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      “It is generally understood that Christianity strengthened its position early on in the popular mind by usurping and bending pagan rituals and sacred locales. In this ambitious scholarly treatise, professor of medieval French literature Walter marries the pagan and Christian calendars in great detail by examining ancient myths, saints, and celebrations. He visits All Saints Day, the Twelve Days of Christmas, Candlemas, Easter, Ascension, St. John’s Day of Summer, St. Peter’s Chains Day, and St. Michael’s Day to find that these yearly rounds, roughly 40 days apart, share a mythical realm with the dates of Carnival, best understood as ‘a religion—it was even the religion preceding Christianity.’ Walter’s sources include acts of councils, confessors’ manuals, literary texts such as Arthurian romances, hagiographic works, and medieval iconography. While he doesn’t attack Christianity on its spiritual merits, he concludes boldly that ‘Christianity would have had no chance of imposing itself in the West if, on certain points of dogma and rites, it had not responded to the religious needs of the converted pagans.’ . . . This volume makes a strong scholarly contribution to understanding the evolution of belief, where ‘it is important to understand that nothing has been lost or created.’”
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      FOREWORD

      For several decades Philippe Walter has been investigating what is hidden behind the lives of the saints (vitae) and lies concealed behind Christian festivals. His study is steered by his questioning of who the heroes of hagiographic literature truly are. After long and patient study, resulting in his Ph.D. thesis,1 he offers us the fruit of his research in this book. Walter has developed a pertinent, operational methodology adapted to the gigantic palimpsest formed by medieval literature. He has refused to take the diktat of the texts at their face value and explores a world that everyone—mistakenly—believes they know and understand. With rare panache he shows that the saints have a long history, whose roots, in fact, are plunged in a remote paganism. Confronted by beliefs and rites it found disturbing, the church transformed, adapted, transposed, and reworked them, because eradicating them was nigh impossible. It is this recuperation that Philippe Walter demonstrates by relying on precise, revealing examples such as the advice—a display of magnificent intuition and wisdom—that Pope Gregory the Great gave to Saint Augustine of Canterbury (eighth century): do not destroy the temples of the idols, but ritually cleanse them and the people “will gather more familiarly in those places where they customarily went.” While Pierre Saintyves took the first step in this decryption by posing the theorem that the saints were the successors of the gods of the Gentiles, Philippe Walter provides conclusive results, thanks to the multidisciplinary approach that is so salient in his other books.2

      Seeing everything as grist for his mill—manuscripts, epigraphs, iconography, and so forth—Walter restores to mythological studies their letters of nobility, studies that have far too long been regarded as simply folklore by numerous universities; and he has waged a veritable crusade against received notions and a priori assumptions. At the crossroads of anthropology, ethnography, philology, comparative analysis, and the history of religions, his work reminds us that nothing is anodyne in the Middle Ages, and the slightest detail is full of meaning. He shows us that the reading of a text must be made on several levels if we wish to grasp its sense, its message; that it is necessary to distinguish between what message a text’s author sought to impose and its hidden content. Philippe Walter shows us that the choice of names, dates, and places is never random and is based on pre-Christian rites, myths, and beliefs. By examining and comparing the legends of the saints celebrated on a given date, for example, he manages to read what hitherto has been illegible, to establish connections between the different figures, and succeeds on more than one occasion to rediscover the pagan figure—for the most part Celtic—that was Christianized the better to be integrated and incorporated into the mental and religious fabric of the time. He shows that the major dates of the Christian calendar borrow those of the Celtic calendar (Samhain, Imbolc, Beltane, Lughnasad) and thereby gives us access to the deepest strata of the collective unconscious.

      By basing his research on a large, diversified corpus, which includes many rare texts, Philippe Walter leads us step by step on a meticulous and impassioned investigation, which is surprising for more than one reason as his considerations lead to what amounts to a renewal of medieval studies, studies that for some time now have had a tendency to confine themselves to the purely literary aspects of ancient texts and the search for sources.

