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Legenda Aurea
By Jacobus de Voragine

Written by the Dominican Archibishop of Genoa, Jacobus de Voragine, between 1250-1280, The Legenda Aurea or Golden Legend was one of the most popular books of the medieval period and, one of the first to be printed in c.1469 and reprinted throughout the following centuries. Written in Latin, Voragine draws on works by other authors to bring together stories from the Old Testament, the life of Christ and a collection of Saints’ lives arranged according to the liturgical year. Possibly intended as a manual for preachers (it is often listed in monastic libraries), its later translation into the vernacular and printed form by William Caxton in England, made the work available to secular audiences inspiring both public and private devotion and, influencing works in different genres. Caxton’s English translation, based on three versions of the text – the original Latin text, de Vignay’s French translation, and the English Gilte Legende (author unknown) – adapted, restructured and added to the original, with Caxton personalizing it with his own comments, and the introduction of saints better known to English readers. In 1538, laws instituted by Henry VIII saw the removal of references to the pope and the labelling of Thomas Becket as a false saint. Later Protestant reformers reviled the book as a fantastical collection of stories indicative of the falsity of the Roman Catholic Church and the gullibility of its adherents. Many of the later printed editions were defaced and/or annotated with derogatory remarks. Whatever the readers’ religious persuasion, the book continued to be printed over the centuries and today is viewed as ‘a powerful expression of medieval belief’ and ‘an emblem of the Long Reformation’.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Morgan Ring, ‘Annotating the Golden Legend in Early Modern England’ in Renaissance Quarterly, Fall 2019, Vol. 72, No. 3, pp.816-862. https://www.jstor.org  accessed 03/12/2024] 

For early editions of the Legende Aurea, accessing the Special Collections in university libraries was a good starting point. The majority can be accessed online and a search through their catalogues brings up the libraries’ holdings of the book and shows whether online viewing is available. Many public libraries hold copies of later editions of the text. Over the years, historians have translated and researched the extant editions and made new print editions available with commentaries and notes for scholarly insights. Popular bookshops such as Blackwell’s, Waterstones etc. and online sellers such as Amazon and Abe Books, to name but a few, were also consulted for available editions. 
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Voragine, Jacobus de, The Golden Legend, 7 vols. trans. by William Caxton, ed. and trans. by F.S. Ellis (Dekton Publishing, 2022)
This is a reprint of F.S. Ellis’s 1900 edition which he translated from Middle English into modern English. It is reproduced in seven volumes. Volume I is concerned with individuals from the Old Testament and the life, death and resurrection of Christ. The remaining volumes give biographies of the saints.
 ISBN-13 97983622025901

Voragine, Jacobus de, The Golden Legend, ed. by Alfred Aspland. Reproduction from a copy in the Manchester Free Library printed for the Holbein Society (Wyman & Sons, 1878)
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There are other editions of the Legenda, but the majority are reprints of earlier editions and offer nothing new in the way of scholarly examination. Those that do are listed above. Printed copies from the 15th century onwards are to be found in various libraries in the UK such as The British Library in London, The Bodleian Library in Oxford, the Old Library at Magdalen College in Oxford, and the John Rylands Library, Manchester. The Pierpoint Morgan Library in New York, and the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C. both have early printed copies of the book.
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