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PREFACE

This book reflects my idiosyncratic approach to university teaching, in
which I have tried to follow the observation of the British medieval-
ist R-'W. Southern who noted, we “learn after all by being puzzled and
excited, not by being told”.! I did my first PhD at Cambridge with Bob
Scribner. He prompted me to look carefully at the margins of the medieval
world. His own work on visual images is well known.? T accepted a num-
ber of Bob’s methodologies including the preoccupation with religious
mentalities, the need for adopting wider paradigms for understanding reli-
gion and culture, and the importance of religion in its varied manifesta-
tions. The idea that religion was not defined by adherence to particular
theological convictions but by the shape of popular practice presented
new avenues of exploration while prompting new questions. I also learned
that messages of all types, including religious and theological ones, under-
went transformation, especially in the hands and minds of the audience,
between utterance by a leader and reception by the masses. Above all,
Scribner underscored that primary sources comprised the weight of evi-
dence and did not require the flimsy thread of theoretical approaches
either for nurture or support. I became a believer.

Historical investigation exposes those seeking to control rather than
participate in history. Examples include the Roman damnatio memorine
policy. This condemnation of memory was a Roman Senate directive
mandating that certain persons were not to be remembered, meaning
total erasure from historical records.® The Soviet practice of airbrushing
photographs to eliminate all trace of those expelled from the party, and
considered personae non gratae, is also germane.* A third example was

ix
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the 1970s vitriolic controversy surrounding the holocaust museum in
Washington, D.C.> Another example is the revisionism of the Christian
faith of the American founding fathers.® Intellectual stagnation is also
revealed. One theologian bragged that during his long tenure at Princeton
of nearly sixty years his colleagues “were not given to new methods or new
theories. They were content with the faith once delivered to the saints.
I am not afraid to say that a new idea never originated in this Seminary.
Their theological method was very simple. The Bible is the word of God.
That is to be assumed or proved. If granted; then it follows, that what
the Bible says, God says. That ends the matter.”” Charles Hodge was not
alone. Testifying under oath, three-time nominee for the presidency of
the USA, William Jennings Bryan, asserted “I have all the information I
want to live by and to die by...I am not looking for anymore.”® Liberal
thinkers like William Cowper Brann deplored the approach claiming such
men “could look thro’ a keyhole with both eyes at once” while character-
izing Baylor University as a conglomeration of “intellectual eunuchs, who
couldn’t father an idea if cast bodily into the womb of the goddess of
wisdom.”® What a predicament!

The other Middle Ages will seem strange to modern readers. Historians
are like archaeologists who dig up buried treasure and bring it into the
light of a new era. In this way, we are forced to reconsider assumptions
and judgements about the past, human civilization, truth, the future, and
the meaning of human existence. In this manner, it is possible to avoid the
“enormous condescension of posterity” and escape to some degree the
confines of the intellectual prisons we have built which determine our
appreciation of truth and reality. The past is the future of the world to the
extent that history provides new possibilities and perspectives.!?

If we accept that people took seriously the things discussed in this book,
matters we might consider odd, misguided, or dangerous, surely we can
learn that historical context shapes assumptions we hold to be inviolable
and true in our own liberal, western democracies. For example, draconian
drug laws and judicial sentencing guidelines handed down in the 1980s,
based upon prevailing wisdom at the time, sent people to prison in the USA
for fifty years for simple possession of a restricted substance. Few would
support such measures now, yet some jurisdictions remain unchanged.
Views on sexuality today are considerably different from the Middle Ages
or even the 1960s." The severity of judicial punishment in the aftermath
of moral panics associated with alleged ritual child abuse in the 1980s and
1990s in the UK, the USA, and New Zealand is now properly regarded
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as misguided.!? Nevertheless, people like the American Kelly Michaels and
the New Zealander Peter Ellis endured prison terms having been con-
victed on highly suspect evidence. If medieval beliefs, once held as divinely
inspired and immutable, can be set aside, is it not possible that a fresh
critical approach to contemporary challenges may produce another para-
digm shift enabling a re-evaluation of personal truths, social realities, legal
policies, and cultural practices? If medieval religion and society cannot
be privileged as something absolute and binding for all time, then what
basis exists for regarding our policies, practices, and assumptions as nor-
mative for everyone for the foreseeable future? There is no epistemological
basis to support such arrogance or intellectual certainty short of subjective
personal belief systems predicated on notional pre-determination. Such
claims are breathtakingly ambitious.

The other Middle Ages are filled with extraordinary history and mys-
tery. In those days, we find priests wearing masks, running through church
choirs, laughing uproarishly, celebrating the Feast of the Ass. We encoun-
ter fortress-churches, images of judgement, punishment, torture, and hell.
We see men and women stripped, burned alive, and miscreants dragged
naked into churches by ropes fastened around their necks. We learn of
men standing on pillars in wildernesses for decades on end and women
willingly walled up in churches and convents. What are we to make of
women on medieval churches who invite us to look closely at their fully
exposed genitals? Or sodomites on church corbels engaging in anal inter-
course? Or the man on an Abbey Church fellating himself? In these other
Middle Ages we observe the piety of honey bees, animals occupying court
dockets, the skin of a dead man made into a drum, and thousands of
Christians walking pilgrimage paths to sacred sites. We encounter per-
verts, murderers, and a serial killer who hears Mass and kneels to receive
the sacrament. We observe religious women tasting the foreskin of Jesus,
others whipping themselves until the blood flows, bishops biting off bits
of relics with their teeth before fleeing with their sacred treasures. We read
of religiously generated orgasms, deep faith, extraordinary post-mortem
instructions, more relics than mathematically possible, and communities
practicing their religion in forests completely nude. We enter churches,
religious houses, towns, latrines, prisons, cemeteries; we are taken into
deserts, to islands, mountains, along roadways from one end of Europe
to the other. With R-W. Southern we are startled, amazed, puzzled, and
excited.
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The investigations which follow are not definitive assessments but interim
suggestions requiring further reflection and modification. As the medieval
Czech chronicler Petr of Zittau wrote: “Someone will come after me who
will refine this roughly written material with a file of subtlety.”!® Instead
of attempting some grand metahistorical explanation for the curiosities of
the past, I have indulged the possibility of less spectacular causal factors.
By introducing the idea of other Middle Ages, the study of topics outside
the mainstream calls into question the historiographical construct of the
Middle Ages itself and suggests the medieval world is still not adequately
understood. The incompleteness of this endeavour is part of the obligatory
humility of the historian who must consider his or her researches as works in
progress.'* The other Middle Ages were rooted not in crowns and kingdoms
nor yet in prelates or politics but rather in the mentalities of ordinary people
living their lives in a sort of inchoate religious anthropology which shaped
the multiple medieval worlds in profound and lasting ways.!® Those who
lived so long ago, so far away, in such strange and wonderful worlds, slumber
in silence until they are given the power to speak once more. For it is true
“the dead have no existence other than that which the living imagine for
them.”!® Those men and women of the other Middle Ages all require “a little
of our blood to return to fleeting life, to speak to and through us. For they
do wait for us, you know, not as the faint spoor of long-vanished existence,
but as real persons, real yet speechless until some questioning voice dissolves
the spell of their silence.”?”

My indebtedness to many people goes back, in some cases, twenty-
five years, reflecting personal or professional relations or the influence of
their work and ideas. The list includes Bob Scribner, Frantisek Smahel,
Howard Kaminsky, David R. Holeton, Malcolm Lambert, Gail Solberg,
Charles Zika, Jiti Kejt, Helmut Puff, Marcia Colish, Anne Hudson, Larry
Silver, Peter Dinzelbacher, Constant Mews, Ben Parsons, James Penney,
Cary Nederman, Vincent Orange, Claire Daunton, Irv Brendlinger, Franz
Bibfeldt, my students especially at Canterbury University and the University
of New England, the anonymous readers for Palgrave Macmillan, and Bonnie
Wheeler for including the book in her series The New Middle Ages. My son
Jakoub assisted with photographing gargoyles and Last Judgements. Ian
Campbell read the entire text making cogent comments towards clarity and
improvement. At Palgrave, I am grateful to Brigitte Shull, Ryan Jenkins,
and Paloma Yannakakis for attending to the usual myriad of technical and
administrative challenges required in turning a typescript into a book.



PREFACE  xiii

This book is dedicated to Trish Wright, my secretary (or so I think of
her), whose real job is Academic Manager of the School of Humanities at the
University of New England. Her virtues are many. She is enthusiastic, pro-
fessional, energetic, humourous, supportive, competent, reliable, and will-
ingly accepts “other duties as required.” Her office radar detects passengers a
mile away, can scotch MBA and deflect AP without batting an eye, and even
quicker than a rat up a rafter in the unplumbed and plumbingless depths of
Café 39. Further, she knows more about corn than any agronomist. Beyond
this, she has rescued this hopeless Luddite from numerous small catastro-
phes. With fortitude suggesting the Stoics of antiquity, she heard the entire
text orally performed and with much forbearance listened to indelicate rant-
ing and raving on the part of its author. As I mentioned recently to one of
my Canadian colleagues, “everyone needs a Trish.” This book is offered as a
token of genuine and lasting gratitude.
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CHAPTER 1

The Feast of the Ass: Medieval Faith,
Fun, and Fear

Commenting on the scandalous carnivalesque “Feast of the Ass,” Richard
of St. Victor, the twelfth-century prior of a famous Augustinian abbey
in Paris, drew attention to another side of the Middle Ages. “But today,
more than other days of the year, they concentrate on fortune-telling, divi-
nations, deceptions, and feigned madness. Today they outdo each other
in turn with offerings of observation of silly or superstitious intent. Today,
having been seized up by the furies of their bacchant-like ravings and hav-
ing been inflamed by the fires of diabolical instigation, they flock together
to the church, and profane the house of God with vain and foolish rhyth-
mic poetry in which sin is not wanting but by all means present, and with
evil sayings, laughing and cacophony ... and many applaud with the hands
of priests, and the people love these things.”!

One of the more popular medieval farces, the Feast of the Ass (festum
asinorum) was originally held on Christmas Day but later celebrated on
14 January. Initially, the feast was a celebration of the beast that carried
Mary and the infant Jesus to safety in the face of the massacre of the inno-
cents ordered by King Herod. Later, it evolved into a raucous festival.
The event was celebrated as a masquerade. Priests and clerks wore masks,
dressed as minstrels, women, or pimps, and danced in the choir while
singing dishonourable songs. They played games in sacred places. They
ran and jumped shamefully throughout the churches without any embar-
rassment. They scuttled about town on carts and caused great laughter

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2016 1
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2  THOMAS A. FUDGE

with their vulgar acts, scurrilous gestures, and immoral talk. Masks depict-
ing biblical characters predominated. The most popular was Balaam on
his famous talking ass. A monstrously dressed cleric would be chosen as
bishop, placed on an ass, facing the tail and would be led into the church
for Mass to the shout “Balaam comes” as the ass entered. Pseudo-Balaam
spurred the ass, and on behalf of the beast, someone cried out, “why do
you spur me so hard, you wretch?” whereupon someone else intoned the
words, “Cease to obey the commands of King Balek.” Then the crowd
implored the ass to prophesy. At Sens, the choirboys had a custom of call-
ing their archbishop “Ass” during the festival.? Nominated persons carried
a plate of broth before the ass and a jug or bowl of beer, and the ass was
permitted to eat in the church. The ass incensed the altars and raising one
leg, called out in a loud voice, “Boo.” The clerics carried large torches
rather than the usual candles. The ass rode from altar to altar incensing as
he went while everyone sang the “song of the ass.”?

Today is the day of gladness

Away all thoughts of sadness

Envy and grandeur away

We will rejoice with heart and voice
For we keep the Ass’s Feast today

From eastern lands once there came a modest ass
This ass was fine and very strong

No burden was too heavy

Hee Haw Mr. Ass, Hee Haw

All are taken into the church

By the great strength of the ass
Now he pants before his cart
Drags his heavy burden

Now with strongest teeth he bites
The tough straw in pieces fine

Clean straw and dry chaff

Sharp thistles he eats

Thrashing on the box floor
From early morn till night

Hey, Mr. Ass, you sing Hee Haw

With his flapping ears and long
Lo the harnessed son of song
He is chosen; hear his call

Ass of asses, lord of all
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Now say amen, you little ass
You are sated with your straw
Amen, amen, over again

Fly from that which was

Hee Haw, Mr. Ass, Hee Haw.*

The ass was then led to the high altar, having been taught to kneel at the
proper place while the priest-pretender chanted the refrain: “Hee Haw, Mr.
Ass, Hee Haw.” Then the entire congregation joined in the chorus, with
the speaker for the ass taking up the refrain: “Hee Haw, Mr. Ass, Hee Haw.
This is the famous day, the most famous of all famous days. This is the fes-
tive day, the most festive of all festive days.” The clerics then turned their
garments inside out and danced in the church while all the people looked
on and laughed. When the ceremony came to an end, instead of the usual
words of dismissal, the priest brayed three times like an ass and in place of the
usual, “we bless the Lord,” the people responded by braying three times in
the same manner. These mock religious festivals prevailed from the twelfth
through the fifteenth centuries. By the end of the Middle Ages, the church
increasingly began to legislate against them. Quite apart from special events
like the Feast of the Ass, we find many examples of medieval church visitations
wherein gross and blatant irregularities among the religious were notorious.®
The Feast of the Ass reveals both medieval mentalities as well as anxieties.

The later medieval church made efforts to suppress these activities and
their mandates echo the objections raised 300 years carlier by Richard of
St. Victor. During session 21, on 9 June 1435, the Council of Basel passed
a resolution “against performing spectacles in churches.”

In some churches, during certain annual celebrations, there are carried on
various scandalous practices. Some people with miter, crozier and pontifical
vestments give blessings after the manner of bishops. Others are robed like
kings and dukes. In some regions this is called the Feast of Fools or innocents,
or of children. Some put on masked and theatrical comedies, others organize
dances for men and women, attracting people to amusement and buffoon-
ery. Others prepare meals and banquets there. This Holy Synod detests these
abuses. It forbids ordinaries as well as deans and rectors of churches, under
pain of being deprived of all ecclesiastical revenues for three months, to allow
these and similar frivolities, or even markets and fairs, in churches, which
ought to be houses of prayer, or even in cemeteries. They are to punish trans-
gressors by ecclesiastical censures and other remedies of the law. The holy
synod decrees that all customs, statutes and privileges which do not accord
with these decrees, unless they add greater penalties, are null.®
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These activities and efforts at their suppression reflect aspects of medieval
religion and various levels of thinking around religious practice.

