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Who has not wondered in what mysterious forests our ancestors discovered the models for the beasts and birds upon their tapestries; and on what planet were enacted the scenes they have portrayed? It is in vain that the dead fingers have stitched beneath them – and can picture the mocking smile with which these crafty cozeners of posterity accompanied the action – the words ‘February’, or ‘Hawking’, or ‘Harvest’, having us believe that they are but illustrations of the activities proper to the different months. We know better. These are not the normal activities of proper men. What kind of beings peopled the earth four or five centuries ago, what strange lore they had acquired, and what were their sinister doings, we shall never know. Our ancestors kept their secret well.

Hope Mirrlees, Lud-in-the-Mist (1926)




Foreword: Legenda

There’s a giant so strong and so holy, just seeing him will save your life. Or so it was said. On the walls of medieval churches, his spectre yet paddles ankle-deep in a fading river, an infant on his shoulder; the moment before the rising flood, the growing weight of the child and the first of the achievements for which the giant, Scoundrel, will earn a new title and name. Saint Christopher.

This book sets out to enchant you, to appal you, to transport you to another world, and, by the end, to declare with you that we should be as drawn to medieval saints’ legends as we are to myth, folklore and fairy-tale. And that is hopefully to say, hauled by our collars and cuffs. But this book does not expect you to find these stories moral or believe them. It takes them for the crafted creatures they are.

Saints transcend a single religion. They are found globally; characters who renounce the world and live in spiritual ecstasy. In the words of the Bhagavad Gita, a Hindu text from the second half of the first millennium BCE, ‘forsaking conceit and power, pride and lust, wrath and possessions, tranquil in heart, and free from ego, [the saint or ascetic] becomes worthy of becoming one with the imperishable’. Here we will meet legends born, unless biblical, from around the fourth century and set in territories within and sometimes beyond the late Roman Empire. Thus the tales’ heroes originate from as far east as Turkey and North Africa and as far west as Britain and Ireland (by medieval European reckoning, the very ends of the world). And their readers’ world view, inherent to the stories themselves, is of an orb divided into Asia, Africa and Europe, with East at the top, Jerusalem in the centre, and the Mediterranean, as the cosmic drama unfolds and as its name proclaims, ebbing and flowing over the more-or-less middle of the earth.

All saints’ legends are human episodes in a divine history that begins with the world’s creation by God. Lucifer’s expulsion to Hell follows and the fall of the rebel angels, along with the Fall of Adam and Eve after consuming the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden. Humanity’s loss to infernal forces remains absolute for several thousand years, during which time every dead soul goes to Hell. Then, the Archangel Gabriel appears to Mary and she agrees to carry and deliver the very Son of God. His later Crucifixion and Resurrection redeem the sins of humanity and release the good souls from Hell to Heaven. After this, humans must follow Christ’s teachings and cleanse themselves of sin through Church sacraments; here begins the struggle to escape the determined, relentless, seductive solicitations of the Devil and achieve Salvation. In the end, the Apocalypse will see Christ returning in glory, the Archangel Michael defeating Lucifer forever, and all the dead leaping from their coffins and rising from the depths of the ocean to join the living for the Final Judgement. Then, Michael will weigh the souls of each human who has ever lived, casting those unfit for Heaven into the slathering mouth of Hell.

Within the context of this urgent spectacle, saints were humans living between the Resurrection and the Second Coming of Christ, and their superhuman faith had set them apart, winning for them a place beside the throne of God and special access to the divine ear. In it they would advocate for the pious living who had made pilgrimages to the saint’s earthly remains and offered candles at their shrines. There these faithful souls would look to images of high and low craftsmanship for protection, drink from phials, wear amulets and say ritual words on special days in ways that we might now call religious ‘magic’. Later, when religious Reformation swept through sixteenth-century north-western Europe, the folk beliefs of the medieval age were labelled ‘heathen’ and the rituals were recorded and exaggerated to condemn the Catholic faith. Now, we often read the folk aspects of medieval Christianity as subversive relics of earlier faiths. But this is an over-simplification of a much more complex and interesting history.

The Christian medieval year had three parallel timelines. It had the seasonal cycle of manual occupations and leisure activities, like ploughing, making hay and enjoying the spring; then there was the ‘liturgical cycle’ of Church masses and rituals based around the life of Christ; and the third was the sanctorale: an achronological cycle of saintly feasts celebrated throughout the year and serving as markers on the circular annual road: St Brigid’s Day, St Swithun’s Day, Michaelmas, the feast of St Nicholas, St Stephen’s Day and more besides. Cycles of feast days were written into calendars at the start of prayer books and Psalters (books of the Psalms). Their pantheon of saints varied depending on the interests of the makers and patrons, but the super-saints, like the disciples of Christ and the early martyrs, feature everywhere. When a saint’s feast came around, it was customary for their life or Vita to be read aloud. These texts were also known as legends; some are historical, by our reckoning, some much less so. Some are written in dense Latin prose, full of learned allegories, some in accessible vernacular verse. Whatever the style, the word legenda was born with the cult of saints. In its original context, it does not mean a work of pseudo-history, but, quite simply, ‘a thing to be read’.