      For Philippe Walter, myth is the language of a civilization, and it inscribes itself in two fundamental frameworks: time and space. It is inseparable from the rites that can be found in the festivals. The Christian calendar is a new utilization of an extremely ancient structure that is organized in forty-day cycles that occur eight times a year—from All Soul’s Day to Saint Martin’s Day; Christmas and Epiphany to Candle-mass; Saint Blaise Day/Mardi Gras; Ascension and the May days to Saint John’s of midsummer; to Saint Peter in chains; to Saint Michael’s Day, which is structured around the notion of Carnival, a festival that represents a series of rites specific to each of these dates and reveals a communication between the living and the dead. Each of these dates is minutely examined in a way that makes it possible to grasp, for example, the association of a saint and an animal (Saint Martin’s goose, Saint Vincent’s crow, Saint Tropez’s rooster, Saint Anthony’s pig).3 In this way Philippe Walter brings to light an incredible kaleidoscope of events (Halloween, the feast of the fairies,4 the passage of the Wild Hunt,5 and so forth) and figures (Father Christmas, the women with goose feet, monsters, and so on), which at first glance are incongruous because, before Philippe Walter’s work, no one had demonstrated their logic and consistency by reason that so many pieces of the mythological puzzle were scattered and concealed by their Christian garb.

      It is at the end of a long hunt for revealing details and telltale clues that Philippe Walter, explorer of the depths of collective and ancestral memory, has revealed the methods used to Christianize paganism, its festivals, and its gods. In so doing he has given us back a mythic calendar. His extensive familiarity with the texts allows him to create a synthesis of these elements and present the results of his investigation in this book written with a clarity and simplicity that makes accessible to all an important part of our cultural legacy that was otherwise thought long vanished.

      CLAUDE LECOUTEUX 

PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF THE SORBONNE (PARIS IV)

      Claude Lecouteux is a former professor of medieval literature and civilization at the Sorbonne. He is the author of numerous books on medieval and pagan beliefs and magic, including A Lapidary of Sacred Stones, The Return of the Dead, The Secret History of Vampires, and Phantom Armies of the Night. He lives in Paris.

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      Could there be a mythology unique to medieval France and Europe? A priori we would be tempted to respond in the negative. What among the scattered beliefs and superstitions of the Middle Ages might we compare to the dense network of antiquity that forms a long recognized, perfectly homogenous mythology? What great figure of this alleged medieval mythology could compare with figures such as Zeus and Dionysus?

      Yet on closer examination, it does appear that a typically medieval “mythology” has been clearly constructed on top of pagan beliefs that Christianity was forced to incorporate in the interest of keeping such beliefs under its control. Furthermore, if there is a phenomenon that accompanies the development of medieval civilization and coincides with it, it is certainly the flowering of Christianity. Does the combination of the two phenomena count as a Christian mythology in the Middle Ages?

      
        A Christian Mythology

        We do not ask here whether Christianity is itself a mythology but rather how to define the pre-Christian mythological contexts—completely foreign to the Bible—into which Christianity was inserted and which Christianity put to work on its own behalf. There is, in fact, on the periphery of biblical Christianity, an archaic memory of traditions, superstitions, and legends that forms an authentic mythology and possesses no biblical justification. During the Middle Ages these rites and beliefs constituted the natural language of a people who did not read the Bible and together provided a context for thinking about the world and the sacred. The essential portion of this mythic material comes out of the “wild” memory of European peoples and, thanks to the church, was incorporated into the spirit and letter of the Bible. This was how an authentic Christian mythology was manufactured within medieval Christianity (which did not consider itself a mythology).

        This Christian mythology of the Middle Ages presents itself first and foremost as a Christianized mythology, for if there is one point on which all religious historians agree, after many useless quarrels, it is the obvious fact that Christianity was not invented on its own in the West and that it was not constructed out of whole cloth. This imported religion was compelled to inscribe its doctrine and commemorations in the pagan calendar predating its arrival in order to better assimilate these preexisting beliefs. The result was an authentic religious compromise in which the part held by the Christian orthodoxy and that held by apocryphal traditions are not easily clarified. The sixteenth-century Reformation restored order to the Christian dogma and eliminated what it considered suspect, including the worship of the Virgin and the saints—precisely where the Christian mythology of the Middle Ages took shelter, which is to say, in those practices and beliefs that were not a product of the Bible yet had become part of the Christian faith.

        It might be said that it is always easy to smell the myth in a place where it is difficult to verify its presence. Yet there are perfectly explicit testimonies from indisputable medieval authorities explaining the slow process of conquest that Christianity was forced to develop in a region of the world to which it had no prior claim. One such account is a letter from Pope Gregory the Great, by way of Abbot Miletius, to Saint Augustine of Canterbury, who was spreading the gospel among the Angles of England at the beginning of the eighth century.1 This correspondence clearly explains the policy the church had established for converting peoples to Christianity.