The world of the Middle Ages was one filled with devils, witches, hor-
rific demons, flying animals, spirits in the trees and grass, monsters, weird
visions, magic, superstition, anticipation of the coming of the antichrist,
the danger of an incubus or succubus in one’s bed, strange things occur-
ring without explanation, diseases like the Black Death that swept Europe
with long deadly strokes, natural disasters, the brevity of life, high infant
mortality, cynicism and despair, conflict, crisis, and the coming and ter-
rible end of the world embodied in the haunting lyrics of the thirteenth-
century dirge Dies Irae.” The ideas compressed into the words of the “day
of wrath” suggest a world of insecurity and fear but this, as we have sug-
gested, was also an essentially religious world. The great fortress churches
of Languedoc were erected as bulwarks against the rising tide of dissent
and heresy.® All of this related intimately to the problems of life at the end
of the Middle Ages: food shortages, the need for shelter, illness, death,
divine punishment, and the advance of hostile enemies. Around these con-
cerns arose popular beliefs that sought to explain the unexplainable and
provide meaning to an otherwise meaningless existence.” This is not to
suggest that life in the late medieval period was devoid of meaning. It has
been shown that, even with the steep ascent of heretical inclination and
the European reformations in the sixteenth century, there was an increase
in piety and religious observance in different parts of Europe.!® Official
religion and popular beliefs mingled freely and, on the edges of the church
world, cultural categories of popular religion evolved and we find glimpses
of this in the other Middle Ages.

The definition of medieval popular religion is a fluid one, but it is pos-
sible to identify certain common themes and characteristics, namely, that
the ideas were most often transmitted orally, that its observance was regu-
lated by particular rituals, that it received its essential identity from the
community that embraced it, and finally, that it existed in varying degrees
of opposition to the prevalent forms and patterns of “official” religion.
This is not to suggest that popular religion had no meaningful connection
to literate, written, institutional, or official forms of religion. Popular reli-
gion did not necessarily exclude social élites, nor is it necessarily only the
provenance of the lower classes. Indeed, it is purely arbitrary and artificial
to attempt to divide either culture or religion into separate categories.!!
What the church did not or could not explain was taken up by the imagi-
nation of common people (e.g. barmaids and blacksmiths) and shaped
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into the numerous rituals and rites of purification and transition that char-
acterize popular culture. Religion in its official, ecclesiastically sanctioned
forms, emphasized faith in the unseen. Popular beliefs, on the other hand,
constituted an unending quest for certainty and assurance. Popular beliefs
and religion frequently acknowledged human inability to control the cri-
ses of the late medieval world, and thus, sought either to obtain or con-
trol higher power. Popular religion may be regarded in certain ways as a
manipulation of power. These power struggles caused popular religion to
undergo tremendous metamorphoses by the later Middle Ages.

The material and supernatural worlds were fundamentally significant
for medieval culture. The supernatural world interfaced with the mate-
rial world in many ways. Actions and activities in the natural world were
believed to have ripple effects in the supernatural. Witchcraft iconography
showing women stirring water and causing rain reflected the popular belief
in similarity.!? The celebration of the Eucharist and the mysterious trans-
formation in the sacrament of the altar underscores the same conviction
among the intelligentsia and official structures of belief. Both sacramen-
talism and magic had at its core the belief that ritual actions performed
in the material world had relevance in the supernatural realm. It is not
surprising to read medieval tales wherein all the water would be emptied
from containers in a house after someone died therein lest the soul of the
dearly departed drown. Windows in that dwelling were opened to allow
the soul to escape. Neighbours closed theirs for obvious reasons. The
material world also penetrated the supernatural, and in certain contexts,
was considered an alien, contaminating intrusion. Therefore, heretics and
other defiling undesirables might be ordered disinterred and removed
from church cemeteries. The unpredictability, the capriciousness of these
colliding worlds prompted a whole range of beliefs, ceremonies, rituals,
popular religious observances, and physical boundaries. These included
eaves, the threshold, fences, crossroads, gargoyles, and other arbitrary
lines of demarcation that indicated the nebulous space between the natu-
ral and supernatural, spaces and lines where the supernatural crossed into
the material realm.’® These lines could not, and would not, be properly
defined until the Last Judgement.

The Last Judgement itself, taken up in Chap. 5, as an art genre with
its horrific images of hell reflected some of the anxieties in late medieval
culture. The violence of medieval society was mirrored in the violence
of hell.'* The judicial cruelty, with its unusual punishments, that marked
this period occurs with considerable frequency in late medieval “Last
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Judgements.”'® Reigning over these worlds was both God and the Devil,
the latter a malevolent presence of powerful evil and darkness.!® Images of
death and concerns about final judgement and eternal punishment exerted
some force on the thinking of late medieval people and must be consid-
ered a formative factor.

The story of the Hussite military commander, Jan ZiZka, being made
into a drum on his death in 1424 is as aspect of popular beliefs and
popular religion and very much exemplifies one dimension of the other
Middle Ages.!” Its symbolism was part of that dynamic creation of reli-
gious mythology developed in the struggle of the Hussite movement. It
reflected both faith in the unknown and unexplained as well as a statement
of certainty and conviction. Clearly, faith informed certainty as much as
conviction informed belief. For Aeneas Sylvius and other Hussite detrac-
tors, the drum posthumously explained the ominous old man. For some
of Zizka’s followers, the drum was a reminder of God’s presence, through
their deceased captain, always with them. Both beliefs mirror fundamental
medieval superstitions. Scholars have grappled with the question of how
far apart the world preached by the priest was from the world of the peas-
ant. There is more evidence to suggest that these worlds were not as far
removed one from each other as hitherto imagined. Problems of illiteracy
and cultural relevance bedevil attempts to reconcile the two. Latin, liturgy,
and learning contrast sharply with beer, brothels, and bowel movements.
Or do they? The carnivals of popular culture celebrating the foolish, the
unruly, and the disorderly, like the “Feast of the Ass,” stand in apparent
stark contrast to the wisdom, discipline, and order of the religious life.
But to what degree are these categories valid? To what extent did priests
and monks participate in a learned religious world? The world preached
by the pastor and the friar was not necessarily the world those individu-
als lived in. The idea of a culture of literate monks working prodigiously
on manuscripts and the transmission of learning has been questioned and
clarified.' In as late as the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries it has been
shown that clerics, both Catholic and Protestant, were practitioners of
popular magic and held to superstition as readily as peasants.!” The world
they preached was perhaps an artificial one. The faith of the churchmen,
at least as pronounced, had no remedies or correctives for the old prob-
lems of life. The Eucharist, whether in Roman or heretical theological or
liturgical forms, did not improve the harvest, and the idea of ecclesiastical
authority, either papal or conciliar, did not sustain families throughout
the rigors of cold harsh winters. So people, bishops and farmers, educated
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élites and unlettered peasants, sought out their own ways to deal with the
intersection of faith and life.°

Traditionally, the medieval world, in its European context, has been
dominated by popes, kings, monastic figures, theologians, knights, and
nobility. The bulk of scholarship, historically, has focused on these subjects
for two reasons. The importance of the institutions represented by these
members of society cannot be gainsaid and the mass of extant documen-
tary material pays sustained attention to these elements of the Middle
Ages. One might say the structure of medieval society rested on the twin
pillars of the papacy and monasticism. Indeed, the multiple worlds of
Europe between the fall of the Roman Empire and the awakenings associ-
ated with the Renaissance revolved, to some extent, around the colossus
of the medieval church. But there was much more to Europe than aca-
demic theology, royal power, barons, and bishops. It is folly to devote too
much attention to these explorations while neglecting the more subtle
nuances of the medieval legend. Kings and popes, wars, monasteries, and
great ideas dominate the study of the European Middle Ages. One must
not deliberately ignore such considerations, but a fuller perspective should
also include the alternative topics that all too frequently are either over-
looked or dismissed as insignificant or unworthy of scholarly attention.
The Czech king Viclav IV was also Holy Roman emperor (for a time)
and witnessed the outbreak of the Hussite Revolution during his reign.
These events have produced books. The fact that little Wenceslas shat in
the font during his baptism at Niirnberg is seldom mentioned. That he
shat again all over the altar in St. Vitus’ Cathedral during his coronation
at age two, whilst crying loudly and creating an escalating commotion,
subdued only by a quick-thinking baker who handed the royal brat a cake,
has attracted little comment. Such incidents are routinely dismissed. These
other Middle Ages shed considerable light on those dark corners of history
in which is concealed so much of what that world was really like. Beliefs
of ordinary people, visual culture, and the wonderful weirdness of those
marvellous Middle Ages should rightly be emphasized along with a great
deal of mischief, mayhem, and madness, all of which characterize not only
popular culture but may also be found in the palaces of popes, the courts
of kings, the theatres of theologians, and the businesses of barons. Until a
generation ago, it was rare to find scholarly treatments of subjects too far
afield from politics, economics, the church, and those ideas that had been
deemed important by academics over the past half millennium.
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Later medieval Europe was an age characterized by fear, uncertainty,
apocalyptic angst, and visions of calamity. Changes in weather caused the
ice pack to drift so far south that regular shipping routes between Norway
and Greenland had to be changed. Between 1315 and 1317 there were
universal crop failures from Ireland to Hungary. Severe famine wracked
Europe in the 1330s and 1340s. For example, more than 4000 people
starved to death in Florence in 1347. The arrival of the Black Death intensi-
fied the medieval preoccupation with the “four last things” — death, judge-
ment, heaven, and hell. There were waves of pestilence, and populations
plummeted between 1400 and 1440. Many German towns were aban-
doned, never to be resettled. In 1316, Flemish records indicate that 10 %
of the population was buried at public expense. In 1534, people in Vienne
marched barefoot in procession chanting: “Death, famine, drought come
to punish sinful cities.”?! Eschatological fear convulsed parts of Europe
and the later medieval period was a time of disturbance.

Defining the other Middle Ages calls for the identification of the vari-
ous outcasts, the despised, the hated, the contemptible, and the feared
who made up the underside of society. Living in these medieval under-
worlds were heretics, Jews, homosexuals, whores, lepers, criminals, gyp-
sies, witches, the insane, the diseased, and the socially disinherited. There
are four basic categories. First, those who violated rules and regulations:
the lawbreakers or the criminals. Second, those who violated social mores
and moral principles, and as a consequence, were considered perverts,
namely, prostitutes and homosexuals. Third, those who were cultural and
ethnic outsiders characterized as the Other. Here one must think of gyp-
sies, Jews, and Turks. Fourth, those who were ill or weak, namely, lepers
and lunatics. All of this had severe consequences. An anonymous painting
from 1424 for the Carmelites at Gottingen (now at Hanover) shows God
showering down avenging arrows on the sinful.>> A madman on a cathe-
dral corner in Reims from the thirteenth century joins the other usual
visual parodies of humanity.?® Kings prevailed, popes presided, and wars
were waged. But amid these predictable elements of medieval history were
the other Middle Ages.

These other Middle Ages represented multiple worlds filled with
beliefs fashioned and formed by the immediate context. These were
worlds inhabited by humans but firmly related to the supernatural world.
The other Middle Ages were not separated from the modern world by
time and space alone, but this was a world where people thought differ-
ently than we do. Recognizing this, we must avoid what E.P. Thompson
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called, “the enormous condescension of posterity” and make every effort
to avoid the trap of psychological anachronism wherein we think they
thought just like us.**

Furthermore, this was a world where religion played a key role, per-
meating life in practically every respect to a depth and extent that today
is almost inconceivable.?® Attempting to take into account the nature and
meaning of these other Middle Ages means we must ask questions of con-
text, of geography, of chronology, of gender, and of station in life, as well
as critical questions about our sources, since medieval people seldom left
any direct clues about their beliefs or views of life. This means there is
plenty of history and mystery to be explored. Sometimes there are only a
series of dead ends in the exploration, which is why mystery remains. As
FrantiSek Palacky, the father of Czech historiography, once noted, “In vain
may a historian send thousands and thousands of questions into the dark
and deaf night of the past ages; even if he may catch a gleam it is doubtful
whether it is light or will-o-the-wisp.”2¢ This is all the more true of those
elusive and seldom-studied other Middle Ages where mentalities and anxi-
eties reveal the fabric of the medieval world.
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CHAPTER 2

Prosecuting Animals as Criminals
in Medieval Europe

Violence against animals in the European Middle Ages was neither isolated
nor unusual. We find a few cases from the eighth and ninth centuries,
more in the high Middle Ages, and then a real burst after 1400 extend-
ing into the seventeenth century. The apparent randomness is puzzling.
Is Satan involved? Were these episodes an outgrowth of the struggle to
establish order? So many cases come from the later Middle Ages, yet it is
difficult to establish any correlation between areas that hanged pigs, for
example, and those that later hanged witches. There are strands of thought
about animals as friends, beasts who obey, creatures who perform essential
social functions, like dogs trained to protect sheep, and the various ways
in which animals served humans.! These are models that contrast with the
wayward criminal beast that must be tried and punished. From whence
do these images come? Canon lawyers, theologians, authors of romance
literature, or satirists? Coming to terms with miscreant medieval animals
sheds light on social otherness and reveals more fully the tortured quest
for order in the Middle Ages. In this chapter, I commit the sin identi-
fied by Erica Fudge of only looking at human representations of animals,
and that in the narrow legal sense.? Nevertheless, the many cases noted
below suggest several categories of explanation. These include an effort at
maintaining control, the quest for order, the universality of law, a fear of
the demonic, and scapegoating. Each of these provides insight into how
medieval communities functioned.
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Recently the skeletons of seventy-nine medieval cats were discovered in
a well in Cambridge. Their throats had been slit.? The killing of animals is
also seen in medieval churches.* The relation of animals to medieval law is
a difficult one but cannot be reduced to phantom legal ritual. Not infre-
quently, animals were defendants in European courtrooms. An assailant
described as “a pig with a black nose” murdered a four-month old girl on
27 March 1567 at the northern French town of Senlis. The beast was con-
victed of the crime and hanged on the road running west between Senlis
and Saint Firmin.® Animals were loved and feared in the Middle Ages.
Francis of Assisi was known for his kindness to animals but some cities
used talismans to protect its citizens from dangerous creatures.® Animals
were also part of medieval material culture. The early eighth-century Codex
Amiatinus alone required more than 500 sheepskins.” The twelfth-century
canon lawyer, Gratian, concluded that since animals were irrational, they
could not be regarded as legally competent.® That opinion did not preclude
numerous legal trials in the later Middle Ages that one scholar calls “ritu-
als of inclusion.” These judicial events provide insight into the relation-
ship between humans and the natural world, underscoring that animals,
nature, and humans are part of an integrated cosmic history. The story of
St. Francis and his agreement with the wolf of Gubbio is well known. It is
not common knowledge that this pact was consistent with well-established
medieval legal tradition. To wit, one might enter into a treaty with an
animal and if the animal failed to honour his agreement it might then
be cited before the courts to show cause.!® At issue likewise is the perva-
sive medieval understanding that all animals existed for the various uses of
humankind.! Thirteenth-century missals indicate the notorious Feast of
the Ass was celebrated each January.!> During these carnivalesque celebra-
tions, such animals were honoured and taken into churches.

