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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Five years ago, someone asked me whether medieval rulers ever made plans for dealing with a dragon attacking their castle. I offered a few generic lines about the Dark Ages not actually being dark, and people knowing perfectly well that dragons are myth. But where’s the passion in that answer, where’s the imagination, where’s the history? How does it lead you into another world that’s also our own? Instead, I should have woven answers about how people dealt with fires racing from rooftop to rooftop in the Cairo slums, or imagined Londoners trying to fight air pollution. I’ve spent the past five years regretting my response that day. How to Slay a Dragon is my work of penance.

In my subtitle, I call the period that we’re discussing the “Real Middle Ages”; this is a history book, although just a wee bit nontraditional. The stories, facts, and what they say about the Middle Ages all come from peer-reviewed secondary scholarship or my own consultation of primary sources. There are very few footnotes. (On the plus side, there are also no endnotes, because endnotes were clearly invented by elf-demons with a grudge.) I’ve kept a running list of references to keep me honest. Many of the primary source quotations are mine, but lack of access to some original-language texts and my inability to read Arabic mean I’ve occasionally relied upon the efforts of other scholars. Their work is credited in a section at the end of the book.

In several chapters, my interpretation of some primary sources differs from that of current scholarship. I’ve tried to briefly justify my views in each case, but we can all be grateful that this book isn’t the place for full-blown academic arguments.

I’ve been a contributor to AskHistorians, one of the world’s largest and most successful public history forums (www.askhistorians.com), for five years (what a coincidence). Very rarely, I’ve borrowed ideas or even a few sentences from one of my earlier answers (writing as /u/sunagainstgold) in this book. Per Reddit’s terms of service, I hold the copyright to all my AskHistorians writing.

In some cases, I’ve relied upon scholarship conventions, such as the use of modern names for prominent figures (Charlemagne instead of Karolus Magnus) but the original forms for lesser-known ones (Katharina Tucher instead of Catherine). Non-Latin alphabets are transliterated (changed into our alphabet) without diacritical marks (for example, a instead of a¯). Because medieval languages love you and want you to be happy, the name of one Slovak bandit family can be written as Glowaty or Hlavaty—they’re still the same people who took the same town hostage. In cases like these, I’ve kept to one spelling throughout.

In other entries, I’ve trampled over scholarly conventions in ways that will leave other medievalists curled up in agony. Most notably, this includes the use of modern place names unless absolutely necessary. (Also, the Middle Ages ended in the 1520s, and I am unassailably correct about this. Unassailably.)

All of this is to say that the Middle Ages are the best ages, and I’ve done my best to pass on my love to you.






CAPITULUM INFODUMPIUM


A thousand years and a hemisphere. The medieval world had a thousand years and half the planet’s worth of other people you could have been.

You could have been Margaretha Beutler. After her wealthy husband’s untimely death, Beutler donated all her money to the poor and journeyed around southwest Germany for five years, funded by those who donated money to her instead of to the poor. During her travels, she was probably preaching—in an age when Christian women were not allowed to preach or teach religion in public. Until, that is, she was arrested in Marburg for being “an evil thief” and sentenced to death by drowning. Understandably, Beutler preferred to make some powerful friends who found her a spot in a monastery instead, after which she went on to lead several monasteries of her own.

Or you could have been Pietro Rombulo, the Arab-Italian merchant who moved to Ethiopia, started a family, became the king’s ambassador to Italy (and possibly India), and befriended an Ethiopian-Italian servant and a bishop.

You could at least have been Buzurg Ibn Shahriyar, who was not a real person but was still a celebrity, known for writing a book that included all the incredible stories people told him about pirates and sea monsters and islands beyond the edge of the world.

Nope.

