
Cl-lAPTER 5 

The Nature of Cult 

Name, Body, Text 

A saint was not a person of a particular type but a person who was m:ared in a partic­

ular wav. That "way" can be summed up by the word "cult," and its three key elements 

were p~blic recognition of the name and the day of the saint; special treatment of the 

saint's bodily remains ; and celebration of the saint in writing. 
ln its very earliest and simplest form in the cult of the martyrs, the commemo­

ration of a saint involved, as a minimum, the recording of a name and a day-the 

date of the martyr's death, his or her "birthday" into heaven. The Roman funerary 

inscription "Hyacinth, martyr, buried l l September~ mentioned earlier (on p. 8), or 

the earliest list of martyrs (seep. 13) are of this type. Clearly the name was necessary, 

since it is hard to invoke anonymous saints, while the day of their transition to the 

heavenly kingdom was a natural time for Christians to n:member chem. 
Invocation means uttering a name, and the name itself has power. Both Chris­

tianity and other traditions stress the Holy Name, since it is important to know 

which supernatural power one is addressing. One of the things chat Moses has to 

ask of God, when confronted with him at the burning bush, is his name. What, he 

asks, should he say when he tells the Hebrew slaves that God has sent him and they 
demand to know "What is his name?" (Exodus 3: 13). The name unlocked super­

natural energy. Jesus promised "whatsoever ye shall ask in my name, chat will I do" 

(John 14: 13). Similarly, to invoke the saints was to summon up their powc:r through 

the utterance of their name. "Wherever St. Foy is named, there also is her power," 

wrote the author of her Miracles. 1 St. Francis's biographer, Thomas of Celano, de­

scribed how the saint's miraculous help could be procured "simply at the invocation 
of his name."2 

But more than one saint might have the same name. One devemh-ccnturv 

German, instructed in a dream to seek out a cure for his ailments at the shrine ~f 

St. Maximinus, went first to the shrine of St. Maximinus of Trier, then to the only 

approximately appropriate shrine of St. Maximus at Chinon, before finally hitting 

1 Bernard of Angers, Uber mirllculorum sanftt Fidis l . 33. p. 143. 
:Thomas of Celano, Vitll prima sanrti Francisci 3. 120, p. 96. 
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CHAPTER 5 

the right spot in Micy near ()rleans, where the monks of the monastery of St. M . 
minus (St. ~lesmin) r_ccorde~ his m~rac~lous c_ure.

3 
And there are instance') of~:: 

dieval wr,tcrs and art1:>ts gettmg their saints mixed up. A fifteenth-century S . 
· ll i D · · · ~ 1n d' · t· h · · p,lnish breviarv confuse~ two samts ca ec omm1c. one c 1r1on o t e (,olden L 

: 1· b th f Th . . . . d egend• the Lite of the: thirteenth-century E 1za c o urmg1a ts mtro uced bv an .11 , I US-

tration showing an incident in the life of her na_mesa½e, the biblical St. Elizabeth, 

mother of John the Baptist, while in another version of the same work her Life has a 

heading " Herc begins rhc Life of Sr. Elizabeth, mother of John the Baptist."~ In the 

fir-;t case the illustrator had become: confused, or been given misleading instruction~; 

in th~ second the n1bricator responsible for the headings had obviously not read very 

far into the text. · 
The need to be exact about n.imcs is emphasized by a curious moment in the 

canonization process of Thomas d(: Cantilupe in 1307. One witness claimed that 
.. St . Thomas" h.id appeared to him in a vision when he wa~ in prison, pro mising char 
he would not die on the scaffold. ·The papal commissioners immediately launched 
into cro~-examination. "The witness had presumed the saint was Thomas de Can­
tilupe but there: were other saints called Thomas, such as Thomas the apostle and 
Thomas Becket. Thev wanted to know how the witness could be sure that the vision­

ary figure was Thoma~ de Cwcilupe rather than some other Thomas.6 

But sometimes such ambiguities were disregarded. The monk who recorded the 
miracles of Sr. Margaret of Scotland at her shrine in Dunfermline did not mind that 
many humble folk gathered there on the feast•day of St. Margaret the virgin martyr, 
for "perhaps they believed our Margaret to be the precious martyr of the same name." 
This "identity of name" had led them into "a devout error" but not deprived chem 
of grace and reward . "·There is no disunity between those who reign jointly in the 
kingdom ofheaven:• he remarked. Although the two Margarecs differed "in essence," 
they were similar "in mind and work."- A more rigorous attempt to identify the saint 
in question can he found in a rather different situation. When St. Martin's relics had 
found a temporary home in the church of St. Germanus in Auxerre, a dispute arose 
about which saint was responsible for the miraculous cures that were occurring­
Martin or Germanus. To resolve these doubts, an empirical test was devised : a leper 
was placed overnight between the shrines of Martin and Gennanus. In the morning 
only that half of the diseased man adjacent to Martin's tomb was found to be cured.ii 

The place of burial and the day of death are what the great hagiographical schol~r 
Hippolyte Delchaye called, by analogy with geometry, "the hagiographic coordi-

' Hc,d, ¥1 Vow Myself to Be: Your Servant~; iJc:m, Ht1gtography ,md the Cult of tbe S,unl.i: The J)i(}rese 

of Ori,,uu, 800- J 200. pp. 12- 13. 169- 7 1. 

'l....i.ppin. 1he ,Weduv,zl Cult ~f Samt Dommfr of Silos, p. 380. 
~Bcn d smcicr-K1crn, ed .. Elis.1l>eth .:rm Thurmgm und die nme Frommigkut in Europa, P· 274 at1J 

n. S7. 
~.BA\', \ '..tt . b e. 40 I<; fr,I. 22 l. 

• Al1r,uul,1 sanae Al arg.inre Srntonm, regmt: 8. p. 90. 
i De: nvrr.-10,u b t>ati Al,zrtlm .z Burgrmd1a "i - 6 , col!>. 827-29. 



THE NATUIU lH CULi ' 

nlres." rhat is. those two pieces of information, whkh togetht·r give a unitJUC idenri­
ficarion.9 1hl'sc coordinates helped dehne .1 saint. As ,l rnmcquent:c, there .in: manv 
people of the l.ttt' ,llltiquc :ind medieval period who~c day uf Jeuh ,~ known, bu·t 
whose year of death is uncertain, since comemporark~ wert· (oncerned ro rcrnrd 
which day they died. for commemorative purposes, bur did not haw the ~.unc con­
cern with the much less highly charged fact of the calendar year. Specification of a 
saint's day allows s;1ims with the same n.une to be distinguished: when St. Thomas, 
for example, is commemorated on 21 December, this mmt be the apostle; if on the 
29 December, it is Thomas Becket, the murdered archbishop of Canterbury. The 
names of the saints had an impa,t on the naming choices of worshippers (sec later), 
while the commemoration of their feast-days flowered into a major aspect of Chris­
tian liturgy (also discussed later), with special services for the main saints and careful 
recording of feast-days in ecclesiastical Kalendars. 

