St Margaret of Antioch was one of the most popular saints of the Middle Ages with an associated imagery of birth and rebirth, originating from the scene of emerging from a dragon contained within her vita. This is a continuous motif of her tale, which faced some clerical disapproval, and yet persisted and became arguably the most important part of her hagiography, as it defined her patronage speciality. She was largely associated with pregnancy, but it is important to not erase her patronage of others, through remission of sins, or spiritual rebirth. Birth in general was a major cause for her invocation. This essay shall analyse the development of her place in the medieval world as an intercessor and personal support of pregnant and labouring women. By analysing the various depictions of the dragon scene which were necessary in creating her role in rebirth and birth, it is in this scene that evidence shall be found to support her elevated and celebrated position in medieval society.  And then the creation and use of her role as patron saint of pregnancy will be discussed. 
The dragon scene.
St. Margaret of Antioch, one of the Fourteen Holy Helpers, a martyr saint of the fourth century, in the middle and later middle ages developed a Patronage of childbirth and labour. Originally a saint who was known to protect infants against demons, and to help all ailing penitents, she developed through her iconography and vita, an association of rebirth and birth, both spiritual and physical. Margaret was born to Pagans and converted by her wet nurse to Christianity. She was persecuted by Olymbrius, a Roman who desired her. She refused to denounce her faith, and after various tortures, was imprisoned. In her jail, she prayed to be shown her true persecutor, and was first shown a dragon, who devoured her, but as was swallowed, she made the sign of the Cross, and it split the dragon’s belly open, and she burst out. This imagery became her most popular depiction, despite clerical dislike of the theme, and she became a known patron of rebirth. 
An analysis of the dragon scene, both in its development, acceptance, and uses, is necessary to consider Margaret’s involvement in childbirth and pregnancy. It was a controversial scene and the contemporary sources vary in their depictions of her association with childbirth and the dragon scene. The original lives and old English versions mostly do not attach any childbirth meaning to the dragon scene. 1 This comes first with Wace, in the middle of the twelfth century,2 and from there develops St. Margaret into one of the most popular female saints.  The development in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries is where the imagery of bursting from the dragon thrives, along with an increased female piety.3 This support of women is attributed by many as the reason of the cult of St. Margaret’s long-standing success during the medieval period. The only way a cult stayed popular was by lay support, and the continuation of Margaret’s emergence from the dragon is evidence of this and continued to be popular despite clerical dislike of the scene. 4
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Margaret in textual sources is consistent in her depiction of purity and her general life, but within the dragon scenes is where it largely differs. The opposing opinions of the clerical sources such as Jacob de Voragine and others, who discredited the realness of her battle with the dragon, Voragine calling it ‘apocryphal’ 5 are against the ones trying to find a medium between, or the ones catering towards a secular audience, who relish and detail the event. St. Margaret’s visual depictions never leave out the dragon scene, it might vary in others, but this is a vital component and had social demands to be part of her tale. She is consistently shown in the dragon’s stomach which has burst open. 6
Voragine’s and others disdain for the credibility of the scene is to regain the focus on the spirituality of the moment. The thirteenth century South English Legendary’s 7 handling of dragon scene is interesting, there is an uneasy compromise reached between sources which question how it was destroyed but ends with the reassertion of Margaret’s efficacy in intercessions for Birthing Mothers.  Her encounter with the dragon is too much for some, and yet strangely not Saint George’s and other saints how combat dragons. The 5th century byzantine St. Elisabeth the Wonderworker defeats a dragon with the sign of the cross, just a confrontation and destruction, however the importance is placed on Margaret bursting it open.  In the Golden Legend, Jacobus da Voragine propose a scenario much like Elisabeth’s as an alternative. It suggests that ingestion of the saint by the dragon is what specifically troubles the author. 8 The author of South English Legendary poses another difficulty, the impossibility of actually killing the devil. Although the scene met with much disapproval, it could not easily be removed from the legend. The dragon is always featured in Margaret’s iconography, 9 and the saint’s safe emergence from the dragon’s split womb also became associated with her role as a patroness of women in childbirth. That is a tough thing for anyone to erase from public thought, when their support was what made her a success. 