Medieval religious law or canon law had its beginnings as a set of rules
aimed at regulating Christian life. As the medieval church expanded and
became more complex, its leaders sought and gained new legal powers
of coercion and control. This necessitated an equivalent increase in law.
By the end of the Middle Ages, canon law had become voluminous and
complex. Inasmuch as there was no definite separation of church and state,
this development created a situation wherein the broad thrust of canon
law had to be reckoned with by merchants and theologians, politicians
and priests. One of the goals of medieval legislation was the definition and
implementation of social order. From the thirteenth century, the bodies
of civil and canon law became in some ways virtually indistinguishable.
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Canonists accepted the Justinian code as a supplementary source of canon
law. The boundaries between canon and civil law remained largely per-
meable. In other words, canon law functioned as considerably more than
a set of religious regulations that people might choose to comply with.
It defined communities, and individuals’ membership and specific place
within them. One’s relationship to law could be a positive element of one’s
status; the noble was subject to more legal obligations than the peasant, the
male more than the female, and the cleric more than the lay person. Canon
law played a central role in medieval political, economic, and social life. In
terms of private life, this legislation passed rulings on marriage, divorce,
legitimacy of children, sexual conduct, commercial and financial behaviour,
labour, poor relief, wills, burial, holidays and celebrations, criminal matters,
heresy and blasphemy, and almost every conceivable social circumstance.!?
The quest to establish order at the end of the medieval period was part of
the struggle to identify the benefits of written law while making sense of
authority in conflict. The search for universal order knew no boundaries.
For example, the laws of society and church extended beyond the scope
of human conduct and applied to animals as well.'* Two cases that came
before French courts at the end of the Middle Ages form the basis for that
discussion. Both reveal the contours of thinking in the medieval period and
the dimensions of its anxieties.

In the first case, the eminent French jurist and later “chief justice” of
the Parlement in Provence, Bartholomé Chassenée (1480-1542), was
appointed to represent the defence in a legal case that may have been styled
the People of Autun v. City Rats in the ecclesiastical court in the year 1522.15
The charge preferred against the defendants constituted the wilful eating
and destruction of local barley. From a legal point of view, the offense con-
stituted a felony. A formal summons was drawn up against the alleged per-
petrators and posted by the court officer. It described the felons as “filthy
animals, gray in color, living in holes.” The accused were remanded to
appear before the court to answer charges within six days. At the scheduled
arraignment no one answering to the description appeared. The presiding
judge demanded to know why the defendants had not obeyed the sum-
mons. Focusing on procedural arguments, defence counsel, Chassenée,
submitted that unfortunately the original summons had been incorrectly
phrased. He advised the bench that the original legal writ lacked sufficient
clarity insofar as it was too local in nature. The scope should have been
broader, to wit that all rats within the diocese should have been specified.
As it stood, the general summons had caused confusion among his clients
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as to which members of the rodent population were being compelled to
appear in court to face the nominated charges. Moreover, the court order
had not been disseminated adequately in order to reach all members of the
rodent community. Chassenée explained to the judge that for these reasons
his clients had not appeared. Hearing these arguments, the court agreed
with the conclusions of defence counsel, whereupon the court issued an
order that required priests in every parish church within the Diocese of
Autun to read from every pulpit the text of the revised summons that
incorporated the arguments of Chassenée.

Despite these measures, when the scheduled second hearing was held,
no diocesan rats appeared before the ecclesiastical court. Chassenée
pleaded for an extension on the grounds that many of his clients were
elderly and infirm and it was necessary to make complex and unusual travel
arrangements. The court agreed and calendared a date for a third hearing.
Despite the allocation of a reasonable timetable, the rats once again failed
to appear and were now in danger of a contempt citation. With contu-
macy now at issue, Chassenée explained to the court that the failure of his
clients to appear did not indicate a lack of respect for the court. Indeed,
defence counsel argued, the rats were very anxious to appear but hesitated
out of fear of being exposed to their mortal enemy. Chassenée explained
to the court that his clients were reluctant to venture out of their places
of dwelling for it was public knowledge the plaintiffs owned a number of
ill-deposed cats. The cats could not be relied on to maintain a posture of
neutrality in the legal suit inasmuch as they belonged to the plaintifts. The
lawyer for the defendants advised the court that the long distance and dif-
ficulty of the journey to the hearing along with the considerable dangers
that accompanied it on account chiefly of the malevolent vigilance of their
sworn feline enemies, who lay in wait for the defenceless rats in every street
and at every corner with evil intentions, made safe passage to and from the
court hearings a matter of grave concern for the defendants. Chassenée
begged the court to enact measures to protect his clients and guarantee
the defendants would not be harassed and badgered by the sinister cats.
After all, the court had a duty to protect all defendants. Chassenée sug-
gested the risk to his clients could only be mitigated if the plaintiffs were
required to lock their cats up, thereby guaranteeing the defendants would
not be molested coming to, or returning from, the court. The counsel for
the rodent population asked the court to consider requiring the plaintifts
to put up large monetary bonds to ensure the safety of his clients. Were
this so ordered, Chassenée promised his clients would then appear without
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delay to answer the original charges in the case of the people of Autun
versus the rats of the diocese. Taking the matter under advisement, the
court agreed with this protective order. The citizens of Autun, however,
refused to consent and would not agree to bind over their cats to keep the
peace. With this obstacle, the judge had no option but to hear a motion
for dismissal of the case. Charges against the rats were then summarily
withdrawn sine die. Though he won the case, it should be pointed out that
Chassenée was unable to collect any fees from his clients. The legal wran-
gling and innovative skills of the attorney, Bartholomé Chassenée should
not detract from the drama aimed at maintaining social order.

Chassenée had previously used similar legal strategies when defend-
ing woodworms at Mamirolle in 1520.1® On 22 April, Hugo, Bishop of
Besangon, visited the Church of Saint-Michel in Mamirolle. The bishops’
throne, used only once yearly, was brought out for Hugo to sit on. However,
the chair had been infested with woodworms and one leg had been seri-
ously weakened. When Bishop Hugo sat down, the chair collapsed and the
bishop was thrown headlong, striking his head on the altar steps and was
seriously injured. Formal charges were brought against the woodworms.
Bartholomé Chassenée represented the defendants. He argued the court
lacked the proper authority to try the case. He submitted that his clients
had neither reason nor volition to answer the summons. While acknowl-
edging that a procedural summons had been issued, Chassenée demanded
proof that the writ had been accepted by his clients. Chassenée drew the
court’s attention to the enormous distance the defendants had to travel
to appear and noted the hazards of that undertaking through Mamirolle,
a town populated with predatory cats. Moreover, since all woodworms in
the Church of Saint-Michel had been named as defendants, Chassenée con-
cluded the summons as drawn up was conclusively invalid for its failure to
specify the woodworms that had caused the bishop’s mishap. On behalf of
his clients, Chassenée argued the woodworms behaved according to nature,
and to thus try them was to violate the law of God. Moreover, excommu-
nication was illogical. The prosecution countered with the argument that
the woodworms were demon-possessed and the sabotage of the episcopal
throne was a work of the Devil. The suggestion was not a throwaway com-
ment. It has been argued that demonology provides a link between the idea
of law and the idea of nature up through the seventeenth century.!”

The second case occurred earlier than these legal procedures and was
heard in 1386 in the Norman village of Falaise. The charges stemmed from
an incident wherein a sow attacked an infant causing such severe injury to
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the infant’s face and arms that the child died. The local court tried the sow
on charges of homicide. Following a court trial, the defendant was found
guilty and condemned to death. A spectacular execution followed. The
pig was brought to the place of execution having been formally dressed in
jacket, breeches, and gloves. The sentence of death was carried out on the
sow, who remained dressed in this attire after having its nose slit and its
face covered with the “mask of a human face.” The head and front legs are
assumed to have been maimed at the order of the court (extant records do
not say this) and the sow was hung by its hind legs and left on the gallows
on the public square near City Hall for all to see. Ostensibly, a fresco was
painted on the west wall in Falaise’s Church of the Holy Trinity to com-
memorate the execution.'® The Falaise fresco has not survived but other
images of criminal animals are extant.! While the rats of Autun escaped
punishment for their alleged misdeeds, the sow of Falaise endured some
form of legal procedure and became subject to capital punishment. Court
trials of animals appear to conform to the broad outlines of the ordo sudi-
ciarius of European medieval legal history.?® In 1314, near the village of
Moisy, a bull attacked a man so savagely that he died of his injuries. The
miscreant beast was arrested, imprisoned, tried, convicted, and sentenced
to death by hanging. The Parlement of Paris confirmed the judgement of
the local court and the sentence was carried out on the common gallows
at Moisy-le-Temple. The case was appealed on legal technicalities. The
Parlement of La Chandeleur declined to vacate the judgement. The appel-
late court upheld the conviction and execution but ruled the case could
not serve as legal precedent because the Count of Valois, who arrested the
bull and brought criminal charges, had no jurisdiction in Moisy. Without
reference to the felonious bull, Carthusians in Dijon took action for simi-
lar reasons against a horse in 1389.2! These trials and procedures appear to
have satisfied a need in medieval communities for addressing social anxiet-
ies by enacting “rituals of justice.”??

The background for the judicial ordeal of animals in Christian Europe
has Hebrew roots, and it has been argued these roots provided a par-
tial foundation for the medieval trials.?® The thesis has not been proven.
In the Judeo-Christian tradition, a text from the Hebrew Bible (Exodus
21:28) mandates that if an ox gores someone and kills them, the ox
is to be stoned. Scholars suggest that in the Middle Ages, secular and
ecclesiastical authorities took this Hebrew idea literally and the punish-
ment of death followed.?* There is only very thin legal evidence that this
statute had any meaningful application in the medieval practice of trying
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animals. The comparatively late appearance of judicial procedures against
animals mitigates the argument even further. It is noteworthy that Jewish
law and Midrash hold many of the same tenets as later medieval prac-
tice. The Mishnah and Talmud note that animals that perished during the
great flood recorded in Genesis were sinners, and even some survivors on
Noah’s ark sinned and had to be punished. Elsewhere the Mishnah does
question whether it is possible for animals to sin. A high value is placed on
animals in a trial situation where it is required that at least two witnesses
be cross-examined in a court comprising twenty-three judges. During
trial proceedings, the animal defendant is to be present in the courtroom
and should reasonable doubt concerning guilt be established, the animal
ought not to be executed. Where guilt is determined, executions are to
be similar to that meted out to human offenders. Animals involved in
sexual contact with humans must be destroyed.?® None of this is incon-
sistent with the medieval justice system as applied to the legal process of
animals on trial. Bartholomé Chassenée’s book on animal trials amassed a
litany of authorities to buttress the theories undergirding the legal proce-
dures governing animal trials. These included the Hebrew Bible; the New
Testament; the Justinian Code; various Christian theologians, including
Boethius and Gregory the Great; Greek and Roman authorities such as
Aristotle, Cicero, Ovid, Virgil, and Seneca; and a wide array of medieval
sources up to and including his older contemporary, Giovanni Pico della
Mirandola.

What can we learn from animals, and, more to the point, what can
we learn from the medieval judicial treatment of animals? What do these
incidents tell us about being human, about being good, and about social
order in the European Middle Ages? Regardless of interpretations, out-
comes, or conclusions, the subject of animal trials provides an important
clue to understanding the mentalities and anxieties of the past.?® A survey
of medieval Europe demonstrates that animals played no small role in soci-
ety. Animals or animal-like creatures appear frequently in art forms like
Last Judgements and on medieval buildings, both sacred and secular, in
the form of gargoyles, grotesques, corbels, hunky punks, sheela-na-gigs,
or chimeras.?” This subject is taken up in some detail in Chaps. 4 and 5.
Misericords can be found in many church choirs and the suggestiveness of
their images remains both compelling and mysterious.?® In the Cathedral
of SS Katherine and Maurice in Magdeburg one can still find fourteenth-
century misericords featuring the dog, lion, elephant, bird, fox, pig, eagle,
ox, dragon, hawk, and peacock. It is impossible to distinguish with any
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degree of certainty what people in the Middle Ages thought about animals
from what they thought about themselves. Medieval Europeans seemed
to believe that animals were quite capable of committing crimes against
humanity, and therefore could, and should, be subjected to legal judge-
ment. The precise origin of certain European legal customs remains an
open question. Ambiguity of origins aside, it is clear that courts had mul-
tiple functions and one of these involved the legal prosecution of animals.
A review of animal trials reveals that such legal processes took place
in royal, civil, and ecclesiastical courts. Secular courts dealt with capital
offences while church courts handled civil proceedings. That capital cases
were heard by secular courts is not surprising given that canon law stipu-
lated the church could neither shed blood nor impose the penalty of capital
punishment.?’ In heresy trials, the church always relaxed the condemned
to the secular arm for execution of sentence. Thus, the sow of Falaise was
tried in a secular court while the rats of Autun were ordered to appear
before an ecclesiastical court.®® The distinction between the legal trials of
animals and the quite separate punishment of animals must be maintained
in any investigation of the medieval practice of law. Legal proceedings
before church courts occurred mainly because it was impractical to arrest,
detain, and bring to a courtroom rodents and insects that were not sub-
ject to immediate human control. Therefore, medieval people turned to
the church for intervention in situations where crop devastation or similar
threats faced a community.?! Civil courts dealt with individual beasts but
I find no evidence that church courts ever prosecuted a single animal,
preferring instead to hear charges against a collective. Ecclesiastical pro-
ceedings are older than the secular processes and may have influenced the
latter to some extent.?> The modus procedendi in church trials consisted of
four basic elements. First, a proxy was named or appointed who had the
brief to order the defendants to appear before the said court. Second, a
hearing was scheduled and held wherein a representative of the defendants
would be told by the presiding magistrate that the defendants were court-
ordered to vacate the area. Third, if the summary order was not heeded
then the legal process advanced to a judicial trial. Fourth, if guilt was
established, the appropriate punishment was declared and carried out.??
The jurist, Bartholomé Chassenée, set forth in some detail the meth-
ods of procedure that attended the trials of animals. It is here that we
learn that ecclesiastical courts were the normal and preferred venue for
the trials, save in those instances where a capital offense had been commit-
ted. Reflecting the rubrics of medieval canon law, Chassenée stressed that
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church judges had no jurisdiction in capital cases since they were com-
petent only in the administration of canonical punishments.** Oftenses
meriting the stake or the scaffold did not come under the purview of
ecclesiastical courts. Occasionally a church proceeding might be handled
by a civil magistrate but subject to ecclesiastical authority. Commenting
on Chassenée, one might note the absurdity of pre-trial preparations that
included determining whether the accused should be regarded as a lay
person or a cleric. Chassenée suggests it should be taken for granted that
animal defendants might normally be considered members of the laity
without invoking a special inquiry in each case to make a determination.
An exception might be if a particular defendant, be they pig, bear, or rat,
were to claim clerical status, and therefore, invoke privilegium fori (the
right to be tried in an ecclesiastical court) and privilegium canonis (special
protection). In that event, Chassenée declares the burden of proof would
be incumbent on the defendant.