        We wish you to inform him that we have been giving careful thought to the affairs of the English and have come to the conclusion that the temples of the idols among that people should on no account be destroyed. The idols are to be destroyed, but the temples themselves are to be aspersed with holy water, altars set up in them, and relics deposited there. For if these temples are well built, they must be purified from the worship of demons and dedicated to the service of the true God. In this way, we hope that the people, seeing that their temples are not destroyed, may abandon their error and, flocking more readily to their accustomed resorts, may come to know and adore the true God. And because they have a custom of sacrificing many oxen to demons, let some other solemnity be substituted in its place, such as a day of dedication or the festivals of the holy martyrs whose relics are enshrined there. On such occasions they might well construct shelters of boughs for themselves around the churches that were once temples and celebrate the solemnity with devout feasting.2

        This admirable text underscores the persistence of ancient pagan rites and myths during the eighth century and provides one testimony (among many) of the beliefs and customs that the medieval literature of the twelfth or thirteenth century continued to peddle, either candidly or skeptically but with touching insistence. Long ignored or poorly understood, these pagan traces in medieval literature are now available to religious historians and reveal all their mythological importance for a renewed understanding of the culture of the Middle Ages. It remains difficult to define the word myth. The three functions that are traditionally acknowledged as part of it—its narrative function (the myth retold), its initiatory function (the myth revealed), and its etiological function (the myth explained)—do not make up a working definition for everyone. This is why it is important to consider the rites that support a myth and extend its life into memory.

        Through its relationship to rite, we define myth as “the language of a civilization” that inscribes itself into the two fundamental contexts of time and space. In the Christian West, a myth is inseparable from a sacred time and space even if Christianity carries out some revealing transfers in this regard. Thus the Christian Church rearranges in its specific space the three principal elements of druidic worship: the megalithic stone (menhir or dolmen) is transformed into a stone altar; the baptismal font represents the ancient sacred fountain; and the very trees of the forest are transformed into the pillars and columns of a stone nave, with their ornaments of leafy capitals.

        Furthermore, if we look at the mythic time inscribed within the ritual calendar, it is clear that a great festival dominated medieval society: Carnival, whose profane liturgies survived the slow erosion of Christianity. The word carnival today contains largely depreciated ideas that are merely manifestations of unimportant folklore that has been abandoned to a personal or collective fantasy. Yet the historical and literary study of medieval festivals makes it possible to understand that Carnival goes back to an ancient and venerable time (at least in the Celtic and Indo-European memory). If we know this, its originality is less easily dissolved in the mists of dubious “folklore.” Today, Carnival has become a noisy and crazy parentheses in the middle of winter, a means to amuse tourists and provide work for travel agencies. But before it became a collection of amusements and entertainments integrated into our consumer society, Carnival was a religion—it was even the religion preceding Christianity and containing an entirely coherent explanation of the world and humans. Capturing the sacred in an original way, it defined the relationships between humans and the Beyond. The Carnival mythology therefore forms the essential framework of medieval mythology.

        In order to understand Carnival, it is important to look closely at its name and the time and place of its manifestations—in other words, its rites as well as its myths.

      

      
        The Mythological Calendar of the Middle Ages

        We must remember that a mythology is generally inscribed within a calendar that gives rhythm to sacred commemorations and celebrations. Medieval mythology obviously is no exception to this rule, especially if we consider its tight interweaving within Carnival mythology. The Christian liturgical calendar did not achieve its full effectiveness until the Council of Nicaea established that the Easter commemoration takes into account lunar rhythms and the spring equinox. This made it possible to prop up Christian time with the religious time of European paganism. The period encompassing Carnival, Lent, and Easter forms the true heart of the religious plan of attack of the Middle Ages and offers a time frame in which it is still possible to clearly analyze Christianity’s infiltration into paganism and vice versa.

        Carnival belongs to a measured and predetermined time, falling under the heading of what Mircea Eliade calls the “Great Time”—that is, foundational time, the time of origins that witnessed the emergence of myths and cosmogonies. Contrary to a fairly widespread idea, Carnival cannot be reduced merely to the period preceding Lent—that is, the period comprising the time separating Christmas from Ash Wednesday as it is generally depicted in dictionaries. (For example, the Godefroy*1 explicitly states under the entry Carnival: “the period intended for amusements extending from the day of the Three Kings [Twelfth Night] to Ash Wednesday.”) During the year in the Middle Ages there were in fact several carnival periods whose beginnings or ends were celebrated more intensely or specifically. The calendar principle, or devision of the year into eight feast cycles, must be taken into account if we want to grasp the system of rites and myths that overlay Carnival and serve as a framework of the whole of medieval mythology.

