Commentary on the description of William Cragh’s dead body.

   The description of William Cragh’s dead body is one small snippet from deep within the Vatican Archives. It comes as part of the Vatican’s extensive inquest into the life and post-mortem miracles surrounding a previous Bishop of Hereford from 1275 – 1282AD,1 Thomas de Cantilupe. If the findings of this inquest resulted in the affirmation of the said miracles, then the result would be the canonisation of Bishop Thomas. This inquest, which was started in 1307AD2 was put together into two manuscripts, one being the ‘miracle collection’ of MS Vat. Lat. 40153 and the second, MS Vat. Lat 4016, concerned itself with the saintliness of Bishop Thomas during his lifetime.4All the testimonies included in these manuscripts closely follow the thirteen lines of questions to be followed for the interrogatory.5  This short extract is recounted by one of the first three witness interviewed about the miracle surrounding the execution, presumed death and then miraculous resurrection of the Welsh rebel William Cragh, presumed to have taken place around 1290AD. The witness is William de Briouze, the son of the man who had ordered the capture and execution of William Cragh at Swansea Castle, Lord William de Briouze. Together with his stepmother, Lady Mary de Briouze,6 and their chaplain, William of Codineston,7 he would be one of six witnesses into the restoration of William Cragh’s life.8 This evidence was given somewhere between fifteen to nineteen years after the execution,9 with much of his testimony up to the point of his visit to the dead body, and the events thereafter, being hearsay. This commentary will endeavour to explore the extract closer whilst also investigating the problematic nature of a testimony taken so long after the events from a man who wasn’t present for many of the events surrounding William Cragh’s resurrection.
    
   As briefly mentioned earlier, this portion of William de Briouze’s testimony comes from his own first-hand experience. After having witnessed the execution from afar within Swansea Castle, de Briouze makes the decision to leave the castle and visit the body.10 This extract is what he witnessed from this point. The first thing to note from this extract is the repetitive use of words such as black, blood/bloodied as well as the need to reiterate the fact that all the affected areas were incredibly swollen,
“…he had a totally black face, and with bloodied or blood encrusted parts… the said tongue was black and inflamed with his own blood, and as swollen as if an ordinary man was holding two fists together at the same time…”11
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The use of such wording near constantly throughout this extract certainly drives home the fact that William de Briouze was adamant that a body in such a state could not possibly be living. Such a sight
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 must indeed have been alarming, and it certainly seems to have made a lasting imprint onto his memory. The problem with witness testimonies taken so long after the event is that it is incredibly subjective, which seems to have been something that Vatican commissioners were also very aware of. The person later writing up this extract from the notes taken down, presumably onto tablets12 by the Vatican commissioners at the time of the interviews, made sure to emphasise the fact that this was only William de Briouze’s opinion through the use of the phrase “he believed”.13 The truth of the matter is that it would have been impossible at that point in time to truly know what had occurred, and this is just the testimony of one man. The reader of this testimony must bear in mind that the state of William Cragh on that day could instead have been intense bruising, bleeding and swelling which gave the observer the impression of death. This is in no way meant to mitigate what de Briouze witnessed, as it certainly seems that he has witnessed what he claims, but rather points out that memory can be faulty and thus problematic. This also becomes more apparent when one finds other sources which seem to be very different from the one taken nearly two decades later. One such source comes from the collection of miracles taken from a miracle book from Hereford Cathedral itself, Exter College MS 158 fols. 18r-19r14 which is believed to have come either from a member of the de Briouze family or possibly from William Cragh himself upon their pilgrimage of thanks to the tomb of de Cantilupe. Such differences in evidence from different sites, however, could be down to the self interest and promotion of these individual sites.15 

   Another interesting thing to note from this extract is that, despite William de Briouze’s insistence that Cragh was indeed dead, there is no actual mention as to whether Cragh was breathing, with the extract stating that “When they questioned him… witness answered… that it was impossible that the said William Cragh would have been able to breathe in or breathe out air.”16 Once again, this is just the belief of the witness. There is no concrete proof of his having touched his chest or having felt no breath for him to qualify such a belief. Within this, there has been a lot of faith which has been placed both in the fact that the victim had died, as well as that the saint had interceded on behalf of God after his death.  With so little evidence, however, it is no wonder then that the case of William Cragh’s death and resurrection would eventually be dismissed as part of the wider case for the canonisation of Thomas de Cantilupe.
   
      Although this testimony could easily be dismissed as merely being supposition, the description of William Cragh’s body, as well as the rest of the testimonies regarding this miracle remain an interesting insight into how the medieval mind dealt with the idea of miracles and the vital part that faith played regarding the processing of these events. The vivid nature of his description portrays a man who was deeply impacted by the events he had, and was about to, play a part in. Regardless of the testimony’s nature, it should still be used tentatively alongside other sources in order to build upon one the most fascinating of stories from medieval Swansea.
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