Parker claims the dragon’s devouring of Margaret extends her imitation of Christ through his Old Testament antitype. 10 Margaret’s triumph over the dragon by the means of the cross is analogous to Christ’s triumph over the devil by his sacrifice on the cross. Although certain versions, both Latin and vernacular, attempt to abbreviate drastically or even eliminate the scene, this episode, alongside the final prayer of the saint, asking that no sick or deformed children be born in the households of her devotees, is what distinguishes St Margaret from her fellow virgin martyrs, the circumstances of whose lives and deaths otherwise appear very much alike. Similarly, the most widespread and recognizable iconography of St Margaret, usually depicted as appearing from or standing on the dragon, refers to this scene.
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[bookmark: _Hlk6691426]It can be seen within the sources made with a secular target audience, and in the visual depictions of her, that the attempts to eradicate this element of her tale, or attempts to metaphorize it, were unsuccessful. 11 The secular wanted fantastical, the better and more dramatic a saint’s vita, the more popular the saint with the common populace. Even though she was created by God and martyred for her beliefs, St. Margaret, like other saints, owed her continued devotion to these people, after all a saint was nothing without its following and devotees. The clergy’s tries to distort the way they perceived her had only religious purposes, but they seem to not have been interested in how saints were used in an everyday manner, and how they needed to relate to people. This was not the only production tactic by the clergy, with some like who that attended to their wants and needs in the depiction of the saint in literature. They fulfilled the necessary elements to ensure devotion to Margaret was upheld, continuing her life in many styles, even absorbing and blending into romance styles of the time. Hugh Magennis argues that there is evidence for monks adapting to appeal to the laity, making her vita more accessible. 12 This was a way, among others such as including saint’s lives in sermons and depicting them in church artwork, to appeal more to the public. They simplified it, whilst still continuing her motifs and themes. And so, by being more accessible, this made personal devotion easier for the lay people. 
The continued iconography of St. Margaret is testament to how ineffective clerical claims to the invalidity of her defeat of the Dragon. Counter-action by clerical depictions where they claim doubt of this scene, seem to be largely ignored. Even within an illustrated manuscript of The Golden Legend, in which Voragine questions its truthfulness, it is depicted clearly in the accompanying image. Eventual depictions, all over Europe, such as Additional 19416 f. 144v from the Netherlands, 13 clearly show Margaret’s dress in the dragon’s mouth, to emphasise that she has in fact been swallowed, a clear defiance of the attempts to erase or deny this part of her life. 
The importance of this scene, her ‘rebirth’ from the insides of the beast, is what made her so popular. Whether it was a spiritual, symbolic rebirth, or a real, medical labour, the imagery of her being devoured, only to burst asunder from within, unharmed, and remarkably serene, using her faith, was a reassuring, supportive imagery, and can therefore arguably be seen as the most important scene within her western hagiography. The eastern visual depictions of Margaret in contrast to the western imagery. The Eastern Orthodox legend of St. Margaret is always depicted with a military feel to her look, defeating the dragon and/or demon with force. The allusions to childbirth are not present at all in Greek and other Eastern traditional lives of St Margaret, and she has a warrior-saint presence, and therefore interacted with the Eastern Christians differently. 14 Regardless, whilst the dragon scene was debated, its popularity grew, and became the most depicted way of St. Margaret. Patronage of women needed that imagery, and Larson argues that the patronage of women kept the dragon scene part of both the saint’s life and her iconography, despite the disapproval. 15
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Patron saint of Pregnancy and Labour
Following the development of the dragon scene, St Margaret became an intercessor for pregnant women and filled a gap in medical care of the Middle Ages. This was typical of saints in medical issues, 16 but it is Margaret’s special patronage of pregnancy, and how she was a societal creation for unfilled needs within childbirth that shall be discussed. Margaret is an interesting example of socially providing support and filling a gap in care. She was created and fulfilled a societal purpose, and this can be seen in her continued and widespread popularity, and continued association with childbirth. For in Margaret, women felt understood, by her being ‘a female intercessor who could be looked to in difficult moments of childbirth as a source of strength and reassurance.’ 17 She would be a welcome partner, and Margaret filled this material and spiritual need for women across Europe. Margaret is not only a spiritual and material exemplar and partner for women followers, but also, potentially, a social partner as well in female communion during childbirth’.18
Margaret’s role as an intercessor specialising in pregnancy and labour has been attributed by many as her replacing older, pagan deities who shared the same speciality. Some connect 19 Margaret to older pagan fertilities goddesses and practices. Pearce argues that she replaced Artemis in some places, and other ‘Mother Earth’ type goddesses in others.20 The widespread popularity of her associated midwife like persona within Europe would be explained by this as she was fulfilling a social need that was linked to other fertility deities, but now needed a Christian context. 