I have structured this book according to the months of the year, retelling saints’ legends as fictional narratives in the month in which their feast fell and following each story with a non-fiction commentary. Along the way, I will refer repeatedly to medieval liturgical calendars featuring the sanctorale.

Medieval calendar pages also commonly have accompanying illustrations of the associated Labours of the Months and sign of the Zodiac. For a fuller understanding, these are relevant too. The Labours of the Months reflect the seasonal timeline mentioned above. They are made up of a traditional catalogue of activities such as feasting, digging, reaping and threshing. The labours do not necessarily represent the lives of medieval people, but they were a widespread convention. While their exact subject and order varied with time and place, their connection to the seasons reminds us to feel a January chill as we read about St Mungo and to sweat in the putative July sun when we come to St Veronica.

Zodiac symbols often accompany illustrations of the labours, each symbol having a whole month to itself by medieval reckoning. And at this time, the symbols’ significance was less to do with prognostication and more to do with the body. Medieval Europe received much Classical medical learning through Arabic scholars such as Abu Ma’shar al-Balkhi (died 886). The prevailing theory was that, just as four elements (earth, water, air and fire) governed the earth and its atmosphere, so the four humours (black bile, yellow bile, phlegm and blood) governed the body. The moon’s relationship to the supercelestial bodies not only affected such earthly phenomena as the tides, but also how these humours flowed and how they could be managed through treatments like bloodletting. Given how implicated the medieval cult of saints was with the body and the passing seasons, I will return to the Labours of the Months and the Zodiac at the start of each new month.

Most of the research for this book happened in my twenties, which were spent in a pinch-myself haze at Cambridge studying for a PhD, as well as behind the scenes in the British Museum and the British Library. In academia, I studied medieval illuminated English manuscripts. At the Library, I interned for a collaborative project with the Bibliothèque nationale de France, which digitised hundreds of manuscripts from England and France, dating from between 700 and 1200 CE. At the British Museum, I spent every Friday making images of and rewriting catalogue entries for its vast collection of medieval pilgrim souvenirs and secular badges. These were mostly coin-sized lead alloy images, cheap as chips in the Middle Ages and enormously popular between the twelfth and sixteenth centuries. And those at the Museum had, for the most part, been found in the Thames by Victorian mudlarks, just as the collections in King’s Lynn Museum, Salisbury Museum and Bristol’s M-Shed had come from the mud of the River Purfleet, the old medieval sewers and the harbour respectively. Medieval badges introduced me to a wealth of legends, cultures of visual storytelling and folk belief. All this revealed to me both how much heritage the Protestant Reformation had destroyed, not just in terms of buildings and objects, but in terms of what remained in the collective memory.

No medieval calendar would have had the exact list of saints I am presenting here. I have chosen them for their legends’ interest individually and as a group, alongside their potential as jumping-off points for telling a history of the medieval cult of saints and its demise in countries affected by the Protestant Reformation. To give myself some parameters (within which there is still an embarrassment of riches), I have chosen not to include mendicant and mystic saints or, apart from Uncumber, also known as Wilgefortis, whom we’ll meet in July, any saints whose legends are set after 1200. This is the date when the papacy took full control of the ‘canonisation’ (saint-making) process and when saints are more likely to have existed in real life. Indeed, many of the saints included here have shady if not fictional origins and are no longer, or never were, recognised officially by the Catholic Church, which is probably one of the reasons I enjoy them so much. Inevitably, the picture is large and complicated and extends well beyond the scope of this book. Other writers specialising in medieval Cornwall, Wales, Ireland, Brittany, France, the Netherlands, Germany, Scandinavia, Spain, Italy, Armenia, Egypt, Turkey and Ethiopia (the list could go on) have tales and histories in their publications and up their sleeves that could (and do) fill a thousand or more books besides this one. I therefore encourage readers to go complement this text with their own explorations, perhaps with the help of the list of Further Reading at the end. I have tried, where possible, to highlight which books and articles can be freely accessed online.

It is almost time to begin, but first I would like to give some background to the illustrations. Inspired by the beautiful children’s book Mama, Is it Summer Yet? by Nikki McClure, I have illustrated these stories with paper cut-out. The whole image is connected to itself and, being made from black paper, demands thinking in light. Paper cut-out is also a joy to perform; I have relished the surgical quality of the process, somehow in keeping with the tales of gruesome martyrdoms, which, for all they were designed to horrify their readers, surely thrilled them too. In the same vein, skin-tones and textures have been underlaid using detailed images of parchment from William Cowley’s.

When we speak of folklore, fairy-tale and myth, we should be speaking of saints’ legends. They are not the property of a single creed. They are ours, whatever our beliefs. By the glimmer of words written in gold and the intrigue of letters in blood, I hope this book makes normality seem strange. I hope it brings the marvellous closer. Saints is a compendium of tales from another age that looked, as we do, for forces equal to the darkness: powers that would bind it and crush it each time it threatened to overwhelm. The pages of this new legendary contain old ideas quite different from our own, though, as you will read, they remain a witness to the immense antiquity of wonder and the longing to say, ‘we are safe’.
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