You’re just… you. You get to live in this village fourteen miles from the nearest market “town” and 1,400 miles from a town that doesn’t need air quotes to merit the name. Everyone in your village gossips in terror-laced excitement about the apocalypse, but you just think bitterly that the apocalypse wouldn’t even acknowledge the existence of your village.
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So when a mysterious stranger rides into town just before sundown, covered in dust because only the main roads are paved, shouting and waving a codex, you’re finally excited. Even better, that stranger is looking for you. (Of course they’re looking for you. You’re the hero of the tale.)

They grab a flickering torch in one hand and your arm in the other and start to drag you down your village’s only street. You’re scared, but you heroically rise to the challenge and go along.

Of course, you have to walk pretty far to find a private spot, since peasants in your region live in village hubs surrounded by farmland. Finally, the stranger spots some mud and spreads their cloak happily over it. As you both settle in, they hold the book out to you.

“Oh, I won’t be able to understand this,” you say.

The stranger shrugs. “That’s all right. Not everyone is Benjamin of Tudela, the Jewish explorer who traveled from Spain to Arabia and told tales of street warfare in Italy. But this is still a book to guide heroes who are setting off to slay a dragon, steal the throne, and defeat a few hordes of supernaturally evil creatures along the way. It’ll help to have some background about the outside world first, even if medieval peasants like you know far more about the wider world than the lack of a public education system would suggest.” They pause. “Luckily, spelling isn’t standardized yet, so at least there’s no need for a pronunciation guide.”

Incipit capitulum infodumpium


[image: ] THE PLACES YOU’VE ALWAYS WISHED TO GO


The medieval world was four things: round, big, incomplete, and a sea monster.

As to the first: yes, and people knew it.

As to the other three…

In terms both geographic and painfully metaphorical, the “medieval world” was a hydra swimming in the Mediterranean Sea, its arms curling around the three continents: Asia, Europe, and Africa.

As far as you (and medieval geographers) are concerned, “Asia, Africa, and Europe” mean the northern coast of Africa as it curves around the eastern side to the south; the Arabian Peninsula and the lands to its north; western Russia north to Scandinavia; and then west across Europe to England at the farthest corner of the map. Iceland lay even farther out, beyond which was only the fearsome outer ocean. And also, cannibals.

In the reality denied by so many maps, the thinnest arms of the hydra reached even farther. They clung to the nexus (Latin unfairly fails to make the plural “nexi”) of travel networks surrounding the West African kingdoms, the Swahili city-states, India, and China. Thule traders from northern Canada trekked to Greenland and traded clayware; Norse Icelanders sailed to the southern Canadian coast and brought home butternut squash. In short, the medieval world was a big place.

As a proper hero of a proper high-fantasy quest, your journey will take you to the outer ocean or even to southern lands so hot that the sun sets the ground on fire. Nevertheless, the thriving cultures beyond the Africa, Asia, and Europe you already know aren’t part of the “medieval world” in the same way—their cultural and political shifts can’t be forced into the same divisions of Antiquity and the Middle Ages.

As with every historical era, the Middle Ages have no definitive beginning or end, just sets of possible dates whose uniting characteristic is angering everyone who prefers different dates. Because you’re a hero and you don’t play by the rules, the dates that guide your thinking aren’t the traditional ones, which are a starting date of 476, when the city of Rome was sacked by barbarians yet again, and an ending date of 1453, when England and France finally got tired of fighting each other. Instead, you’re inclined to note that an invasion of one city does not precipitate the fall of an empire. After all, defining the end of an era based on the politics of the farthest corner of the world changes nothing for the lives of individual people.

For you, the Middle Ages are bounded by two revolutionary events that remade the map of the world in seemingly impossible ways. In the mid-seventh century, the birth of a new religion in Arabia and the zeal of its early believers drove the Arab conquest of the Near East and North Africa into southern Iberia. In the 1520s, the accidental birth of a new version of Christianity in western Europe shattered the world’s greatest and most enduring power (that would be the power formerly known as the Church).

