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Secondary Article – 
Rome’s Happiest Inspiration?

The predominant argument of John Casey’s ‘Rome’s Happiest Inspiration’ chapter generally outlines the supposed perverseness in which the concept of purgatory had been invented by the Roman Church. One of the main factors that underlines the entire chapter is the response Protestants had towards the newly designed model of purgatory, consisting mostly of contempt and disapproval. It is of Casey’s opinion that since there was little and vague scriptural evidence to support its doctrine, purgatory was a means to which the Roman Church could increase the spiritual power and authority they wielded, as well as “give rise to many abuses”[footnoteRef:1] such as the granting of indulgences for profit. Despite these arguments, it is also noted by Casey that the benefits of purgatory’s existence did not only apply to the Church itself, but also to the medieval people as it granted a sense of comfort in the reassurance that a soul could still achieve salvation even after death. [1:  J. Casey, Afterlives: A Guide to Heaven, Hell and Purgatory. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009) p. 1.] 

Purgatory is viewed to be the place in which souls are sent to be purified, with Roman Catholic doctrine supports that the prayers of the living are beneficial to the souls of those in the purification process.[footnoteRef:2] In popular belief which emerged in Western Europe at the end of the twelfth century, according to Jacques Le Goff, it is speculated that purification in purgatory is achieved chiefly through the use of fire[footnoteRef:3], however this belief is not universal or official. According to the definition of the Second Council of Lyon in 1274, purgatory was seen as a place where souls are purified after death, and these souls benefitted from the prayers of the living.[footnoteRef:4] With this in mind, Purgatory was viewed as a place where those who had died in repentance, but still had mortal sins they had not yet atoned for, could be purged with the assurance of their salvation in order to attain the right to enter heaven. [2:  Denzinger, Second Council of Lyon, 2019.
http://catho.org/9.php?d=bxx#bqn
[Accessed: 31/01/2019].]  [3:  J. LeGoff, The Birth of Purgatory. Trans. Goldhammer, A. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986) p. 362–66.]  [4:  Denzinger, 2019.] 

Casey underlines the fact that Protestants do not agree with the concept of purgatory, and it is suggested that the varying differences in views concerning “works over faith”[footnoteRef:5] caused a rupture between the Protestants and Catholics. Since purgatory was a Roman Catholic invention, it is understandable why other faiths, including the Eastern Orthodox Church, took issue with its introduction into traditional teachings. This notion is not dwelled on, however, and the chapter very quickly moves forwards to speculate upon the increased popularity of indulgences. This sudden shift in focus appears rather fragmented, causing Casey’s argument to become somewhat vague as the lack of depth allows little understanding to the broad aspect of Protestant opinion towards purgatory. The issue of indulgences, however, does in fact effectively connect to the church’s use of purgatory.  [5:  J. LeGoff, The Birth of Purgatory, p. 362–66.] 

Indulgences are canonical penances granted by the Roman Church in remission of sins.[footnoteRef:6] Through the increase of popularity in giving indulgence to those who had committed sin, the medieval view of repentance and forgiveness began to appear far more feasible. With the ability to impose temporal penalties for mortal sins, the church claimed to have the power to absolve a person, therefore granting the church a greater jurisdiction over the religious aspect of medieval society.[footnoteRef:7] Concerning purgatory, the practice of indulgences was a means in which the church enhanced their authority, which then increased the doctrine of purgatory itself, and thus promoted society’s want for more indulgences in order to avoid eternal torment in hell, creating an endless cycle in which purgatory and indulgences complimented one another. [6:  J. LeGoff, The Birth of Purgatory, p. 362–66.]  [7:  J. Casey, Rome’s Happiest Inspiration, p. 2.] 