        The French folklore specialist Claude Gaignebet deduced the internal law of Carnival time: “The road to understanding Carnival is opened precisely through the carving of time into slices of forty days that include the dates of Carnival.”3 From this perspective, the great dates of the Carnival calendar are:

        
          	All Saints’ Day (November 1) and Saint Martin’s Day (November 11)

          	The Twelve Days of Christmas (December 25–January 6)

          	Candlemas, Saint Blaise’s Day (February 3), Mardi Gras

          	Easter (a movable holy day during the period of March 22– April 25)

          	Ascension (and the May holidays that occur forty days after Easter)

          	Saint John’s Day of Summer (June 24)

          	Saint Peter’s Chains Day (August 1)

          	Saint Michael’s Day (September 29)

        

        Here we will carefully examine each of these periods, noting the medieval rites, commemorations, and myths connected to them and especially emphasizing the interdependence of the rites and myths assigned to these sacred forty-day periods of the calendar. Looking closely at some of the great figures of male and female saints celebrated on these occasions and their comparison to Celtic models makes it possible to understand not only the continuity but also the metamorphosis of the pre-Christian heritage in medieval Christianity.

        Using the works of Pierre Saintyves and Claude Gaignebet as a basis, it becomes clear that a naive reading of medieval hagiography is no longer possible. It becomes unthinkable to take literally such acounts of saints’ lives after we have read the profane literature (especially the romances and epics) of the same era. In both genres there appear the same motifs, the same narrative sequences, and sometimes even the same names. The Legenda Aurea (The Golden Legend)*2 clearly holds the status of a legendary text, and it is folly to read it as a historical document.

        It is futile to argue whether the lives of the saints served as the source for the profane literature of the age or the profane writings served as the source for the hagiographic tradition. Instead, we must assume the existence of a mythic imaginal realm that was exploited in two different ways—in literature and in hagiography. On the one hand, there are too many convergences between these two traditions (the literary and hagiographical) to assume these encounters were the work of chance. On the other hand, there are too many divergences between them to conclude that either tradition was the direct imitation of the other. Thus we must form a third hypothesis: they both derive from the same cultural collection extending to a far older, pre-Christian time—Celtic, at the least. In other words, The Golden Legend offers an astonishing sedimentation of pre-Christian mythical, particulary Celtic, motifs that we are able to analyze. As a result, perhaps, there will emerge again the hidden dimensions of a little-known Christian mythology, which, through our perception of it, has the power to profoundly alter our concept of the medieval imaginal realm and oblige us to revisit certain rationales that we have commonly applied to so many medieval texts.

      

      
        The Mythological Sources of the Middle Ages

        What sources do we have at our disposal today for reconstructing the Christian mythology of the Middle Ages? We can note from the start that because testimonies about medieval mythology are never direct, the sources used by modern critical analysis for this reconstruction in no way represent the origin of the traditions peddled by the medieval authors themselves. On the other hand, there is no lack of Latin texts among the antique mythology that was passed on to those in the Middle Ages by means of books and scriptures. The names of the planets, months, or days of the week, for example, necessitate the preservation of the ancient traditions related to Mars (whose name can be found in the French name for Tuesday, mardi), Mercury (mercredi, or Wednesday), or Jupiter ( jeudi, Thursday). However, the autochthonous myths (those that did not derive from ancient Greek or Roman culture) were not the object of systematic inventory by medieval scholars because they were in no way considered historical. Furthermore, they were incorporated into a material (literary, historical, or other) that contributed greatly to their concealment.

        For those minds fascinated by the marvelous—for writers such as Chrétien de Troyes and early “folklore specialists” such as Gervase of Tilbury, a thirteenth-century collector of stories4—this legendary tradition transmitted by word-of-mouth became the working material for art or amusement. For the ecclesiastics educated in the spirit and the letter of the Bible, it instead smacked of aberrations or superstitions that must be fought. Consequently, the less traditional myths were talked about, the better. Yet these myths bequeathed by memory are not illusory. They certainly exist, but they were adulterated in deference to the ecclesiastical need to marginalize the pagan sacrality they evoked. Although they were deformed by Christianity, they did not disappear. The problem such myths pose to people of the modern age therefore concerns less their consistency than how they are read. Documents do exist on medieval mythology, but for the most part people do not know how to recognize or read them.