Legal distinctions are treated by Chassenée in terms of punitive measures
exacted by the court in response to criminal behaviour and measures taken
by the authorities to prevent criminal charges. He likewise argues against
any punishment that does not enjoy the benefit of a judicial decision. Law
and legal procedure remained of supreme importance to Chassenée, and
animals came under the purview of canon law just as fully as did humans.3
Modern interpreters note that law can be civil religion in some societies
and a culture cannot be understood without coming to terms with its
legal systems.?¢ Animal trials seem to have laboured on points of law, espe-
cially on the matter of establishing culpability on the part of the accused.?”
Interrogatories must have been fascinating. Chassenée claimed animals
knew when they transgressed because they tried to conceal their deeds
and exhibited fear or timidity when their miscreance was discovered. In
one sense, Chassenée’s important work on animal trials establishes one
incontrovertible point: criminal proceedings against animals in medieval
Europe were an established aspect of the prevailing justice system and that
the jurisdictional competence of both secular and ecclesiastical courts in
such matters had been recognized. Court action against animals was gen-
erally not considered malfeasance. Moreover, punishment of animals was
not unreasonable if their unmitigated actions had severe consequences for
the wider community.®

Two and a half centuries before Bartholomé Chassenée appeared
at court representing an accused criminal population of rats, Thomas
Aquinas argued that animals could not be legally charged with crimes on
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the grounds they were unequipped to understand such charges being inca-
pable of reason.? The only justification for punishing animals was if they
were agents of Satan. The early sixteenth-century anonymous Malefactio
animalium argued that animals that perpetrated harmful deeds did so
at the behest of Satan.*® Establishing that point of view beyond reason-
able doubt was no small task for the prosecutors and courts in medieval
Europe. The history of witch hunting in Europe provides a considerable
body of evidence to support the idea that Satan might take on animal
form.*! Guibert of Nogent, a twelfth-century Benedictine abbot, wrote of
a demon in the form of a badger while Caesarius of Heisterbach claimed
they appeared as horses, pigs, and bears.*> Demonic entities could assume
almost any conceivable animal form.** In Lucerne in 1573, a man charged
with bestiality claimed an evil spirit in the form of a dog had seduced him
into his criminal mischief.** The later role of animals during the witch-
hunting period may have some parallel to this opinion as well as to their
earlier legal prosecution. While no one specifically believed that animals
possessed a legal intent to kill, the absence of legal intent did not absolve
beasts from liability. Indeed, criminal liability was held both by secular and
church authorities and this conviction played no mean role in the history
of animal trials. It appears the animals that killed or injured humans were
regarded as threatening the order of creation and such serious infractions
could not go unpunished.

With respect to the story told in the Hebrew Bible of the Mesopotamian
prophet Balaam and his famous talking ass (Numbers 22), it has been sug-
gested that societies that accepted that Balaam’s donkey showed more
perception and good sense than Balaam himself likewise fostered an intol-
erance towards animals in general.** In some respects, there was less room
for pitying the animal in the medieval world than in the modern world.
Unlike the modern world, the Middle Ages does not seem to know any-
thing a fortiori of animal rights. Whatever ambiguity surrounds these
episodes in medieval legal history the trials of animals cannot simply be rel-
egated to folklore: animals were regarded as criminals in a legal sense. Real
trials were convened, real sentences were handed down, real punishment
(executions) followed, and all of this was directed by a proper judiciary in
accordance with established law and legal practice.*® Judicial proceedings
were open to scrutiny and not held iz camera. Prosecuting attorneys were
assigned to try the case and defendants were provided with legal represen-
tation. In 1519, when field mice in Stelvio in western Tyrol were arraigned
on charges of criminal activity in conjunction with damage to local crops,
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Schwarz Minig opened for the plaintiffs and Hans Grinebner handled the
case for the defence.*” No one seems to have regarded these procedures
as specious or illegal. Sometimes detailed records were kept. For example,
the homicide trial record of a bull who killed the teenager, Lucas Dupont
near Beauvais, in 1499 is extant in the Cistercian abbey of Beaupré, and
the Swiss chronicler Diebold Schilling provides a fulsome account of legal
proceedings against a species of vermin in 1478.*8 Court minutes from the
Swiss town of Glarus record that on St. Ursula’s day (21 October) in 1500
plaintiffs appeared before Judge Wilhelm von Hasslingen. Simon Flief,
from the village of Stilfs, lodged a formal complaint against mice alleged
to be destroying local crops. Minig von Partsch was the prosecutor, and
Heinz Griebener was the defence counsel. The trial judge was Conrad
von Spengser. We know the names of ten jurors. Three named witnesses
gave testimony. For the defence, Griebener argued for a protective order
(in the face of an expulsion threat). The appeal asked for an assigned place
of residence for the defendants, posted guards along the departure route
to protect the defendants from hostile dogs and cats, and further that
the court make acceptable provisions for pregnant defendants. The judge
ruled the mice had fourteen days to vacate their present abode and took
into account the arguments of the defence counsel.*” Outside the courts,
academic jurists often weighed in on such perplexing matters. As late as 20
July 1621, the law faculty at Leipzig University ratified a decision that a
cow that pushed a pregnant woman causing her death ought to be killed.®®
Certain laws used the term awuctor criminis (author of crime) to refer to
an animal !

Animals sometimes committed shocking acts like mice that gained
access to the pyx in medieval churches and unworthily consumed the body
of Christ.>? Such blasphemy did not necessarily result in criminal pro-
ceedings, though the prosecutor in the previously mentioned court case
against woodworms in Mamirolle in 1520 noted the hanging of a pig that
had eaten the Eucharistic host. Dogs entering the monastic buildings at
the Benedictine abbey at Whitby were subject to capture and severe pun-
ishment.>® At times, animals killed people and these acts were graphically
portrayed.® The crimes of medieval animals ranged from misdemeanour
disturbing the peace, to felony murder committed by bees, bulls, horses,
and snakes, to sexual offenses. Medieval theologians considered sex with
animals a sin against nature, the same denunciation used to describe same-
sex intercourse.>® Both practices were collapsed into a legal category called
sodomy. The term is exceptionally problematic, especially in the persistent
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appeal to abominable and detestable crimes or sins against nature.®® A
fifteenth-century sexually suggestive misericord in St. Nicholas Cathedral
in the German town of Stendal shows a woman riding backwards on a
goat resting her fulsome bosom on the goat’s hind end. Cases of bestiality
in the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries often resulted in the executions
of both human and animal perpetrators. The punishment was generally
burning alive, though there are a number of cases of death by hanging.
Imperial law, codified in the 1532 Constitutio Criminalis Carolina (article
116), mandated death by burning for same-sex relations and bestiality.®”
The statute was lifted verbatim from the 1507 Constitutio Criminalis
Bambergensis authored by Johannes Schwarzenberg.®® Occasionally the
animal was not executed on the grounds of questionable consent. This was
the decision at Toulouse when a donkey was adjudicated to have been an
unwilling partner. Its owner was hanged; the donkey went free. In 1565,
a mule and a man were sentenced to death for the crime of buggery at
Montpellier. Since the mule was wont to kick, his hooves were ordered cut
off before being taken to the stake.> Between 1530 and 1607, Lucerne
authorities prosecuted thirty-six cases of bestiality.®® Sexual crimes involv-
ing animals led to the inventing of a third type of criminal procedure in
addition to cases normally relegated to secular or ecclesiastical courts.®!

It is likely that animals that killed humans or that were involved in cases
of sexual misconduct were not tried in the strict legal sense. Ordinarily
there were no formal court proceedings, there were no defence lawyers
appointed and legal discovery, deposition, and interrogatories were unnec-
essary. A presumption of guilt prevailed and fama publica—the belief by
reputable persons that the defendant was guilty—thereby established.
The suspected animal was simply apprehended and summarily executed.®?
As a mark of special shame and disgrace, there was a medieval practice
of hanging wolves or dogs with criminals in German and Scandinavian
lands. Writing in the thirteenth century, Saxo Grammaticus notes in his
Gesta Danorum criminals hanging upside down with a live wolf and mass
executions with a wolf tied to each convict.®* The custom of executing
animals and criminals together for certain offenses, the so-called poena
culles, is known in the fifth-century Theodosian Code and is reflected in
the thirteenth-century Sachsenspiegel.* In these codes, the criminal was
placed into a sack with a rooster, snake, monkey, and dog, sometimes
dead, other times still alive. The punishment has been illustrated in medi-
eval manuscripts. Monkeys and snakes would not have been easily accessi-
ble in medieval Europe. If such punishments occurred, substitutions must
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have been made and we know of cases wherein cats replaced monkeys.
This revived classical punishment can be found from the fifteenth through
to the early seventeenth centuries in the German lands, the Netherlands,
France, Spain, and Italy.®®

There are cases of fraud perpetrated by field mice masquerading as
heretical clerics (hence Chassenée’s advice on pre-trial preparations) and
accusations of theft levelled against foxes. Likewise, there are numerous
instances of infanticide carried out by pigs. Among animal species accused
of crimes and misdemeanours we find horseflies, Spanish flies, gadflies,
beetles, grasshoppers, locusts, caterpillars, termites, snails, worms, leeches,
rats, mice, moles, snakes, bulls, cows, donkeys, horses, mules, pigs, eels,
roosters, bears, larvae, vermin, dogs, wolves, goats, chicken, sheep, oxen,
and dolphins. The earliest documented authentic trial of an animal seems
to have been that of a pig who was subjected to a judicial procedure at
Fontenay-aux-Roses near Paris in 1266. The charge was the murder of
a child and the animal was burned at the urging of the monks of Sainte
Genevieve.% The religious had no business urging anything of the like.
Convicted animal felons were punished in various ways but hanging pre-
dominates. We know of other methods, including burying pigs alive in
1456 at Oppenheim on the Rhine, in 1463 at Amiens, and in 1557 at
Saint-Quentin. Throughout the fifteenth century pig felons were hanged
at Labergement-le-Duc in 1419, at Brochon in 1420, at Trocheres in
1435, and at Abbeville in 1490. Sometimes animals were beaten or
maimed prior to execution.®® This may be attributed to the viciousness of
executioners or to the judicial mandate. Such practices reflect mentalities
and anxieties. It was not uncommon for significant corporal punishment
to precede capital punishment in human trials, especially those involving
heresy or witchcraft.* Violence against humans and animals was wide-
spread in the Middle Ages. In Viking Denmark cats were killed by having
their heads wrenched off to the point where most of the occipital area was
removed.”’

According to d’Addosio there were 92 animal trials up through 1599
while Evans lists 113 trials for the same period.”! Both numbers can be
expanded, but the definition of court trial or formal legal proceeding
remains at issue. There is a clear concentration from the fifteenth through to
the seventeenth centuries. In addition, there were eight known cases before
1300 and an additional twelve in the fourteenth century. This increased
to thirty-six processes in the fifteenth century, fifty-seven in the sixteenth
century, and fifty-six in the seventeenth century. The main concentration
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of trials seems to have been in the south and east of present day France, in
Germany, Switzerland, and Italy, but judicial procedures can also be found
elsewhere in Europe, especially in the Slavic lands.” It is surely suspect to
conclude that the body of evidence gathered thus far represents the essential
sum and substance of animal trials.”® Records before the thirteenth century
are scattered and incomplete on many subjects. There were no animal trials
in England but there is one known case wherein a dog was beheaded and
buried with his owner in what was likely an unofficial execution.”* Corpses
and inanimate objects did occasionally come under legal purview. We know
of statues being remanded to prison, brought to trial, convicted, and pub-
licly executed between the tenth and sixteenth centuries.”> Eudes Rigaud,
Archbishop of Rouen, noted around 1250 that popular fear or frustration
was sometimes expressed against religious statues that were occasionally
thrown to the ground or whipped.”¢

When animals could not or would not appear for trial, they were tried
in absentin. A writ of habeas corpus or the physical presence of the accused
was not deemed absolutely essential in order for the judicial proceedings
to go forward. Moreover, there does not seem to be any legal statute
requiring an animal to appear before a judge, yet in practice this is often
what happened. Peter Dinzelbacher has noted this “discrepancy between
legal prescription and juridical practice is yet to be explained.”””

In 1479 cockchafers near Lausanne became defendants in a lawsuit.
Richardt, Chancellor of Berne, seems to have been the impetus behind the
legal proceedings. The insects were cited to appear at the bishops’ court.
However, the action lacks probity since the defendants were assigned a
court-appointed counsel named Perrodet who had been dead for six
months by that date. Since neither counsel nor defendants appeared, a
default judgement was handed down.”® Ordinarily, animals were afforded
exactly the same rights under the law as humans. Officials at Lausanne
ordered vermin to appear in court for the purpose of responding to crimi-
nal charges.”” While confined to prison and bound over for trial, animals
were sometimes incarcerated with human offenders and were equally enti-
tled to the same allowance of the king’s bread as the accused men and
women. Jailers charged the same fee for their board as required of human
defendants.3® There are no examples of a writ of habeas corpus being filed
on behalf of a confined animal. Extant hangmen’s bills indicate similar
fees both for human and animal executions.?! At trial these accused beasts
were entitled to legal representation. On occasion attorneys of some note
were appointed to represent the animal defendants. A prime example is



PROSECUTING ANIMALS AS CRIMINALS IN MEDIEVAL EUROPE 27

the appearance of Bartholomé Chassenée in 1522 on behalf of the dioc-
esan rats of Autun, as previously discussed. Judicial penalties ranged from a
specified crack on the head, to the anathema (curse), periods of imprison-
ment, physical mutilation, formal ecclesiastical excommunication or ani-
madversio debita, the sentence of death. Sometimes the condemned were
offered pardon or clemency. Occasionally animals were called as witnesses
in other legal cases, but such testimony had particular legal difficulties and
was generally problematic.®> Notwithstanding this, there is one famous
English case in which a dog acted as an accuser in a murder case. The
dog’s owner was found dead and thereafter the dog persistently attacked
a certain man and was perceived as the dog charging the man with the
crime. A regular “ordeal of battle” was arranged in which the dog faced
the suspect and won. The man confessed to the crime and was hanged.? In
some places, as at Falaise in 1386, there were practices of dressing animals
in human clothes for trial and/or execution.?* Capital punishment was
ordinarily carried out by the incumbent hangman of the jurisdiction. For
example, in 1394 a pig found guilty of the murder of a child in the parish of
Roumaygne was hanged by Jehan Micton who was paid for his services.*®
In cases where a verdict of capital punishment was not returned or was
deemed inapplicable, the defendants were often subjected to the penalty
of excommunication. Chassenée devoted part of his Consilia to present-
ing arguments pro and con on the matter of excommunicating animals.
A canonical punishment of this nature in an animal trial creates a prob-
lem. By comparison, Jews and Muslims cannot technically be regarded
as heretics since their alleged deviance is not from the Christian faith.
Regardless of terminology employed in the Middle Ages, they may be
infidels but not heretics. Animals technically cannot be excommunicated
from a community they have never been received into. Chassenée argued
this in his defence of the woodworms at Mamirolle in 1520. Nevertheless,
there is a long history of legal prosecution of animals that has included the
censure of excommunication. In the context of animal trials, the applica-
tion of this ecclesiastical weapon is meaningless and a pronouncement of
anathema seems more accurate. Thus, on 17 August 1487, with the court
having found for the plaintiffs, the Cardinal Bishop of Autun responded
to the devastation caused by slugs by ordering the creatures to vacate the
diocese on pain of anathema. He invoked ecclesiastical ritual aimed at
purifying the area, petitioning God for deliverance, and solemnly warning
the defendants of eternal punishment.?¢ Elsewhere, an invasion of locusts
near Botzen in the Tyrol in 1338 resulted in prosecution in the church
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courts at Kaltern with excommunication as the outcome. Two hundred
years later in 1559, the Saxon vicar, Daniel Greyfler, excommunicated a
flock of birds that had taken up residence in his church and disrupted the
religious proceedings with noise and “scandalous acts of unchastity com-
mitted during the sermon.” Among the acts of the medieval archbishops
of Trier around 975, the clearly annoyed Egbert, tenth-century Bishop of
Trier, cursed a number of birds that disrupted the liturgy with their chirp-
ing and defecating on his head and vestments while he said Mass in the
Church of St. Peter.¥” In 1547 the priests of the collegiate church of St.
Barnard in the French town of Romans excommunicated all caterpillars
that had eaten local crops. The accused were afforded the benefit of legal
counsel but ultimately expelled on pain of further and more severe papal
sanctions.®® The inconsistencies in these procedures were pointed out
and commented on.*” Bartholomé Chassenée noted the definition of the
anathema and laboured to show how it differed from formal excommuni-
cation when applied in a legal proceeding against an animal.”® Anathemas
levelled against animals may have been directed against the Devil and
demonic entities.”! Exorcism formulas have been shown to be remarkably
similar when applied cither to demons or animals.®? For example, beetles
were commanded to vacant their current dwellings and relocate where
they could no longer harm humans.?® These rituals have a longer history.
“Contra mortalitatem Porcorum” is a thirteenth-century prayer aimed at
preventing a plague among swine.”* Even earlier, it is possible to find less
formal warnings aimed at getting rid of bothersome animals.”