The appeal of purgatory in comparison to hell was, as Casey describes, the fact that hell was a place of perpetual suffering and torment, whereas purgatory was only a temporary state of purification. Purgatory was a medieval concept, developed as a means in which to offer comfort and hope for the salvation of the soul after death.[footnoteRef:8] Here now, the argument returns to the concept that purgatory was merely an invention of Rome, and therefore lacking in spiritual and scriptural foundation. Once more it is agreed that purgatory was an innovation in which the church and its priesthood could exert their own authority and increase its power as well as accumulate profits, a belief which the Protestants held against the Roman Catholic Church.[footnoteRef:9] Any individual with wealth could secure themselves enough prayers, masses and indulgences to secure themselves an easy passage to heaven through this method, and this is evidenced through medieval wills which dictate the amount of services to be given after the individual’s death, as well as payment for prayers and arrangements for future masses to be given in commemoration of their soul. Furthermore, it is a well-known fact that Pope Urban II granted indulgences to all those who participated in the Crusade, again promoting the use of indulgences for the benefit of the Church. [8:  J. Casey, Rome’s Happiest Inspiration, p. 2.]  [9:  J. Casey, Rome’s Happiest Inspiration, p. 3.] 

With these factors in mind, it is understandable that Casey’s tone concerning purgatory and indulgences in particular, is somewhat sceptical and heavily indicates the belief that the church’s aims in promoting the doctrine of purgatory was completely self-serving. Despite this, it is clear that the concept of purgatory was far more agreeable to the medieval mind than that of there only being one hell. Copious amount of effort was placed in the commemoration and prayers for the dead in the belief that the ongoing prayers of the living assisted the progress of those being punished for their sins.[footnoteRef:10] Although a preferable notion, the fact still remained that there was very little scriptural evidence to support this tradition. Purgatory was the manufacturer of ecclesiastical abuses as well as “responsible for a vast extension of clerical power”[footnoteRef:11], such words indicate Casey’s strong opinions towards the Roman Catholic Church’s exploitation of their authority. [10:  J. Casey, Rome’s Happiest Inspiration, p. 5.]  [11:  J. Casey, Rome’s Happiest Inspiration, p. 6.] 

The lack if scriptural evidence is another issue taken with the concept of purgatory, the little evidence provided being unhelpfully vague, yet through this analysis Casey once more agrees with the Protestant view that the arguments made by the medieval Roman Catholic Church were, at best, unscrupulous.[footnoteRef:12] This lack of evidence once more points towards the notion of church authority being misused, yet Casey then describes the usefulness and need for the concept of purgatory. Through the promise of eventual salvation, the previously medieval fear of God and judgement was reduced, despite the fact that it had been a previously central aspect of Christian teachings and tradition.[footnoteRef:13] This argument is problematic, however, as Casey does not dedicate the same amount of enthusiasm or effort to the benefits of purgatory, even if it is a Roman invention. Of course, there are fewer arguments which indicate that purgatory was not the problematic existence it was, however there were benefits which did suggest that purgatory was a welcomed innovation. [12:  J. Casey, Rome’s Happiest Inspiration, p. 7.]  [13:  J. Casey, Rome’s Happiest Inspiration, p. 7.] 

Through the doctrine of purgatory, the previous soul fearing aspect of hell was replaced with the hope of a lesser amount of suffering, with the possibility of achieving ascension into the heaven at the end. For the medieval mind, this hope would have built up an increasing amount of faith and piety throughout an individual’s life, where one could inevitably be purged in purgatory of all venial sins and eventually move forwards instead of remaining trapped in hell. In addition to this, purgatory encouraged a development of repentance and highlighted its importance.[footnoteRef:14] By reassuring an individual that the boundary between eternal punishment and salvation was increased through the existence of another place in which one could properly atone for their misdeeds, the fear of judgement was greatly decreased and allowed the medieval society to progress towards properly obtaining the chance to enter heaven as a purified soul.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  J. Casey, Rome’s Happiest Inspiration, p. 21.]  [15:  J. Casey, Rome’s Happiest Inspiration, p. 21.] 

The concept of purgatory may have been a creation to serve the Roman Catholic Church’s own interests, as according to Casey’s speculations, however it also served a purpose in creating a comforting reassurance for medieval society inasmuch that they did not have to fear judgement after death, as they could receive absolution through indulgences in life and through purgatory after death. Since the doctrine of purgatory served the purposes of both the church as well as the medieval people, then the claim that purgatory is ‘Rome’s Happiest Inspiration’ can be argued to be both reasonable and justifiable.