        It is first necessary to draw up an inventory of the sources capable of providing precise information on the relationship among certain rites, myths, and dates. The correlation becomes quite striking when we realize that these old rites are still practiced today in the modern forms of Carnival. In this way we can discern an unbroken chain of rites extending from the first written attestations of them to their latest manifestations in modern carnivals. As rite is often better preserved than myth, we look to it to rediscover the spirit of the myths it accompanies.

        The written testimonies at our disposal today are primarily (though not exclusively) ecclesiastical documents. It is important to take into consideration this origin in evaluating both their partial presentation of the facts and those details about which they remain silent.

        
          
            The Acts of Councils
          
        

        The acts of councils offer a gold mine of testimony that is extremely valuable in helping us pinpoint various rites in relation to calendar feast days. This is how we are able to name the dates connected to the foreseeable dates of the calendar. The Indiculus superstitionum et paganiarum issued by the Council of the Leptines in the eighth century contains only headings without any detailed explanation, but certain meaningful titles make it possible to guess at the existence of pagan rites associated with specific calendar periods.

        Title 3 of the Indiculus is “De spurcalibus in februario.” One scholar who has analyzed this document explains:

        In February the Germans celebrated holidays honoring the progress of the sun’s ascendancy; it was customary to sacrifice pigs on this occasion. These holidays were called Spurcalia. Even today in Holland and lower Germany the month of February is called Sporkel. Because the Germans set great store on these holidays, missionaries shifted them to the time of Christmas and gave them a Christian meaning. Perhaps our Carnival celebrations are a souvenir of the Spurcalia of antiquity?5

        We can also note that the sacrifice of a pig constitutes one of the primordial rites of Carnival. It so happens that the pig is associated with Saint Anthony, whose feast day is January 17, on the threshold of February and the Spurcalia.

        Other pagan customs mentioned in this document are not dated, but thanks to folkloric testimonies, we can rediscover their ritual dates. Title 26 is “De simulacro de consparsa farina,” meaning “idols made with flour dough.” A modern historian has explained this more precisely: “On certain days the Germans baked breads depicting their gods; these breads were called Heidenwecke (‘little breads of the pagans’), a name still used in Westphalia to designate the breads eaten during Carnival. The Christ breads, Saint Martin’s crescents, the Easter wolves, and the breads of Oerhli Sunday, in the Appenzell region, can all be regarded as souvenirs of this ancient Germanic custom.” We can no doubt add to this list our doughnuts (beignets or bugnes) of Carnival. In fact, the subject of the bread and pastry of Carnival offers a barely explored field of study with the potential for many discoveries.

        At times the ritual dates of the pagan customs mentioned in the Indiculus or in other, similar texts are not indicated, but it is not at all difficult to determine what they may have been. For instance, Saint Gregory’s letter to Saint Augustine of Canterbury states explicitly that certain cattle sacrifices took place at precise dates of the year in the proximity of certain saints’ days. The allusion to the sacrifice of cattle brings to mind the custom of killing the fatted cow that is often practiced during Carnival. Gérard de Nerval mentions it as still occurring in the nineteenth century.6 In Paris since at least the fifteenth century, a fatted cow was paraded through the streets by a joyful procession of butchers. It seems the butchers guild had obtained an ordinance giving them the exclusive privilege of this parade. The custom was already at this time nothing more than a simple amusement, but it probably recalls ancient rites that placed the cow at the heart of very old religious mysteries. In fact, the importance of bovines can be found at the heart of old Indo-Iranian rites and in the Hindu worship of sacred cows.

        The letter of Pope Gregory written at the beginning of the eighth century also mentions cabins made of branches that were erected under certain circumstances. These probably refer to the “leaf-covered” bowers mentioned randomly in several medieval texts, such as the Jeu de la Feuillée (The Play of the Bower), and which belong to the customs of May.

        
          
            The Penitentials
          
        

        Along with testimony provided by the acts of the councils, we can find evidence of possible pagan rites in the penitentials, or confessors’ manuals, containing the questions to ask the faithful during confession. These books indicate the “tariff ” of penitence that is to be assessed to the sinners. For our purpose, they also contain references to certain rites associated with precise dates of the year—rites that were generally practiced during the major dates of Carnival.

        For example, chapter 62 of the Penitential of Burchard, the bishop of Worms (965–1025), mentions several pagan rites associated with January 1.