The trials of animals seem to have vague origins in the unsettled and
unsettling ninth century where we encounter other peculiar court cases.
In January 897, a full nine months after he died, Pope Formosus was
placed on trial in the Basilica of St. John Lateran in Rome by his suc-
cessor Stephen VI. The rotting corpse was dressed in full pontifical gar-
ments and propped up on a throne. A deacon was appointed to answer
the charges. At the end of the macabre trial Formosus was found guilty
as charged. His acts of office were retroactively nullified. His fingers were
cut off and his body thrown into the Tiber River. Six months later Stephen
was deposed and remanded to prison. Here he met with foul play and was
strangled to death.”® The earliest reliable animal proceeding dates from
the same century (824) in Italy wherein a group of rats were excommu-
nicated as a result of their crimes. Lex talionis—the law of retribution or
the “eye for an eye” doctrine—prevailed in medieval Europe. In 864 the
Council of Worms decided that bees that stung a person to death ought
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to be suffocated in their hive. There is no evidence a legal proceeding was
held. Even in the late medieval period when there was an upswing in judi-
cial procedures there is no reason to believe that legal rights were applied
in every instance wherein an animal was held liable for misbehaviour. In
fourteenth-century Sardinia cattle and donkeys might be punished for
causing damage, according to the legal charter Carta de Logu, but there is
no firm evidence trials were held.*”

Reviewing the records of animal trials from a number of legal processes
around Europe gives clear indication of the types of offenses, procedures,
and outcomes surrounding the formal application of law to miscreant ani-
mals. Notable legal anomalies abound. In the autumn of 1379 there was
a prominent trial in Burgundy wherein three sows who had killed the
swineherd Perrinot Muet were brought to the bar of justice. The verdict
seemed overly broad inasmuch as the court not only convicted the three
perpetrators but also indicted two entire herds of swine as accomplices.
All were remanded for execution. The evidence for the mass convictions
seem to have rested on the fact that the two herds, one belonging to the
community and the other to the Priory of Saint-Marcel-les-Jussey, hearing
of the fatal assault rushed to the scene. Their behaviour was adjudicated
by the court as accessory to crime. The potentially severe economic loss
prompted the prior of the religious house, Humbert de Poutiers, to peti-
tion Philip the Bold, Duke of Burgundy, who interceded and arranged
for the pardon of both herds save for the original three perpetrators and
one of Prior Humbert’s pigs, apparently to symbolize possible collusion.”®
Charging the entire herds with criminal complicity has legal precedence.
Some medieval law codes proscribed that any living creature in the vicinity
of certain crimes (sexual assault or rape) were to be decapitated.”® Other
laws mandated that a rapist’s horse or dog was subject to having scrotum
and tail cut off as close to the buttocks as possible.!? Irish law stipulated
that the crime of the one became the responsibility of the many. Therefore,
if a bee stings a person causing blindness, the entire hive must suffer the
penalty.!®! Such punishment must have been meted out to those creatures
for failure to render assistance to the victim.!®

Criminal cases against animals were wide ranging. A pig was hanged at
Mortaign in 1394 on charges of eating a consecrated Eucharistic host.!%?
In the fifteenth century at the Swiss town of Lausanne, documents from
municipal records reveal the city conducted separate prosecutions against
eels, worms, rats, numerous groups of vermin, and several groups of
bloodsuckers on the shores of Lake Léman. In some cases, the bishop
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granted them a grace period of three days to leave the jurisdiction to avoid
harsher punishment. A protracted fifteenth-century lawsuit between the
citizens of Saint-Julien (France) and a beetle colony may have lasted up
to forty-two years. In 1545 the owners of local vineyards in the village
of Saint-Julien brought a complaint. The procurator was Pierre Falcon.
Claude Moral represented the defendants while Pierre Ducol acted for the
plaintiffs. After a preliminary hearing a judicial sentence was suspended.
Public prayers were recommended, sinners were admonished to mend
their ways, and every one encouraged to pay tithes to the church. Special
masses were ordered celebrated. The defendants appeared to concede and
vacated the area. Unsurprisingly, they later returned. The legal process
was restarted and this time court proceedings ensued. The case came
before the prince-bishop. Since Falcon and Morel were deceased, Frangois
Amenet (or Fay) and Petremand Bertrand appeared for the plaintiffs while
Antoine Filliol and Pierre Rembaud represented the defendants. Rembaud
argued for the natural rights of his clients to have adequate sustenance.!**
Filliol denied the legitimacy of excommunication in the current proceed-
ings. Fay, on behalf of the plaintiffs, suggested segregating the insects to
a particular piece of land called Grand-Feisse. Following review, Filliol
submitted that his clients did not find the solution satisfactory since the
parcel of land in question was simply undesirable and petitioned the court
with the boilerplate request that the claims of the plaintiffs be dismissed
with costs. This submission was taken under review. A lacuna in the court
records leaves the outcome to speculation. However, it appears the beetles
may have had the last word insofar as the resolution of the case goes.
The summary judgement pages of the court proceedings have been eaten
by insects hence we do not know the final verdict. The same is true of
the judgement pages in the case against the woodworms of Mamirolle in
1520. The last recorded date of 20 December 1587 indicates the litiga-
tion in Saint-Julien must have ended then.!? The insects remained free on
their own informal recognizance but in France a pig was held in custody as
a result of misconduct. The pig was incarcerated in the prison at Pont de
Larche under the custody of Warden Toustain Pincheon for twenty-four
days prior to execution in 1408.1%6

As noted thus far, a variety of criminal cases filled the dockets of
European courts. Variations of legal challenge and unique social fac-
tors reveal the broad nature of these phenomena. In December 1456 in
Savigny (France) a sow and her six piglets were arrested and accused of
homicide. The murder victim was five-year-old Jehan Martin. Witnesses
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were called and the judicial inquiry resulted in the conclusion, on 10
January 1457, that the entire pig family was culpable in the death. The
sow was executed in accordance with prevailing legal requirements but
the piglets were acquitted on account of their youth and the poor example
of their mother.!%” It has often been reported in the literature of animal
trials that a trial was convened at Basel in 1474 wherein a rooster was for-
mally accused of laying an egg that defied natural law, raising suspicions.
We have the apparent report of an eyewitness Johannes Knebel, chap-
lain of the Basel Minster. Once guilt had been established, the disorderly
rooster was publicly burned at the stake.!®® There is some doubt about
this incident, though the story is not inconsistent within the history of
European animal trials.’® The source says nothing about legal proceed-
ings. It does affirm an egg, ostensibly laid by the rooster, was discovered.
A magistrate beheaded the alleged perpetrator first and then burned him
on Kohlenberg Hill before a large crowd on 4 August.

It is entirely possible that at least some of the alleged legal proceed-
ings involving animals were not authentic and have been misconstrued.
Failure to differentiate between trials and punishment may be the culprit.
For example, it has been claimed that there were trials of animals in the
thirteenth century. To support this claim, an appeal has been made to a
description of criminal punishment in the legal manuals of Beauvais written
by Philippe de Beaumanoir in 1283. Close inspection reveals the subject in
question focuses on punishment, not formal legal proceedings and the dif-
ference is crucial.'!® In 1478, a group of caterpillars were determined not to
have been on board Noah’s ark, a story narrated in the Hebrew Bible. Thus,
having apparently survived the great mythological universal flood, they
were determined to have been able to survive only with the help of Satan.
The aforementioned counsel of Thomas Aquinas seemed relevant in this
proceeding. These suspicious caterpillars were denounced as illegal aliens
in God’s kingdom and forbidden thereafter to eat or procreate. There is no
reliable witness as to whether they complied with that sentence or of their
ultimate fate. At Berne in 1478 cockchafer larvae were invited to appear
before the bishop with the opportunity to tell their side of the story against
formal charges of jeopardizing the food supply. In 1499 in Germany, unver-
ified charges were brought against a bear accused of ravaging a village. The
legal procedures were delayed and remained pending when it was submitted
to the court that the defendant had the right to be judged by a jury of his
peers. That is to say, by other bears! Since the presiding judge was reluctant
to seat such a jury, the charges were ultimately set aside.
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At Troyes (France) in 1515 and 1516, insects were threatened with
anathema. Three years later in Italy (1519) certain moles were charged
with crop damage. Since they failed to obey the summons to appear before
the court they were formally sentenced in absentia to banishment. The
court was merciful however, and granted a fourteen-day extension to all
pregnant moles and infants in order to comply with the judicial decree.
Following this legal precedent, in 1520 a judge of Glurns in south Tyrol
banned mice but he too granted a temporary reprieve to all pregnant
mice and young offspring.!!! The court in Autun may have been aware of
these precedents when it allowed Chassenée’s clients (the rats) an exten-
sion to prepare for an appearance owing to the aged and infirm among
the accused. Defendant beetles in fifteenth-century Chur required legal
representation because the court considered them minors.!? In a 1579
case, a group of field mice adjudicated to have been aboard Noah’s ark
were charged with greed and disproportionate food consumption. In the
Dutch lands in 1595 at Leiden a dog that bit a child was sentenced to be
hanged in order to set an example and provide a deterrent to other recal-
citrant dogs. The case stands out for the severity of sentence inasmuch
as the charge was grievous bodily harm, not homicide. Moreover, trials
of dogs are conspicuous by their almost complete absence from judicial
records.!® Another unusual case saw the judiciary of Marseilles bring for-
mal proceedings against a group of dolphins that apparently had congre-
gated in the port in such numbers as to make navigation difficult in 1596.
At Rouvre (in western France) one goat and sixteen cows were arraigned
on boilerplate charges of generic misbehaviour while the village of Coire
in the Swiss territories brought a mound of larvae before their tribunal.
Resulting legal formalities were sometimes impressive.

In what may have been the continuation of an earlier criminal proceed-
ing (discussed above), vermin were brought to trial in the ecclesiastical
court at Berne before Benedict of Montferrand, Bishop of Lausanne, in
1479. The defendants were described as sub-animal, possibly demonic
creatures that secretly crept about in fields perpetrating grievous wrongs
against God. Jean Perrodet of Freiburg was appointed advocate for the
defence. The defendants, referred to as “damned filth” and not even
proper animals, were ordered out of the jurisdiction subject to ban and
exorcism. Armed with the power of the holy cross, the bishop cursed the
vermin in the name of God—Father, Son, and Holy Ghost—and the locals
were greatly relieved at the court decision.!'* The case was later cited by
Bartholomé Chassenée as precedent while other witnesses note the action
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was approved by professors of Heidelberg University.!'® The cases of crim-
inal proceedings against animals can be multiplied. It should also be noted
that at times misbehaviour by animals was connected to human vice. A
mid-sixteenth-century case in the village of Aargau involving a complaint
against swarms of insects resulted in the Bishop of Constance instructing
the people to abstain from dancing, gambling, and sensuality.!1®

While cats were mainly feral in the European Middle Ages, domestic
animals were considered parts of medieval households and the deeds of
humans reflected on animals and vice versa.!'” In the case noted above
of the pig family of Savigny convicted of homicide in 1456-1457, the six
piglets that were spared were later repudiated by their owner Jehan Bailly,
who refused to be held accountable for their future behaviour. Appearing
before the judge, the six little pigs were declared vacated property by the
court and were given to the noblewoman Katherine de Barnault.!'® Owner
responsibility did play a role in some legal statutes. In medieval Sweden,
for example, an animal that killed a human was required to be handed over
to the next of kin with additional compensation.!®

Of particular interest in many cases is who brought charges against ani-
mals and for what reason. In the spring of 1494 the infant child of Jehan
and Gillon Lenfant was strangled on the farm of Clermont-lez-Montcornet.
Criminal charges were brought not by the decedent’s parents but rather
by local Praemonstratensian monks. A pig was arrested and imprisoned in
the abbey to await trial. Witnesses were brought and the preponderance of
evidence supplied by the religious indicated felonious homicide. The court
found that the perpetrator had unlawfully entered the Lenfant home and
carried out the brutal attack. A successful prosecution was mounted by the
advocate for the plaintiffs, Jehan Lavoisier, and the court returned a guilty
verdict on 14 June. The convicted felon was sentenced to be hanged in the
interests of justice, to set an example, and to express appropriate social hor-
ror at the outrage.'?® The execution was greeted by a large cheering crowd
who witnessed the demise of the convicted criminal. Evidently charges
were not considered against either parent, both of whom had left the infant
alone at the time of the crime, and we read not a word addressing parental
responsibility. By contrast, a case five years later in 1499 determined by the
Abbey of Josaphat at Séves near Chartres resulted in the hanging of a mur-
derous pig and in a finding of negligence on the part of the owners, Jehan
Delalande and his wife.'?! The fact that charges in the 1494 case were pre-
ferred by the monks who seem to have provided the testimony and evidence
necessary to secure legal conviction raises a multitude of pertinent queries.
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In the 1494 case, as in so many others, it is impossible to fully explore
the social context on account of the brevity and paucity of extant records.
The usefulness of such exploration could not be overstated. What does
seem apparent is that lines of distinction between humans and animals
appear to have become blurred, especially with the advent of werewolves
and the notion of demonic entities in animal form. Both notions pervaded
European mentalities by the end of the Middle Ages. Lucas, Bishop of
Tuy in northwest Spain, wrote that the day after the burning of a group of
heretics the ashes were transubstantiated into innumerable toads. Writing
in 1234, Bishop Lucas seems to suggest the loathsome creatures had clear
affinity with the enemies of the church.!??