This is of course alongside the Virgin Mary and other female saints, but Margaret was the patron saint of pregnancy. Margaret is a product of institutional power (the Catholic Church) but is simultaneously the product of the material needs of women during the Middle Ages. 21 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.’ 22
The first mention of protection for mothers is by Wace in the 12th century, 23 and it eventually becomes widely standard, by the 13th century life fully formed concern for mothers.
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John Lydgate,24 who in the fifteenth century wrote, ‘Madame, Saint Margaret…. when a woman // Big with child who turns her devout heart towards you // And humbly begs you // That God may save her from peril’// is a good example of the societal expectations of who made her up cult.  Healing or medical miracles between the 12th and 15th centuries were estimated to be 9/10ths of miracles, 25 however strangely pregnancy miracles make up few of these. 26 However, this does not erase their clear demand in the time period, and Margaret herself played a special role of personal midwife. The status of childbirth miracles changed considerably during the twelfth century, as did Margaret’s cult. Shahar has argued that the growth of the cult of the Virgin Mary, or more precisely, Mary as a maternal figure, raised the profile of childbirth in general. There was also at this time was a flurry of miracle collecting as the canonisation process became an officially sanctioned procedure, but seeing as Margaret’s pregnancy association, and pregnancy miracles in general, was rarely recorded, this seems an unlikely factor in her rise in popularity as protector of childbirth. ‘Pierre-André Sigal found in more than 5,000 French miracle stories, most of them written between 1050 and 1150, discovered that only 0.5 per cent dealt with childbirth. André Vauchez noted that childbirth miracles were the smallest, totalling 1.2 per cent in the thirteenth century and 3.3 per cent in the fourteenth. Pregnancy and childbirth very much remained on the hagiographic margins throughout the Middle Ages.’ 27The positive stories with vivid birth scenes usually involve birth miracles enacted by Christ, the Virgin Mary, Mary Magdalene, Margaret, and other holy men and women – Eamon Duffy calls them “auxiliary midwives.”’ 28 Given the centrality of motherhood and therefore the commonality of pregnancy, pregnant are under-represented with miracles. 
Importantly, St. Margaret has been seen as a vital companion to women of all social classes because the process of childbirth in the Middle Ages remained incredibly dangerous for even the most privileged and St. Margaret was there for mothers of all social statuses. ‘The Middle English Katherine Group’s “Seinte Margarete” displays the scope of late medieval female devotion to the cult of Margaret, calling on widows, the wedded, and maidens, which were all three possible states of women in the Middle Ages. It emphasizes the importance of female followers. Carole Hill explains, “In an age when the neo-natal death of mother and/or child was a common occurrence that crossed all socio-economic boundaries, the saint’s legend and familiar iconography offered hope to the fearful in life and assurance in death.” 29 Birthing a child in the medieval period was spiritually and corporeally dangerous. Because of the threat of possible death, women routinely offered confession as their confinement approached. Clearly, giving birth was the most dangerous thing a medieval woman went through, and so imploring the saints in the situation is an easy connection. Margaret’s cult also arose out of very material concerns about the dangers and difficulties of childbirth in the Middle Ages in England. 
