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TASK 1 
Write a critical appreciation of any saint’s Life associated with one of the Celtic regions. In your answer you should consider issues such as the text’s authorship, its purpose, transmission, key themes, literary and historical context. (2,500 words)
This question refers to the life of a saint associated with the Celtic regions.  The most commonly known regions are Scotland, Ireland and Wales, but Cornwall is also included on that list.  As I reside in Cornwall, it seemed appropriate to select a Cornish saint for this essay.  As such, this essay will be focusing on the Life of St Piran, as transcribed by Nicholas Roscarrock.  Firstly, before considering the text itself, this essay will be considering the historical context for when it was written, as well as who wrote it and why.  After this, the essay will consider the text itself, looking at the main themes of the text.  

Although his exact date of birth is not known, Orme (1992, p2) has argued that Nicholas Roscarrock was born in the late 1540s.  This was a turbulent time in the history of the British Isles.  Before he became an adult, he would have lived under the rule of Edward VI, Mary and Elizabeth I.  Religion and politics were seemingly inextricably linked at the time, and so the approved religion of the land was that of the crowned monarch at that time; the Protestantism of Edward gave way to the Catholicism of Mary, and reverted back to Protestantism under Elizabeth.  

Both Aristotle and St Ignatius of Loyola are credited with saying “Give me the child until he is seven”, indicating that the things a child learns and experiences to this age become a major part of their character throughout their life. Although the credit for the saying may be in dispute, Brierley has argued that this underlying message bears some truth.  He states that “what is well and soundly grounded in young children is likely to remain with them” (1994, p23).  In the case of Nicholas Roscarrock, he may have been too young to fully embrace the Protestantism under Edward, but it appears the Catholicism under Mary engraved itself on his young mind.  
Orme states that Nicholas’s father “conformed to Protestantism sufficiently to be chosen as sheriff by the governments of Edward VI and Elizabeth I” (Orme, 1992, p4), so Nicholas’s embrace of Catholicism seems somewhat contradictory. However, Orme also suggests that the whole Roscarrock family was Catholic, stating that it was “very likely that Nicholas was brought up to respect the old religion from the days of his childhood” (1992, p4) and that his father was described as “’a verie enemye’ of the government’s ecclesiastical policy” (Orme, 1992, p4) by a Protestant bishop.  This could be explained by the family’s necessity to “behave with some care to maintain their position” (Orme, 1992, pp. 4-5).  It appears that Nicholas did not have to adhere to this kind of societal camouflage once he started attended the University of Oxford, and was possibly openly Catholic at this point; many of his fellow students became Catholic activists and the “patrons of [his] college … sympathised with the Catholic cause” (Orme, 1992, p5).  There is however no indication at this point that he was actively supporting the Catholic cause; he did not stay at the University, but moved to London and spent his time “studying literature, heraldry and antiquities” (Orme, 1992, p6).

Orme states that Nicholas was indicted in 1577 for recusancy, and his “lands and possessions were valued for the imposition of fines” (Orme, 1992, p7).  He also states that “by 1580 he had joined an association … sworn to live frugally and give their surplus income to the priests” (Orme, 1992, p8).  One wonders if it was something of a self-fulfilling prophecy, where the act of being indicted caused Nicholas to transform from an ostensibly Catholic young man who was mostly interested in literature and the arts to a young man with an “active commitment” (Orme, 1992, p7) to the Catholic cause, so much so that he was “an object of suspicion to the government” (Orme, 1992, p8), and was subsequently imprisoned in the Tower for five years as a “defiant and harmful Catholic” (Orme, 1992, p8).  

While the law became such that Catholic priests “risked execution, as did those who harboured them” (Catholic Bishops' Conference of England and Wales, 2010), most of those who were “liable to fines for not attending Protestant services …. managed to evade either conviction or payment” (Catholic Bishops' Conference of England and Wales, 2010).  Orme states that he “spent at least three more terms of confinement” (Orme, 1992, p10) and though he suggests that this was a result of the act, there is also the possibility that Nicholas was confined not for recusancy but for being an activist who was sheltering or otherwise aiding Catholic priests.  

