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Assessment Two
The Legenda Aurea written and complied by Jacobus de Voraigne was an extremely popular book in ‘the later Middle Ages’[footnoteRef:1]. An indication of that popularity being that the title Legenda Aurea, Golden Legend, was a title attributed to it. The author’s own name for the work was ‘Legenda Sanctorum’, legends of the saints[footnoteRef:2]. The author, a Dominican, was interested in producing a working hagiography. It was meant to be used by priests as an easy source of educational and devotional inspiration. Hence, it’s liturgical organisation, that is in order of saint’s day rather than alphabetical order. The Golden Legend became the ‘most widely used compendium of its kind’[footnoteRef:3]. Its influence spread throughout Europe and escaped Latin into European languages, including English. Owing to the time of its creation and popularity it has also become a text of interest for those researching the development of printing[footnoteRef:4]. An early printing form termed, ‘incunabula’ was a particularly popular format and a search at the Incunabula Short Title Catalogue gives over a hundred editions of the text in various languages[footnoteRef:5]. In England it was a major project for English printing with Caxton’s English translation and adaptation together with the use of woodcut pictures going through multiple editions.  [1:  Jacobus de Voragine The Golden Legend : Readings on the Saints, 2012 edition. (Princeton University Press 2012), < https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=f09b03cd-15a9-3121-b435-c63d765b93ef>  (Accessed: 9 November 2025). p.xi]  [2:  Michael Ott, ‘Blessed Jacopo de Voragine’, The Catholic Encyclopedia, 1910, (Robert Appleton Company),  transcribed on http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08262b.htm [accessed 15 November 2025]]  [3:  Jacobus de Voragine (2012) The Golden Legend, op cit. p. xi]  [4:  Op cit. p. xii]  [5:  British Library, Incunabula Short Title Catalogue (ISTC), 2016, <https://data.cerl.org/istc/_search?from=0&query=Legenda+Aurea&sort=chronological > [accessed 12 November 2025]] 


The editions of the Golden Legend referenced below have been categorised in the following way. Firstly, editions that are accessible to someone only working with English. Next, are editions regarded as most scholarly and authoritative. Finally, editions that are interesting from the history of printing perspective. 



English editions

1. Jacobus de Voragine. The Golden Legend: Readings on the Saints, trans. by William Granger Ryan, 2 vols (Princeton University Press,1993) Available at: <https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=f09b03cd-15a9-3121-b435-c63d765b93ef> [Accessed: 12 November 2025].

A contemporary English translation that does not rely on Caxton and which has an enlightening introduction by Eamon Duffy. The notes and indices show it is aimed at academics and students.

2. William Caxton (trans.), The Golden Legend, or Lives of the Saints, modernised and ed. Frederick Startridge Ellis, 7 vols (London: J. M. Dent & Co., 1900). < https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/goldenlegend/ > 
This is an English update of Caxton’s translation. This edition is used as part of the online Fordham University project, the Internet Medieval Sourcebook and is both free and accessible[footnoteRef:6]. It is useful for the text but has no additional notes other than a glossary. [6:  Fordham University, ‘Medieval Sourcebook: The Golden Legend (Aurea Legenda) Compiled by Jacobus de Voragine, 1275 Englished by William Caxton, 1483’, 2001 <https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/goldenlegend/ > [accessed 12 November 2025]] 

3. Voragine, Jacobus de, The Golden Legend: Selections, trans. by Christopher Stace, ed. by Richard Hamer (London: Penguin Classics, 1998).
This is a partial edition and useful for its availability and explanatory notes. Perhaps not as useful for more involved research. It has not attracted much in the way of academic reviews.
4.  Taguchi, Mayumi John Scahill, and Satoko Tokunaga, eds, Jacobus, and others, Caxton’s Golden Legend, (Oxford University Press, 2020)
This edition, in two volumes, spans both accessible and scholarly categories. The text is Caxton’s translation made more readable and has notes on content and linguistic analysis. It has received positive scholarly reviews.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Sherry L. Reames, ‘Mayumi Taguchi, John Scahill, and Satoko Tokunaga, eds., Caxton’s “Golden Legend,” vol. 1. (Early English Text Society Original Series 355.)’, Speculum, 2025 < https://www-journals-uchicago-edu.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1086/721780> [accessed 12 November 2025]] 

5. Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legende, trans. by William Caxton (Westminster: William Caxton, 1483), STC 24873
This is Caxton’s original edition. It is available online and downloadable as a pdf through the Library of Congress[footnoteRef:8]. The work was an English translation of Vignay’s French translation, and as well as being important in the spread of hagiographical culture at the time is important in the history of printing. The language was quite difficult to interpret so would need to be used in conjunction with one of the more modern renditions above. Aimed at the time at a devotional, popular audience, as can be seen from the inclusion of woodcuts, Caxton was an editor as well as translator and included local saints not found in the Latin original[footnoteRef:9]. [8:  Library of Congress, ‘The golden legend’, nd https://www.loc.gov/item/48043527/ [accessed 12 November 2025]]  [9:  For example St.Roch: Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend or Lives of the Saints, englished by William Caxton, ed. F. S. Ellis, 7 vols (London: J. M. Dent & Sons, 1900–31), vol. V, ‘Here followeth the Life of St. Rocke’, available (in Caxton/Ellis text) via the Internet Medieval Sourcebook / Fordham University: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/goldenlegend/GoldenLegend-Volume5.asp  [accessed 11 Nov. 2025].] 