The medieval millennium did witness two attempts to remake parts of the geopolitical map. In a successful but rather unimpressive endeavor, the Christian kingdoms of northern Iberia spent nearly five hundred years attempting to become the sole rulers of the whole peninsula. The kingdoms claimed it was an act of re-conquest, despite the facts that, first, the Christians who’d ruled southern Iberia until 711 were, in their eyes, heretics, and second, the Christian kingdoms spent most of their time fighting one another.

In the… less successful attempt to redraw the world, assorted Christian kingdoms of western Europe attempted to conquer a swath of the Near East. The First Crusade (1095–99), as it became known, worked more or less as intended. Then Muslims spent the next 150 years or so kicking the western Christians right back out. The Second, Third, Fourth, Fifth, Sixth, Seventh, Eighth, and Ninth Crusades failed both to repeat the success of the First and to convince western Europe of the irony of their battle cry, Deus vult (“God wills it”). It’s a little hard to label a Crusade successful when the entire crusader army is taken prisoner and when it requires one-third of France’s annual revenue to ransom the king alone. Harder still to ignore a Crusade in which the same king led his army as far as Tunisia and promptly died of horrific diarrhea.

(Eastern Orthodox Christians, meanwhile, did have some temporary success recapturing their old territory, but does anyone ever think of them? Not really. Does this book do any better with that? Also not really.)

The story of the Middle Ages that you now look to for guidance is also the story of people trying to remake the “Christian world” and “dar al-Islam” from the inside. Some would point out that, over the course of the Middle Ages, these changes included massive population growth; the rebirth and rise of cities; technological development; in western Europe, the Church’s ascension to a pretty spectacular amount of power; the rise of persecution based on religion and race; and other tidbits for trivia night. And as for politics… over the course of the Middle Ages, there were, in chronological and occasionally overlapping order:


	the Burgundians

	the Kingdom of the Burgundians

	the Kingdom of Burgundy

	the Kingdom of Upper Burgundy and the Kingdom of Lower Burgundy

	the Kingdom of Arles, composed of the reunited Upper Burgundy and Lower Burgundy

	the Duchy of Burgundy

	the County of Burgundy



And that’s to say nothing of the part when the Kingdom of Lower Burgundy was also the Kingdom of Provence, except Provence was ruled by a count (who was also a king, just of Italy).

tl;dr: The “Medieval World”


	is very big, but doesn’t truly encompass the entire globe or all the people in it;

	is mostly Christian kingdoms north of the Mediterranean;

	
is mostly Muslim kingdoms in North Africa and the Near East;

	has the also-Christian Byzantine Empire squished between Islamic and western Christian territory in Anatolia, but most people don’t care;

	more or less ended in the 1520s; and

	when Christians and Muslims went to war, the only thing “Deus” actually “vults” was for the French king to die of dysentery.



The People You Can’t Wait to Meet

Medieval people were, first and foremost, people. They curled up with their dogs at night in thirteenth-century Egypt, and they drew up lists of good dog names in fourteenth-century England. They cheated; they lied; they loved their kids; they knowingly gave their lives to nurse and comfort plague victims.

They were also people who followed different religions or different forms of the same religion. In general, medieval religion was less focused on lists of beliefs, and served more as the ether of the medieval world—a sort of invisible communications network that everyone knew existed, that people participated in to different extents, and that formed the backdrop or even the means to everyday actions that weren’t about it.

In the medieval world, religion was perhaps the most important factor (besides gender) in determining a person’s identity. Because, dear hero, whether you’re Christian, Muslim, or Jewish, you’ve been raised with very wrong and largely insulting ideas of what those other people believe. (Even when they’re your neighbors.) If you’re Christian or Muslim, you’ll need to know that Jews believe in a single God who is the creator of the universe. Judaism holds that Jews are God’s chosen people, the nation of Israel; and they take the terms “people” and “nation” very seriously. There are no attempts to convert others to Judaism. It’s a religion and a people united by ethnicity as much as by a shared, extensive set of religious laws. As a result, medieval Jews independently control no territory. They’re splintered into different cities across Europe and the Near East. Europe spent the second half of the Middle Ages becoming increasingly obsessed with order—be it scientific, social, or political—and defined order by punishing disorder. For Jews in the Christian west, it meant forced conversion to Christianity, expulsion from their home city or country, or pogroms that could wipe out a city’s entire Jewish population.

