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      INTRODUCTION

      The Bones of the Earth

      Stones have an extraordinarily long history and since antiquity they have deeply stirred the human imagination as quintessential representatives of the domain of the marvelous.1 During the Middle Ages, lapidaries gathered together traditions with remote origins going back to ancient India, Mesopotamia, and Egypt. These traditions had been adopted by Greek authors such as Theophrastus, Dioscorides, and Meliteniotes,2 followed by Roman authors such as Pliny the Elder and Solin,3 and then were given new life thanks to Isidore of Sevilla,4 Hraban Maur, and Marbode of Rennes.5 All of these authors form the pedestal for a body of knowledge that extended into the seventeenth century, at which time it became more scientific in nature. Concurrently with the aforementioned authors, other texts—like the collection of the Kyranides6 and the lapidary of Damigeron and Evax—were translated from the Greek, further feeding the flow of information that culminated in the second half of the twelfth century with the translations of Arabic lapidaries (which were themselves adaptations of Greek, Hebrew, and Latin texts). With the rise of literature as entertainment, poets and novelists had a vast body of work—essentially about stones with extraordinary properties—from which to draw material for embellishing their stories. This is why romances in medieval France were among the first literary works to make liberal use of gems.

      The study of stones drew scant interest in post-Enlightenment France. In 1871, when Leopold Pammier sought to obtain an edition of the lapidary by Marbode of Rennes (circa 1035–1123), his friends were surprised to see him engaged in what they considered “such an unappealing domain, with such arid soil and such a limited horizon.”7 In short, despite a few books (a list of which can be found in the bibliography), this field of research had become fallow.

      The stone is ubiquitous in human history. It has been used as a weapon since prehistoric times. In the Bible, David flattened Goliath with a stone from his sling. During the Middle Ages, it was viewed as the weapon of giants; certain tiny islands were said to be formed from the stones they once cast at their foes. A stone can sometimes resemble an axe, but it is also the weapon of those who have no other means to defend themselves. In Henry VI, Shakespeare puts these words in the mouth of one of his characters: “If we be forbidden stones, we’ll fall to it with our teeth!”8

      The Bible has left us a number of sayings that feature stones, such as “cast the first stone” (John 8:7), “stumbling stone” (Isaiah 8:14), “corner stone” (1 Peter 2:6), “if his son ask bread, will he give him a stone” (Matthew 7:9), “there shall not be left here one stone upon another” (Matthew 24:2), and proverbs9 such as “a rolling stone gathers no moss” and “you cannot get blood out of a stone” confirm the importance of the mineral. Myths also bring in the stone motif, such as the myth of Sisyphus, for example, or the story of Deucalion and Pyrrha, who on Zeus’ orders cast stones over their shoulders onto the ground, which then gave birth to men and women.

      
        I. Stones of the Middle Ages

        
          
            The Genesis of Stones
          
        

        Following in the footsteps of Aristotle, medieval scholars believed that the dry and moist exhalations occurring inside the earth combined to form minerals. According to another belief—and one that survived in folk traditions until fairly recently—stones grew in the ground and would continue to grow as long as they were not moved. To do so would be tantamount to uprooting them.

        Hildegard von Bingen provides the following explanation for the genesis of precious stones: “Gems are born in very hot regions of the East from the meeting of water with fiery mountains: the water foams and adheres to the rocks, then solidifies over a length of a time that can run from one to three days” (Physica, preface). Several different opinions are recorded in the Old French dialogue Placides et Timéo: “Others say they are formed from air in the earth as solid works of the planets.”10

        In the Scandinavian cosmogony myths, stones are the bones of the primordial giant Ymir, whose dismembered body formed the earth, sky, and sea. Another medieval dialogue, the Middle High German Lucidarius, tells us: “The earth is made like man. The ground is the flesh and its skeleton is the stones.”11

        Some stones are ascribed a different origin. Crystals are considered to be solidified snow. According to John Mandeville, Indian diamonds grow on the crystals formed by frozen water.12 Other stones are giants or dwarves that have been petrified by the rays of the sun.

        Lastly there is a category of stones called bezoars, a term used to designate those that form in the bodies of animals, somewhat similar to gallstones.13 The Byzantine treatise of the Kyranides names sixteen stones of animal origin,14 while other lapidaries offer a smaller number. Alectoria are created in the gizzards of roosters; the borax, also known as crapaudine, is formed in the head of the toad; the celidonius in the stomach of a swallow; the chelonite in the body of a turtle; and the draconite in the head of a dragon. Everyone knew the legend of the vouivre,*1 popularized in the 1941 novel of the same name by Marcel Aymé, and the carbuncle it wears on its forehead, an avatar of the one described by Philostratus in his Life of Apollonius of Tyana, in which he says of draconite (dragon stone): “it must be extracted from the dragon’s skull while it is still living, otherwise the stone will have no powers.”15 In his Parzival (482, 29–483, 1), Wolfram von Eschenbach says the carbuncle is taken from the unicorn’s forehead. In the great Armenian national epic David of Sasun, the basic plot of which goes back to the tenth century, a dragon holds in its mouth a precious stone to which a powerful charm is attached.16

        Bartholomaeus Anglicus (“Bartholomew the Englishman,” thirteenth century) maintains in the same way that the quandros can be found in the head of the vulture and, citing Avicenna, says that the rosten or reiben lies in the head of the crab.17 If we believe what Hildegard von Bingen says concerning the magnet, it would be born from the pus of a venomous reptile (Physica V, 18). The lyncurius or ligure comes from the urine of the lynx18 and the hyenia is a hyena’s eye.19