Judicial procedures against animals reveal colliding social and intellec-
tual worlds in medieval Europe. The thirteenth-century Cistercian prior,
Caesarius of Heisterbach, tells the story of a woman who went to Mass,
received the consecrated host, but did not ingest it. Instead, she took the
Eucharistic host home and put it in a beehive. The next day she discov-
ered the bees had piously and reverentially preserved the host.!?? Inside
medieval churches we find misericords giving animals human abilities
or characteristics: foxes, pigs, and cats are featured in pulpits preaching,
pigs are depicted as shepherds, animals play musical instruments, cats are
hanged by mice, dancing bears can be found, while apes are studiously
reading. Other animals are featured holding weapons in combat with a
human, still others are shown wearing ecclesiastical vestments, and yet
more are depicted as “heretics.”?* Outside medieval churches it is pos-
sible to find gargoyles threatening humans, a goat mounting a woman,
or a monkey grabbing a naked female.!”® A hand-coloured broadsheet
from the 1530s, by Georg Pencz, shows a group of rabbits that captured
two hunters and were in the process of executing them. The accompany-
ing text tells us the rabbits apprehended their nemeses, subjected them
to interrogation and trial that resulted in a finding of guilt and summary
sentence of death.’?® All of this was most disorderly, indicating a lack of
social order. The presence of such motifs presents startling contradictions.
These worlds continued to collide, presenting the historian with paradox,
riddle, and enigma.

Forty-four years after his death in 1384, the posthumously condemned
John Wyclif was ordered dug up and removed from consecrated ground
at Lutterworth.'” Anxiety over issues of purity, contamination, and dan-
ger seem to have undergirded that official order. That the supernatural
world pushed into the material world from all sides within popular belief
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structures at the end of the Middle Ages cannot be doubted. Both medi-
eval religious and popular culture had at its core a belief that ritual actions
performed in the material world had an impact in the supernatural world.
The obvious example is the central ritual of the medieval church in its cel-
ebration of the Mass. Another less well-known but nevertheless excellent
example is that of the death of Holy Roman Emperor, Maximilian I, on
12 January 1519. The emperor left specific instructions that once dead
his body was to be severely whipped, his hair roughly cut oft and his teeth
broken out. Why? It seems the pious emperor wished to appear before God
not as a powerful monarch but as a contrite penitent.!?® The story is taken
up in a larger context in Chap. 9.

Animals are generally conspicuously missing in most histories.!* They
do emerge in legal records. The main question is this: what were the emo-
tional, metaphysical, and religious beliefs that guided the relevant legal
systems? There are a variety of explanations available in order to under-
stand the complex and puzzling history of animal trials. It is likely no
single factor can be advanced to explain these events.!®® The explanatory
challenge is to engage at the level of “folk psychology.”3! It is possible
to argue that humans reaching into the animal kingdom in an effort to
correct “disorder” were thereby enforcing discipline in both realms and
exerting power over both. Thus the punishment of animals was regarded
as the application of law in the interest of justice or an attempt to apply its
own moral standards to a larger concept of justice.!® Here we might take
instruction from the stories of St. Patrick exorcizing snakes out of Ireland
in the fifth century and Bernard of Clairvaux excommunicating flies in
twelfth-century France. That said, there are serious impediments between
our post-modern world and understanding the practices and mentalities of
those in other times and other places. People in late medieval Europe did
not think as we think. Exercises in psychological anachronism create more
heat than light.!*® Certainly animal trials were an effort to come to terms
with the natural world, and in Christian theology there existed plenty of
conflict between the two realms. Among several possible concerns, these
legal procedures indicate a preoccupation with law and order. Mob vio-
lence and the idea of taking justice into one’s own hands do not figure in
the history of animal trials in medieval Europe. For example, one hang-
man who executed a pig without a trial was hounded out of town, suf-
fering the penalty of disorderly conduct and violation of legal statutes
and proper procedure.'®* Ideas of order had to be implemented properly
otherwise disorder ensued. The hangman was a servant of the state and
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an integral component in the struggle to maintain social order and punish
lawbreakers and those who disrupted social norms and customs. Animals
acting contrary to the interests of humans had to be punished otherwise
the quest for social order could not be maintained. In practice, the applied
rules of these proceedings make no distinction between humans and
animals.!%

In the formal prosecution of non-human defendants, it would also
appear that giving animals human characteristics helps to explain legal
proceedings against them. This can be detected in legal citations wherein
one reads, for example, that “the pig acted with great cruelty” at Moyen-
Moutier when it killed the infant daughter of Claudon Frangoise. The
offender was hanged.!® It is worth noting that animal trials sometimes
coincided with the rise and proliferation of witch trials and those con-
nections, while a subject for another venue, should not be minimized.!?”
At the root of this social phenomenon was a prevailing idea that “law”
governed all of the universe not just humans. In other words, justice was
a universal attribute and it applied to all of nature. The communal exten-
sion of moral codes to encompass animals indicates a possible conviction
that all living creatures were governed by a single, immutable, moral prin-
ciple. That would explain the preoccupation with making certain that all
living creatures acted in accordance with existing social norms and val-
ues and those that contravened those standards had to be punished. The
shift in judicial procedure from the accusatorial model to proceedings by
inquisition encouraged and facilitated trials. Gratian declared that the tri-
als and executions of animals were needed in order that the crime might
be forgotten. He was repeating earlier views and the idea persisted.!®® The
strategy may have had the opposite result. The public spectacle of trials
and executions aimed to punish offenders and eliminate all trace of the
crime. Sometimes this included destroying the trial records. A French law-
yer at the end of the Middle Ages commented this was done in order to
eradicate even the memory of the crime.'®® A preoccupation with Roman
legal models may have led to the re-emergence of the poena cullei in later
medieval Europe, though it should be noted that this judicial punishment
never enjoyed any particular medieval history in popular culture.!*?

Animal trials seem to have appeared most often in contexts of social cri-
sis of one form or another, especially during times of epidemics, economic
depression, and social conflict. This underscores the importance of context
as an essential aspect of the explanatory matrix. But such times are always
with us. The thirteenth-century introduction of judicial torture also plays
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a crucial role and animals were not exempt from its application. Despite
failing to advance any evidence, some scholars submit that animals were
sometimes tortured on the rack in order to obtain a confession—legally
regarded as regina probationum (the queen of proofs). The sounds of pain
emitted by the helpless beasts were accepted as the desired admission.!*! In
the German town of Cochem on the Mosel River a goat accused of break-
ing and entry into a vineyard was put in a wine press to determine guilt.!*?
Ostensibly, there were occasions when animals confessed to crimes without
application of torture. In some legal processes animal trials were viewed
specifically as a useful deterrent to other animals as well as to humans.!#?
Dressing animals in human clothes may have been done because the
authorities wanted to use the execution as a pedagogical tool for the entire
community. Perhaps the function was to humanize the animal in order that
the beast might be executed as inhuman.'** There is a possibility that the
theatrics of some animal trials and executions, like that of the pig of Falaise
in 1386, may have performed similar functions as morality plays.'** It is
probable, especially with comparisons to the rise of witch hunting, that a
potent fear of the demonic underlay judicial procedures against animals.
After all, Aquinas had declared that Satan could lead animals astray, and the
well-known story of Jesus sending demons into the herd of swine (Mark
5:1-20) seemed to support that theory. A pervasive interest in the Devil
and the occult in the Middle Ages permitted the inclusion of miscreant
animals to enter that consideration. It would be stretching the evidence,
however, to imply that the Devil was a pervasive line of argument or excuse
for explaining wayward animals. Beyond this, animal trials allowed com-
munities to apply notions of justice to the animal kingdom as a means of
exerting power over forces it could not control. The desire to bring sta-
bility to the multiple worlds of late medieval Europe included the natural
and animal worlds. If this were true, then such trials were legal attempts
to assert moral order, thereby relieving tensions between humans and ani-
mals. This principle finds expression in popular culture.

There were also superstitions about animals in medieval Europe. For
instance, cats were thrown into bonfires during Carnival at Paris and else-
where in the belief this would bring the community good luck. In late
medieval Ypres the cat feast was held during Lent when cats were thrown
from a tower.'*¢ Studying the history of animals suggests a closing of the
gap between humans and animals in the twelfth century.!*” Analogies
between the two worlds begin to emerge and we find evidence of human
vices and virtues personified in the animal kingdom. The social function
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of medieval bestiaries was to use stories of animals to make a religious or
moral point, generally in support of existing theological convictions.!*®
Animals and stories about them in the Middle Ages were often devices
used for religious teaching or social satire. Here we might think of the
Physiologus, bestiary sources, and the traditional literature on Reynard the
Fox.'* Both vice and virtue can be found in the legal records of animal
trials but admittedly it is the several vices that feature most prominently.
Some legal codes granted animals status akin to that of humans. This went
both ways. Animal trials created the impression that authorities were in
control and working hard to maintain the standard of living medieval
communities had come to expect. Once the medieval world disappeared,
nature (and animals) as a legal subject gave way to more overt anthropo-
centrism in the late Renaissance and Enlightenment.'* This did not bring
a complete end to the appearance of animals on the dockets of court-
rooms in Europe, but it did cause a decline in the numbers of animals
formally arraigned and prosecuted for criminal behaviour. The criminal
prosecution of animals in medieval Europe reveals clues to how commu-
nities thought and functioned. They cannot be viewed as unimportant.
Theoretical approaches draw imaginative and sometimes amusing conclu-
sions. The trial of animals may be an example of an intolerable problem
that has no apparent solution. The conundrum produces an extraordinary
legal measure. In other words, something has to be done even if that
action is neither convincing nor satisfying. Animal trials may, therefore,
be an example of how communities attempt to maintain the integrity of a
legal or social system.!>!

There is some chance it is impossible to explain the trial and punish-
ment of animals in medieval Europe. Perhaps this phenomenon is simple
legal inertia where one system replicates the rules of another system in a
blind mechanical fashion. There is sufficient merit in the suggestion that
ultimately animal trials are impenetrable to the modern mind. Without
being able to enter the consciousness and cosmos of Chassenée and the
world of medieval mentalities the quest remains elusive.!®? In addition to
the obsession with order, animal trials may have been a means of eliminat-
ing social danger, creating a deterrent and establishing culprits’ behaviour
in order to solidify cognitive control.'®® This mirrors, to some extent, the
special homicide courts in antiquity that dealt with animal violence. These
processes understood animals as instruments of communal pollution and
their punishment absolved the community.!** The diversity and complex-
ity of European society in the later Middle Ages preclude identifying a
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single factor accounting for the legal and criminal prosecution of animals.
Public involvement in these proceedings may suggest medieval communi-
ties felt a need to contain, control, or otherwise eradicate offensive beasts
much in the same way as it dealt with human offenders. Whether the
initiatives against animals can be traced to a fear of a similar act recurring,
or a general aversion to unauthorized agents of death and destruction,
or a need to maintain order by means of purification, revenge, or robust
law enforcement, cannot be determined absolutely. The ambiguity under-
scores medieval mentalities and anxieties.

The legal preoccupation with the misdeeds of animals did not vanish
with the Middle Ages.'® In 2008 a court convened in the Macedonian
town of Bitola found a bear guilty of criminal damage and repeated theft
of honey from privately owned bechives in the village of Krivogastani. The
contumacious bear failed to appear before the magistrate and since it was
determined the animal had no identifiable owner and belonged to a pro-
tected species, the court ordered the state to compensate the owner of the
beehives $3500 (£1750; €2238). The bear seems to have taken no note of
the judgement against him and remains a fugitive from justice at large in
an undisclosed location somewhere in Macedonia.!5¢
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CHAPTER 3

Piety, Perversion, and Serial Killing:
The Strange Case of Gilles de Rais

If the criminal prosecution of animals figures in the other Middle Ages,
there are equally disturbing judicial proceedings involving people under-
scoring social anxiety. This chapter sets forth an essentially accepted, but
troubling narrative followed by an examination of potential problems in
the narrative and in the judicial proceedings on which it is based. In the
documentary legal records of later medieval Europe, we find an intrigu-
ing reference among the acts of a civil and ecclesiastical trial stating that
the crimes of the accused “cannot presently be expounded on by reason
of their horror, but that will be disclosed in Latin at the appropriate time
and place.”! In a sworn deposition during an inquiry in the ducal court in
Brittany on 28 September 1440 we read a testimony relating to the same
court case.

Jeanette, the wife of Guillaume Sergent, living in the parish of Sainte-Croix
in Machecoul, in the hamlet called La Boucardicre, declares that about a
year ago last Pentecost, her husband and she had gone digging in a field
to plant hemp. They had left one of their sons, eight years old, at home,
to tend their little girl of one-and-a-half years, but on their return they
could not find the said child of eight, which greatly astonished and dispir-
ited them; and they went to inquire about him in the parishes of Machecoul
and elsewhere, but since then they have had no more news of him and have
never heard that anyone had seen him.?
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A full year had elapsed between the alleged disappearance and the sworn
statement. This was only one of dozens of sworn testimonies submitted
under oath in the ecclesiastical and civil courts in Nantes and we are told
that rumours were rife throughout Brittany and the Vendée. These testi-
monies, from shop owners, tradesmen, farmers, beggars, nobles, clerics,
mercenaries, commoners, men, and women, chronicled a decade of terror
in which children mysteriously disappeared throughout Brittany, never to
be seen or heard of again. Ostensibly, horrible crimes were committed in
the castles of Champtocé, Machecoul, and Tiffauges, and in the houses of
La Suze at Nantes, a certain Lemoine house in Vannes, at the convent of
the Friars Minor at Bourgneuf-en-Rais, and in the town of Josselin. The
trial documents are of exceptional interest for historians, criminologists,
psychologists, and folklorists.® Before turning to those documents, it is
necessary to look at one of the most interesting characters in fifteenth-
century Brittany who, as it turns out, is the defendant in the trial of 1440,
a man who was encouraged to be bad.*

His immediate background is significant to the extent that this helps to
explain his privileged place in the world at the end of the Middle Ages and
also to account for his rapid ascent to power. He belonged to the lineage
of the Laval-Montmorency, Craon, and Rais heritage. His father, Guy de
Rais, married Marie de Craon on 5 February 1404 and lost no time secur-
ing an heir to his fortune. Before the end of the year, a son was born in the
ominously named Black Tower in the castle of Champtocé.® Today Rais is
Retz. The child, Gilles de Rais (today often spelt “Retz”), was born into
the wealthy house of Laval. At the height of his power and career, Gilles de
Rais was among the wealthiest of European nobles. He was also a descen-
dant of several of the greatest French heroes of the Hundred Years” War.
In 1420, he married his cousin, Catherine de Thouars. The matrimonial
act is shrouded in mystery but it appears that Gilles forced the marriage
on his bride and may in fact have kidnapped her for the purpose. The
ceremony was performed by an obscure monk and we have little evidence
to suggest the marriage was one of anything other than opportunism on
the part of Gilles. The nuptials increased Gilles” wealth rather dramatically
since Catherine was a wealthy heiress. On account of the close familial
relation, the church annulled the marriage, but with papal authorization,
Gilles and Catherine were remarried in 1422 and from this union came a
single child, Marie de Rais, who was born in 1429.

Gilles participated in aspects of the conflict with England and at the
age of twenty-five was made Marshal of France. Famously, he was a
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comrade-in-arms to Joan of Arc and fought alongside her in some of her
more important battles. He was at Chinon when she first arrived to see the
dauphin. It was Gilles de Rais who was commissioned to lead the troops
entrusted to Joan. At Orléans in 1429 he was joint commander of the
escort furnished by Joan. It was Gilles who rescued Joan at Orléans when
she was wounded. He fought alongside her at Patay and Paris. When Joan
was again wounded at Paris, ostensibly she called on Gilles for aid and it
was Gilles who carried her to safety.® It was Gilles de Rais who escorted
the priest designated to carry the holy water at the dauphin’s corona-
tion.” It was Gilles who was among those dispatched to the abbey church
of St. Rémi, fully armed and carrying his banner, to collect the holy oil
used in the coronation. We also know that Gilles was instrumental in rais-
ing money for the support of Joan’s forces.® It has been said that Joan
once stayed in a castle belonging to one of Gilles’ friends at Sully on the
Loire.? All of this demonstrates the close association between Joan of Arc
and Gilles de Rais. Gilles gained a reputation for being a brutal warrior
and possessing extravagant tastes. In the course of his early career, Gilles
became lord of numerous fortified castles dominating the Loire Valley
from Angers to the Atlantic.