Which brings us to the religion that claimed for its own the Jews’ God, claimed the Jews’ Bible—even writing a sequel—and then promptly forgot the “Jews are God’s chosen people” promise. Christianity as a medieval (and modern, for that matter) religion is unique in two ways. If you’re Christian, you believe that the one God is simultaneously three: God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. God the Son became human as a Jewish Palestinian carpenter named Jesus, who was indeed a real person, founded a religious movement (you can guess which one), and allowed himself to be crucified in order to give humans a chance not to spend eternity in hell.

Christianity’s second unique feature was a strong central power and hierarchy of officials: the Church. Yes, the Church, even though there were already multiple Churches well before the Middle Ages. The Church in the west, based in Rome, was a political power in its own right, and many of its officials were essentially lords. (Others, especially the priests who operated on the local level—like the one who visits your village—often had to work second jobs in order to eat.)

The centerpiece of medieval Christian religious life was its formal church service, called Mass, and the central ritual of the Mass was called the Eucharist. The Eucharist, you’ll want to know, is a ritual meal consisting of wine and a thin wafer (in the west) or actual bread (in other Churches). The idea is to re-create the death of Christ (as Jesus was known almost exclusively through most of the Middle Ages) on the cross and to participate physically in the defeat of sin and death.

The third great religion of the Middle Ages, Islam, returned Christianity’s favor to the Jews by claiming the Jews’ and the Christians’ God, demoting Jesus to an important prophet, and holding to a set of sacred scriptures that adapted some of the earlier stories and added plenty of new material. If you’re Jewish or Christian, you’ll want to know that Muslims believe God—Allah in Arabic—dictated their scripture, the Qur’an, to Muhammad (also a real person, who died in 632 CE), who founded Islam and remains its central Prophet or Messenger.

Medieval Muslims’ day-to-day religious life revolved around praying, which they were encouraged to do five times a day and with a special emphasis on Friday. Wealthier Muslims, including women (who controlled their own money and property), often took their religious requirement of donating to charity very seriously. If you’re Muslim, you’ll dream of making the most important pilgrimage of them all, called the hajj. On the one hand, it was perfectly legitimate for people who couldn’t afford the trip to Mecca to never make their hajj. On the other, you had people like mansa (king) Musa of Mali, who distributed so much gold to charity on his way through Egypt that he single-handedly crashed the Mediterranean economy for a decade.

Judaism, Islam, and Christianity were not the only religions in the medieval world. Berbers and the Sámi peoples in particular maintained their indigenous belief systems. Muslim writers often interpreted Hinduism and Zoroastrianism in terms of ancient Greek mythology. And Christians… well, Christians converted pagan kings and kingdoms to Christianity, then wrote down all surviving information about pagan religion, spun through the writers’ propaganda machine.

Of course, geography alone won’t tell you anyone’s religion or skin color. The Islamic regions of Iberia were home to Muslims, Jews, and Christians; to Arabs, Berbers, blond-haired and blue-eyed Muslims, and at least one man who dyed his red hair black to fit in better. (So much for the Christian writers who described all Muslims as “black.”) Thirteenth-century German artists, who had probably never left their hometowns, could carve sculptures of saints whose skin color and features made them look exactly like the people Arab merchants lived near in Islamic sub-Saharan Africa. Jewish merchants from Islamic Cairo joined in the Indian Ocean trade, and Greek Christian women married Muslim or shamanist Mongol khans.