        The lithic imagination was first stirred by foreign-sounding names—gagatromeus, cegolites, zimur, ranim, or kakabre—some of which it then reinterpreted. For example the panchrous, the “multicolored stone,” became the panther and the opalius (opal) transformed into ophthalmius, because it is good for eyesight. An examination of the manuscripts provides evidence of permanent shifts, when it is not a case of substitutions or confused terms (i.e., a single name being applied to several stones, such as adamas, meaning both loadstone and diamond). When Arabic names invaded lapidaries at the end of the twelfth century, thanks to the translation of the lapidary by a Pseudo-Aristotle, gems answering to the names of elbeneg, dehenc, elendhermon, or haalkec appeared. And in the latter third of the thirteenth century, the Lapidario del Rey Alfonso (Lapidary of King Alfonso)20 introduced “Chaldean” stones. Only one of these has been identified: the bezebekaury, a name for ruby.

        
          
            The Stone Is a Person
          
        

        In La Réponse du Seigneur (The Lord’s Answer; II), Alphonse de Châteaubriant declares: “People say that stones do not speak, they do not feel. What an error!”

        The stone has been regarded as a living being, a male or female creature capable of reproducing, believing, and having feelings. Albertus Magnus says that the peanite is of the female sex and that it conceives and engenders a stone that is similar to it. It is also said that the balagius (balas ruby) is the female carbuncle.21 According to John Mandeville, diamonds can be either sex and can engender children:

        Men find them more commonly upon the rocks in the sea and upon hills where the mine of gold is . . . They grow together, male and female, and are fed with the dew of heaven. And according to their nature they engender and conceive small children, and so they constantly grow and multiply.22

        Philippe de Thaon mentions turobolein (in other words, pyrite)23 in his Bestiary. When the male stone approaches the female, both catch fire. Bartholomaeus Anglicus says that idachite perspires and that silenite contains a white spot that grows and shrinks with the moon.24 The Argonauts used a stone for an anchor, but as it had a habit of straying from its spot, they had to fix it in place with lead—a fine example of lapis fugitives! In the Kojiki, written in seventh-century Japan, we learn that stones can be frightened and flee what they perceive as danger. One day when Emperor Ojin was under the influence and traveling through a mountain pass, he found a stone in the middle of the path and struck it with his cane. The stone fled away from him, giving rise to the saying: “Even a solid stone can avoid a drunkard,” meaning one should never try to thwart a drunk.25 Some stones, such as the aetites, are pregnant. Some cry out for vengeance (Habakkuk 2:11); some can be swayed, as in the myth of Baldur (Gylfaginning, chapter 49), in which the stones promise Frigg they will cause no harm to her son; and they can, conversely, be inflexible, as seen in expressions like “to be hard as stone.” This physical hardness has been equated with insensitivity. But in hagiographic legends, especially those concerning persecuted virgins, stones are capable of displaying kindness.26 They open to conceal the fugitive from her pursuers, as in the case of Saint Dietrine and Saint Odile. Saint Dietrine’s stone can be seen in the Morvan region in the Vaupître Valley, in other words the Val Petrae,*2 and Odile’s stone (Odilienstein) stand on the Schlossberg near Freiburg-im-Breisgau. The Acta Sanctorum (Acts of the Saints) tells how on October 17, in the legend of Saints Cosmas and Damian, the prefect Lysias ordered them stoned, but the stones refused to strike the targets and instead turned back on the ones who had thrown them.

        Stones speak and are used for divinatory purposes, especially the mineral siderite, which can be treated in the following fashion so that its voice may be heard.

        If one fasts and purifies oneself, if one washes the stone in pure waters and wraps it in white linen, then when the lights are lit something like the voice of a newborn will suddenly be heard, and the stone shall answer questions. Then, toward the end, it breathes like a living creature.27

        Helenos raised a siderite like a child: “He pampered this divine stone, it is said, he held it in his arms like a mother holding her young son against her body.”28

        One thing that becomes apparent to the student of magical stones is the notion of character: they only give up their secret or surrender their power to someone who is worthy, either because the individual has respected a ritual or been chosen by fate. This is the meaning of stones that represent an ordeal or a test. The only individuals that can approach them are fearless knights who are above reproach. A variation is the stone that can only be sat upon by people bearing these same qualities. The motif of the “sword in the stone,” which is primarily found in the Arthurian romances, is of this nature: the stone will only release the sword after it has identified the person to whom it should be given.

        
          
            The Worship of Sacred Stones
          
        

        Regarded as the bones of the earth or the home of unspecified numinous powers, stones were an object of worship. Nevertheless, from the beginning to the end of the Middle Ages, decretals, penitentials, and the decrees of synods and councils proclaimed anathema those who swore oaths by them or worshipped them.