Saints' days made their mark on secular life as well as on the round of church 
services. In the lands north of the Alps, daring for many purposes, economic and 
legal as well as ecclesiastical, turned on saints' days. 1° For example, of the 209 agree­
ments drawn up in the court of Richard I of England during the ninth year of his 
reign ( 1197-98), although three are so damaged it is not possible co be sure of their 
dating convention, of the remaining 206, no fewer than 204 are dared by reference 
ro a saint's day or major church feast ( of the two ch:it are not so dated, one has no day 
at all, one has a date of the familiar modern form" 19 January"). The most common 
feast-davs of the 36 referred ro are Sc. Matthew (26 cases), St. Luke (22), Easter ( 19) 
and the Conversion of St. Paul ( 13 ), and there are several singular occurrences ( in­
cluding the English saints Botulph, Swithun, and Bertholin). For the English royal 
judges of chis period, their proceedings were signposted by the saints. 11 

Dating by church festivals was by no means che only method. There wen: other 
ways of dating documents, notably the Roman system, which was based on refer­
ence co three fixed points in the month (Kalends, Nones, and Ides), and the con­
tinuous form ( l August, 2 August, 3 August) used in the modern world, and these 
were preferred in some rimes and places and by particular authorities. The popes and 
the Holy Roman emperors of the High Middle Ages, for example, dated their of­
fici:u documents according ro the Roman system, as did many ocher ruler~, while the 
modern system, always common in Italy. became increasingly important through­
out western Europe at the end of the Middle Ages. le was the thirteenth century, 

• Ddc:hJyc. Cmq lerom sur La mtthode hug,o~~aphiqur, pp. 13- 14. 
•~ For th(' u~c: of ~a inc,' days for dating documc:nts. ~c.' Sac h~c.'. D,u Aufkommm der D,,urrunJ_oi n.d, 

drm Fr,tlc,ilmdrr. Brcs~lau. H.mdbuch der Urlumdmlehre 2. pp. 393-478. "Die Datic:rung dcr Urkun· 
dc-n·: Lorcin, · tc.' ccmps chcz (cs humbles: passc. prc.-cnt ct furur Jans lcs rc~rament, fon:11c-ns"; Cheney, 

.-I H,mdJ;ook of Daw for Studmts oj'Briwh Hi.:,to~~. pp. 59- 95; Ri1,k. "Zur Yc:rbreitun~ dc:r Fm~aw:rung 
un l3. Jahrhundm: with a survey of the: bibliography .md hmoriogr.1phy .IC PP· 1 ➔5 -➔9: Mmcraun . 

. 1b11tn 1md He,i{~t. p. 4:-"2 n . . ,28. 
Fm ef Fmrs of rht mnth _yr:,,r of t/re mgn rf Kmg Rid111rd I. 
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in the land,; north of the Alps, chat saw, alongside an increasing precision in dating 
documents, a move cowards dating by (hurch feasts. For example, the number of 

Genevan documents dated to the day was around 40 per cent ac the beginning of 

the: thirteenth century. but around 95 per cent at the end of that century. 1he first 
Gencvan document d~ced by a church feast occurs in 1201, and, by 1265, 60 per cent 

of documents dated to the day arc dared in this way. The Roman and the continuous 
modern forms of daring arc also found, and che latter takes over by the middle of the 

fourteenth century.12 An interesting phrase in a Bavarian charter of 1226 suggests 
that the: Roman svstem was considered less familiar to lay people than the system of 
church fe;~sts: it i~ a grant dated .. the second day before the Nones of May, which is 

known to lay people al> the: feast of Sc.John before the Latin Gate."13 The chroniclers 
and historians of the Middle Ages, who were frequently monks or clerics, also turned 

narurally to feast-days co date evencs, although they were often eclectic in their dat­

ing convemions. 
Some saints' d.iys had a wide significance in everyday life, like St. Michael's day 

(29 September). which coincided roughly with the end of harvest and the growing 
season. and was one of the commonest terms for paying rent in more than one part 
of Europe-in the twelfth century the tenants of the abbey of Santo Domingo de 
Silos in Castile paid their rem half at Easter and half on St. Michael's Day, while pay­
ments from the burgh of Elgin, more than a thousand miles from Santo Domingo, 
were made to the bishop of Moray in Scotland at exactly these same two cerrns.1 

.. 

St. Martin's day ( 11 November, "Martinmas" as it was called in English from at least 
the tench century) likewise made a natural break in the agricultural year, afi:er the 
spring-sown grains had been harvested and the autumn-sown grains sown.15 When 
the archbishop ofMagdeburg built up a new village in the eastern part of his diocese, 
he granted the settlers freedom from rent and tolls for five years, "starting on the 
feast-day of St. Marrin in the year of the Lord's incarnation 1159."16 St. Remigius's 
(St. Remi's) day ( l October) had a similar significance in northern France. For in­
stance, when Henry II endowed prayers for his father, Geoffrey of Anjou, from his 
income from Le Mans, the payments were to be made in four instalments: Easter, 
St. John's day, St. Rcmi's day, and Christmas.17 

Fairs and markets were also linked co saints' days (modern German Messe, "fair," 
comes f~om missa, "~ass•). The burgesses of Hamburg were granted the right to 
hold a big market twice a year, "on the A~umption of Sc. Mary and on the feast-day 

1
: Ruck. ·zur Verbrc:itw,g dc:r Festdatic:rungim 13 J h h d ., 169 70 u . _ . a r un en. pp. - . 
M onummta Boutt 8, p. 324 (fur Bcrnricd). 

HDocummtu uJn tkl mt)IJA!Uric dt Sant<, Domingu dt Silos (954- 1254), no. 47. P· 6 1; Acu of rf'tf. 
1~m I, King of Scots, 1165- 12 /-4 no. 360, p. 355. 

•··• ~ n ines mzssa.r1•: Anglo•Saxon Chroni<k , ).a. 913, . 96- 97. 
1•H tb· d W. · · h d PP · c 18 an emnc · c s .. Urlumdu, und truhlmdt Que/im Ulr deurschm Ostsiedlung I. P· 76· 

110 . 12 . 

. ~ Remeil tb,; ,4Clls dr Hum 11 1, p. 494, no. )54. 
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f Sc. Virus," giving them a nicely spaced pattern of an August and a March fair. is 

~c. Giks's fair, outside Winchester, was originally held annually "for three whole davs, 
chat is, the day before the feast, the feast, and the day after the feast" (31 Augus~-
2 September).1

.,, ln Sw~de~ there was "St. Botvid's market» (St. Botvid's day was 28 
July).20 In this way, sames days marked the course of the year and could even give 
·their names to the products of the earth that became ripe at their season. The culti­
vated hazel nut known as the filbert derives its name from the fact that in Normandy 
ir becomes ripe near St. Philibert's day (22 August), and hence entered Norman dia-

"Phil"b "21 lect as 1 ere-nut. 
"What's a saint?" ask the devils in Cardinal Newman's poem '/he Dream of Ge­

rontius, and answer with glee, "A bundle of bones, which fools adore." One of the 
fundamental features of the cult of the saints was the positive role of dead bodies. 
They even had therapeutic power-"the dead body heals living bodies:· as the ha­
giographer of St. Francis put it.22 It was also one of the most notorious aspects of 
Christianity in the eyes of its opponents (a subject to be discussed later). The cult 
of che saints began in the cemetery and ended, not only by bringing the dead into 
the city ( unthinkable in the ancient world) , but by making them a focus of devotion 
inside the place of worship itself. As mentioned earlier (p. 10), Jerome noted that 
"the city itself is moving; the people flood past the half-ruined temples and run co 
the combs of the martyrs," and this attractive pull of the tomb became one of the de­
fining characteristics of medieval culture. People ran to the tombs, the bones of the 
saints were brought into the city, human remains were prized, given and stolen. The 
corpse was a source not of pollution but of supernatural power. When Elizabeth of 
Thuringia's body was laid out after her death in 1231, crowds assembled and cut away 
portions not only of her clothing, but also of her hair, her nails, even her nipples, 
which "they preserved for themselves as relics."23 

Saints' bodies were created differently from ocher bodies, for "no fleshly substance 
is more noble than the flesh of the saints."24 This had been true from earliest times, 
and the building of martyr churches above the martyrs' graves from the fourth cen­
tury was a spectacularly visible example of such distinction. When, in the early me­
dieval period, Christian burial within churches became more common, the saints 
were still marked out by the treatment of their comb, adorned with lights, precious 
cloths, and the like. The elaborate carved, jewelled shrines of the great saints were the 
culmination of this treasuring of dead bodies. Papal canonization only formalized 
the process. When the pope canonized Thomas Becket in 1173, he not only ordered 

'' Hdbig .md Weinrich, eds., Urkundm und er:uihlmde Quellm zur deutschm Ostsiedlung l , P· 134, 
11<>. 28. 