        Have you celebrated the calends*3 of January according to pagan customs? Have you undertaken an exceptional or uncommon task on the occasion of the new year, a task that you work on neither before or after—to wit: arranging stones on your table or giving a feast, leading dancers and singers through the streets and squares, taking a seat upon your roof while wearing your sword in order to see and know what will happen to you in the new year, sitting atop a bull’s hide where the roads cross to read the future, on the night of January 1 cooking bread for yourself to know whether the new year will be prosperous depending on whether the dough rises? If yes, because you have abandoned God your creator, and have turned to vain idols and become apostate, you will fast on all the official days for two years.

        And chapter 104 offers this: “Have you done like some during the calends of January, the eighth day of the Nativity? During this holy night, they spin, weave, sew, begin all manner of works—at the instigation of the devil—on the occasion of the new year. If yes, [you must] fast forty days on bread and water.”7

        Les Dits de saint Pirmin (The Sayings of Saint Pirmin) of the eighth century formulated a number of prohibitions relating to calendar feast days that were themselves borrowed from even older texts: “What could it be if not demoniacal worship to celebrate the Vulcanales and the calends. . . . You, men, adorn yourselves not in the clothing of women, nor you, women, in the garb of men, on the occasion of the calends or of certain holidays.”8

        There is no need to emphasize the carnivalesque aspect of the disguise referred to here that plays on gender reversal. Even today, in Belgium on Fat Sunday cross-dressing men—the Mam’zèles—prepare for the great parade on Fat Tuesday. These men disguised as women bring to mind the cross-dressing that appears in certain Dionysian ceremonies in Greece. Mircea Eliade has analyzed the rite of disguising from the perspective of the androgyne.

        If we take into account that transvestism was very widespread during Carnival and the spring festivals of Europe and also in various agricultural ceremonies in India, Persia, and other Asian countries, we can grasp the principal function of this rite. In short, it involves one’s emergence from oneself, the transcendence of one’s personal, strongly historicized status and the recovery of one’s original status, which was transhuman and transhistorical, preceding the formation of human society.9

        With his mention of the Vulcanales, was Saint Pirmin alluding to the festivals of August 23, which, in ancient Rome, were intended to prevent fires, or was he using this term to designate other festivals that he might have witnessed that were reminiscent of the Vulcanales? The latter conclusion is probably more accurate. Ritual fires were lit on this date to tame the god Vulcan. The Latin grammarian Varron gives us an explanation for this: “The Volcanalia take their name from Vulcan, whom they celebrate. On this day, to redeem themselves the people hurl animated figures into the fire . . .”10

        Such a custom obviously brings to mind the fires of Saint John, which could have been confused for those that were lit in honor of Vulcan. An educated man might make this scholarly comparison, confusing two traditions that were foreign to each other in order to explain the supposed origin of a profane custom, and then rejecting them both with the same condemnation. In fact, the fires of Saint John do not derive directly from the Volcanalia but instead are quite likely an analogous expression of myths and rites that go back to a common Indo-European origin. Vulcan was the smith god confused with Hephaistos. It so happens that the day after Saint John’s of Summer is the celebration dedicted to Saint Eloi, a Christianized figure who is an offshoot of the ancient smith god of the Celts. This explains the intentional (or unintentional) confusion of Varron.

        What we discern here, however, is the principal obstacle on which stumble all historians of religions: finding in Roman antiquity the origin of a given medieval custom when, in fact, both customs are independent of each other and instead hark back to a common (Indo-European) origin. From this point of view, it is perfectly false to say that the medieval festival of the fools refers back to the Saturnalia of antiquity. It is more reasonable to assert that the medieval festival of the fools and the Saturnalia both reach back to an even older common mythological blueprint that explains some of their components.

        
          
            Profane Literary Texts
          
        

        Not only religious texts help us to understand the roots of medieval myths; profane literary texts also improve our understanding of the medieval Carnival rites. Arthurian romances and chansons de geste are bathed in myth. The sources of these products of the imaginal realm can be sought in an archaic past, because it is common and fully accepted knowledge that the period of the Middle Ages was not successful at inventing its stories. It drew them from an old, rich oral tradition and a very vibrant folklore.

        The fictional literature of the Middle Ages contains a number of testimonies on the calendar festivals and the great figures who dominated the medieval imagination. I have devoted a study of them to the period 1170–1235. This inventory, limited to France, brings to light numerous representations of profane ceremonies connected to the cycle of Carnival.11 For the most part, such representations can be found again in post-medieval folklore and embedded in the festivals of May, the customs of Saint John’s Day, and the rites of Mardi Gras.