Up until about 1433, Gilles de Rais seemed to possess all the require-
ments and characteristics needed for a successful political career. All of that
promise came to an abrupt end when his main patron at the royal court,
the grand chamberlain, Georges de la Trémoille, fell from power. Up to
this point, Gilles de Rais might have come down to us as one of the more
colourful figures who helped Joan of Arc set France on its road to unity
and independence. However, this is not the portrait to emerge from the
historical past. Indeed, Gilles’ later life and its aftermath served to position
him rather firmly in the shadows of the other Middle Ages and consign
him to a type of perpetual infamy. After the demise of Joan, Gilles seems
to have withdrawn from public life and retired to his estates at Machecoul,
Mer Mort, Champtocé, and Tiffauges. Here he lived as a prince, as one of
the most honoured and wealthiest men in all of France.! An examination
of his life and activities in the early to mid-1430s is revealing and tells us
much about his social standing as well as some indication of his religious
piety. Gilles retained a bodyguard of 200 knights. He maintained a private
chapel, the Chapelle des Saints-Innocents behind the walls of Machecoul
Castle, serviced by no fewer than thirty canons and had himself desig-
nated canon of Saint-Hilaire of Poitiers.!! Gilles’ chapel had its own dean,
vicar, choir, school of music, archdeacons, curates, treasurer, chapter, and
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a schoolmaster.!? By all indications, Gilles de Rais was a deeply religious
man who exhibited special devotion to the cult of the Holy Innocents.
Beyond this fervid passion for aspects of the Christian faith, Gilles lived in
the dawn of the Renaissance and it seems evident that he imbibed its ethos.
He owned an extensive library containing rare, illuminated manuscripts.
It is not possible to say to what extent he used these literary sources. He
loved music, the arts, literature, and the theatre. A large retinue accom-
panied Gilles wherever he went and this was characterized by great pomp
that included a herald, choir, and several portable organs.!® His land hold-
ings, possessions, and annual income made him extremely wealthy but he
was also known for great generosity. Beggars who came to his castle were
often beneficiaries of his distribution of alms.

Gilles de Rais was notable for sponsoring staged plays for local com-
munities, sometimes with a cast of hundreds. He spent money wildly
and often arbitrarily. His generosity was matched only by his almost total
lack of discretion. For example, on the sixth anniversary of the Battle of
Orléans in 1435, Gilles put on The Mystery of the Siege of Oriéans in which
he played a character. More than 500 actors took part in the produc-
tion. A near endless supply of food and wine was available not only for
those employed in the great play but also for all spectators. The play was
extraordinary. It consisted of more than 20,000 lines, 140 speaking parts,
and 500 extras in addition to the named cast and recounted in sumptuous
detail the greatest exploits and achievements of his former colleague, Joan
of Arc."* The Mystery of the Siege of Orléansis a dramatic reproduction and
theatrical performance of the siege along with the processional commem-
oration of that momentous and decisive victory.'® In the mystery play, the
citizens of Orléans are encouraged to participate in the victory celebra-
tions as an expression of piety and thanksgiving to God for the miraculous
victory and also a commemoration of their role in winning the war against
the English and expelling them from French territory.!'® The play spe-
cifically thanks the local citizens for their role in aiding the work of God
through Joan.!” During the year Gilles de Rais lived at Orléans he spent an
enormous amount of money.'® His unchecked spending eventually began
to exact a toll and soon Gilles was forced to sell lands and castles to the
Duke of Brittany in order to pay off his debts. This transfer of power and
property to the Duke of Brittany alarmed both the Laval and Rais families
as well as the French king. In 1436, King Charles VII ordered that such
sales must cease. The royal mandate was effectively ignored in Brittany
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where powerful men were eager to obtain property and the continuation
of disunity in France made enforcement of such royal orders impossible.

A series of events brought Gilles de Rais to formal trial in 1440.
There were several developments, events, and suspects in these years that
formed the background for a court proceeding that, as already noted,
revealed charges and allegations of such horrific nature that presiding offi-
cials endeavoured to suppress public disclosure. Despite his difficulties,
Gilles de Rais outwardly remained pious and even made a rather theatrical
appearance at the Church of the Holy Trinity at Machecoul on Easter Day
1440 where he made solemn confession, expressed great humility, and
received the Eucharist along with the ordinary worshipers.’ Already the
die had been cast and the plot suddenly thickened. A relatively minor inci-
dent brought Gilles to public infamy. Earlier in 1440, he sold the Castle
of Saint-Etienne-de-Mer-Morte. Thereafter, a quarrel arose and Gilles had
the buyer’s brother accosted. This was undertaken with some flair. Gilles
took a retinue of sixty horsemen to the Church of Saint-Etienne-de-Mer-
Morte where Jean Le Ferron was hearing Mass. Le Ferron possessed the
keys to the castle. The armed men accompanying Gilles dragged Jean to
the gates of the castle where Gilles de Rais forced its surrender and then
chained Jean Le Ferron hand and foot and remanded him to the castle
dungeon at Sainte-Etienne and later at Tiffauges. Local authorities might
have been inclined to overlook the entire incident were it not for the fact
that Jean was a priest, and thus, subject to clerical immunity from such
actions.?® This behaviour, that only exacerbated Gilles’ disregard for royal
policy, combined to suggest that Gilles de Rais had shifted his own politi-
cal allegiances and therein jeopardised all border acquisitions since 1435.
Be that as it may, the bishop ordered Gilles de Rais arrested and a warrant
for his detention was issued. “We, Jean Labbé, captain of arms, acting in
the name of my lord ... enjoin Gilles ... to grant us immediate access to
his castle and to constitute himself our prisoner so that he may answer
to the triple charge of witchcraft, murder and sodomy.”*! Astonishingly,
the abduction, abuse, and detention of a priest resulted in allegations of
witcheraft, sexual misconduct, and homicide.?? Thus began an investiga-
tion that involved inquisitorial procedure and further charges of heresy
that not infrequently involved allegations of sexual misconduct.?® The
idea, expounded in canon law, that arrest on charges of heresy also implied
seizure of property had significant ramifications for Gilles and tremendous
advantage for his enemies.**
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There were several key players in the case against Gilles de Rais. Suspect
number one was a magician. Testimony was forthcoming that Gilles even-
tually turned to magic and alchemy in an effort to reverse his fortunes and
try to save his wealth. This led him into several ill-fated encounters and
relations with a number of magicians and necromancers. Chief among
these was an Italian practitioner named Francesco Prelati who occupies a
crucial role in the formal trial. Gilles dismissed the entire affair as frivolous
and without merit. This was his initial position. However, in the days that
followed, this wealthy, pious, and generous benefactor was transformed
into a monster of indescribable horror and atrocity. Fifteen days before
the actual commencement of legal proceedings, some of the property
belonging to Gilles de Rais was disposed of by those controlling it. Two of
his confidants, Gilles de Sillé and Roger de Briqueville, fled. The records
indicate that the Bishop of Nantes, Jean de Malestroit, and the “Vice-
Inquisitor into Heresy,” Jean Blouyn, acting on behalf of the Inquisitor-
General of France, Guillaume Merici, preferred forty-nine charges against
Gilles de Rais. Jean de Malestroit and Jean Blouyn presided over the eccle-
siastical trial. Pierre de L’Hopital, the President of Brittany, convened the
secular proceedings.?

The forty-nine charges in the indictment were divided into three cat-
egories. The first was broadly construed as a breach or abuse of clerical
privilege, and this related to the abduction of Priest Jean Le Ferron. The
second charge was presented in terms of conjuring demons, understood
as sorcery connected to alchemy and may be related to Gilles’ connections
with necromancers, especially Francesco Prelati. The final category speci-
fied sexual perversion. It is possible to understand these initial charges as
an invitation to “scandal, malice and self-interest.”?¢ Upon examination,
articles fifteen to forty-nine in the indictment of Gilles de Rais appear to
parallel the standard pro forma charges often levelled against heretics, sor-
cerers, Jews, and other outsiders in medieval Europe. There are grounds
for assuming that details of the writ were concealed from Gilles. Like his
friends, he did not take up the option to flee. Perhaps he believed himself
immune from criminal prosecution. Perhaps he regarded the matter as
deficient when it came to the weight of inquiry. When confronted by the
authorities, he consented to answer the charges of heresy. Gilles would
have felt quite confident about this. Ecclesiastical and secular court pro-
ceedings were conducted simultaneously but separately in the upper and
lower halls of the castle of La Tour Neuve in Nantes.
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The initial charge of infringing on the ecclesiastical protection and
rights of Jean Le Ferron need not be explicated further. This was relatively
straightforward. The second indictment was underscored in the sixteenth
charge.

In a lower hall of the castle at Tiffauges ...in the diocese of Maillezais, he
had several signs, and characters traced by certain masters like Frangois
Prelati ... self-styled expert in the forbidden art of geomancy; and in a wood
close by the castle at Tiffauges he had these same signs traced in the earth
by Jean de la Riviere, and Antoine de Palerme, a Lombard, as well as by a
man named Louis, and other magicians and conjurors of demons, and had
them conjure and divine, and he invoked and had them invoke evil spirits
answering to the names of Barron, Oriens, Beelzebub, and Belial, by means
of fire, incense, myrrh, aloes and other aromatics.?”

All of this was embellished in the fifteenth charge of the bill of indictment
that also set forth the allegations of sexual crime and murder.

Considering what was reported at first by public rumor, then by the secret
inquiry led by the said Reverend Father, Lord Bishop of Nantes, in his city
and diocese, at the same time as by his commissioners, deputed by apostolic
authority ... as well as that led by the aforesaid prosecutor of the ecclesias-
tical court of Nantes ... denunciations reiterated grievously and tearfully,
with lamentations, by many persons of both sexes ... bemoaning the loss
and murder of their children, boys and girls, stating positively that these
same boys and girls were taken by the said Gilles de Rais, the accused [and
his accomplices] ... and that by them these children have had their throats
cut inhumanly, had been killed and finally dismembered and burned, and
in other respects shamefully tormented; that the same Gilles de Rais, the
accused, had sacrificed the bodies of these children to demons ... and that
with the said children, as many boys as girls, sometimes while they were
alive, sometimes after they were dead, sometimes as they were dying, Gilles
had horribly and ignobly committed the sin of sodomy and exercised his lust
on the one and the other ... the aforesaid prosecutor declares and intends
to prove, if necessary, that by all evidence, for the past forty years, every
year, every month, every day, every night and every hour of these forty
[sic] years ... the aforesaid Gilles de Rais ... took, killed, cut the throats of
many children, boys and girls; that these were taken, killed, butchered ...
that on these same children he committed the said unnatural sin of sodomy
and abused them ignominiously; and that he committed and perpetrated in
many and various places ... all that is set forth above and below.?8
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These charges specified that the bodies of the murdered victims were
burned, thrown into ditches or trenches in the vicinity of the castles in
question, or were otherwise disposed of in the sewer (“the sinks”) of the
Castle at La Suze or discarded in “secret and out-of-the-way places.”?” The
accusation of sodomy was never defined. This is less a peculiarity with the
courts in fifteenth-century Nantes than a lack of precision amongst theo-
logians and lawyers in the Middle Ages. Medieval canon law restricted the
types of sexual expression deemed acceptable. In order to comply with a
modicum of acceptability, three general requirements determined whether
it was licit or not. Sexual relations were confined to heterosexual vagi-
nal penetration within the bonds of holy matrimony, for the purpose of
procreation, and performed in the missionary position. Any other sexual
contact might fall into the category of sodomy.*® By the thirteenth cen-
tury, the term had taken on a pejorative connotation both in legal and in
popular parlance.?! Apart from comments in a single testimony, we cannot
be entirely sure exactly what Gilles’ sodomitical offenses were. It would
be specious to assume too much on the little information we possess from
the legal records. The ecclesiastical trial alleged that Gilles and his accom-
plices had committed the sin of sodomy on the children in question along
with “many other enormous and unusual crimes.” The charge of sodomy
is not explicated.® Some analyses of the legal proceedings see the charge
of sodomy as the central issue.?® Is it possible that sodomy was little more
than an excuse for the church to conveniently prosecute Gilles with a view
towards its own political interest? After all, there were plenty of sexual
deviants about who were never legally accosted.?* The criminal indictment
laid the crimes at the feet of “the said Gilles de Rais, the accused, Gilles de
Sillé, Roger de Briqueville, Henriet Griart, Etienne Corrillaut, also known
as Poitou, André Buchet, Jean Rossignol, Robin Romulart, a man by the
name of Spadine, and Hicquet de Brémont, familiars and frequent guests
of the same Gilles de Rais.”3®

During the civil trial on 18 September 1440, the reason for some of the
atrocities committed came into clearer focus and we are told at least part
of the reason why Gilles abducted and killed children.

Inquiry and inquest with a view to proving, if possible, that the said Lord de
Rais and his followers, his accomplices, conveyed away a certain number of
small children, or other persons, and had them snatched, whom they struck
down and killed, to have their blood, heart, liver, or other such parts, to
make of them a sacrifice to the Devil, or to do other sorceries with, on which
subjects there are numerous complaints.®®
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The charges further enumerate that Gilles sometimes offered parts of the
bodies of the decedents, namely, the hands, eyes, or hearts, to demons
in glass vases.’” The canonical court put the number of Gilles’ victims
at 140. The secular court numbered them at more than 200.*® Recent
studies inflate the serial killing to encompass more than 800 victims.®
Gilles himself eventually testified that there were so many he could not
possibly know the number.*® The lurid charges are compressed when the
court noted that it is “common opinion” that the said Gilles de Rais, “the
accused ...was and is a heretic, a relapsed heretic, a magician, a sodomite, a
conjuror of evil spirits, a seer, a cutter of the throats of innocents, an apos-
tate, an idolater, having deviated from the faith and being hostile to it.”*!
Put together, then, Gills de Rais was accused of heresy, apostasy, conjuring
demons, criminal activity in connection to crimes against nature, sodomy,
sacrilege, and violating the immunity of the medieval church. These were
serious charges, even if the defendant initially failed to appreciate their
gravity.

Suspect number two was a maid. Examination of the trial records in the
proceedings against Gilles de Rais reveals that much of the lurid informa-
tion came from the testimony of a woman named Perrine Martin.*? This
woman, known also as “La Pellissonne,” bore the moniker “La Meftraye”
or “the terror” and worked as a servant for Gilles. It is quite unclear how
her testimony was obtained. It is not known if torture or the threat of tor-
ture was used to elicit her sworn deposition. Whether or not the methods
of judicial torture were employed, the evidence submitted by La Meffraye
did not constitute legal evidence. The examination did not take place in
court and her statements were not repeated before the presiding judges.
Moreover, her testimony was circulated throughout the city, thereby caus-
ing serious prejudice to the case for the defence. In other words, Gilles de
Rais was tried in the medieval equivalent of the media and popular culture.