Key Theme – Resurrection
The concept of resurrection is coming back to life after death with a whole and perfected body, and was considered to be the fundamental belief of all early Christians.[footnoteRef:16] Resurrection and its connotations derive predominantly in Christian religions, but is not the same as rebirth or reincarnation. Through resurrection, it is believed that the deceased will return to life within the same body whereas the ideology of rebirth and reincarnation indicates a renewal of life within an entirely new body but with the same soul. Resurrection is a strong and reoccurring theme within Christian religion, with the most important resurrection being that of the Passion of the Christ, due to the religious belief that by dying for the sins of humanity, it became possible for all to be resurrected at the Last Judgement. [16:  1 Corinthians 15:14.] 

This example of resurrection comprises the centre point of all Christian teachings[footnoteRef:17], however it was debated throughout medieval history and is still argued today on whether resurrection referred to a spiritual resurrection, or a resurrection of the mortal body.[footnoteRef:18] Resurrection was a vastly important aspect of religious life in the medieval period, and was widely popular in both teachings and through the representation of art. Its popularity derived from the medieval concept of the salvation of the soul and the promise of eternal life.[footnoteRef:19] To summarise the medieval Christian belief concerning resurrection, a sermon on the resurrection given by Roberto Caracciolo da Lecce, a Franciscan perfectly encapsulates medieval Christian view: [17:  Medievalists.net, Resurrection of Jesus and Human Beings in Medieval Christian and Jewish Theology and Polemical Literature, 2019.
http://www.medievalists.net/2017/04/resurrection-jesus-human-beings-medieval-christian-jewish-theology-polemical-literature/
[Accessed: 18/01/2019.]  [18:  Eternal World Television Network, Fourth Lateran Council (1215), 2019
http://www.ewtn.com/library/councils/lateran4.htm
[Accessed: 31/01/2019].]  [19:  Medievalists.net, 2019.] 

“Jesus has been raised; hope that you will rise. He is blessed; believe also that you are blessed. He is immortal; believe that you will be immortal. He is luminous and clear; and you also are illuminated of the glory (next to Christ) and the right of the Father.”[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Medievalists.net, 2019.] 

Here it is encouraged for the medieval person to view themselves as having the potential to be Christ-like, and therefore possess an immortal soul. This concept of resurrection encouraged individuals to develop a pious and spiritual attitude towards all things, promoting good works and charity in order to safeguard the soul in preparation for death and the inevitable resurrection upon the Last Judgement. Having faith in the resurrection of Christ created the foundation in which medieval society believed in the salvation of the soul and achieve a state in which individuals would be able to enter Heaven and live a blessed life.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Medievalists.net, 2019.] 

In art, the representation of resurrection usually depicts the rising of bodies from their graves or from the ground. Often, these scenes portrays either Jesus’s resurrection or the Last Judgement Day, which is found to be one of the most widely represented scenes of the Middle Ages, being symbolic in its iconography and having been depicted in many mediums of art.[footnoteRef:22] One such example is the stained glass window of Chartres Cathedral in France. At the centre, Jesus is passing judgement whilst surrounded by numerous characters and figures, including those that he is passing judgement upon, the damned and the elect.[footnoteRef:23] This image creates a powerful scene in which the contemplation of an individual’s own resurrection is encouraged. Art was the most useful tool in which messages could be conveyed, especially in the medieval period when not all people would be literate, as symbols, images and scenes which were popular were recognisable through the portrayal of visual representation. Other mediums included mosaics, frescos, paintings and manuscripts.[footnoteRef:24] The continual representation and numerous examples of the bodies being resurrected therefore suggest the importance of the resurrection in Christian doctrine. [22:  Glencairn Museum, Medieval Depictions of the Last Judgement: The Resurrection of the Body, 2018
https://glencairnmuseum.org/newsletter/2018/3/8/medieval-depictions-of-the-last-judgment-the-resurrection-of-the-body
[Accessed: 18/01/2019].]  [23:  Glencairn.net, 2019.]  [24:  Glencairn.net, 2019.] 

As a widely considered topic in the medieval period, resurrection of the body held a powerful position in the teachings and central beliefs of the Church. Its relation to the Last Judgement, where all dead would return to life and be reconstructed to a full and perfected form,[footnoteRef:25] constituted the medieval perspective of the ending of the world and the role which Jesus was to play as the one who passed judgement.[footnoteRef:26] With all this in mind, it can be said that resurrection was a belief from which an individual of the medieval period could draw comfort and be reassured that even after death, they shall return to their body as perfected human beings, and that eternal salvation was achievable depending upon their actions in life, and the final judgement made upon them.[footnoteRef:27] [25:  Glencairn.net, 2019.]  [26:  Medievalists.net, 2019.]  [27:  Glencairn.net, 2019.] 