And you probably don’t need a geography lesson—or any guidance at all, really—to know that Christians (and very occasionally Muslims) could turn on their neighbors of other faiths with sudden, swift, bloody brutality. People, after all, are people.

tl;dr:


	Medieval people could be nice

	Medieval people could be pretty darn evil

	Dogs are cute



Explicit capitulum infodumpium

Finally, you can’t take it anymore. You snatch the book out of the stranger’s hands. “No!” you practically shout as you flip it open and slice your hand down toward the first page of text. “I know plenty about the world! I can’t understand the words. I’m part of the 94 to 99.9 percent of the peasantry who can’t read!”

“Yet,” says the mysterious stranger, ignoring your tone. “You can’t read yet. That’s all right. I’ll read it to you. How else will you learn how to undertake a heroic quest, have adventures, slay a dragon, defeat the forces of evil, and save the world?”

They take the book back and smooth down the first page reverently. The stars sparkle in the pure blackness above your head, unbounded by air or light pollution. Torchlight and shadows dance across the parchment as the stranger starts to read.

“Here begins…”
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Incipit Liber de Dominis Draconum





[image: Images]





[image: ]


PREPARING for YOUR QUEST
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HOW to FIND the CHOSEN ONE


When you were born, did it rain serpents? Did the sun rise in the west and set in the east? Did your mother casually let slip that your father was a demon in disguise?

Answer yes to any of the above? That’s not good. The first rule of being a hero is that you don’t want to be the chosen one. And those three were all signs of it.

Strictly speaking, being the chosen one in the Middle Ages didn’t have to be bad. The three great religions of the medieval world around the Mediterranean—Islam, Judaism, and Christianity—all looked forward to God’s chosen one, who would redeem them from suffering (which is a polite way to say viciously slaughter their enemies). In practice, however, the most popular chosen one by far was Christianity’s favorite anti-messiah, the evil Antichrist, who was prophesied to be locked up by Alexander the Great behind the gates of Gog and Magog. The eventual defeat of the Amazons who guarded the gates would free him to unleash the apocalypse and the ruin of the world.

Ruining the world is not heroic.

But the second rule of being a hero is that you are the chosen one. Which means that the beginning of your quest revolves around two key questions: How will the forces of good or evil find you? And when they find you (because they will), can you fight fate as well as dragons? Three possible solutions present themselves.


[image: ] FATE AND FIGHTING IT #1: VISIONS FROM THE GODS


A giant wheel burns in the sky, its outer rim made of fire and a thousand swords. The wheel is suspended from the heavens on thirteen chains, with only thirteen angels preventing its flames from lighting the earth on fire and annihilating all of humanity.

And then the whole sky is made of fire—fire that falls to the earth. Terrified people run to the deepest caves, but they find no hiding place down there. Only those who had heeded the earlier signs survive—and only if they never look back.

Is that the future you fought for?

If you don’t want this vision to come to pass, it’s a good time to start trusting divine revelations, even if they identify you as the chosen one. Medieval Christian women would certainly have hoped that you would.

The Church in the Middle Ages banned women from preaching and teaching religion in public. Starting in the twelfth century, however, some women figured out that they could do just that anyway if they convinced priests that God was speaking through them. Feeling left out, men consoled themselves by reasoning that if women were the physically and spiritually weaker sex (according to medieval medicine, which is famous for its accuracy), then of course God would find it easier to speak through them.

The chances of large- or even medium-scale success were tiny. But the women who did succeed often did so dramatically—both in terms of their visions and in what they did with their resulting authority. Abbess Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179) became a celebrity throughout Europe as a composer, theologian, advice columnist, and apocalyptic prophet. Men wrote prophecies using her name in order to give them credibility. Mechthild of Magdeburg (d. 1292), who chose to forge her own form of religious life outside monastery walls, made Church leaders so angry that they threatened to burn her book—the first step toward burning her. Peasant and political activist Marie Robine (d. 1399), who saw visions of the burning wheel of a thousand swords, got quite rich and decided to live in a cemetery.

Of course, Hildegard’s prophecies of the end of the world didn’t come to pass. Mechthild’s didn’t come to pass. And somehow, Marie’s burning wheel failed to fall from the sky, and humans failed to flee to caves.