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Voragine 30 also touches on Margaret being Patron of Women giving birth and her endurance in the face of physical pain. As saints needed a human empathic quality, her pain and bodily tortures could be representing the pain of labour. He ends reassertion of Margaret’s efficacy in intercessions for Birthing Mothers. That is not to say that things were not more difficult for some women. As Carole Rawcliffe has explained, “The threat of health of repeated pregnancies and the prospect of death or mutilation in childbirth loomed large over queens as well as paupers, but malnutrition, physical deformity, and squalid surroundings, often shared with domestic animals, inevitably worsened the plight of the female poor.” 31 As was typical of a saint, the relationship between patron and saint was one of an intimate nature, and this is reflected in the attempts to connect Margaret to labour, with the dragon imagery and her pain being emphasised. She was ‘an invisible friend’ who could provide direct help and also access to higher help was the understood medieval relationship, whilst filling a societal need.  32‘medieval Christian audiences would have understood St Margaret as having significant power for making their requests heard by God, as promised in her vita’. 33
Women pilgrims and their development alongside hers used the associations of childbirth, and St. Margaret’s social role, in many ways. The first was a pilgrimage to invoke her aid. The act of pilgrimage was an act of personal devotion, a deeply social act, but one that could also be exhausting and perhaps not financially capable. Originally, female pilgrims seen as bad thing, but then they became established to visit pilgrim sites. 34 Many parents went on pilgrimages to save their children, and said that ‘pregnant women, apprehensive about their deliveries, would go on pilgrimages.’ 35 Motherhood clearly could be a vital motivation for female pilgrimage. The pilgrimage allowed a personal address of invocation to saint, but eventually this developed, and Saints power was ubiquitous and could be summoned anywhere. In modern terms, ‘shrines were faith healing centres’, 36 and it was at first necessary if one required healing to travel to the shrine of the saint’s relics. A 14th century Italian illuminated life of Margaret 37 designed specifically for the need of a mother includes a scene of pilgrims coming to her shrine for cures. Some sites of her shrines were on popular pilgrimage routes such as the Via Francigena, through Northern Italy from France to Rome. 38 Andre Vauchez shows a definite tendency over later middle ages for miracles to take less at tombs and more frequently at a distance, around middle of 13th century, which corresponds with the rise in female devotion, and in female saints too.  39
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The typical way until a certain time to contact a saint was to visit them at their shrine or somewhere associated with them. They were thought to be connected to the place of their relics, and this was one of the ‘hagiographical co-ordinates’ required to form a cult of a saint. Contact relics could be created by the power of the saint, but again, required a presence in the first place, or to acquire the relic in some way. As can be seen in the description of how to invoke Margaret’s aid was divided into ones that required travel, even locally, and ones that could be done from a home. Pilgrimage to a shrine, or even a church devoted to her, as it did not depend on distance, but rather purpose and intent, would involve many complications for someone, but especially in the case of pregnant women. Not only would they would need get there as a female, which was not uncommon, but challenged in some situations, they would also possibly be unable to travel due to their physical state. 
Any medically troubled pilgrim would have faced travel issues, needing someone to help them, and even having hospitals for pilgrims who died on the way. But pregnancy even in a healthy mother would have been tiring and cumbersome on journey, especially if needing to travel by foot. This issue in general, among other thing, during the twelfth and thirteenth century led to a growth of distance miracles and the use of contact relics. This accompanied the rise in female patronage of saints, the interest in female saints, including the Virgin Mary, and female piety and interaction with religion. It is not difficult to see a connection, with easier access, and at home ways of invoking a saint, it was inevitable women would use this in their times of need. This development did not of course just affect women’s interaction with saints, but it is in this context that it is important here. 