"R 
211 

egma regum Anglo-Normannorum l, no. 377. p. 96. 

21 
Acta et processus ca,umizarionis Beau Birgitte, p. 149. 

i.: A,igf-0-Norman Dictionary, p. S23, s.v. "philbcrt." 
Thomas of Celano. Vita prim.a sanai Franci.sci 3. 121 , p. 96. 

' ' lwdJ · k ihio ~ de d~tis quatuor ancilLArum, p. 139. 
fnd of Echternach, Flam epytaphu $1J1tttorum l. 3. P· 16. 
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C HAPTER , 

chat the monk!) of Canterbury should cdtbrace the day of Becket's death .. ~ 
1 " b l h h ''d l d CJ.c 
1 Year with fitting rtverence, ut a sot at t ey. evout y an reverently, in solemn . · 

sion, with clergy and people assembled: should place his body in an altar pr?ces­
or 1n an 

elevated shrinc.2s 

Although rhev were created with ~pecia.l reverence, saints' bodies could de 
· . . . . cay Jusc 

like the bodies of any other human. Incorrupt1bd1ty ot the flesh was a rare gift, de-
pendent on "divine miracles," according to P.rnl the Dcacon.26 It was certain!\ 

. . . ,· nor 
a requirement tor sancncy. Niost long-dead sames had become just dust. When the 

remains of St. .tE.bb~ were uncovered, more than 400 years after her dc:ath, the monk 
recording the event made no effort to conceal the utter decay of the saint's body­

what \Vas found w,ls "dust," which soon dissolved, and bones, which turned to dust-2" 
Even ~ ' illiam of lv1almesbury, writing in the 1120s, who claimed that the English 
had more incorrupt saint~ than :my ocher people, actually knew of only five (Ethd­
drcda. \Xlerburg~. Edmund, Alphcge, and Cuthbert); and even chis small calJy was, 
he said. a special mark of divine favour.2

~ 

Sometimes, the dissolution of the saint's body was actually planned as part of the 
treatmt:nt of the dead. When St. Birgit of Sweden died in Italy in 1373, it was de­
cided that her body ~hould be boiled, to soak off the flesh and enable the bones to be 
transported to Sweden. The water was already heating, and razors and swords were 

ready to carve off the flesh, when the temporary tomb was opened and, to everyone's 
amazement, .. they found that all the flesh had decayed and the bones were bare and 
without flesh, just as if she had been buried for ten years ( except for the head in 
which there was still a litcle of the brains)."N Here is a reversal of the usual miracle of 
the uncorrupted body: Birgit has considerately, and miraculously, decomposed, in 
order to help out the process of the repatriation of her bones. There could scarcely 
be a more telling demonstration that incorruptibility is not an essential feature of 
sanctity than physical decay being regarded as a miracle. 

Nor was the decay of an inco rrupt body necessarily something to be worried 
about. The hagiographer of St. Euchyrnius of Sardis (d. 831 ), a victim of iconoclast 
persecution, noted with pride that the saint's body was still whole and life-like forty 
days after his death. He thought that it was a particular gral'.c that the more nauseat­
ing aspects of decomposition had been avoided: "Even ifhe becomes dust, like ocher 
saints, and dissolve~ over time, he suffered neither the onset nor the consequence of 
decay, namely swelling and liquefaction in stinking fluid."30 The passage implies that 
Euthyrnius's body might eventually disintegrate. but in a clean and tolerable manner. 

1\ ~.ttm ab for ,h, History of 11Jom.as Berket 7, p. 546, no . 784 (Alcx.rndc:r Ill, I 2 March I l 73, (;au­
drodum t'Jt ) . 

: 6 1\wl the: D e.t,on, Hi.storia 1-antobardomm 6. 2, p. 1(.5; on im:orrupcib11ity. sec Angc:nendc, Corpus 

lnr01-rup1um . 
~ Vit.i rl m :raa,/3 s.znrle F.bbe tn rgmis, p. 24. 

!•~ 'illiam of ~lalinc-,burJ·, Gesta rt'gum Anglorum 2. 207, p. 386. 
H.-1<1" rt prous.<tu ,,muniuu,oms Beat, B1r,e,11u, p. so-. 
;o Vita b ,thymu S.zrdmsu 43, pp. 8 I - S3. 
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u •f incorruptibility wa..\ not J. requirement for sanctitv wh . . 
11Ut 1 . • • • en It occurred i t was 

s a scrong prc:sumpnon that the dead person wa~ a saint W'h. h b . 
raken .1. • ~ b f, · en t c ody ot 
Theobald. archbisho~ ot Canter ury, wa~ ound "whole and solid" in 11 80, durin 

•. 1 of his tomb. the rumour resounded among the people d h . ~ rcrnO'iJJ . . an e wa, 1mmed1-
\ calkd ·saint Theobald by many, because of the unusual imcgrit f h· b d ,, 

-J.[C y . 'd l l ) .H . . . . . y O 1, 0 y 
(alchough his cult d1 not ast ong . And mcorrupnb1lity was viewed as a sign of 

·rv of life. When the body of Gregory of Langres was uncov,.red p • b . pun-1 " , nor to emg 
d co a more honourable place in his cathedral 

~~ . 
Lo! His blessed face appeared so intact and unharmed that you would think 
him not dead but sleeping, nor was there any damage to the clothes he had 
been buried in. It was right that he should appear so glorious after death, since 
his body had not been stained by any sexual sin. Great is wholeness of bodv 
and heart, bringing grace in the present life and life eternal in the future._\! ' 

lt is worth noting that Gregory of Langres was not a virgin (he was the great­
grandfather of G .. re~or_r ~fTours ), so th:t his "wholene_ss" consisted in sexual fidelity, 
not abstinence. V1rgm1ty of the heart could be praised as well as virginity of the 
body.33 

But the view that real saints should be incorrupt was not unknown. The great 
thirteenth-century canonist Hostiensis reported that lay people believed this: "For 
if they sec: bare bones, they take it as an occasion for disparagement and blasphemy, 
saying, 'this is mere trickery, for if he were a saint, he would not be decayed in this 
way."3

-i And a concrete example of such a belief is recorded in ninth-century Spain. 
Eulogius of Cordoba, defending the claim that certain Christians killed by the au­
thorities in Muslim Spain were truly martyrs, had to face objections from his fellow­
Christians that the bodies of the dead had decayed. Obviously they believed that 
incorruptibility was a requirement for sanctity, however much Eulogius might ob­
ject "rhat this temporal corruption of the body cakes away nothing from the souls 
of the saints."lS There is even a case of incorruptibility transmitted through contact: 
when the tomb of St. Odilia's wet-nurse was opened, eighty years after her death. in 
order to place another burial in it, it was found that the nurse's body had completely 
decayed, except for the right breast, with which she had suckled the saint. '6 

'
1 
C...crv.111e of C:rntcrbury, Cbronic.i, pp. 2 5-26. 