But all that lack of apocalypse doesn’t prove that you can’t trust oracles and visions to identify the chosen one. It just means you have to choose the right one to find the right chosen one. In this case, that would be Elisabeth Achler von Reute.

Von Reute (1386–1420) was a religious sister and future saint, but that’s not why you want to trust her prophecies. Your expectations should be based on the miracles she worked, which included locating a new well so her community wouldn’t have to haul water all the way from the river in the dead of winter. And your evidence should be in the outcome: she correctly prophesied that the Great Schism tearing apart the western Church would end at a council in Constance.

Granted, her visions didn’t tell her anything further. Granted, the only record of her prophecy was written down several years after the fact. Granted, it was recorded in a book that was 50 percent propaganda.

Still! Visions work.

At least, the ones that don’t say anything useful.


[image: ] FATE AND FIGHTING IT #2: FORTUNE-TELLING


Swords, crystals, mirrors, the shoulder blades of sheep… perhaps you would gain more confidence in identifying the chosen one by looking closer to the (unburned) earth. The medieval world wasn’t exactly hurting for surfaces on which to know the present and read the future. People lived in a universe where everything flowed out from God and was set in its terrestrial and cosmic place by God. To almost everyone, objects and living creatures pointed to the secrets of time just as smoothly as they did physics and chemistry.

There were always, of course, a few naysayers who thought trying to discover those secrets inevitably meant flirting with demonic powers. Unsurprisingly, people sought those secrets anyway, and people taught those secrets anyway.

The medieval elite were actively uninterested in preserving peasants’ voices, so the folk traditions of palm reading, astrology, and divination are all but lost. Good thing those scholars did, however, record traditions that blended academic knowledge with the “popular” practices they grew up with.

And they recorded them in abundance.

Want to investigate the underlying natural processes that allow cow bones to display the outcomes of battles or how many women don’t want to marry you? Don’t care about why it works, but hoping for diagrams and tables that explain how to interpret your observations of the aforementioned skeletons? Excellent. You can look at the contents of books in Arabic, Hebrew, Latin, and medieval Greek; in books that originated in ancient Greece or Rome; and in books that claimed to originate in ancient Greece or Rome. And you definitely want to look at multiple books, because divinatory books liked to disagree.

In one untitled and anonymous book from around 1300, for example, you could read that men with small hands might seem nice initially, but will turn on you. Women with small hands, however, are uninterested in men and don’t want to have sex. In one (also untitled and anonymous) contribution from the 1350s, you could learn that if one of the three major lines running across your palm ends at your ring finger, you will “die in water.”

Or consider the lines that form a triangle between the outside edge of your palm, the space between your index finger and thumb, and more or less the base of your palm: If you’re a hero, that triangle pretty much has to be equilateral—which means you’re trustworthy and capable of becoming famous. If the top line is longer, you’re a thief. Oh, and if any of the lines are “pale,” then congratulations, you’ll die on the gallows.

You’d better get some black ink and start drawing that triangle.


[image: ] FATE AND FIGHTING IT #3: ANCIENT VERSE


Go relax with a quart of beer at a fifteenth-century Nuremberg inn or with a barrel of wine at a thirteenth-century Cairo street party. When it comes to fulfilling ancient prophecies written in a forgotten codex, fate has already fought and lost.

If you’re a medieval Muslim, the thought of ancient verse prophecies probably never even crossed your mind. Islam and its major prophet were born in the Middle Ages. To you, ancient verse is pagan poetry from the era before God’s revelation, preserved so its Arabic can provide insight into interpreting the Qur’an.

If you’re a medieval Jew, you’re probably snickering at the Christians who believe some peasant in Galilee fulfilled your messianic prophecies—and snickering harder because no matter how often those Christians persecute your people for knowing they’re wrong, Christians “somehow” never defeat God’s chosen people.

If you’re a medieval Christian, the nonbiblical “ancient” verses you’re treating as prophecy stand a good chance of being very medieval, with authors who pretend their verses are older so readers will be more interested.