Image – Reliquary of St Eustace
Reliquary of St. Eustace, c.1210
Silver gilt over wood with rock crystal, chalcedony, amethyst, carnelian, pearl, and glass
London, The British Museum
This reliquary is consistent in its design with other reliquaries of relic produced throughout medieval history. A reliquary’s purpose was to hold and contain a relic or relics of a canonised saint or religious figure which could either be a part of their body, such as their bones, or personal items that belonged to them: clothing, shoes etc. or items which were associated with the saint.
The relic of St Eustace is a beautifully designed image of his head, which has been crowned with a coronet of nine quartz stones (rock crystal, chalcedony, amethyst, carnelian), two of aragonite (pearl, mother of pearl), one of obsidian and six of glass.[footnoteRef:28] With a core carved from sycamore wood also in the shape of a head, the hollow compartment is where the relics are stored. A lot can be discerned from the particulars of the design of a reliquary, including a greater understanding of the importance of the relics themselves. This reliquary has been adorned with the twelve Apostles around the base, each one standing within trefoil-headed arcades, or archways.[footnoteRef:29] Firstly, the trefoil is said to represent the sign of the Holy Trinity due to it being a three lobed plant, which is a carefully implemented design to connote its religious significance. The presence of the Apostles could be argued as a means to encourage viewers to consider the importance and sacredness of this saint. [28:  British Library, The St Eustace Head Reliquary, 2019.
https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=47715&partId=1
[Accessed: 14/01/2019].]  [29:  British Museum, 2019.] 

In life St Eustace was a converted Roman military officer, and was a revered Christian martyr and Patron Saint of fire, hunters and trappers[footnoteRef:30]. Often represented carrying a lance or a horn, St Eustace was canonised as a saint for all the trials he endured during his life as a means to test his faith, which he successfully overcame. Considering the fantastical contents of his supposed life story, there is no evidence to suggest that St Eustace was a real person[footnoteRef:31], however his role and purpose served as a means by which to encourage the pious people of Medieval Europe to be strong in their faith. The purposes of saints were usually to give moral messages and even incite deeper veneration. Relics were one of the main tools used in order to inspire greater faith.  [30:  W. Newton, ‘St Eustace’, Victoria and Albert Museum Blog, 20th September 2014
https://www.vam.ac.uk/blog/sanctus-ignotum/st-eustace
[Accessed: 31/01/2019].]  [31:  L. A. Hibbard, (1963) Medieval Romance in England. New York: Burt Franklin. P. 4.] 

Relics, being the possessions and physical remains of canonised saints, were said to have the power to perform certain miracles such as healing the sick, granting visions and other extraordinary deeds that could only occur through divine intervention. Despite being unable to find any records of miracles performed and attributed to the relic of St Eustace, the reliquary itself was clearly designed to be portable and displayed because of its detailed design and use of valuable stones and metals. The portability and incredible reliquaries in which they were contained made relics very popular and thus, the reliquaries were made to contain these relics as a means to protect and also display them. The use of valuable materials to create incredible housing agents for medieval relics became a popular standard; as relics were considered to be “more valuable than precious stones”[footnoteRef:32], some took several years to complete. The authenticity of a relic was almost always a debatable fact, since some relics were in such numerous quantities that it was impossible to tell what was genuine, however to medieval society, it appears that it was not the relic itself that was important but its representation of something divine. [32:  The Saint Pachomius Orthodox Library, Martyrdom of St Polycarp, 1994
http://www.voskrese.info/spl/polycarp.martyr.html
[Accessed: 14/01/2019].] 