        A very interesting passage from the Bible perfectly illustrates how stones were sanctified. Jacob rests his head on a stone and his contact with it gives him a divine vision while he sleeps. Upon awakening, he recalls the ladder that appeared to him in dream. He stands the stone upright, pours oil over it, and gives it the name of beit El, in other words, “dwelling of God.”29 There is evidence for the worship of stones throughout Europe long before the Middle Ages, and the ecclesiastical writs, texts, canons, decrees, and penitentials offer some details. Between 443 and 452, the Council of Arles condemned those who worshipped stones; in 506, the Council of Agde forbade the swearing of oaths to stones; and in 557, the Council of Tours condemned those who performed actions near stones that were incompatible with the rules of the church. The Synod of Toledo mentioned stone worshippers in 681, and Charlemagne’s Admonitio Generalis (cap. 65) of 789 informs us that fires were lit and certain practices performed around stones. In tenth-century England, the Law of the Northumbrian Priests condemned those who gathered around stones.30

        What is behind all these practices? One council’s writ provides a precise description: the stones are used as an altar, “as if some deity resided within it.”31 During the Middle Ages, these deities became dwarves, elves, and genies. Evidence is supplied by the Kristni Saga (The Saga of Icelandic Christianization; chapter 2):32 “In Gilja [in northwest Iceland] stood the stone to which Kodran’s folk had made their sacrifices and in which, it was said, dwelt, their tutelary deity.” And in Þorvalds þáttr víðförla (The Tale of Thorvald the Far-Traveled), which gives us a variation on the same theme, the spirit is called “seer” (spámaðr), undoubtedly because it predicts the future.33

        People therefore came to the ancient megaliths in search of healing or to ask for their wishes to be granted. We should emphasize that the church was unable to eradicate these practices and rites, which were often connected with fertility,34 but it did Christianize them. This is evident from the Christian symbols covering some Breton menhirs, such as in Trégunc, or the stone “of the Twelve Apostles” cited by Philippe Walter,35 which was referred to by that name as early as 713.

        Two basic points emerge from all of these ecclesiastical texts. First, they almost always involve stones in the plural, which suggests megalithic remnants. Next, these stones were frequently part of a complex that included a tree and a spring or fountain. In this case, the stone involved was often pierced through and/or contained a basin, and the sacred nature of the site was dependent on this complex of elements. Consider the fountain of Barenton in the Broceliande Forest, as described in Chrétien de Troyes’ twelfth-century romance Yvain, le Chevalier au Lion (Yvain, the Knight of the Lion): when water is drawn and poured over the block of stone, this causes a violent storm to break out.

        In the poem Merlin by Robert de Boron (twelfth–thirteenth century), there is an interesting reaction from the people leaving mass when they see the stone block supporting the anvil with the sword in it (which only Arthur can pull free). They stand in wonder and cast holy water at it as a kind of exorcism of the supernatural and diabolical (i.e., pagan) powers that may be hiding there.

      

      
        II. The Use of the Stones

        Precious stones abound throughout courtly literature.36 This can be seen in the romances of Apollonius of Tyre; in Benoît de Sainte-Maure’s Le Roman de Troie (The Romance of Troy), with the description of Hector’s room; or in Gautier d’Arras’ romance Eracle.37 In such stories they appear on clothing, weapons, the harnesses of horses, and on various objects such as lamps, furniture, or games. The presence of these stones falls into what is called the “courtly representation”38—they are a polysemic symbol that refers to the social rank, power, wealth, and capabilities of their owner. There are even doors made of precious stones!39 In Diu Crône (The Crown), an Arthurian romance written by Heinrich von dem Türlîn around 1230, the castle of Dame Fortune is built from twenty-five different kinds of gems.40

        We need to reexamine the long descriptions involving gems in terms of their magical and symbolic values. Some of the twelve mystical stones mentioned in the Apocalypse primarily turn up again on the knight who is fearless and above reproach, establishing a connection between gem and owner. It can be inferred from numerous statements scattered throughout the various versions of the Letter of Prester John,41 as well as with the allegorical appropriation of gems in which each possesses several meanings. Here are just a few examples: crystal represents the angels or virginity; carbuncle, the Virgin Mary; jasper, faith or the apostles; diamond, the archangels; and so forth.42 Philippe de Thaon, a twelfth-century Anglo-Norman poet, clearly notes that stones “possess several meanings, but their primary meaning forms a veritable sermon.”43As mediators between man and the supernatural powers, stones held a very important place in the mental world of our ancestors. In Prester John’s palace, the tabletop was an emerald resting on legs of amethyst “so that no one would become intoxicated during a meal.”44 The monarch’s bed was made from “sapphirean wood” because the sapphire is so chaste that one who sleeps upon this bed will not be tempted by the workings of Venus.45 Thanks to other scriptural accounts, light has been shed on the phrase “sapphirean wood”: the bed is made from ebony and studded with sapphires.

        Magical stones are highly esteemed in literature, such as the stone that makes Yvain invisible in the romance by Chrétien de Troyes. Similarly, there is the “Israel stone” from the romance of Perceforest, undoubtedly a lapis judaicus, which was used to mark newborns so no demons would abduct them and replace them with their own progeny (the belief in the changeling).

        
          
            Stones and Magic
          
        

        For stones, nothing is impossible!46 They protect against harm, accidents, poison, ambushes, lies, envy, demons, and witchcraft; they help in the granting of wishes, flying, becoming rich, ascertaining the future, and improving memory. They heal diseases, stop hemorrhages, and allow one to forget painful memories, especially the pain of lost love. They confer invisibility and the gift of languages. I will stop here, though I am well aware that this list could go on an on.

        A statistical analysis of the specific powers of stones reveals that these are unevenly distributed between two poles, one consisting of purely magical properties (5%) or protective properties (30%), and the other of therapeutic properties (65%). It should be noted that these numbers vary depending on the type of text—lapidaries, encyclopedias, or grimoires—and that literature for entertainment has a definite predilection for magical stones (while remaining notably vague in how it describes them). Treatises like the Kyranides or the lapidary of Damigeron-Evax offer an almost equal distribution between the two poles, whereas the lapidary by Marbode of Rennes, whose information was regarded as almost canonical throughout the whole of the Middle Ages, favored the medical aspect. Earlier, Saint Augustine noted that his contemporaries used stones and herbs for therapeutic purposes, something that smacked to him of magic.47

        For example, the ostolanus (ophthalmius) and heliotrope make a person invisible, but for the latter stone to have this power it must be combined with the plant of the same name and a charm must be recited.48 A fourteenth-century German text, Der Junker und der treue Heinrich, features a stone that allows its bearer to transform into a bird. The marvelous stone from the romance of Eracle is renowned: it protects its bearer from drowning, fire, and weapons. In Kormáks saga (The Saga of Kormak; chap. 12), Bersi owns a “life stone” (lífsteinn) that he wears in a pouch around his neck. It allows him to win a swimming contest.