His last period of confinement commenced in 1600, but by 1607, Nicholas had joined Lord William Howard, the son of the Duke of Norfolk, at the castle at Naworth (Orme, 1992, p11).  It is not clear what might have inspired this change from the dangerous activist who was imprisoned by the government to the scholar who could “study his favourite subject, the saints, in detail” (Orme, 1992, p11), although two possibilities do occur.  Firstly, one might consider that the “years of tribulation” (Orme, 1992, p11), including being put on the rack, were probably detrimental to his health.  Secondly, around this time occurred the “accession of James I in 1603, [and his] milder policy towards important Catholics” (Orme, 1992, p11).  While neither reason by themselves may have assuaged him enough to relinquish more aggressive acts, it is possible that both together may have appeased him enough that he could be persuaded to pursue his cause through more scholarly avenues, namely his work the Lives of the Saints.

Nicholas clearly spent a great deal of time on the manuscript for his work; indeed, “in 1621 Lord William [asked Cotton] to lend Roscarrock another manuscript” (Orme, 1992, p13), indicating he was still working on it when he must have been over 70, and quite possibly blind.  In it, Nicholas explains that he:

“set out to list and describe all the reputable saints of the British Isles who had been officially canonised, or who had long had churches and altars dedicated to them and liturgical feasts in their honour”

 (Orme, 1992, p15)
He was “in touch with a respectable range of hagiographical and historical writings: medieval and Renaissance, English and European, Catholic and Protestant” (Orme, 1992, p20), and the manuscript itself was “comprehensive, logically arranged, complete and transcribed in fair copy” (Orme, 1992, p23).  Additionally, from the index, it can be seen that he did indeed complete this project, although since “the author never finished adding to it” (Orme, 1992, p15), the term complete may be slightly misleading.  

Such a massive undertaking cannot have been conceived or executed on a whim, it must have taken thought and planning, and therefore, the author must have had a reason for it and Orme (1992, p23) suggests three possibilities.  Firstly, that Nicholas “hoped to have his book published in print” (Orme, 1992, p23), is somewhat dismissed by Orme, who states it is “not surprising that his hope was unfulfilled” (Orme, 1992, p23) given the “Catholic nature of the work” (Orme, 1992, p16).  This type of work is likely to have offended even the slightly more relaxed religious atmosphere of Jacobean England, and while he might have hoped for publication, it seems logical to assume he would have been aware it was implausible, so one of the other two possible reasons seems more promising.  The second possibility is that the author created the manuscript as a personal gift to Lord William Howard.  The fact that “it was never printed nor … were further copies made of it” (Orme, 1992, p23) might be taken to support this view, as does the text’s description as a “finished book” (Orme, 1992, p23) and the “close relationship” (Orme, 1992, p11) between the two.  Thirdly, that he wanted to provide a source about the saints of Britain, complete and as accurate as possible, to scholars, and hoped that the patronage and connections of Lord Howard might permit word of the manuscript to conveyed to them.  There is some evidence for this, as there is a “letter … which is inserted into the manuscript” (Orme, 1992, p23) detailing a request for information.  The vast array of different sources he used, as well as the fact that “aimed to be scholarly in many of his procedures … and always referring the reader to his sources” (Orme, 1992, p23) also gives some support to this idea.  

While all the suggestions Orme has provided have merit, one might consider that there is one possibility which has been missed from his list.  It is possible that the writing of this enormous work was undertaken as an act of faith.  Nicholas himself, at the start of the text, says:

“If this my labour serue but for a foyle

To lend a luster to som learned quill

To perfect this vndertaken toyle

I haue my wishe although I want my will:

Depriude of helpe and destitute of skill,

Whoe wholy in this work applied my penn

To honnor God and not to humor men.”

(Orme, 1992, p53)
This appears to state that while it is his wish that scholars use his work to support their work, the actual intention of the work is not this, but instead to honour God.  Similarly, when he begins his work “by affirming the supremacy of faith over reason in religion, the importance of saints as examples of faith, and God’s requirement that we should honour them” (Orme, 1992, p15), it does appear that he is writing in order to honour God by demonstrating and teaching about the saints.  A further consideration is that although he never took the vows of a clergyman, he was committed enough to fight and be imprisoned for his faith, and as Orme states, it is likely that “the contemplation of saints who had built and defended the Church through their sufferings” (Orme, 1992, p14) was attractive to Nicholas as he had also suffered.  