For instance, there are a number of records detailing the existence of many ‘Thorns of the Crown of Christ’, as well as splinters from His holy cross, however their authenticity was questionable at best since there was no way in which their origin could be proven, and it was likely that none were genuine despite there being so many in circulation. Some reformers such as sixteenth century Martin Luther quite clearly opposed the use of relics altogether due to their lack of proven authenticity, as well as objecting to the practice of worshipping saints.
Despite this, the use of relics and reliquaries exists to this day and it remains a major part of the Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox and Anglican Churches. Although relics do not have the same meaning and significance in most of contemporary society, they still retain their value as historical objects. Due to the cultural importance of the relics, the reliquaries in which they are contained are also viewed as a vital insight into the medieval mind and the major role religion played in medieval society.
















Written Source Extract
Will of Cecily, Duchess of York, dated 1495
An interesting aspect of medieval wills which can be often found, is the fact that they all have very deep religious presentations. In the case of Cecily, Duchess of York, her will begins by honouring the Holy Trinity: God the Father, the son and the Holy Ghost, as well as St Mary, St John the Baptist and all other saints[footnoteRef:33] before even mentioning her own name. Afterwards, it then becomes almost essential not only to name herself, but her important connections such as her husband, Richard Duke of York, and King Edward IV.[footnoteRef:34] This is commonplace in medieval wills, arguably because it is the last documentation to be left behind on earth after the soul has departed from the body, therefore it is a vital record to arrange affairs and distinguish oneself. [33:  Archive.org, Will of Cecily, 2019
https://archive.org/details/willsfromdoctors00churrich/page/n15
[Accessed: 17/01/2019].]  [34:  Archive.org, 2019.] 

Most importantly, the last will and testament allowed a person to arrange their own funeral, and in medieval society, such a thing was strictly personal and could be very specific. In Cecily’s will she states that she wanted her body to be laid to rest beside her husband, Duke Richard. The placement of the body is thought to have been important, especially for the bones of the body to all be buried in one place, however, this is not always what occurred. The imperative of the collective burying of the bones derives from the belief that, when the body is resurrected, all the parts of the body need to be reassembled together to be remade whole. In some cases this did not always happen, for example there is evidence all across Europe of the bodies of saints appearing in different states of bodily completion, but it was still preferable for a person in medieval society to be buried all in one place. Another fact that contributed to the importance of placement when being buried was that it could also constitute a statement regarding an individual’s position in life. If a wealthy and charitable benefactor contributed to a particular church or monastery, either with funds or developments, it was more common for these benefactors to then be buried there, where it would be expected for the monks to pray for their souls. It was also common for wills to specify that commemorative masses be given upon the anniversary of an individual’s death.
Returning to the will of the Duchess of York, another rather prominent feature which appears is money. Since the deceased no longer had any need for material wealth, it was often shared and given to an heir and family members, however almost every will contained a sizeable donation to a monastery or church. Another arrangement was to pay for the funeral expenses. Many funerals paid coins to all those who were present, encouraging the poor as well as children to attend in exchange for praying for the deceased. This was done to contribute to the deceased person’s acts of charity and help them enter Heaven. The seven acts of charity were a standard by which one could do good works for others and therefore, benefit one’s own soul. The reason why children were encouraged to attend was because they were seen to be more innocent than adults, meaning that their prayers would have a greater effect and benefit for the deceased.
From reading Cecily’s will, it can also be used to discern the type of woman she was in life. Although she begins with a rather pious attitude, referring to God and the saints, it is then written that she wishes all of her debts to be handled and cleared by her executors on her behalf, suggesting that there may have been a number of them to have been referenced in her last will. In addition, there are a large number of gifts which she gives to close family members such as a cross of diamonds[footnoteRef:35] and other objects of distinct value. This suggests that the Duchess of York was a very wealthy woman, which of course is acceptable considering her station, however there was little evidence of humility on her part in having so many expensive possessions, as seen within her will. [35:  Archive.org, 2019.] 

To conclude this commentary, it can be viewed that medieval wills held the singular purpose of arranging and dispensing the material possessions after their original owner has passed away. The most prominent factor in all wills concerns the distribution of money, almost always being used to pay for the funeral itself and also provide for special arrangements for prayers and masses during the service. From this we can learn that there was a high value on religious concerns, evidenced by the financial donations given to monastic and religious houses, as well as the personal priorities of the individual. Despite the fact that material possessions had a significant presence within medieval wills, the emphasis remained prominently upon the arrangement of the funeral and therefore the security of the immortal soul.
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