        There are numerous stones that secure victory, and I shall only mention gagatromaeus, alectory, pyrophilius,49 and the memonius. The Middle High German texts designate them with the name sigestein (seghesten), “victory stone.” We should note in passing that Norse literature is rather lacking in stones, outside of those we encounter, for example, in the Þiðreks saga af Bern (Saga of Theodoric of Bern).50 The medieval treatise Secretum Secretorum (Secret of Secrets) tells us that the Philosopher’s Stone has the same properties.51 It is also said that draconite grants victory over all foes provided it is attached to the left arm.52 The genre of the exemplum sometimes echoes this marvelous motif too, as in the writings of Caesarius von Heisterbach.53

        Let us briefly look at phylacteries and other protective devices. Stones that are commonly used against evil spells of all kinds include: gagates or jayet (jet), pyrite, anthropocrinus, topaz, melas (black stone), galactites (milk stone), hephestites (Vulcan stone), coral, and aetites (eagle stone). The chrysolite is effective against nightmares, the infamous “night terrors.”54 When set in silver, jasper drives ghosts away. When worn on the left arm, chrysolite sends devils fleeing, and jayet expels spirits and dispels sorceries and charms.55

        Stones can also serve as charms, primarily when combined with enchantments and spells. An example can be found in Hildegard von Bingen’s Physica (IV, 2). Someone who is bewitched should take warm rye bread and cut a cross into its crust, then draw a jacinth down through the cut, saying, “Just as God has taken from the Devil all the preciousness of stones, let these spells be taken from me in the same fashion and deliver me from the pain of madness.” Or, when a person has lost the power of speech because of a spell, smear a magnet with his saliva and rub it over the top of his head while saying, “Tu furens malum cede in virtute illa qua Deus virtue de coelo ruentis dyabuli in bonitate hominin mutavit” (IV, 18).*3

        Lastly there are those stones that can be described as marvels because of the legends attached to them. Such is the case for jacinth, which protects travelers, or jayet, which is used to prove a woman’s virginity, or the magnet that makes it possible to detect if one is a cuckold or not. It was common knowledge that in Scythia, griffins guard emeralds and that the Arimaspians—allegedly a race of one-eyed people—try to steal them.

        There is much to say about magnets. Recall that there exist all kinds: magnets for silver, copper, lead, meat, fingernails, cotton, wool, scorpions, animals, and men.56 These claims of Eastern origin57 can be found in the work of the thirteenth-century encyclopedists. Dimishqî [the “Damascan,” Shams al-Din al-Ansari al-Dimashqi (1256–1327)] also cites hematite, without saying what it attracts: “Its force of attraction increases,” he says, “when left to steep overnight in the blood of a recently slain goat; if rubbed with garlic, it loses its properties.”58 If we take the romance of Eneas at its word, magnets were used to build the ramparts of cities.

        
          
            Sigil Stones
          
        

        Our remote ancestors attributed particular virtues to sigil stones, of which there are two types:59 those possessing a natural imprint and those that have been engraved. These latter are either cameos or intaglios, depending on whether the image is a raised relief or one that is set into the stone. In the great thirteenth-century debate on the notion of natural magic,60 the first type (with naturally occuring images) were fully authorized, whereas in the case of the second type (with man-made images), it depended upon the author.

        Let us look at two examples of engraving:

        Chalcedony: On it was carved an Athena on foot holding a heron in her right hand and a helmet in the left. If worn following its consecration, one will triumph over all enemies and rivals; it makes one kind, understanding, capable of fulfilling all undertakings and overcoming shipwreck (Kerygma 29; Damigeron 27).

        Panchrus: This is a holy stone on which Lato and Harpocrates have been carved on the front and three greyhounds on the back; it is useful against all the magic arts (Damigeron 37).

        But if one wishes to increase the stone’s magical powers, it is necessary to gather together the forces that the stars have scattered throughout the whole of nature. In the Livre des secrez de nature [Book of the Secrets of Nature], greatly inspired by the Kyranides, it is said concerning the stone Rhinoceros:

        se tu entaillez en la pierre dessus dicte l’oisel dessus dit (rumphea) et a ses pièz le poisson (rumphis) et desoubz la pierre tu metz un pou de la racine d’iceste herbe et encloz tout ce en un anel come dessus, celui qui le portera nul mauvaiz esperit ne le pourra approuchier; et qui le met tra desous le chief de aucun, il ne pourra dormir (IV, 15).*4

        The carvings are quite varied and range from paranatellonta (figural depictions of the stars, the signs of the Zodiac, and the decans), to magical inscriptions reminiscent of the Gnostic gems from early antiquity. Concisely, we can say that everything is made possible through the use of sigil stones: winning the favor of the great, of love, or in a trial; destroying the house or city of an enemy; finding protection against the perils of travel; and so forth. The vernacular lapidaries do not say it is necessary to follow a precise ritual in order to consecrate these stones. These texts are often content to recommend that one simply be chaste or “ blans dras li convient vestir kil portera, et abstenir soi de char de columb” (it is necessary to be clad all in white robes and to abstain from eating the flesh of the dove),61 otherwise the stone in question will remain without effect.

