Description of the miracle of William Cragh

During the early medieval era religion was central to the everyday lives of people and stories of miracles were a common occurrence. Healing miracles were typically associated with a material object such as a relic or healing spring, which are ascribed to a saint, who acted as a vessel for God. However, Harriett Webster notes by the thirteenth century ‘direct contact with a saint’s ‘matter’, became less important in the working of miracles’ suggesting the need for direct contact with a relic was no longer needed for a miracle of God to be performed.[footnoteRef:1] This theory can be seen directly in the case of William Cragh the twice hanged man, who confessed his resurrection was the work of the ‘blessed prelate Thomas Cantilupe’.[footnoteRef:2] This short commentary will critically analyse the description of the miracle of William Cragh, but also explore the wider significance of changing attitudes towards miracles, canonisation and the role of religion. [1:  Harriett Webster, ‘The resuscitation of the twice-hanged man: Miracles and the body in medieval Swansea’, in Body Matters: exploring the materiality of the human body, ed. by Lucia Attala and Louise Steel (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2019), p. 136.]  [2:  Description of the miracle of William Cragh, as found in module handbook. ] 


      To begin, William Cragh was known by the Welsh locals of Swansea as a ‘hero’ and by the others as a ‘criminal’ as he was involved in a rebellion, which led to the murder of ‘thirteen men’.[footnoteRef:3] Cragh’s participation in the rebellion and ‘trustworthy witnesses’ at his trial secured his death sentence by hanging, under the authorisation of Lord William de Briouze.[footnoteRef:4] Cragh allegedly after hearing his fate, is said to have ‘devoutly appealed to the servant of God’, praying for ‘longer penance’, a chance to atone for his sins, rather than death.[footnoteRef:5] It can be argued that the servant of God in this particular case is Thomas Cantilupe, who is later canonised as a saint. Cragh is also said to have bent a silver penny which suggests he was either superstitious or aware of the deeper symbolism associated with silver pennies, which are said to be used as ‘protective amulets and emblems of vow-making’ across a variety of religions.[footnoteRef:6] Miraculously, Cragh’s pleas for forgiveness, which were heard by God through his servant Cantilupe were granted. As reported to the inquisitor by witnesses present at the hanging, the rope which was placed around Cragh’s neck ‘broke immediately’ however he was still alive, which prompted the executioners to hang him a second time, subsequently the ‘transverse beam of the gallows broke in the middle’, Cragh was reportedly deceased ‘as they said’ this time.[footnoteRef:7] It should be highlighted that death by hanging was still considered a capital punishment in the United Kingdom up until the mid-twentieth century and during the medieval era it was considered a public spectacle, normal for those of all ages and genders to attend to watch criminals be brought to justice, however the circumstances of Cragh’s execution can be considered not normal to the medieval mind, which will be explored further in the commentary. Reportedly, Cragh was hanged a third time, with this third hanging being described as ‘monstrously’ as Cragh was already dead, it was an unnecessary act.[footnoteRef:8] When being prepared for his burial, witnesses who were close friends of Cragh describe him suddenly being ‘revived’ and when asked how, Cragh allegedly said ‘I confess my life has been restored by [God] on high through the merits of the blessed prelate Thomas Cantilupe’.[footnoteRef:9] Automatically the resurrection of Cragh would have been seen as a miracle, divine intervention by God, through his loyal follower Thomas Cantilupe, which was the typical miracle narrative, however Cragh’s miracle does not involve the direct contact with a saints relic and was documented in what could be argued a more political context, rather than a religious context. [3:  Webster, the twice-hanged man, p. 137.]  [4:  Miracle of William Cragh, as found in module handbook.]  [5:  Miracle of William Cragh, as found in module handbook.]  [6:  Sara Rivers Cofield, ‘Sixpence: Coin magic and Religion in the Colonial Chesapeake’, Historical Archaeology, 48 (2014), pp. 84-105 (p.84), <https://www.jstor.org/stable/43491310> [accessed 2 June 2021].]  [7:  Miracle of William Cragh, as found in module handbook.]  [8:  Miracle of William Cragh, as found in module handbook.]  [9:  Miracle of William Cragh, as found in module handbook.] 


     In Christianity, miracles are the divine intervention of God, even the foundation story of Christianity begins with a miracle, the impregnation of a virgin, chosen by God to carry his vessel. Jesus is the physical incarnation of God and is said to have performed several ‘healings and other miracles’ and is the ‘divine on earth’, the physical manifestation of God.[footnoteRef:10] The concept of a saint in the medieval period is similar to the concept of Jesus being the divine, they tend to be the most holy and pious of humans and typically as recorded in hagiography, they posthumously act as a vessel for God and perform a variety of miracles, however ‘God alone worked miracles’.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Howard Clark Kee, Medicine, Miracle and Magic in the New Testament Times (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p. 75.]  [11:  Geoffrey Ashe, Miracles (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 1978), p. 51.] 


     Furthermore, like Webster, Benedicta Ward acknowledges from the thirteenth century there was a shift in the way miracles were performed but also documented, noting they were written in the ‘form of legal briefs for the purpose of applying for official canonization’.[footnoteRef:12] It is clear from the analysis above of Cragh’s miracle that it is less religious based, but more structured through the use of language as a legal document. The description of Cragh’s miracle can be found in the Miracula S. Thomae Herefordensis, which was an anthology of miracles said to have been performed by Cantilupe to validate his canonisation as a saint. Moreover, the manuscript is believed to have been composed in Hereford, the diocese which Cantilupe resided over before his death, making it potentially biased, designed to be a piece of propaganda to attract pilgrims and revenue by making Cantilupe a canonised saint.[footnoteRef:13] Reasoning as to why Cragh believed his resurrection was the work of Cantilupe is scarce, however Robert Bartlett believes there was a some sort of relationship between Lady Mary and Cragh as she allegedly ‘prayed to God and Saint Thomas Cantilupe’ to spare the life of Cragh.[footnoteRef:14] This unknown relationship raises questions, was there an agreement between Mary and Cragh before his hanging or was it sheer coincidence they both prayed to the same saint, both identified this miracle as the work of God through Cantilupe, or is the narrative of the so called miracle twisted to secure Cantilupe his title as a saint.  [12:  Benedicta Ward, Miracles and the Medieval Mind: Theory, Record and Event 1000 – 1215 (London: Scolar Press, 1982), pp. 166-167. ]  [13:  Oxford, Exeter College, MS 158, <https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/d79a9ab1-3737-4595-a27b-fadef5dd0b15/surfaces/c1f53036-f7e8-4049-b88e-fd72bd11225b/> [accessed 2 June 2021].]  [14:  Robert Bartlett, The Hanged Man: The Story of Miracle, Memory, and Colonialism in the Middle Ages (Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2004), p. 194.] 


     To conclude, Cragh’s miracle follows the typical narrative of a miracle and as Bartlett states all ‘end with a proper thanks to the saint responsible’.[footnoteRef:15] When exploring the miracle of William Cragh, it can be concluded that is representative of the medieval mindset in regard to miracles and saints. Furthermore, the description itself is an example of the changing process of canonisation and belief in miracles which can be seen from the thirteenth century onwards, where becoming a saint requires evidence and must be conducted in a legal manner, rather than being a purely religious affair and physical contact with a saints relic is not necessary. [15:  Bartlett, Hanged Man, p. 33.] 
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