So, whether you’ve got divine messages, fortune-tellers, or ancient poems pointing to you as the chosen one of the medieval world, you can relax. Fate has already fought itself, and fate has lost.

But when you enjoy that quart of beer or barrel of wine, be sure it’s weak enough to be an everyday drink. You might have figured out how not to be the chosen one, but you’ve still got a dragon to slay.

It’s time to be your own kind of hero.






HOW to NOT MARRY the PRINCE


So, you’re off to slay a dragon, steal a throne, and maybe end a reign of evil or two. But would you also like to turn sheep into locusts? How about being smarter than the fifty best scholars in the world? Maybe you’d just like to kill your abusive father with lightning.

If so, it might help to look to the examples of extra-holy religious women. It’s true that Margaret of Antioch, Barbara of Nicomedia, and Katherine of Alexandria were all brutally tortured and murdered, but they also were not real people. Nevertheless, medieval Christians cherished the legends of these “virgin martyrs,” because they knew one thing above all: if you’re going to be a hero(ine), you can’t marry the prince.

English noblewoman Christina of Markyate, who was a real person and lived from about 1096 to 1155, certainly knew it. She was a teenager when the bishop of Durham (who couldn’t marry) sought to make her his concubine. Afraid she wouldn’t be able to fend him off physically, she locked him inside the room where he “proposed” and then fled. It didn’t stop her parents and the spurned bishop from betrothing her to a nobleman closer to her own age. With no choice but to escape, Christina hid behind a tapestry, clinging to a nail on the wall so her feet wouldn’t be noticed as her husband-to-be and his conspirators searched the room by torchlight. She was well prepared—she had time to flee through another door, jump out a window, scale a fence, and run. At that point, there was nothing to be done except find her own conspirators, put on men’s clothing, and ride as fast as she could to a hermitage.

Oh, and then defeat an infestation of toads by singing religious songs.

It’s a tad unrealistic, yes. (What gave it away—the toads?) This lone record of Christina’s early life is called a hagiography—designed to shape the details of the subject’s biography to signal their holiness to a Christian audience. Christina’s adventures may or may not have happened, but they were “authentic” to their readers, telling the audience that she was a saint the same way that the presence of armor, mud, and Vikings tell you it’s the Middle Ages.

Now, the chroniclers of Fatimid power broker Sitt al-Mulk needed no such religious motivation to tell her story.

This behind-the-scenes “adviser” was born in the Fatimid dynasty’s abandoned Tunisian capital and lived out her life in its thriving Cairo headquarters. Sitt al-Mulk had brains from birth and gained political savvy from her adolescence at court as the caliph’s granddaughter. After all, what’s early medieval politics without some power struggles? (Nothing. Sometimes literally.)

As a young woman, Sitt al-Mulk played her suitors against one another. She expertly elevated her family’s position and power while building up her own political networks. To be clear, those networks included a large military division, as well as enslaved advisers who acquired vast wealth and power of their own. In 995, her brother al-Hakim inherited the throne at age ten, while his chief advisor-general Barjawan inherited the real throne in his capacity as regent.

Sitt al-Mulk prudently used this time to continue not to marry, to acquire more allies, and to ply her brother with extravagant gifts. So when one of those allies assassinated Barjawan (who knows why?) in 1000, al-Hakim was ready to listen to his sister. The result? Cairene cultural life flourished, and the Fatimids’ international profile grew dramatically.

During the next seventeen years, say the chroniclers, Sitt al-Mulk was responsible for the caliph’s good internal decisions, which helped maintain the loyalty of far-flung provinces. Because her own allies carried out many of those orders, it’s rather likely that Sitt al-Mulk was involved in these decisions. Another sign of her influence? Negligent leaders like the ruler of Tinnis, a wealthy city near Alexandria, paid their royal taxes and tributes… to Sitt al-Mulk’s private coffers.