Scholarly and authoritative
6. Voragine, Iacobus de, Legenda aurea. Edizione critica, ed. by Giovanni Paolo Maggioni, 2 vols (Florence: SISMEL–Edizioni del Galluzzo, 1998)
Regarded as the modern standard edition of the Latin text. There appears to have been massive work put into collation of manuscript editions and incunable and post-incunable witnesses which have then been analysed in detail. Unfortunately, the text, together with the only available review in the USWTD library is in Latin and/or Italian[footnoteRef:10]. Putting the Italian review through Google translate was not edifying[footnoteRef:11]. [10:    Villa, R. (2000). [Rev. of IACOPO DA VARAZZE, Legenda aurea, edizione critica a cura di Giovanni Paolo Maggioni (Book Review)]. Belfagor, 55(329), 617.]  [11:  For example, “The critical reconstruction of a text, the edition that, by eliminating sediments and
accumulations, restores even previously unseen possibilities for reading, is even more useful for
those writings that changing canons have further corrupted or debased, by considering their authorship secondary, or even almost useless, as is the case with most works compiled for edifying and educational purposes.” ] 

7. Varazze, Iacopo da, Legenda aurea: con le miniature del codice Ambrosiano C 240 inf., ed. by Giovanni Paolo Maggioni, trans. into Italian coord. by F. Stella, 2 vols (Florence and Milan: SISMEL–Edizioni del Galluzzo and Biblioteca Ambrosiana, 2007)
A translation of Maggioni’s Latin text into Italian. There does not seem to be an English Translation of Magginoni.
8. Voragine, Jacobus de, Legenda aurea vulgo historia Lombardica dicta, ed, Theodor Graesse (Dresden and Leipzig: Libraria Arnoldiana, 1846; 2nd edn, Leipzig: Libraria Arnoldiana, 1850; repr. Osnabrück: Otto Zeller, 1965)
This was the scholarly edition prior to Maggioni, and again is a collation of manuscripts and early print editions. The text is a Latin edition available online through the Internet Archive[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  Internet Archive, ‘Legenda aurea : vulgo historia Lombardica dicta ad optimorum librorum fidem’, 2014, https://archive.org/details/legendaaureavulg00jacouoft/page/n13/mode/2up [accessed 12 November 2025]] 

Print history
In addition to the first Caxton edition,
9. Jacobus, and Wynkyn de Worde. Here Begynneth the Legende Named in Latyn Legenda Aurea That Is to Saye in Englysshe the Golden Legende. For Lyke as Passeth Golde in Valewe All Other Metallys. So This Legende Excelleth All Other Bookes.. trans. by William Caxton. (Westmynster: Wynkyn de Worde, 1498)
This was the fourth edition of Caxton’s translation and shows the popularity of the book. Useful for print historians as well as those wanting to track changes in the text over the different editions. There is a copy in the Bodleian library[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Solo search Oxford Libraries online, ‘Here begynneth the legende named in latyn legenda aurea that is to saye in Englysshe the golden legende. For lyke as passeth golde in valewe all other metallys. So this legende excelleth all other bookes’ nd, https://solo.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/discovery/fulldisplay?docid=alma990155171610107026&context=L&vid=44OXF_INST:SOLO&lang=en&search_scope=MyInst_and_CI&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&tab=Everything&query=any,contains,Wynkyn%20de%20Worde&facet=searchcreationdate,include,1001%7C,%7C1500&facet=topic,include,Christian%20saints%20Early%20works%20to%201800&offset=0 [accessed 12 November 2025]] 

10. Voragine, Jacobus de, Legenda aurea sanctorum, sive Lombardica historia (Strasbourg: Johann Mentelin, 1470) ISTC ij00137200
This is one of the early incunabula and so valuable for print historians as Mentelin was one of the first printers in Strasbourg[footnoteRef:14]. [14:  European Catholics in English, ‘Johannes Mentelin: God’s Printer who illuminated Europe before Luther’, Doctrine and Faith, 2025, < https://catholicus.eu/en/johannes-mentelin-gods-printer-who-illuminated-europe-before-luther/> [accessed 15 November 2025]] 

11. Vignay, Jean de, trans., La légende dorée (Paris: Pierre Le Rouge for Guillaume Le Rouge, 1480) ISTC ij00151700. 
This is an important edition as it was the one that Caxton used in his translation, as well as being an example of a vernacular translation. Apparently the first book printed in French[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Jeremy Norman, ‘Jean de Vigne's "La légende dorée", the First Book Printed in French’, HistoryofInformation.com, < https://www.historyofinformation.com/detail.php?entryid=1752> [accessed 15 November 2025]] 

Additional bibliography
British Library, Incunabula Short Title Catalogue (ISTC), 2016 < https://data.cerl.org/istc/_search?from=0&query=Legenda+Aurea&sort=chronological> [accessed 12 November 2025]
European Catholics in English, ‘Johannes Mentelin: God’s Printer who illuminated Europe before Luther’, Doctrine and Faith, 2025, < https://catholicus.eu/en/johannes-mentelin-gods-printer-who-illuminated-europe-before-luther/> [accessed 15 November 2025]
Library of Congress, ‘The golden legend’, nd https://www.loc.gov/item/48043527/ [accessed 12 November 2025]
The Catholic Encyclopedia , ‘Blessed Jacopo de Voragine’, nd, http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08262b.htm [accessed 12 November 2025]
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