Parishes large and small dedicated to her, as requested by herself by invocation rites, so any local mother could beseech her for aid with relatively little travel.  In England she ranked third behind the Virgin Mary and St. Catherine of Alexandria in the number of Churches that were always dedicated to women, 40 so this would have been quite an accessible option, they could attract her patronage within their own parish. Both Sigal and Vauchez cite this new method of securing saintly assistance as the reason for the (albeit only slightly) higher incidence of parturient women in miracle collections from the later Middle Ages, and the changes that were made to the rules of intercessions. 40 
Shulah smith Shahar 42 relates that pregnant women, apprehensive about their deliveries, would go on pilgrimages. Childless couples, midwives, pregnant women and their families would fulfil vows of pilgrimage if a woman conceived or if the mother and child were saved. And Finucane lists many reasons why Women went on pilgrimage (relating to children) including ‘to get pregnant, to have safe delivery, to help an apparently damaged or sick foetus, to avoid childbirth pain, to expel a dead foetus, to help with postpartum pain, to help with failed milk, to help have a live birth after numerous stillbirths, and to help after overlaying an infant in bed’. 43
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Another way to interact with St. Margaret can be seen in her uses in midwifery. These were non-travelling ways of imploring her help, whereby Midwives used relics associated with Margaret in childbirth rituals, ‘using a kind of sympathetic magic to help them in childbirth.’ 44 These included amulets or relics, prayers, her vita read aloud or the text itself placed on belly and these were all rituals associated with invoking Margaret’s aid during labour, or in pregnancy. Rituals being a communicative act in this instance, they included tying things to the body, verbal prayers, and touching items. ‘Rituals could be accommodated as part of medical knowledge in the Middle Ages.’ 45
Margaret’s story was literally taken into the birthing chamber with many women during the later medieval period. This is evidenced in images of Margaret that appear on artefacts used during the birthing process or worn about the body. 46 To invoke St. Margaret and receive help during labour or pregnancy, there were, according to and varying between sources, many things you could do. In Margaret’s final prayer, she often lists ways supplicants could invoke her aid. This included owning a copy of her life or asking to have it read, or having it placed across their stomach. ‘This element is in her life provides an unusually concrete sense of the wide array of cultic practices associated with Margaret,’ 47 as does the secular poem found in where which describes many physical ways for pregnant or labouring women to call upon her assistance. 48 Larson defines patronage in a saint’s cult as the full range of practices and the artefacts those practices produced that were associated with promoting or drawing on the subject’s sanctity and efficacy as an intercessor. 49 They value equally parchment amulets and saint’s life’s in martyrologies or calendars, both important elements of saintly everyday worship. And by doing so, uncovers the way laypeople, and women particularly, shaped the content of medieval religious practices by using rituals involving St. Margaret within a labour context. 50
As Rawcliffe 51 notes, this practice of wearing material artefacts that signified saints became a popular avenue for veneration by the later Middle Ages: Those who could afford them acquired images of their own to contemplate in books, to venerate in private oratories, or to wear as protection about the body. Brooches, pendants, and other items of jewellery were adorned with icons of healing saints, often crafted to contain relics or scraps of parchment inscribed with verses from Holy Scripture. 
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The thirteenth century South English Legendary 52 version of Margaret’s story suggests that this practice was routine for Margaret’s followers, since it ends with a recommendation for using Margaret’s vita in childbirth: “When women bear a child, in the company of other women, / It is good that they read her life, for certainly it is the truth.” Hill notes, for example, a “parchment amulet specifically intended for use in childbed” that contains Margaret’s image. 53
Offering prayer to Margaret, touching the book of her legend of the touching of the relic of her belt to the woman’s belly, this was said to have eased labour. The 15th century physician Athonius Guaianerius of Pavia 54 offered the advice; ‘At the time of birth, it is good that the legend of blessed Margaret be read, that she have relics of the saints on her, and that to carry out briefly some familiar ceremonies in order to please your patient and the old women’. Guaianerius is clearly aware of the expectations of his patients and their female friends, they will want St. Margaret to be invoked as part of the childbirth ritual.  This is similar to the practice of using belts of saints in dangers of childbirth. Reading her life aloud was also just as good, it being recommended that women read the life of Margaret when they are going to give birth: ‘When women bear a child, in the company of other women, it is good that they red her life, for certainly it is the truth’ 55 At the end of a passio appears an image of a midwife bringing out an infant to a mother in bed, the needs of women who were sponsoring text production. 56 This also closely followed the pledge of Margaret to intercede on behalf of those who owned a copy of her life or had it read aloud to them. 
Amulet uses were a common practice too, with pregnant women seeking out images of St Margaret and asking her for special help and protection childbirth, and they, along with amulets, could provide ‘psychological ease.’ REF Birthing amulets came in many formats and levels of presentation and groups of amulets called birthing kits because of their connection with childbirth. REF (Skemer, 242) Medieval written amulets in scroll form rarely survive, but those that do frequently are intended to guarantee safety in pregnancy and childbirth; these amulets might be read aloud, bound to the woman or even fed to her; many of the surviving rolls are dedicated to Margaret of Antioch, the patron saint of pregnant women. 
Reading her vita aloud or owning it was another way to invoke her protection. 