};Gregory of Tours, Liber t1itae patrum 7, p. 690 (rcpr., 1969, p. 240). 
1'•Virg1111tas cordis r!l corpon5• wa\ a c.ommon phrase from pamsci.: time:~ onw.uds. Hagiographers 

1.Ued It frcqucmly, for example:, Milo. Vil.: Am.-md1 epuwpi 6. p. -PS; Garin us. Vit.i ,\iJrg.lriJ.ir Hwtgari.'at 

(!.(grnd.i mm,1r) <\. 25, p. 903. 
"'1',.,11 ct ex hoc sumunt m,m:ri.un deer .ihcnd1 ct blasphcm;1nd1. vidcntcs rn1m o:.Sa nud.l dtcum. rrufc 

\'Jnt s1 H · L App-•r,•Jus ·uptr 17utntfu< lsbns · c~scc sanctus, non c~5Ct sk consurnptus: osucns1s. tt"tur.i {:ut " .. ' 
Drrrn.J d X 11

"''· a , . 3. 45. 2, Quum ex ro. 
: F.~log.us . .\ftmonale s,:mcturum l 26, pp. 389- 90 t PL 11 ) . -5~). 

1 u .. Odiizat ubbuttsj,u Hohmburgtmi.s 10. p. ➔3. 
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. d . , ·ll .1., whole bodies, began co be revered. 
I I ng bdore bo Y parts, as "'c ' 11 
twas not o . . f ds of pre-Christian religion as we as of 

R ~ . mb is a tearnre o some stran . 
cvcrcn'-e at a to .. . 1· . t· h ·nt dav but a concentration on body parts, 

several non-Christian re 1g1ons o t e presc •' . . l - h ... 
bl 

. d . . .. e feature of the Chnsuan cu t ot t e samts. 
detachabk and movea e, is a tstmcnv . . . 

h . d h h power of these bod1lv fragments was JUSt a\ 
And it was always emp as1ze t at t e . , . 1· . h 

f h 
h l b d . When welcoming the arrival of saintly re tcs m t e 

gn:at as that o t e w O c O ) · ' " h l b · '' 
390s, bishop Victricius of Roucn set out to s~ow that the w ~ e_ ~~n e m a par.~:~ 

1 · 11 h "he.,ling power is no less m the parts than tt ts m the whole. anu, espec1a y. t at ... . • h d 

l ft d d the year 400 bishop Gaudenuus of Brescia preac e a Not ong a erwar s, aroun , · . . . f 
h d d. . · f. h . • bas1' lica He explained how he had acquired some o sermon at t c: e H.:at1on o 1s • 

the relics of the Forry Martyrs of Sebaste for the church and went on: 

We rook a portion of the rdics, and we have confidence chat we would possess 

nothing less if we wen: embracing and honouring the ashes of all forty ... that 

part, which we have deserved to have, is cornpleteness.
38 

1llis sense of the part being as powerful as the whole lies behind the acquisition of 
often tiny fragments of saint's bones or other relics, although it should be noted that 

Victricius and Gaudemius seem to have felt the need to emphasize and argue the 

point. 
The public commemoration of saints and the special treatment of saints' bodies 

marked chem out from the rest of the Christian dead. 1his individual recognition 

was mengthent'.d and enriched by the composition, recitation, and reading of liter­

ary works recounting their lives and miraculous deeds, including both those they 

performed during their life and those that occurred after death. The literature of the 

saints grew to enormous proportions and took many forms : the individual Life or 

vita, collections of such Lives in Legendaries and Passionaries, Miracle Books, ac­
counts of translations of relics, and so on This literature is discussed in more detail 
later. 

These three components, the name and day, the body, and the literary commemo­

ration, were the foundations of a saint's cult. Sometimes one or two were lacking: 

there an: cases of saints whose names were known but whose remains were lost or 

forgotten, cases too ~f tombs where miracles took place but whose occupant could 

only be identified after a visionary revelation. GiYen the invenciventss of the medi­

eval imagination when it came to tradition, it is no surprise that these lacks could be 

made good. A name, the bones, and a story were what was needed, and they could 
be provided. · 

_A co~nrno~1 si_tuation was of a saint known by repute but whose burial place was 

~.ntden~1fie?. This was ~hen revealed or dL,;covered. Such a discovery was termed an 

.. mve~no,,n, not anything fraudulent, but from the Latin word im.•entio, meaning 

finding. 1ne most famous "invention" and among the earlkst was the discovery of 

: Vinncitts of Roue11. l.Jr_laua'r w u tonmi 10, l l , pp. 8'U<6 (PL 20: ; 52- ')3). 
Gaudcnttus of Brc:so.i, Tract,ttus 17. p. 150 {PL 20: 970). 
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THE NATURE OF CULT 

che comb of Sc. Stephen in the Holy Land in 415. His name and the story of his life 
and death had long been familiar from the Bible; now his physical remains could 
provide a concrete stimulus to his cult. Conversely, the absence of hagiographic 
writings was a disadvantage to a cult even when it had a focus in the tomb of the 
saint. Gregory of Tours tells the story of the shrine of the martyr Patroclus ac Troyes 
in Champagne. It was extremely modest, consisting of a small oratory served by a 
single cleric. Gregory explains this neglect in significant terms: 

For the people of that place showed little respect to the martyr, because there 
was no account of his Passion available. For it was the custom of rustic people 
co venerate more attentively the saints of God whose martyrdoms they read. 39 

Needless to say, eventually an account of Patroclus's Passion turned up. 

Patronage and Invocation: The Mutual Relationship 

Intercession and Invocation 

The name and day, the physical remains, and a written account of some kind were 
thus core elements of the cult of the saints. But what moved and motivated worship­
pers? The Miracles of Theda ( discussed earlier, p. 24) contain a concise but vivid 
description of what saints were, why they were needed, and what they did : 

Since it is not an easy or simple thing for all men to attain to God, for his 
power is of the highest ... while the race of men is always drawn towards dan­
ger, forever pierced with many and varied pains and troubles, God, because 
he loves human beings, . . . sowed the earth with saints, as if he were dividing 
up the world between some wonderful doctors, so that they could easily work 
wonders, being nearer to those in need, able to hear them at once and bring 
healing, and through God's grace and power to perform those great things 
which especially need his help, being ambassadors, intercessors, mediators, for 

nations, cities, races and peoples against plague, famine, war, drought, earth­
quake.-i-0 

God is great but not easily accessible ; human life is full of dangers; the saints are 

"sown" across the land by a loving God to act as the bridge between desperate human 

beings and his divine power. These were to be rhe fundamental ideas of the cult of 

the saints throughout its history. 
'The saint was a powerful, if usually invisible, patron-"an invisible friend" -who 

could provide direct help and also access co yet higher levels in the cosmic hierar­

chy.'11 Any society that knew the patron-client relationships of the ancient world, or 

39Grcgory of Tours, Gloria martyrum 63, p. 531 (repr., 1969, p. 81 ). 
10 Miracula The,Lu 4. pp. 294-96 (abbreviated). 
'

1 Gregory of Nyssa, De sane to Theodoro , p. 70 (PG 46: 748). 
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C HAPTERS 

rhe significance of lordship in the medieval one, ~ould fin~ the d ynamic~ of Jnvo. 