Al-Hakim didn’t enjoy playing second fiddle to his sister (maybe one of the reasons he later banned music). In the dangerous world of the Fatimid court, his primary methods of disproving his own impotence were (1) assassinating his sister’s high-ranking supporters, and (2) making financially and politically disastrous decisions. (To be fair, it’s hard to make wise choices when a large number of people think you’re divine, and you may or may not agree with their assessment.) These choices included designating two heirs in 1013, neither of whom were his sons, and attempting to assassinate his own children and their mothers. He also exercised his possible godhood by forbidding women to leave their homes, seizing the property of the Coptic Christians who had been among his biggest supporters, and banning music and wine. Which made him exactly as popular as you would think.

In 1021, al-Hakim disappeared.

Sitt al-Mulk took the lead in accusing one of her brother’s enemies of being his murderer. She also led a coup d’etat, assassinated one of al-Hakim’s chosen heirs and exiled the other, declared one of her underage nephews the true heir, and claimed the role of regent for herself. Princes need not apply.

But Sitt al-Mulk was a Fatimid princess, you say. Christina of Markyate was a saint. They found ways not to marry, but they aren’t me. I could never be them. Well, consider this: Around 1200, men who write hagiographies of women saints will start adding a disclaimer for their readers and listeners—a change from how they were supposed to understand earlier hagiographies. She, they say, should be admired, not imitated.

Christina’s hagiography was most likely written somewhere around the middle of the 1100s. In other words, you don’t have to be a princess or a saint to spurn marriage and be a hero. Imitate away.






HOW to FIND YOUR MENTOR


What hero ever saved the world without a mentor to learn from, surpass, and watch die in a noble self-sacrifice to convince the hero to stand on their own? You already know what you’re looking for. Old guy, white beard. Tall, pointy hat (some of the time). Robes, of the scholarly sort. Pretty good with magic. Also, son of a demon and buried alive in a rock.

Maybe you don’t want Merlin after all.

Fortunately, the Middle Ages still provide two large groups of people who are eager to be your mentor, even if you aren’t a legendary British king named Arthur and you didn’t inherit a mentor who brought about your birth by disguising your father as your stepfather in order to rape your mother. (Merlin’s résumé: the gift that keeps on giving.) You’ve still got saints, and you’ve still got teachers. All you have to decide is which category you prefer, and you’re all set for your mentor to find and choose you.

So sit back, relax, and listen to the saints and the teachers argue their cases for why they will do the best job nurturing you and guiding you to success on your specific quest.


[image: ] CONTESTANT #1: SAINTS


The natural, logical choice for a mentor in the Middle Ages is a saint.

Christian saints were the one-stop mentor shop of late medieval Europe. They were eager to help out, there were so many of them that even the Church couldn’t keep track, and you could trust that they wouldn’t turn out to be secretly evil. Most important for heroes, they could do the impossible. Saints were supernatural microphones. People could call on saints to feel closer to a God who was already everywhere. Saints would make sure that God answered the prayers of Christians who asked them to intercede, even though God only does what God wants.

In other words, saints can show you how to obey God’s commands, survive a battle, win a battle, heal the sick and suffering, help your dead relatives go to heaven, and ensure you go to heaven (but not quite yet). And, of course, they can show you how to rain death and destruction upon your enemies. All you have to do is pick a saint or two and follow their example of how to lead a pious life.

Straightforward and exciting enough for a hero, right? Just take, for example, Katherine of Alexandria. (Never mind that she wasn’t a real person. Her legend made her real in the ways that mattered, just like Margaret of Antioch and Barbara of Nicomedia.) Katherine was a third-century pagan (!) princess, exceptionally smart, beautiful, and charismatic. She absorbed all the education she could get; her father was impressed enough to build an entire library for her. Upon his death, she inherited the kingdom at age fourteen. Everyone insisted that she get married so a proper man could rule. Queen Katherine laughed and insisted she was quite suited for the task herself, thank you very much. And she was.
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