‘I, Margaret, also pray to you, // God, that you give me power // To protect any pregnant woman, // If she crosses herself //  With a book containing the story of my life, // Or opens it, // Or places it on her body, // So that she may be granted a safe delivery.’ 
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In many manuscript examples, the saint in her final prayer asks that any house containing a copy of her passio that if a woman in labour calls on her, she may be safely delivered of a live and healthy child. If the book is read aloud to her it will serve the same purpose. The book and her passio itself thus becomes a protective amulet. There are surviving texts from France of Margaret’s life written on scrolls or folded up as brefs that were clearly attached to the pregnant woman. REF Don Skemer has thoroughly surveyed the contents and production of a wide range of written amulets and their exemplars, including prayer rolls for women. One type of written amulet, late medieval prayer rolls, could be used as birth girdles. During the later Middle Ages, we find a growing expression of personal piety, and rituals involving laying the words on her belly or chest in the form of birth girdles. By the end of the fifteenth century, personal prayers and petitions for the intercession of Christ, the Virgin, and helping saints like Margaret and Anne express the hopes of direct intervention for successful conception as well as birth. This shows a clear, intimate relationship with the saint. REF
St. Margaret was a multi-faceted saint, with a patronage of childbirth, but also known to help repentant sinners with her imagery of rebirth from the dragon using her faith, and nuns, who focused on her purity and desire to die unmarried. The association with rebirth of St. Margaret in material use can be seen in the illuminations of the Luttrell Psalter. REF Geoffrey de Luttrell commissioned the large book and it is filled with imagery that can be connected to St Margaret, with themes of rebirth present throughout in the marginalia. Luttrells’ intent on making the Psalter a tool through which to ensure his salvation an any future grandchildren would have required an intercessory figure to focus the manuscript on and the psalter highlights Margaret’s multi-functional role as Saint. The use of St. Margaret’s rebirth imagery is often used in sermons, emphasising that the rebirth was spiritual, and therefore even more relatable to others wishing for the same experience. And Bokenham’s version of her vita portrays Margaret more as a helper in life, and a guarantor of forgiveness of Sins. REF  Pearce quotes Duffy, who suggests that Margaret and Katherine were valued as helpers more than anything else. A REF t Great Hospital St. Margaret carved into furniture, but it was founded for sick and impoverished clergy, so no childbirth symbolism there, so she was just general protector there too.  Margaret was venerated by nuns where her purity and resistance to marriage in preference to her religion was the basis of their devotion. REF The Church of St. Mary the Virgin in Tarrant Crawford has medieval wall paintings narrating the life of St. Margaret of Antioch. They feature great emphasis on her physical suffering. Smith explains that virgin martyrs, conveying ideals of chastity and faithfulness, “would naturally receive special veneration in a nunnery” REF The nuns at Tarrant would not have valued St. Margaret for the same reasons laywomen did. Rather, religious women would have used St. Margaret as a model for their own behaviour. 
Regardless of why you invoked St. Margaret, true devotion was key. A true devotee would be helped, an empty prayer meant nothing to her. REF In her vita, she made the sign of the cross, with devout intention, and it was this apotropaic gesture that saves her. The devoutness behind her prayer to God for salvation corresponds to her imploring people to truly mean their invocation of her.  Apotropaic gestures or invocation would mean nothing without faith behind it, as sometimes divine help would come to those pure in heart and faith, but who did not use such measures, for it was seen within them, and their strong faith was enough. Margaret was portrayed clearly with strong devotion behind her own salvation, whether it was upheld she was swallowed, or merely frightened a spiritual demon away. And so, in her own invocation she always emphasised this importance. 
St. Margaret’s popularity with anyone, class or gender, can be seen evidenced throughout the Middle Ages, but her patronage of pregnant women was key to her success in the cult of saints. Using the symbolism of her emergence from the dragon, the medieval world used to her for many things, but it created her as the patron saint of childbirth, and it was in this way she provided necessary support in the field of midwifery. She did not exclude based on gender or social status, and was invoked in many ways, orally and physically to help. Her imagery of birth continued to spiritual penitents, and her purity appealed to nuns. Whilst multi-faceted, it was her role as intercessor for pregnant women that was a social need, filling a medical gap. 
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