        Unfortunately, the Latin literature of the Middle Ages is still poorly explored even to this day. There is a great abundance of it extending from long before the twelfth century to the junction of late antiquity and the Middle Ages. It holds a large number of valuable secrets that we still are not quite equipped to grasp. Several rare documents cannot fail to intrigue the folklore scholar and the mythologist, defying as they do traditional explanations based on rationalism or assumptions of the lack of value of these testimonies.

        A satiric eleventh-century text by the archbishop Adalberon of Laon presents a monk who disguises himself as a blacksmith or farrier on the first day of December. This unusual disguise is very easily explained if we realize that December 1 is the commemoration of Saint Eloi, the goldsmith and blacksmith of King Dagobert. It so happens that in the hagiographic system this figure is the Christianized version of an old Celtic deity of the forge no doubt comparable to the Celtic Gobinu. In the archbishop’s narrative, the monk must disguise himself again “before March 1”—in other words, during a period that corresponds exactly to the time of Carnival.

        The magician blacksmith is a key figure in the myths of Carnival. The disguise of the monk is part of Carnival’s satire, but it also demonstrates that medieval authors had specific intentions (literary or polemical) when they incorporated certain features borrowed from the ethnographical reality of the holidays of their time. The echoes of these holidays are necessarily altered by a literary rewrite, but they are perfectly recognizable to anyone who has even a slight familiarity with relatively contemporary Carnival liturgies and folklore.

        The medieval chronicles in Latin offer a quantity of facts that the authors sometimes relate to a ritual date with mythical value. In the Norman chronicle of the eleventh century, there is, for example, the encounter with the Mesnie Hellequin,*4 a parade of revenants led by a sinister, club-wielding figure behind whom is concealed a major deity of the Otherworld. This procession is very precisely placed on the night of December 31 into January 1, during the calends of January, which are well known for their superstitions. In fact, the Norman chronicle, written by Orderic Vital, blends remnants of legend with the evocation of an authentic fear of the night. It underscores the permanent nature of legendary traditions that easily incorporate actual events to craft a mix that is both poetic and historical and emphasizes the mythical components. This text forms a document of the utmost importance regarding medieval mythology, and we must give it a noteworthy place in our study.

        The historiographical work of Gregory of Tours, which is even older than that of Orderic Vital, gains from being studied from both a mythological and a historical perspective. Though Herodotus had already conceived a chronicle similar in nature, it succeeds in relating, in spite of itself, a mass of legendary deeds that historians have often taken for real ones. A comparative study of the episodes within Gregory’s narrative illustrates the very composite nature of medieval chronicles, which are nourished by an ancient fund of legends, beliefs, and superstitions at the same time that they claim to depict specific historical events. Such chronicles can make a large contribution to the understanding of the mythological universe of the early Middle Ages, given that medieval myth and folklore are intertwined in the honeycomb vaults of history and literature in unexpected yet decisive ways.

        
          
            Hagiographic Texts
          
        

        Hagiographic texts constitute, beyond all shadow of doubt, the richest source of information on the mythology of the Middle Ages. Here we will refer especially to Jacques de Voragine’s The Golden Legend, which offers a compilation of the principal hagiographic traditions of the thirteenth century.

        In reality the number of hagiographic texts of the time is beyond count, and most are still waiting for a systematic study of their mythological aspects. Medieval hagiography was the machine used for Christianizing the old European myths and represents the most accomplished expression of the Christian mythology of the Middle Ages. As noted by Pierre Saintyves, the hagiographic legends or the passions of the martyrs are often nothing but potpourris of features borrowed from folk tradition. It is important to be aware of this and not to succumb to the illusion of historicity they can engender.

        The study of hagiographic legends cannot be led today from a narrow historical or historicizing perspective. It is no longer reasonable to ask if this or that saint actually passed through a particular city of France during some specific year. Medieval hagiography is a literary genre just like others, with its codes and narrative rites, its themes, and its imagery. During the Middle Ages this genre rarely responded to the demands of a historically rigorous logic; instead, it was based on an ideologically and culturally premeditated fabrication as well as on a certain number of rules that are easy to discern once we are no longer duped by the marvels contained in these texts. Many saints were invented to serve the needs of Christianization or were brought into being for economic reasons (including the necessity of attracting pilgrims to a particular sanctuary). Many lives of the saints were manufactured or recopied from earlier models that were equally fictitious.

