

10th. St. Lawrence the Martyr. This saint’s day was particularly popular in France.

15th. Assumption of Our Lady. The holiday marked the day when the Virgin Mary was carried into heaven. This was essentially a religious holiday, but there were occasional parades, particularly where the local church or monastery was dedicated to Our Lady.

24th. St. Bartholomew.

25th. St. Louis, patron saint of France and formerly France’s King Louis IX. Although he died in 1270, by 1297 he had already been canonized and almost instantly became France’s most popular saint. Celebrations were held throughout France in his honor.

28th. St. Augustine of Hipo. Celebrated primarily among members of the Augustinian monastic order in honor of their patron saint.

September
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8th. Nativity of Our Lady. Ostensibly marking the Virgin Mary’s birthday, this holiday was traditionally celebrated as a harvest festival. Harvesting was always blessed by the church, partly as a display of God’s blessing on the crops, and partly because, by canon law, the church received one-tenth of the entire harvest. The final cartload of grain to be brought in from the field was followed to the church with a great procession, accompanied by much singing and ceremony. At a public feast which signaled the end of the harvest in almost every rural community, tables were decorated with dolls made from wheat shafts, the dolls being burned after the feast was over. As the field workers blew off steam with reveling and drinking, harvest festivals obtained a reputation for being excessively rowdy.
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14th. Exaltation of the Cross. A Holy Rood day. Supposedly the exact date of the discovery of the “true cross,” this day was traditionally celebrated as a part of the harvest season festivities. The following Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday were Ember Days, observed with fasting, prayer, and penance. The traditional color for this festival was red.
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21st. St. Matthew the Apostle.

29th. Michaelmas, or the Feast of St. Michael the Archangel. Important to both church and laity, this feast signaled the end of the harvest and of the agricultural year. If the day fell on a Sunday, it was also a Rogation Sunday when the last rents of the year were traditionally collected, tithes were due, and accounts were settled. It was a time of great public celebration and feasting to mark the harvest. One of the most unique elements of this occasion was the appearance of “horn dancers,” a troupe of men wearing or carrying sets of deer antlers, who danced in public marketplaces to the accompaniment of drums and pipes. The tradition of the horn dancers may date back to an ancient pagan custom celebrating the hunt.

October
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9th. St. Denys’ Day, patron saint of the city of Paris. St. Denys’ Day was celebrated throughout France, but primarily in the capital, Paris, both at church services and with parades and festivals.

18th. Feast of St. Luke the Evangelist.

25th. St. Crispin’s Day. Primarily remembered as the anniversary of the battle of Agincourt (1415), when England’s King Henry V put the entire combined French army and cavalry, numbering in excess of thirty-five thousand men, to rout with a band of only seven thousand men. Thereafter, it was celebrated in England as a day of military victory. We can assume the French chose to ignore the occasion entirely.

28th. Saints Simon and Jude the Apostles.

31st. All Hallows’ Eve. A time of spiritual unrest, when the souls of the dead, along with ghosts and evil spirits, were believed to walk the land. Church bells were rung and fires lit to guide these souls on their way and deflect them from haunting honest Christian folk. Barns and homes were blessed to protect people and livestock from the effects of witches, who were believed to accompany the malignant spirits as they traveled the earth. Although a rare few continued to divine the future, cast spells, and tell ghost stories in rural communities, woe to anyone who was denounced to the church for engaging in such activities. This may seem like innocent fun today, but it was deadly serious stuff during the Middle Ages.
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