        
          
            Lithotherapy
          
          
          
            62
          
        

        A stone never possesses only a single virtue. As the centuries go by and traditions from other lands are discovered, the number of its properties continues to grow. Every ailment, or nearly every one, can be treated with stones, either by themselves or in combination with another substance. This treatment can be implemented in various ways: by the application or rubbing of the stone on the patient; by reduction of the stone to a powder used to make a beverage; and by wearing it as a bracelet or necklace. In the twelfth century, Philippe de Thaon indicates four protocols in his lapidary: “There are four ways to utilize stones in medicine: by touching them, by wearing them, by ingesting them as a drink, and by looking at them.”

        For nosebleeds, one can use a carnelian that has been immersed in heated wine; for stomach ailments, a ligure that had been steeped for an hour in wine, water, or beer; against poisons, a beryl was grated into effervescent water or another liquid. Round, black orite protects from bites if it is reduced in rose oil.

        Hildegard von Bingen (1098–1179) offers an excellent account on the lithotherapy of her day in her Book of Simple Medicines,63 better known under the title Physica. Jasper and sardonyx are effective against deafness; emerald for heart diseases, epilepsy, and headaches; jacinth for the eyes; magnet for paralysis, jaundice, and apoplexy; and chrysoprase for gout, epilepsy, and possession. According to Albertus Magnus (?—1280), the emerald cures tertian fevers and epilepsy; sapphire heals abscesses; beryl works for hepatic pains; and amandine and daemonius are effective against poisons. He also says that jasper and orite have contraceptive properties and hematite has astringent virtues. Sometimes the etymology of the stone’s name becomes a starting point for the beliefs about it. This is why ophthalmius is good for the eyes (Greek ophthalmos means “eye”), chalcophane against hoarseness (in Greek, this term means “voice of bronze”), and the tecolith dissolves gallstones (Greek tyko: “to melt, dissolve”).

        Stones were used as amulets for this reason. Here are a few examples taken from the Greek medico-magical text the Kyranides, originally compiled in the fourth century. Worn around the neck, stones from the head of the sea bream heal consumptives; those found in the head of the porgy cure tooth aches; the stone taken from the head of the hydra is helpful for dropsy sufferers; and the stone taken from the head of the weever, taken in a drink, heals bile stones. Occasionally we come across surprising recipes such as this: “Take the stones from the head of the hake and wear the one from the right side against the right testicle and the one from the left against the left testicle: this will produce an erection.”

        When a stone’s virtues are exhausted, there are prayers for restoring its powers (Oratio et benedictio ad sanctificandum lapides). “When you see that your stones have lost their virtues, you should place them in a linen cloth and then set them on the altar until three masses have been said. When the last priest has said the third mass, clad in his sacred vestments, he will speak the blessing that begins with Dominus vobiscum, Oremus.” This prayer includes references to the twelve stones of heavenly Jerusalem and the other twelve on Aaron’s breastplate.64

        When scholarly and clerical literature provides this kind of information, it is no surprise to find it in the romances. Just one example from among hundreds would be Lohengrin, which mentions stones expelling fevers, healing ills, bestowing courage, and protecting one from lust (str. 652).65

        
          
            The Stone as Test of Virtue
          
        

        Medieval German Arthurian literature tells us of marvelous stone platforms that only allow a knight or a man beyond reproach to sit upon them. The motif appears for the first time in Ulrich von Zatzikhoven’s Lanzelet (end of the twelfth century) with a stone called an “honor stone” (eren stein); the topic is so well known that the author does not bother to elaborate on it.

        The virtuous Walwein [Gawain] was sitting on the stone of honor. You have been told enough times how it cannot tolerate duplicity or hostility (v. 5177ff.).66

        Wirnt von Grafenberg describes it with more detail in his Wigalois, written between 1204 and 1215. The stone is located at the foot of a linden tree; it is square in shape and blue with red and yellow streaks. “None who had performed an evil act could lay his hand upon it” (v. 1477ff.);67 “He who had committed the slightest dishonorable act could not approach within a footstep of it” (v. 1495ff.). A Danish folk book, Viegoleis med Guld hjulet, says about the stone (chap. 6): “Whoever has the slightest taint cannot reach it; to do so one must be as pure and innocent as when he left his mother’s womb. Of all the knights gathered at Caridol, none could approach it except King Artus himself, who often sat upon it, and Lord Gabon, who could touch it with his hand.” The anonymous author adds that this was so because the knights “conversed with and courted the beautiful ladies and beautiful young girls there too frequently.”

        The young Wigalois, naturally oblivious to all of this, ties his horse to the tree and sits smack on the middle of the stone to the astonishment of all who are watching. Although Renaut de Beaujeu’s Bel Inconnu (twelfth–thirteenth century) derives from the same source as Wigalois, it does not include this episode, although we can find it again in Middle English in the fourteenth-century Libeaus Desconus.

        Lanzelet and Wigalois are the source texts for two other tales written by Ulrich Füetrer (died circa 1493). In the Persibein,68 the stone lies in the middle of a field and glows so strongly it dispels the gloom of the night, which brings to mind a carbuncle. It is also engraved: on it the seven planets “such as found in the Zodiac” can be seen (str. 15). Despite their efforts, Gabon and his companions cannot get near it and continue on their way toward Nantes (str. 16). This passage is directly inspired by Wigalois in which it is said that “Sir Gauvain could at best reach out his hand toward it” (v. 1505f.), but he had committed an indecent act and this prevented him from ever approaching the stone (v. 1507–15).