('at1on a.nd sainclv intcrces~ion self-explanatory. Samts were intercessor<;, intl:rmedi. 

aries between ne~dy human beings and the Almighty. The world of parronagt and 
favours extended bevond this earthly life. A telling simile was that having a ~arnc 0 , ~ n 
vour side was a bit like winning over rhe bodyguard ot a great king to give you access 

~o him:'1 And, just as suppliants sought out powerful helpers, so too the honour of 

those helpers was increased by the requests made co chem. lo have clients and to be 
able co help them was a mark of power. ·This double aspect is made clear by Jacobu.\ 
de Voragine, author of rhe Golden Legend, the most successful collection of saints' 

Lives ever put together, who explains at one point the reasons for praying to the 

saints: 

The first reason is our need, . .. so that where our own merits arc insufficient, 

we may receive the help of the merits of others; and ... so that, we, who can­
not receive the highest light in ourselves, should at least be able to see it in the 

~aints; .. . for many an imperfect man feels more moved by one of rhe saints 
than even by God. The second reason is the glory of the saints. For God wishes 
us to invoke rhc saints, ~o rhac, while we beg for what we seek through rheir 
help. we glorify them and praise rhem more nobly."·\ 

The practice of invoking the saints implied chat the dead cared about what was hap· 
pening in the world of rhe living. This was not an entirely uncontroversial belief. "Can 
it be rhat a dead man brings help to a living man?;• wondered one pagan. 4 

.. Augustine 
thought that, in the normal and natural course of events, the dead could havt: no in­
volvement in the affairs of the living, and chat saintly intervention was "marvellous," 
not .. natural": "the martyrs arc involved in the affairs of rhe living through the divine 
power, for the dead cannot be involved in the affairs of rhe living through their in­
trinsic nature." .. ~ Jacobus de Voraginc insisted that "the saints are able to know the 
requests of suppliants."¼ Critics of the cults of the saints often argued that chc dead 
could nor hear or heed rhe living (lacer, pp. 589, 592). 

"Let your requests be addressed ro the martyrs," Basil of Caesarea advised his 
flock in the lacer fourth century, and then drew ~ word-picture for rhem of a pious 

~on:~ prayjng for ~er children: or for a husband who was away on a journey or 
sick. These are moving scenes. Gregory the Grear provides evidence, however, char 
some request~ made at the tombs of the saints were more materialist ic or could evc:n 
be viewed as wicked: 

•
2 rb1d., pp. 63-64 (PG 46. 740). 

•' Jacobus de Voragine Leoe,zk aurea 76 '"'D I · · · · ,. , ( -- -<.•) .. ~> ' I!-. , c ctantama1onetmmon I l . pp. ➔ ,. - , 0 • 

I au! che Deacon, flmrm.i L.ingobardurum 4. 16, P· l 51. 

: Augu)'tmc, i:au~.J pro mortuisgt!rmda 16. 19, p. 65 3 {PL 40. 607). 
Jacobus de \ o r:i.gme, Leuend.t .lz.r(d "6 ·•oc l ·· ) ( 1 Lo-} ,- . • ..., . , · •. er::mt.t m.t1on ct mmon . p. -. ' · 
8asi1 ot c~arca. Hom1/1,1 XI,\. m ' .l'kflX Q · . J 8 1 s~3 · ..,u,,uzra~(inl.l m.1rryrN • co . ... . 
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THE NATUR E OF CULT 

We see. dear brethren, how many of you gather for rh ,_ c 

b . e mare yrs rcasc-day, 
kncd, beat your reast, utter prayers and confessions c . 

. • water your race w1rh 
cc:ar5• But think. I beseech you, about what you request O c . 

. · ne pravs ror a wife 
another requests a nice house, another demands clothing h. ' 

. . , anoc er pravs char 
he should be given food. And, indeed, when these are lacking h h · Id b , . , t ey s ou e 
sought from God. But another demands the death of an en d 

. . . emy, an pursuc5 
him m prayer, whom he cannor pursue w1rh the sword God d h • comman s t ar 
we should love our enemy, but nevertheless God ;~ presei1red ·th . · w1 a request 
rhat he should kill o ur enemy.-•~ 

The idea of a Christian going co the tomb of a saint ro pray rhac God would kill h is 
enemy, while very muc~ in the tradition of the Psalmist, shocked the great pope. It is 
nor surprising chat t~c: ltter_arure that records the reque5t5 of the faithful, particularly 
rhe Miracle Books, 1s dommated by prayers for healing: perhaps the prayers for the 
dearh of enemies were more numerous than this type of source reveals. 

A request to a saint, delivered with conviction, was expected co produce results. 
"Know." wrote Gregory of Tours in his account of Martin's miracles. "how quickly 
he will appear to deal with that for which he is invoked, if he is asked wi th faith."➔" 
Sometimes, however, the saint might first have to be woken up: when the monks of 

Gigny in the Jura went to the relics of St. Taurin chat they possessed, "'they stirred 
him up by their continuous prayers and unceasing orations like a sleeping man."so 

Invocation was a personal address, and the practice of visiting saints' shrines 
shows that many people thought chat such appeals were best made in che presence 

of the physical remains. Saints were imagined as having a bodily location and a site 
char could be visited. But there was debate and discussion about the value of invoca­

tion at che tomb versus invocation at a distance, since there was always some tension 
berween the belief that the saint was in some sense "in" his or her shrine, and the 

idea chat a saint could be appealed to anywhere. Sometimes there is clear evidence 

of a belief char saints could only operate dose co their shrine. A knight who invoked 

Sc. Eutropius to regain his lost horse was mocked by his acquaintances. "Do you 

think Sr. Eutropius, whom you continually invoke, can restore your Jost horse? The 

\aint is ten leagues away !"51 

The devotees and guardians of any particular shrine faced a dilemma between a 

simple desire to get people to the shrine, which could best be done by cmphasizin_g 

rhe miracles char occurred in that very place, and a more general desire to glorify 

their saint, which might well lead to the claim chat rhe saint's power was ubiquitous 

and could be summoned up anywhere. The author of the Miracles of Theda says 

..sGrc:gory I, Homiliae in Evangelia 27. 7 (2, p. 176) (PL 76: 1208-9). Citation abbreviated. A the_ory 
~out the rnmcxr of the passage: is advanced by Leyser, ~The Temptations of Cult: Romw Martyr Piety 

m the Age of Gregory the Great," pp. 303- S. 
1
' Grrgory of Tours, De virtutibm sancti Martmj 2. 16, P· 614 ( rcpt., I 969, P· 16➔). l(,c 

1rcumvmi0Ta11ri11i qmcopi I . 2, p. 650. 
11 

Jfirdcuia Eutropii episfop1 S,mtonmsiJ 4. 35. P· 743. 
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CHAPTER 5 

h 
" h . ho are not able co be present and attain to her shrine, if they mak. h 

t at c ose w . . . . . t t e1r 
invocations in the place where they are, readily o~tam her aid m this way, since ~he 
is present and hears them."S2 Medieval authors might argue that the saint~' powers 

were: scrong not only at the spot where they were buried but also in churches or even 

at altars dedicated to them. Or they might assert chat the power of a saint could be 

invoked anywhere: 

1hc saints are perceived to make their appearance not only where they are 
~een to be present temporally in their ashes and remains, but they are believed 
to b~ of a!)sistance to the faithful wherever they are invoked in faith, through 
him who is present everywhere, by the power and majesty of the creator re­
warding their merits, in every place of his dominion.5·' 

The data gathered by Andre Vauchez show a definite tendency, over the course of the 
later Middle Ages, for the miracles recorded in canonization processes to take place 
less often ar rhe tomb of the saint and more frequently at a distance. A particular 
disjuncrure st·ems co occur around the middle of the thirteenth cenrury.54 

There was even the, apparently paradoxical, argument that the saints exercised 
greater power in the absence of their physical remains. In his Dialogues, Pope Greg­
ory the Grear has his interlocutor ask him to explain the fact chat che martyrs "do 
not manifest such great benefits through their bodies as they do by their other relics." 
Gregory replies, 

there is no doubt char rhe holy martyrs perform innumerable miracles where 
they lie in their bodit:s . . . but since weak minds may doubt whether they are 
present to hear them in places where they do not lie in their bodies, it is neces­
sary that they perform greater miracles there.~5 

Reciprocity 

"Bring me gifu! Ask my help!," saints demanded.56 The gifts and the help were 
two sides of the relationship. Suppliants brought offerings of candles, wax, money, 
and other things, and gave gifts at the shrine to express their thanks for cures; but 
they expected help, and were sometimes vociferous when it did not appear co be 
forthcoming. 