Obviously, as a saint from Cornwall, Nicholas wrote about St Piran, and included more than just “a paragraph [or] merely a couple of lines” (Orme, 1992, p18);  this amount of information was possibly available partly due to his adoption “as the patron saint of Cornwall “ (James, 2007, p30) by the Cornish people. In reading the Life of St Piran as transcribed by Nicholas, it is possible to identify certain themes which run through the account.  The first of these is sanctity or holiness.

There are several parts of the account which are used to indicate his sanctity.  Firstly, his mother is said to be St Wingella (Orme, 1992, p105), although it is not clear where this attribution comes from; Webber makes no mention of it, and indeed says that the story of his life has “has fared badly at the hands of careless historians” (Webber, 1948, p101), indicating that at least some of the account of his life has been added in or fabricated.  Fish also states that the account for St Piran contains “no references to female saints as either relatives or companions” (2012).  It seems safe to assume therefore that this addition was there in order to convey a message to the intended audience.  Head discusses the various types of sainthood available for women.  The original sainthood was bestowed upon martyrs, but later, in the early Middle Ages in Ireland and other Celtic regions developed a tradition combining “severely ascetic ideals … with native concepts of holiness” (Head, 1999), and this may have been more familiar to those who added this into the account, as a signifier of her sanctity, and through her, her son’s sanctity.  

Secondly, the account continues by informing the audience that St Piran “was in his youth brought 30 yeers upp in fasting, watching, prayer and other holy exercises” (Orme, 1992, p105).  This fits with the use of asceticism as an “important new path to sainthood [through] the rigorous practice of self-denial and even mortification of the body” (Head, 1999).  Further mention of this kind of sanctity through asceticism and self-mortification of the flesh is shown when the account states “he chastised himself with all manner of good disciplines” (Orme, 1992, p105), and further when it says:

“he abstained from flesh and all fleshly desyres, he would drink no kinde of drinks that would make a man dronke; he used very little sleepe and would make many of his prayers standing or kneeling in the water” 

(Orme, 1992, p106)
A second theme that occurs within the account is that of power.  Power can be acquired through many different means and relate to different spheres of interaction. In the case of this account, a number of different types are shown.  Firstly, while his mother is described as a saint, and therefore holy, he is also described as “nobly borne” (Orme, 1992, p105); as part of the powerful ruling classes, he would have had a high social rank and have been able to exert political or economic power.  Later, the account states “hee was one of the first 12 bishoppes which Sct Patrike appointed to prech Christe in Ireland” (Orme, 1992, p106), laying ecclesiastical power upon him also.  

But political, or economic, or even ecclesiastical power are ultimately all earthly power; even though they may reference God as the source, this is somewhat removed, and these forms were available to many individuals.  In order to affirm St Piran’s power in another way, by demonstrating that he was favoured of God and Heaven and had access to divine power.  The account states that “boares, wolves and other brute beasts did obey him” (Orme, 1992, p105), that he “carried fyer in his bare hand without Burning” (Orme, 1992, p105).  Allegedly, “such as haue iniured him haue bene stroken blinde and restored upon ther submissions unto ther sightes and that by his prayer” (Orme, 1992, p105), demonstrating that God will strike down St Piran’s enemies, that God Himself is providing personal protection to, and avenging any insult of, St Piran. Not only this, but that God can be influenced by St Piran into reversing such actions.  Further miracles such as his walking on water, turning water into wine, providing sustenance for multitudes from only a little food, and bringing the dead back to life, echo those allegedly performed by Jesus Christ (Orme, 1992).  By doing so, they emphasise even further that St Piran is favoured by God, in effect saying God has given this man the same power as His only Son.  

From this examination of the Life of St Piran, taken from the life’s work of Nicholas Roscarrock, two themes have emerged as being important within the text.  These two themes, sanctity and power, are inextricably linked together in this account, and both are equally important.  If either is missing, the account becomes something other than the account of the life of a saint; without sanctity, the person being described is a tyrant or despot, and without power, the person is ineffectual at preaching the word of the Lord.  Both must be present, and be demonstrated to be present.  
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