        Füetrer seems to have appreciated this motif, since he employs it in his Poytislier as well.69 While riding toward Cardeuil (Karidol), Poytislier spied near a linden tree a stone that “none could approach unless he was courageous and virtuous” (str. 199). He sat down upon it, and the author notes: “Thus was his valor proved” (str. 200, 3).70

        It would perhaps be prudent to compare these accounts to what I have said earlier about coronation rites, and in this regard it is well worth mentioning Fortunat’s ninth-century Vie de saint Pair (Life of St. Pair). There was a red marble seat on Mount Phanus called “Pulpit of Saint Vigor,” in which every new bishop had to sit during his coronation.

        One fourteenth-century text clearly distinguishes itself from its predecessors by indivisibly coupling a stone to the water of a spring. The story of Wigamur71 describes a hollow stone from which flows water from a spring murmuring near a linden tree. “In this stone,” says the text, “no man whose spirit had ever taken a bad turn could bathe, else he would fall ill and lose his color and the strength of his body. But he who plunged in having ever loved pure virtue, he would forget all cares by the force and qualities of the stone and by the nature of the spring; his body would strengthen, his heart would rejoice, his energies would increase, his spirit would soar, and he would become wise” (v. 1202–14). This particular stone, named Aptor (v. 1100), was red in color but would turn murky if a man who had slept with a woman gazed at it or if a woman contemplated it. If the lady was a maiden, however, she could see its true color. Whoever wished to bear this stone should free himself of hatred, wrath, envy, infidelity, and felony; he should give preference to decency and steadfastness instead. The stone prevented misfortune if looked at once a day, but only dispensed this protection to virtuous men; it had been hollowed out to form a tub (v. 1215–49). Here the anonymous author is combining information gleaned from a lapidary together with elements from the tradition represented by Lanzelet and Wigalois.

        Lastly, the stone can be used to prove one’s strength, as in Guiron le Courtois, in which Melyadus carries a block of stone (the front steps) to a church to prove his strength to his son, Tristan.72

        
          
            The Stone and the Law
          
        

        The stone played a role in ancient law, a fact we often forget. Charters from the year 1225 tell us that the judges sat near a stone (apud lapidem, apud longum lapidem) or sat on stones. The accused did likewise.73 In medieval Sweden, there could be three, seven, or twelve of these stones. The story of Reynke de Vos (Reynard the Fox), written in Low German, says that King Noble won a stone platform from which to judge Reynard (v. 2569–71).74 Oddly enough, the illustrator of the Lübeck incunabula (1498) did not follow the text and chose to depict the seat as a wooden platform (see illustration on the following page).
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        To summon someone to appear in court, a stone would be turned over in front of his house, and if the individual was not at home, three stones would be placed on the threshold.75 In Lorraine, judgments and municipality rulings were posted on granite blocks that were the remnants of ancient menhirs. Condemnations were sometimes proclaimed there and this was called “justice on the stone.”76

        The stone was an object that played a role in the preaching of sermons. As early as the Roman era, Livy informs us that when treaties or contracts were finalized, a piglet would be slain with a flint, which was afterward cast aside while speaking the following oath: “In the case of oath-breaking, may the people be slain like this animal and the signatory be cast aside as I throw this stone.”77 Centuries later, in the Eddic poem Helgakviða Hundingsbana II (Second Lay of Helgi Hundingsbane [= Hunding’s murderer]; str. 31), we have the “stone of Unn,” by which Dag swore the oaths he later betrayed. The Hænsna-Þóris saga (Saga of Hen-Thorir) includes a scene in which Hersteinn swears an oath in the following way: “He went to the place where there was a certain stone, placed his foot upon the stone and spoke: ‘I solemnly swear that before the Althing ends I shall have had the goði [priest-chieftain] Arngrim banished completely.’”78

        This custom should certainly be likened to the rites of royal coronation. When he is being crowned, the new monarch climbs atop a stone—undoubtedly, one set deeply in the ground, a jordfast stein—to receive consecration and be acclaimed. This stone is called Mora in Sweden and Danaerygh in Denmark. The Hlöðskviða (Lay of Hlöd), a heroic poem from the Eddas, alludes to it (str. 7). The ancient Celts had a stone of sovereignty called Lia Fáil (Fál) that had the ability to let out a roar under the feet of the legitimate king during his coronation.79

        In an ordeal by water (judicium aquae), a stone had to be plucked from a cauldron of boiling water, as the Grágás (chap. 55), a collection of early Icelandic laws, informs us. In the Poetic Edda, a prominent figure, Gudrun, exonerates herself of an accusation in this way: “She stretched her bright hands down to the bottom / and there seized the precious stones / ‘Look now, warriors—acquitted am I, / by the sacred test—how this cauldron bubbles.’”80

        In Old Icelandic this was called taka i ketill, “to take from the cauldron.” We should note in passing that stones were used to be certain God’s judgment would be favorable, something we learn from Burchard of Worms81 and the ninth-century Arundel Penitential (cap. 78).82

        Stones were used for two different methods of execution: stoning and drowning. The first method is fully attested in the Bible (Leviticus 20:27; Joshua 7:25)—whence the expression “cast the first stone”—and in Gregory of Tours’ History of the Franks. In the latter text, Euric, king of the Goths, is stoned to death as punishment for his debauchery (II, 20), and the populace inflicts the same fate on Parthenius, who is despised for the heavy tributes he imposed during the lifetime of Theodebert (III, 36).