In 1376 a rich and powerful woman of Naples, named AJfarana, pregnant for the 
seventh or eighth time, was extremely worried, for all her earlier pregnandes had 
ended in stillbirths. She made a promise to Sc. Birgit of Sweden chat if God granted, 

\? Mmuu/11 1hrdae l 0. p. 310. 

\ I Angsar, Mtracula Willebudi. prdace, p. 847. 

" V~uchcz, Sainthood, p. -Vi7, t,blc 40; s<.-c aho Krotz!, "Miracles au wmbcau- miracles i distance: 
'\Gregory I, Dialox, 2. 38. 2- 3 (2, p. 246). 

11, Arcoid. ,Hirucula sanct1 Erlm1u-aldi JO, p. 142 (tht words arc ~pokcn in mockery by a bla5phcmcr 
parodying t:hn:lint). • 
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THE NATURE OF CU LT 

rhrough che merits of the s~in~, tha_c she_give birth to a live child, "she would sc:nd to 

R e co che comb of St. B1rg1t, a silver image in the shape of a little chi'ld " H· ·1 , om , ., . appt ), 
she bore a healthy son,_ and fulfilled her vow. 5· This is a classic example of an ex-
voto, an offering made m t~anks ~fi:er a promise.'~ Alfarana had been quite specific 
about what she wa~ted, wh1_c~ same she ~xpecced it from, and what she would give 
in return. And the 1dea of g1vmg something of an appropriate shape \Vas extremely 
common, although in her case the preciousness of the material marked her out as a 

wealthy suppliant. 
Offerings to the saint, large or small, were an essential sign of reverence and devo­

tion. Kings could make regal gifts, and did so from the early days of the cult of the 
saints. Around 400 a Scythian king sent his golden crown and breastplate co St. Pho­
cas of Amasea in Asia Minor as a votive offering.59 Reccared I, king of the Visigoths 
(586-601), offered a golden crown at the tomb of the martyr Felix in Gerona. an 
object which was presumably similar to the surviving Visigochic votive crowns in 
the Musec de Cluny in Paris and the National Archaeological Museum of Spain in 
Madrid.60 Granes of land were ofi:en made, not simply to the church or clergy that 
housed and served the shrine of a saint, bur ro the saint himself or herself. Thus, 
when William the Conqueror granted land to the bishop of Durham, he declared 
that he was giving it "to God Almighty and the most holy confessor Cuthbert and 
co William, bishop of Durham."61 More modest gifts were made, down to the level 
of the single candle or small coin. Nor was the offering of a cheese co be spurncd.62 

As in the case of Alfarana of Naples, it was common to give as a thank-offering 
a model or image, ofi:en in the shape of an affected body-part, or some ocher item 
associated with a miraculous cure. This was a practice that continued throughout 
the medieval period, and beyond. It is attested as early as the first half of the fifth 
century, when Theodoret of Cyrrhus mentions model eyes, feet, and hands donated 
by grateful pilgrims.63 Papal commissioners, investigating the tomb of Vincent Fer­
rer at Vannes (Brittany) a thousand years later, in 1453, found a profusion of such 
mimetic objects: 

We indeed saw wax offerings there, namely, many ships, wax images of bodies, 
heads, eyes, hands, arms, shin-bones, feet, and various other members, many 

sheets, wax breasts, crutches, and very many wooden crosses and some biers 

17 -I 
.: £ta t t processus canonizacionis Beau Birgitte, pp. 282- 83, 340- 41 , 410- 11 . 
"'On tJC·votos, see B.i.ucier. "Typologie des cx-voco{ ; Sigal, L'homme et le miracle, pp. 86- 107; Trom-

bttta "Lev V M ~ s· l "L' M A " 
1; ,.: oco au oyen-Agc ; 1ga cx-voco au oyen- ge. 
I() A~~cttus of Amasea, Homily 9. 12, p. 127. 

20
_ Julun ofTolc:do, Historz~1 Wambae 26, p. 522; El m oro visigodo de G'uarraz,ar, PP· 35- 40 (pl~-~--6), 

r.,,}' (plates 53- 54), 322-32, 349-54; for crown offerings. sc:c Le fiber ordmum m usage dan, Leglise 
{~~hiq.ur et mazarabr d'Espagne, col. 165. secrion S9, wirh n. 2, and col. 545. 
I? /urhar,, liher Vi tar l, p. 158 ( fol. 54v ). b;r example. /1,firMul,i be11ti Domiti.ini, P· 703. 

c:odoret of Cyrrhus, (ir,ucorum ajfectionum curatio 8. 64 (2, p. 333). 
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CHAPTER 5 

from dead people who, as they say, were brought bac~ to life; ther:_t ·ere so 

many rhac it would not be possible to enumerate them m many days. 

The commissioners in the case of Thomas de Cancilupe at Hereford in 1307 were 

less easily daunted, and undertook a meticulous enumeration of the ex-voros at his 

shrine: 170 silver ships, 4 I wax ships, 129 silver images of the complete body or 

limbs, 436 wJx images of the complete body, 988 wax images of parts of the body, 
77 images of horse~. animals and birds, and so on.6

~ Offerings such as these were in 

che care of the cusrodian of the shrine. One thirteenth-century account from Siena 

mentions an in<:idcnt chat occurred .. when rhc custodian of the saint's tomb was 

arranging above che comb the wJx images which had been offered in his honour 

and declared rht truth of his sanctity through miracles."66 Some rare surviving wax 
ex-vocos, dating to the fifteenth century, were discovered in Exeter cathedral when 
rep.ii rs were bt-ing made .ifi:er air-raids in \Xlorld War I I. They include fragments 

of arms. legs, and heads, as well as the complc:te figure of a woman 20 centimetres .. 
(8 inches) high.6

-

Neither Vincent Fcrrcr:s nor Thomas de Cantilupe's shrine seems to have been 

adorned wirh .1 kind of ex-voco consisting of a picture of the saint, something char is 

mentioned in several Italian sources of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. For 

instance, in ApuJia in the l 230s, a woman suffering from a lengthy illness vowed 

~th.it if she were freed by the merits of St. Benvenuto, she would have his picture 

painted and place it before his romb in memory of him."68 Likewise, a chaplain of 

the church of Sanc'Angdo Magno in Ascoli Piceno vowed chat, if St. Peter Martyr 

freed him from his ailment, "he would have his image painted."69 A young woman of 

Pavia, who had become secretly engaged to a man who seemed unwilling to proceed 

to a public wedding, prayed to St. Thomas Aquinas char he would bring it about. 

promising to make a priestly vestment with her own hands, co perform a hundred 

genuflcxions before rhe ~aim's altar, co visit his chapel every year, and "co have him 

paimcd in the church of the friars ." Another Pavian lady also promised to have 

Sr. Thomas painted ifhe cured her of an ailment of the heart.~o In 1323 a woman testi ­

fied that the recently deceased Simon of Todi, buried in Bologna, had cured her little 

daughter of epilepsy. after she had vowed to have an image of Simon painted.7 1 There 

seems to be a par tern here : in evc:ry case the saint in question is an Italian friar, and 

in aU cases b:tr one the devotee making the promise is a woman. Pious women com­

mi~sioning pictures of saintly friars thus form one small tributary ro the great river of 

: Not~r rt dorumenh tk_ /'hwoirr de Saint Vinrmt Frrrir,·, p. 3¥). 
BA\-. Vac . l,t. '¼{ll5. tob. :-1-74:v. 