        It is pointless to read these hagiographic legends in the light of history alone. Their imaginary and mythical content has much more to teach us than does their alleged historical testimony. Medieval hagiography can be defined as the Christian reformulation of a certain number of pagan—in other words, pre-Christian (particularly Celtic)—motifs. Following the example of archaeologists, it is necessary to scrub from a hagiographical text its Christian patina in order to find in its depths a certain number of archaic motifs that reflect a kind of “savage thought” that is totally foreign to Christianity. It is no longer possible to read naively or superficially a hagiographic text; such a work necessarily finds its rightful place in a coded system of motifs, a mythological memorandum, that can shed light on both the pagan and the Christian aspects of certain rites and the saints they celebrate.

        The hagiographic texts offer several advantages to those who analyze them from the perspective of the marvelous. They have conserved a great deal and sometimes contain details of incredible precision that reveal much about the mind-set—even including a fetishism of words and motifs—of the early Middle Ages. Furthermore, they are inscribed within a historical time frame that is easy to determine (that of the writing or copying of manuscripts in abbeys and ending with the time of Gutenberg) and in a ritual time (the order of the days and the commemorations) that preserves the calendrical context of the pagan myths. From the presence of certain events in the lives of certain saints, it is possible to deduce specific mythological aspects related to the pagan festivals they Christianized, especially when these saints are celebrated in close proximity to a particular date of the pre-Christian (or Carnival) calendar.

        As Claude Gaignebet explains so well, not just any saint has succeeded just any pagan figure at just any moment of the year. Hagiographic literature in fact forms a veritable pagan mythological code for which no one has yet truly grasped the key (especially not those specialists in Christian hagiography who still believe that a saint’s celebration day is the anniversary of his or her death). It is wrong to say that the myths preceding Christianity were not preserved and that we lack documentation of these myths. To the contrary, there is an abundance of such documentation. Pre-Christian myths have been conserved in pieces in the hagiographic puzzle constructed throughout the Middle Ages. It is simply necessary that we learn how to find and decipher them.

        Only a comparative method can aptly extract from hagiographic texts the elements of pagan culture they contain and the authentic mystical thought that governs them. The most illuminating example is certainly that of Saint Blaise, whose feast day is February 3. It just so happens that this day is precisely the one Rabelais recognized as the date of Gargantua’s birth. Claude Gaignebet gives us a perfect analysis of the worship of Saint Blaise.12 It was said that this bishop and saint of Armenia saved from death a child who was choking on a fish bone and that he had the ability to talk to wild animals, who could understand him. Throughout the Middle Ages, Saint Blaise remained the protector against throat ailments. Thus was born on February 3 Gargantua, son of Grandgousier and Gargamelle, hero of the throat,*5 of great feasting in the style of Carnival, and of the inspired word. Blaise is also reminiscent of the figure of Master Blaise, the well-known scribe of Merlin in the Arthurian romances.

        
          
            Medieval Iconography
          
        

        Another rich source for our investigation is medieval iconography (manuscripts, the capitals of Romanesque churches, and so on), which constitutes a fairly neglected secondary area for the understanding of medieval Carnival rites. The interpretation of iconographic documents is often a delicate matter that has at times provided an opportunity for excess. Virtually any significance could be ascribed to an unexpected detail or some incongruous feature of a saint. Haven’t people gone so far as to invent traditions and imagine remote or decidedly exotic precursors for details that have a much simpler explanation in the reality of autochthonous myths and in the immediate Celtic, if not pre-Celtic, past?

        Once the sources of medieval Christian practices have been identified and studied we must organize the results of a comparative investigation within an explanatory context that will not overly alter the source we have uncovered. In fact, if a living mythology existed in the Middle Ages, it was celebrated in rites and festivals. It is not possible to separate rite from myth. Thus, in order to avoid all artificial theoretical constructions, it is preferable to adopt a calendrical or chronological inventory rather than an alphabetical inventory of rites and myths, despite the recurrence of the same rites on different dates. In several studies preceding mine here, there have been identified in European folklore the remnants of ritual practices that are more or less scattered and often misunderstood. There was then an attempt, using the aid of medieval texts, to demonstrate the logic and buried continuity of these practices. Little by little a mental architecture took shape that was just as revealing in any understanding of medieval literature as it was in comprehending the folklore that came from the same memory.

        This work claims to be only the beginning of a vaster and more systematic research. Rather than being an exhaustive study, it merely lays the framework for studies yet to come. What it attempts primarily, based on a few specific examples, is to put into perspective certain hagiographic conundrums that have been unfairly evaluated until now. It seeks to challenge the usual reading of these texts that has led to false certainties . . . or to uncertainties that are, in fact, true.
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