        The second method of punishment appears in the Gospel of Saint Matthew (18:6): “But whoso shall offend one of these little ones which believe in me, it were better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and that he were drowned in the depth of the sea.”83 For his part, Gregory of Tours reports in his History of the Franks (I, 35) that during the persecutions under Diocletian, Bishop Quirinus, in other words Cerin, was thrown into a river with a millstone around his neck. Gregory later (II, 28) describes how Chilperic’s wife is slain in this same manner on orders of Gundobad. The Acta Sanctorum tells of the martyrdom of Crepin and Crispinian on the date of October 25: stones were tied to their necks before they were thrown into the Aisne River, but in vain. We might further note that Bayard, the steed of the four sons of Aymon, suffered a similar execution, but one adapted for his size: he was tossed into the water with a stone around his neck and one on each hoof. In the Scandinavian North, Freyfaxi, the horse dedicated to the god Freyr, is cast into a river from the top of a large boulder.84

        Much less well known, surely, is the punishment for quarrelsome and slanderous women. They were sometimes condemned to pay a fine or, if not, to wear a stone around their neck and walk through the city. A French text confirms this:

        The woman who shall speak villainous things about others, shall like a whore, pay five sols [solidi] or carry the stone, naked but for her shirt, in a procession and afterward she [the insulted woman] shall poke her with the point of a needle.”85

        A 1497 law from the city of Hamburg says the same thing, as do other testimonies, too, such as the charter of Henry I, Duke of Brabant, dating from 1229, which mentions two stones connected by chains: one hangs over the chest and the other over the back. One of these accounts states explicitly: “If a woman strikes another woman, she shall bear the chained stones.”86 In Germany, these stones had different regional names. In the north they were “shame stones” (schandsteene), whereas elsewhere they were the “noisy stone,” “quarrel stone,” or “insult stone” (klapperstein, pagstein, lasterstein).

        Olaus Magnus informs us that adulterers also wore stones,87 and medieval Scandinavian common law included an arrangement that is worth citing for its extremely burlesque nature: “If a married woman surrenders to lust with a married man, they should pay a fine . . . If he cannot pay, a string shall be tied to his penis and the woman will tie it to the communal stone, then she will lead her lover through the entire town.”88

        One form of capital punishment was to drop a huge stone, typically a millstone, on a person’s head. The Swedes executed the Icelander Ref in this way: “they resorted to villainy and got rid of him while he slept by crushing him with a rock; what they did was suspend a millstone high up and later cut the ropes so that it fell on his neck as he lay beneath.”89 In his Skáldskaparmál, a treatise on skaldic poetry and its mythological sources (chapter 2), Snorri Sturluson relates that when the wife of the giant Gilling mourned the death of her husband, who they had slain, the dwarves Fialar and Galar slew her: “Then he [Fialar] told his brother Galar that he was to go up above the doorway she was going out of and drop a millstone on her head, and declared he was weary of her howling; and Galar did so.”90 It may be worth comparing this information with Gregory of Tours’ account of Senator Euchirius’ demise. King Euric had him removed from prison one night and, after ordering him bound to a wall, he had this same wall pushed over onto his victim (II, 20).

        The use of millstones may also allude to another very widely attested method of execution, which consists of crushing a person between two of them.91

        Another form of implicit judgment and execution can be found in the Vie de Madoc de Ferns (Life of Madoc of Ferns). Madoc built a church and bequeathed a specific virtue to the stone there: “Whosoever acts unjustly . . . will not live through the end of the year, provided this stone is turned three times contrary the course of the sun, as wished by the sages of this land.”92

        The execution of witches seems to have given rise to a unique method of putting someone to death. If we can give creedence the Saga of King Olaf Tryggvason, which Snorri Sturluson wrote down around 1230 as part of his Norwegian royal history Heimskringla, witches were transported to a large rock that would be submerged under water at high tide. This is what happened to a certain Eyvind, and from that point on the rock was known as Skrattasker, “witches’ skerry.”93 The same author provides us with another interesting tidbit of information at the conclusion of the story of Gilling, which was referred to earlier. Suttung, the son of Gilling, seized the dwarves Fialarr and Galar, took them out into the open sea, and left them on a skerry that would be covered at high tide. He spared their lives in exchange for the wonderful mead made from the blood of Kvasir.94

        The stone also seems to have served as a chopping block for execution. In the legend of Saint Colombe, the heroine was decapitated at the first milestone north of Sens.

        The stone also played a role in suicides. Pliny the Elder tells us that the Scythians would hurl themselves from a rock into the sea,95 and Pomponius Mela says the same of the Hyperboreans.96 The Gautreks Saga features a rock called Ætternisstapi, meaning “Family Rock,” found at the top of Gilling Cliff (Gillingshamarr). “The drop’s so great there’s not a living creature could ever survive. It’s called Family Rock simply because we use it to cut down the size of our family . . . in this way our elders are allowed to die straight off . . . And then they can go straight to Odin.”97 The saga states explicitly that those who choose this death go to Valhalla. A later redaction of the Landnámabók (Book of the Settlement of Iceland), the Skarðsárbók, indicates that during a famine, the elderly and indigent would be slain by hurling them from the tops of giant boulders.98

      

      
        III. Lapidary Typologies

        A considerable portion of this knowledge about stones was transmitted via the lapidaries, and a few remarks about the texts themselves are in order. Slightly simplifying things, we can divide these books into three groups:

        
          	Pagan lapidaries containing the information from Greek and Latin works.

          	Christian lapidaries, which add a symbolic interpretation to the physical, medical, and magical virtues of stones.