M Vu" A,ulr4'r ~ Gallmuw 3. 30, p. 57. 
•·R,1.dford. MTht \Xr;,.x Images Found in Exeter Cuhcdr.

1
1." 

,..~ Dit1log111 dr .~,stis 1.mctorum Fratrum :\fmprum 2. 8, . 91 . 
~Ab ·r. . I I p 
·o m rog.io ,u~g~o, ,, , 1,; .r,mct, />,:tn mar~-,rti 9. 72 , p. 708. 

lvlm..uula iani ti 'fhllm,u de /I.qui nu 22. p. 724. 
·; .Hm1ada ,".,'mtlin is 1i,tUrtmi 6. 60, p. 8.28. 
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I te medieval Italian painting. In the fifteenth century such ex v . a . . · - ocos are common-a 
dozen are recorded m the miracle accounts of St. Bernardino fro h 'd -2 

d 
• l . mt e mi -century.' 

A vow coul mvo ve a service as well as an 061· ect One not h h d b . . . • ary, w o a een 
employed m wnrmg letters to promote the canonization of Nicholas of Tolentino 

Promised chat, if Nicholas healed his wounded hand he would not l b · ' . , . , on y nng a wax 
hand co rhe sames shrme and fast every year on the vigil of his feast but would also 
"write constantly in service of your canonization, without any pay and whenever 

d .. ~\ require . ,. 

Toe wor~h~pper~ thus had _duties: to respect and revere rhe saint, to bring offer­
ings, co part1c1pate m celebrat1ons on feast-days. But the saint had duties too. He or 
she was expect~d to provi~e help, and it was unquestionably the worshipper's right 
co reproach sames who failed to help. On one occasion, for example, Adomnan, 
abbot of Iona, and the successor and hagiographer of St. Columba, had to "accuse" 
his patron saint. He was supervising the transport of timber by sea when a contrary 
wind sprang up. He records that, 

We complained about how unwelcome it was that the wind was against us in 
this way, and we began to make a kind of accusation against our Columba, say­
ing, "Does this set-back that we are suffering please you, 0 saint? Until now 
we have hoped to obtain from you, with God's aid, some encouraging help in 
our efforts, considering that you were someone of high honour with God." 

Naturally enough, this imputation of low heavenly status stirred Columba to im­
mediate action, and the wind changed.74 In a similar vein, dissatisfied adherents 
might imply that their saint was dozing. When the Vikings attacked Tours in 903, 
the clergy ran to "the tomb of their defender"-St. Martin-and reproached him for 
his apparent negligence in leering the pagans reach their doors: "Martin, God's saint, 
why have you been sleeping so deeply?"75 A disappointed suppliant at the shrine of 
St. Berengar in the church of Sr.-Papoul in rhe south of France beat the saint's tomb 
with his stick, shouted out, "So you are a saint? You never were nor will be a saint, 
nor have you ever done any miracles!," and stormed out. He was then rewarded with 
a cure.-6 

If a simple rebuke were not enough, then rhe saint might be threatened with 
counter-measures. When St. Columba ( in chis case not the Irish saint but the female 

•
2Jansc:n, WUn exemplc de saintete thaumarurgique: p. 15 l, cable III ; the earliest surviving examples 

arc fifi:cenrh-cc:nrury: Ciarrochi and Mori, Le tavolette votive itali,me, pp, 7-8, pis. I- XII; sec: also An­

'.~inc. • images de miracles: and the general comments in Frcedberg, 1he Power 0/ Images, PP· 136- 60 

\ The Votive Image•). 
·1 

II processo per la canonizzazione di S. Nicola da Tolentino, P· 465. 

:◄ A<lomnan, Vita Columb,u 2. 45, p . 174. d . , 
1"Sa £) · d • · • R db d t- Ucr~chc Libel/us e m,racuw . · ncce c1 Martine:, quare cam graviter ob ormtm? : a O O " ' . _. 

J.l1JC11 Martini 5, p. 1243 ( che ce:n was written 903- 17). St. Martin's body muse have been brou~hc 1m1de 
the walled c . f h k F d ' ·on sec former, Commum-. area rrom its suburban basilica at rhc rime o c e artac • or iscussi ' · 
ftrs ol S' · ?. •_<lJnt Martin. pp. 31-34. 

Fl.tvius A1 l Vi B .. 449 1se mus, 1111 ermgam 9, p. . 
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martvr of Sens) was careless enough to let thieves get away from her church . p . 
. . d I b b· h . . in ans 

with ,;omc prec1ous Yessels, she ·was addresse stem y y 1s op Ehg1us of Noyon: 

Listen, Saine Columba, to what I say. My redeemer knows that, unless you 

quickly get back the vessels stolen from the shrine, truly I will bring thorns 

and block up this door, so chat never will any veneration be offered to you in 

this place from this day on.77 

lhi!- blackmail worked. In a like mood, the mother of a sick girl, who had waited 

for ten days at a saint's tomb, praying for her daughter without any effect, eventu­
ally. threatened th~ disappointing saint with public exposure: "I will turn everyone: 
away from visiting your tomb because you have not heeded me." This naturally got 
an immediate result.-;i Another woman, whose daughter had been carried off by a 

wolf, went to a !\tatue of the Virgin Mary and grabbed away from her the figure of 
the Christ child she was holding. "Lady:' she said, "you will never get your child back 
unl~s you restore: my child to me unharmed!" When her daughter was restored co 
her, through the Virgin's power, she replaced the image of the Christ child on Mary's 
lap.-9 

Expectations about the patronage owed by a saint were unmistakably based on 
that owed by an earthly lord, and the parallel is sometimes made explicit. One sick 
man, entreating saintly aid from St. John the Baptist, St. Artemios, and Sr. Febronia 
in their joint cult-centre in Constantinople, was quite clear about their failure in this 
respect: 

H(.'. broke om into a heartfelt lament, wetting his mattress with his tears and 
accusing the saints, saying, "Indeed, St. John and St. Artemios and Sr. Febro­
nia, have I ~rvcd you from the age of ten up to the present, in order chat I 
should become maimed in old age? If I had attached myself to some man on 
earth, I would have been thought worthy of support and care and provision. 
See whar satisfaction I have attained !No 

lhis shaming of the saints is recorded by hagiographers of many times and places 
without any sense that it is incongruous or lacking in respect. Just as, in Old Irish law, 
dissatisfied plaintiff., dealing \Vith higher-class defendants could bring moral pres­
sure to bear on them by fasting outside their door, so the devotees of a saint could 
try the tactic of public reproach of their heavenly lord.111 Saints had duties to their 
followers. 