          	Mixed lapidaries blending traditional data with religious considerations (symbolic, allegorical, moral); this “collage” is immediately apparent, as in the lapidary of manuscript 164 from the Méjanes Municipal Library of Aix-en-Provence (Res. ms. 12), the first part of which consists of a list of twelve stones and their properties, while the second part explicates the meaning of each gem (v. 657–1300).

        

        The lapidaries of engraved stones, which belong to the first group, can be further divided as follows:

        
          	Planetary lapidaries: the stone bears the sign of a planetary body or should be carved under its influence, or even at a certain hour.

          	Composite or complex lapidaries: the engraved stone must be set in a certain metal or combined with a bird, a fish, or a plant. For example: “A crowned man seated on a stool lifting his arms toward the sky, with four men who seem to be carrying the stool: take mastic and terebinth, and place it beneath the stone in a silver ring that weighs twelve times the weight of the stone; if placed beneath the head of a sleeper, he will dream of his waking desire.”

          	Lapidaries referring to the constellations or decans.

          	Gnostic lapidaries, in which we again find well-known Greco-Egyptian intaglios, such as of Abraxas and others. This was how Thetel expressed it, according to Konrad von Megenberg: “A man holds the head of a winged, horned devil in one hand and a snake in the other, and beneath his feet there is a lion, while the image above him holds the sun and moon—this stone must be set in lead; it will then possess the power to force demons to answer the questions put to them.”

        

        All these various types of information have been combined with one another and it is impossible to find a text that is free of any borrowings. Furthermore, information taken from medical treatises, such as those of Dioscorides or Galen, has been used to complete the different categories.
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        The engraved stones are effective in every possible circumstance and here again, if we collect the information, we have a reflection of profoundly human desires.99 These stones can make one kind, eloquent, robust, courageous, or bold; they can secure joy, happiness, favor, victory in battle or in the courtroom; they can provide protection from illness, drowning, fire, and storms; they can give one the upper hand in negotiations, and so on. In this sense, these magical lapidaries are not only a record of ancient knowledge but also ethnological documents of the highest order if we know how to analyze them. These intaglios, cameos, and bezoars (stones extracted from an animal) draw their powers from gods, demons, or planetary bodies, and they often have to be consecrated in a precise manner, which corresponds more or less to what the ancients say about the gathering of herbal simples.

        This rich and fascinating world of stones plays an interesting part in the history of mentalities; in the history of science, religion, magic; and in the incorporation of scholarly literature by romances, epics, poetry, mysticism, and legends. Philology is also important here, because the successive distortions of the names of the gems raise many problems (see, for example, the entries for tarnif and turcois). While we have good editions of the translations and adaptations of the lapidaries of Marbode, Damigeron-Evax, King Alfonso the Wise, the Pseudo-Aristotle, and the Kyranides, a number of manuscripts have never been published or studied, and the lapidaries of Solomon, Thetel, Chael, Raizel, and so forth, are still waiting to be brought out of the shadows. Despite the work of Max Wellmann and Moritz Steinschneider, the routes of distribution remain poorly known.100 Researchers are still hampered by a lack of the necessary tools for their work; only the very incomplete dictionary of Hans Lüschen is available.101 How can one study Mandeville’s lapidary102 without knowing what preceded it and without knowing the orgin for the extraordinary names of certain stones such as vermidor, reflambine, gasticoq, hanon, decapitis, otriche, and sorige?103 The task is immense and can only be accomplished by a team, since the requisite linguistic knowledge is rarely found in a single individual.104

      

      
        IV. How the Dictionary Is Organized

        I have left the names of the stones in classical or medieval Latin as entries, when they exist, because they do not always correspond to the names of modern mineralogy and many stones remain unidentified, and I am going by the medieval nomenclatures. For stones without specific names, I have created entries of the type “stone + virtue” or “stone + location.”

        
          [image: image]
           introduces the most significant variations of a stone’s names. These are often so distorted they are unrecognizable.
        

        [image: image] refers to the sources: given the number of lapidaries, I have chosen a representative selection.

        [image: image] refers to the existing studies on the stone in question, if there are any.

        I have taken into account representatives of the Greek and Latin scholarly traditions and those written in the vernacular languages, as well as several texts from the literature of epics, romances, and travelers’ tales, but I have left out the category of marbles entirely. It should come as no surprise that the vernacular name of each stone is not included. The works that refer to the stones most often do so in medieval Latin.

        The illustrations come from various ancient Latin and German editions of Johannes von Caub’s Hortus sanitatis, the De proprietatibus rerum by Bartholomaeus Anglicus, Anselm Boëtius de Boodt’s treatise, the manuscripts of Konrad von Megenberg’s Buch der Natur (Book of Nature), and various other manuscripts.
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        Abbreviations

        OE = Old English (names attested in the glosses)

        Ar. = Arabic (names found essentially in the Latin translations of the Pseudo-Aristotle’s lapidary)

        Heb. = Hebrew (as found in the translations of the Pseudo-Aristotle’s lapidary)

        MDu. = Middle Dutch (as found in Jakob van Maerlant’s Der naturen bloeme and Van den proprieteyten der dinghen, the translation of the encyclopedia by Bartholomaeus Anglicus)

        ME = Middle English

        MFr. = Middle French

        MHG = Middle High German

        MItal. = Medieval Italian (as found in Il Libro di Sidrach)

        OIc. = Old Icelandic

        ON = Old Norse

        MSp. = Medieval Spanish (names found in the Lapidary of King Alfonso and the Poridat de las poridades)
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