The mo'it public and physical embodiment of this pressurizing of che saint was 
the ritual known as "humiliation of relics" -literal humiliation, in the original sense 

-,:- i lid l:1~f{il I . w. p. 6~6. 
1• Mmuuia 5,111<u E/yz,ibet 3. p. 164. 
""t C.u:s.iriu, of Hc1m:rbu-h. Dialogus 111mu-1i/Qrum 7. 4c; (2. pp. 63- 64). 
"",-\fmr, ula Mlldl Artrmil 22, p. l .U . 

•• Kdly. A r ;UJ-b tu Lar~y 1ml, l..lw, pp. 182- 83. 
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nf"pla-ong l.>n tht> gmunJ (humu,.1) ~, ! ·r he l.'.thtollH of Farf.t. from :iround l O :\0, J e­
~aib<- how. when chcrc: iii neeJ. l er) ,hould be· rai,cd lO Cod. w1ch chc crucifix, 
Gospch .i.nd rdu.:" uf the :\.lirw, plJl cd on .1 piece of ~,king on the gr~>und bdorc: thc 
l.lcar. whilc the ~1~onk-i lie pru~trJtc n:riting rhc p~,ilm beginning, "O C1od, why h.i..)t 
thou ci~c m t1 tl tor ever? .. " \X'htn chc .tbbor of Burton upon Trent, irt the J..ngJi)h 
Midhnds. bec .. mc invo.lwd in a violcnc dispure with a neighbouring noble. h(" had 
rrcoursc co chis tactic, going ,cr.ught to the virgin s.iint enshrined in ht\ <:hurch : 
"he .md the monb entered the church, barefoot and groaning greatly, and placed 
the shnnc of the blcsst'J \'irgin. where her most holy bones lay. upon the ground. 
AU together called out co the Lord with their whole hcart ."8 1 A similar episode i~ 

recorded <luring .1 dispute lxcwcen the canons of Sr. Osyth's in Essex anJ the bishop 
of London in the eJrly twelfth century. when the canons decided "to cake their com­
plaint to God and to their lady. Sc. Osyth, whom they had served so well." lhcy first 
cook her imagt outside the church and then covered her shrine with a piece ofcoarse 
s:1ck.ing. They were reminding her that "she ought co defend them against their en­
emies.," and reproaching her for tolerating the wrongs they were suffering. The device 
worked. At the very hour chat the canons were humiliating her image, rhe hostile 

bishop was srruck with paralysi:>.8~ 

Humihation-ptKing che relics or images low-could be combined with an­
other common ritual of punishment. the U'-e of thorn~. A ri tual book of Tours from 
rhc chirreenth-,enrurv describes the procedure .tfter recitation of the seven peniten­
tial psalms and che li;,rny. the silver crucifix anJ the all che moveable reliquaries arc 
pl.iced on the ground and covered \\'1th thorns, while the great sh~ine_ of Sc. Ma~tin 

1s also covered .md surrounded with thorns, and the wooden crucifix 1~ created like­
\\1SC in the bodv of the nave and all che doors are semi-blocked.86 A case of such a 
procedure is re~ordcd from the same ptriod. ln 1260, during the course of a, long 
di,pute fxrwecn rhe abbey of Sc-nones in the Vosges and the noble ho~~e o~ Salm. 
ffi(' monh, seeing rhac they had "no crue defender." cook chc image) ~f Chrnc and 

their local s.ljnt, Simeon. from rhcir usual lo(ations in the church and placed c~c~ 
on che ground on cop of thorns, crying out ro rhe LorJ with tars and saymg. We 

h 
· .1 d 1·c hi· not com, .. we have sought rhe good, and behold J\c m.1inr;uneu pc.ice, an •" • 

turbulence !•.r 

. • . d . • .J m "I humtli..non Jr, uinrt. Lmk fl~tJti lmt .\l.1.lrd1.t1(1)1• 
il<,can L1 co<n.,u,>o C\ uinr, HJ.C: • 

pp. :o-10. J H- , _., ll9~,.~ . B ble 
· l ['-· ::l p'6' · ·L~P>.1lm1>-)inlh.c: \ulptc~J --i inth( King J.u11C-l: . 

O H .... .. ;;. , rn._ I - 19, - ':M 
"'C~offr<"v oi Burton, J it,1 .,v;.iu .\/"'1.un,u 0 'f,n'1 ➔ PP 1,, 1 h d u,cJ fur ht:• 

. ' ~ !SlS p ·f '6- ,1) •t11t1 J 1\t c~or ' ra i II ,crnu On,h. nrge ( m.irhrt ,m N l -t, ➔- - • r • , .._ A. ,~·h l)t f,s-.c;-\ .inJ 'it Owth nr' 
• • . t.. • Se h IJ "11\t: l ,,.~ lli .,t '- nn 

m1Jw1on). )('.t ? .. tu, • fhc Vtc Sc1me- 0,1.U1 t c · 

:\'tlN>urv: 

. .. 1.tt~lc. &IU'du:,in.t .\takd;.IUJ1f>. p 2~- • "'r"''' ·d (Jfl" b1~11,1p vt 
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CHAPTER S 

f I l·ghcening passages about the humiliation of saints i'i Cl!fl One o nc most en 1 " _ . • . . , . 

h fi . I· docs it concern Chnsnan sames. It occurs m the rwdfdi-ously enoug . cnon, , nor . . . . 
. h c no 0r Rolmd After ,\ great defeat, che Musl11ns of Spain rctrt it century epic t c ,)O ~ 'J ' • • 

to Zaragoza. There they curn on chc_ir g~ds, Apo;!~, Tcrvagan, and Muhamnud. 
"O wicked god!:· thc:v rail lt Apollo m his crypt. Why have you brought us such 
shame? .. . You give p~or rc:wards to rhosc who serve: you best." They remove Apollo's 
sceptre and crown, then smash his idol into pieces, going on to humiliate the idols 
of Tervagan and Muhammad in a similar way. Muhammad is thrown into a ditch 
for pigs and dogs to bite and trample.~8 The whole incident is. of course, nothing but 
ignorant Christian fantasy. But fantasies tell us something; and what chis one tells us 
is chat Christians assumed that the failures of powerful invisible protectors-be they 
saints or gods-could and should be punished. Because the passage concerns, not 
treatment of saints by Christians, but treatmc:nt of their so-called idols by Muslims, 
it is particularly revealing of the medieval assumption that your supernatural patrons 
could be punished for dereliction of duty. 

But rn some medieval churchmen, especially the sophisticated intellects of the 
age of high scholasticism, chis berating of the saints had a primitive air about it. Ar 
the Second Council of Lyons in 1274, in a clause dealing with suspension of religious 
services during a dispute, rhey managed ro have their say: 

we strictly forbid that detestable abuse of those people who, in order to ag­
gravate the suspension of services and wirh horrible lack of devotion, creac im­
ages or statues of the cross, the blessed Virgin and other saints with audacious 
irreverence, placing them on the ground under nettles and thorns.89 

·rnese are t_he views of that active reforming party in rhe Church that had already 
~epla~~~ tnal by ordeal with the more rational and centralized judicial procedures ~f 
mqu1s1t1on and torture and had d J d h l . . . • eve ope t e comp ex and bureaucratic examina-
tions characrenmc of modern can . . v h Id 
h . . . onizauon. iou s ou not surround an image with 

t ~rns, you ~hould simply kneel in from ofit and pray. The age of humiliation of the 
sames was commg co an end. 

"Ch,mson dr Roland, linrs 2580-') l _6 •~c . , , • P• I • 

,onc1ll(}rum orcumenicorum decrtt,1, p. 323 (cl. 17). 
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