On 13 September 1440, Gilles de Rais was summoned before the epis-
copal court in Nantes. Preliminary hearings were held on 28 September
and again on 8, 11, and 13 October. These hearings produced only two
further witnesses in addition to the seven noted in the episcopal letter of
29 July.** None of these witnesses possessed any first-hand knowledge
of what had happened to the missing children before hearing details of
the so-called confessions of Perrine Martin. This calls into question the
bishop’s 29 July claim that Gilles de Rais was being charged with child
murder and heinous crimes on the basis of public rumour.* Two days
after the preliminary hearings concluded, the formal trial opened on 15
October. Having been privy to the lurid testimony of Perrin Martin that
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had been circulated throughout Nantes and the surrounding locale, the
courtroom was crowded with people demanding vengeance for alleged
missing or assumed murdered children.* The criminal proceeding like-
wise attracted many people curious to see the accused and to hear prurient
accounts of his crimes and misdeeds.

Initially, Gilles went on the offensive during the preliminary hearings
and attempted to block procedural developments by challenging the
legal competence of the judges to hear the case or to preside over court
proceedings that had indicted him. The records indicate that Gilles was
uncooperative and arrogant in response to the queries put to him. Gilles
indicated he would appeal but that initiative was denied on technical legal
grounds.*® He refused to take an oath. He went further in actively vilifying
the judges by denouncing them as simoniacs and dissolute men unworthy
to sit in judgement of one who was a devout and faithful Christian. Gilles
told the court in no uncertain terms that he was sorely vexed to have to
appear in such a place and stated he preferred to be hanged rather than be
forced to respond to such improper judges. The court was unmoved and,
after having threatened him several times with excommunication, Gilles de
Rais was declared an excommunicate on 13 October.*” Thus, the formal
trial began with Gilles already declared outside the church. However, by
that time Gilles had changed his mind and had decided to cooperate. In
the space of two days, he completed a total volte-face. He begged forgive-
ness for his intemperate and impertinent remarks and offered full apology
to the court officials for his insolence and misbehaviour. He indicated
he was now fully prepared to submit to the lawful authority and estab-
lished jurisdiction of the court without further prevarication or appeal.
In response to this astonishing and unexpected display of contrition, the
court and the church lifted the ban of excommunication, thereby readmit-
ting the accused miscreant back into the church. This is extraordinary in
that the defendant was charged with heresy. One must ponder which fac-
tors impressed upon the thinking of Gilles de Rais over the course of those
two days prompting him to withdraw his defiance to the court and offer a
plea of submission and willingness to do nothing to further obstruct the
court procedure. The forty-eight-hour interval is of seminal importance
but unfortunately we can learn nothing from the records for these are
silent and constitute some of those lost moments of history.

The important detail is clearly the forty-eight-hour interval of which
nothing is recorded, and after which everything had changed. After this
interval of silence, Gilles confessed and he was restored to communion
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with the church. What happened in those forty-eight hours seems obvious.
The prosecutors made a deal with him: if he continued obdurate he would
die ignominiously and without the blessing of the church. Hell awaited
him assuredly. Of this outcome, Gilles had no doubt. His properties would
be forfeited, and it is impossible to know the nature and extent of the
threats that may have been raised against his family. On the other hand, if
he confessed, he would still die ignominiously but he could save his soul,
and perhaps some of his properties would be left to his family who would
otherwise be unharmed. He agreed, having no choice about his temporal
fate. And he confessed to crimes so incredible, and his insistence that the
confession be made public and in the vernacular, seems to be a declaration
that he expected no one to give it credence. This was how Gilles imag-
ined he could save his reputation. No one would believe such confessions;
they were too incredible. Whereas if his confession was iz camera, no one
outside the court would be able to evaluate the nature and content of his
admissions, and would therefore have no recourse but to believe in his
guilt. Placed against the prevailing political and economic motives, there
is an abundance of circumstantial detail to suggest a conspiracy (his fel-
low accused who escaped unpunished) and there is testimony, too often
ignored or overlooked, that not everyone believed in his guilt.

On the second day of the trial (16 October), Francesco Prelati was
deposed. His testimony corroborated the allegations of the court that
he had been connected to the defendant and acknowledged he knew of
common rumour connecting Gilles de Rais to crimes against children.
However, Prelati adamantly claimed to know nothing about murder,
although he admitted he had seen one dead child, six months old, in the
Castle of Tiffauges.*® The third suspect to undergo interrogation and give
testimony to the court was a priest. Father Eustache Blanchet was deposed
on 17 October. He testified that Gilles often wandered about his estates
at all hours and admitted that he was responsible for bringing the sor-
cerer Francesco Prelati to Brittany. Blanchet testified that he had heard
both Prelati and Gilles de Rais invoking Satan in their alchemical rituals.
Like Prelati, Blanchet admitted that he also knew of gossip and common
rumour concerning stories of children who had mysteriously gone missing.
He told the court he suspected Gilles was writing a book “on the ceremo-
nies of his school” using ink made from the blood of murdered children.*
Father Blanchet even represented to the court that while he had not actu-
ally seen the book in question he had in fact personally seen the said ink
well. However, he was unable to shed any light on allegations of sexual
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abuse on the part of the defendant. Thus far, the testimonies of Prelati and
Blanchet established little more than efforts on the part of the accused to
conjure magic or turn the theories of alchemy to his advantage. The alleged
deposition of Perrine Martin was troubling for the defence but it had been
improperly obtained and was technically illegal. The three witnesses were
able to provide the court with little more than hearsay evidence. Had he
not decided to plead guilty, Gilles de Rais would have been relieved when
the examination of Father Blanchet closed. Gilles doubtlessly felt quite
confident defending himself on charges of heresy. If the sorcerer, the maid,
and the priest had done little to harm him legally, additional witnesses had
more to contribute than hearsay.

Suspects four and five were introduced into the proceedings. These
were a steward and a servant, Henri Griart and Etienne Corrillaut, better
known as Poitou. The former had joined the household of Gilles de Rais
in the capacity of steward or chamberlain around 1434 while the latter
arrived as early as 1427. Their testimonies were especially damaging and
ultimately damning. These two deponents testified that Gilles de Rais had
engaged in the systematic sexual abuse of children in his castles through-
out the Loire Valley. Poitou testified, ostensibly without the prompting
of torture, that Gilles had disclosed the nature of his crimes to him. The
court record spares little detail.

In order to practice his unnatural debaucheries and lascivious passions with
the said children, boys and girls, the said Gilles de Rais first took his penis or
virile member into one or the other of his hands, rubbed it, made it erect, or
stretched it, then put it between the thighs or legs of the said boys and girls,
bypassing the natural vessel of the said girls, rubbing his said penis or virile
member on the bellies of the said boys and girls with great pleasure, passion,
and lascivious concupiscence, until sperm was ejaculated on their bellies.>

In terms of the charge of sodomy, this deposition represents the fullest
extent of our knowledge and it would be imprudent to speculate further.
Poitou testified of how skeletons of murdered children were disposed of
and these numbered as many as eighty-six. Poitou went further to reveal the
depth of Gilles” depravity by stating that at times when it was impossible to
find boys or girls from the countryside he resorted to abusing his own choir-
boys, though he never killed any of them since he loved them very much,
but swore them to keep his deeds secret. Of his devotion to the choirboys
we read elsewhere that he bestowed on them many gifts and finery and on
each occasion when they performed he saw to it they had new costumes.>!
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The deposition of Henri Griart on 17 October was much the same
and contained plenty of lurid details of the misdeeds of Gilles de Rais.
We lack specific details under which these testimonies were encouraged
or extracted. Were these men tortured? Their accounts are so close as to
be practically verbatim in places with respect to details of events that in
some cases presumably occurred years earlier. Was there dictation on the
part of the interrogators as was usual in inquisitorial procedures relating
to heresy and witchcraft investigations? We know of marginal notations in
manuscript records wherein the inquisitor has noted to the effect that if
the witness had not yet implicated the accused, then at a predetermined
place in the interrogation the witness may be tortured until the desired
outcome is achieved.?? We cannot know with any degree of certainty what
went on behind the scenes in the trial of Gilles de Rais.

Suspect number six was the choirmaster André Buchet. There were
rumours that the choirmaster also harboured unnatural desire for his
charges but such gossip was neither proven nor sustained. Buchet was
constantly recruiting new members for his illustrious choir, a project fully
funded by Gilles de Rais who rewarded his choirmaster handsomely for
his work. The preponderance of evidence submitted by the witnesses for
the prosecution in the case against Gilles de Rais thus far consisted mainly
of rumour, hearsay, innuendo, gossip, and suspicion. What happened next
was a breakthrough that the prosecution could hardly have imagined.

Having heard from the nominated key witnesses, as determined by the
court, Gilles de Rais was scheduled to be subjected to interrogatory torture
on Friday, 21 October at 2:00 p.m. in order that the court might arrive
at a definitive understanding of the nature of the charges.>® As the time
approached, Gilles announced that he was prepared to testify and make
full confession in order, as he put it with grim humour, to spare them the
bother of torture. The entire procedure is curious for it would have been
extraordinary for someone of Gilles’ social rank and standing to be threat-
ened with judicial torture. The testimony of Gilles de Rais in the ecclesias-
tical court of Nantes has been called “confessions of a medieval sodomite”
and it is doubtful that anyone had any inkling of what Gilles was about to
say under oath once he declared that torture would be quite unnecessary
since he was prepared to make a full and complete statement to the court
concerning the charges levelled against him.%® Ts it significant that the con-
fessions of Gilles de Rais were made only after the threat of torture?

Without flinching, Gilles de Rais took the witness stand and admitted
the essential veracity of the charges filed against him. His informal confessio
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extra iudicialis, or his “out of court confession,” bragged that his crimes
were sufficient to convict 10,000 men.%® This might be construed as an
example of the criminal propensity to extravagance.®” He declined to modify
or challenge the indictments or indeed any of the testimony made against
him by the several witnesses. Instead, Gilles did everything possible to
incriminate himself.*® He confessed that he did enjoy his vice. He admitted
to the systemic sexual abuse of children. He confessed that he personally
had decapitated many of his victims. He admitted that he had beaten many
other children to death with a stick. He testified in open court that he had,
with considerable unrestrained lust, kissed the dead bodies of his victims.
Moreover, he appeared to corroborate the earlier testimony of Poitou when
he stated that he had in fact asked his accomplices to judge which decapi-
tated head was the more pleasing. The courtroom must have been shocked
into stunned silence at these disclosures as Gilles continued. He testified
that it was true that he enjoyed sitting on the children in order to more
closely observe their death. The Marshal of France confessed that at times
he had ordered their bodies cut open so that he could view their internal
organs.” One of the wealthiest men in the realm declared he had ordered
the disposition of the remains of murdered children by various and sundry
means. Moreover, he admitted that he employed agents to search out and
seize victims to satisty his cravings. Two of the most successful of these kid-
nappers were women.*® The religiously observant and pious Gilles de Rais
admitted his culpability in the said crimes and entered an unqualified guilty
plea. From a prosecutorial point of view, the trial was an absolute success.
Confession was considered the regina probationum (queen of proofs) and
was generally regarded as unassailable, especially when it had been obtained
without the use of torture.

The court, which comprised the bishop, inquisitor, four local prelates,
and civil judges, considered the crimes and offenses of Gilles separately.
This meant that two separate courts were concurrently considering the
case against Gilles de Rais. It might be noted this was the identical pro-
cedure used in the trial of Joan of Arc nine years earlier. The inquisi-
tor found the defendant guilty as charged on the allegations of apostasy,
heresy, and the invocation of demons. The bishop returned a verdict of
guilty on the charges of sodomy, sacrilege, and the violation of ecclesi-
astical privilege. The secular judges condemned him on the indictment
for murder. Thus, the Marshal of France was denounced as a heretic, a
relapsed heretic, magician, sodomite, invocator of demons, apostate, mur-
derer, idolater, one who strayed from the faith and was hostile to it, a



PIETY, PERVERSION, AND SERIAL KILLING: THE STRANGE CASE OF GILLES DE... 65

soothsayer and sorcerer.! On 22 October, Gilles asked that his confession
be read publicly in the vernacular. This was not extraordinary save that, in
this case, the details were shocking. Gilles even added more lurid details
to his original confession. He exhorted everyone present to obey church
authority without question. He asked pardon of the parents of the chil-
dren he had abused and murdered. His previous excommunication having
been revoked meant that Gilles de Rais had been reincorporated into the
church and thereby absolved. Upon request, the penitential confession of
the convict was heard by the Carmelite monk Jean Jouvenel. The court
ordered that on the following day, 26 October, at 11:00 a.m., Gilles de
Rais be relaxed to the secular arm for execution of sentence.

On the next day, at the specific request of the condemned man, the
bishop and clergy of Nantes formed the beginning of a great procession
that began two hours prior to the scheduled execution. This procession
was accompanied by an innumerable group of the common people from
the city and the immediate area. We are told that an enormous throng
accompanied the condemned man and they prayed for his soul.®* There
is some irony that the people once clamouring for his death now prayed
for his salvation. The procession wound its way through the streets of
Nantes with much ritual, pomp, and music, over the bridges that spanned
the Loire River that flowed around the Ile Faydeau to the place of execu-
tion on the island called La Gloriette in the meadows of La Madeleine.
Reaching the place of punishment, Gilles had requested that he be exe-
cuted along with his accomplices, Henri Griart and Poitou, since they had
committed the heinous acts together. However, Gilles requested that he
be put to death first. The court ordered that the three men be hanged and
then their bodies burnt on a pyre. Henri Griart and Poitou were hanged
and their bodies burned according to the court order. In the case of Gilles
de Rais, he was hanged but his mortal remains were not committed to the
fire. It seems someone was prepared to cut the rope before the fire reached
him. His relatives, or several women, were permitted to retrieve the corpse
and he was interred in the Carmelite Monastery Church of Notre Dame in
Nantes.%® There is some evidence that bones of the decedent were kept as
relics of his piety.** Sometime after the tumultuous events of that autumn,
Gilles” daughter Marie de Rais raised a monument to her father on the
Chaussée de la Madeleine (Gloriette Island) between the Ecole Ste. Barbe
and a private house and in front of the Hétel de la Boule d’Or that sur-
vived well into the nineteenth century. A fragment is apparently preserved
in the Museum of Archaeology in Nantes.®®
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The execution of Gilles de Rais brought a decade of terror, of mass
murder, of serial killing, and paedophilia in Brittany to an end. The miss-
ing children were now more or less accounted for, their unfortunate fates
now revealed. The tormentor who had perpetrated such ghastly crimes
had been punished in accordance with law. With the monster now dead
and ensconced beneath a marble slab in the monastic church, life could
return to normal in the Loire River Valley. Before considering the case
closed, however, there are a number of queries that remain unanswered
and unaccounted for. Was the trial of Gilles de Rais quite as straightfor-
ward as the verdicts handed down in the courtrooms of Nantes in 1440
seem to indicate? Initially, one must query the nature and reliability of
the court records.’® The case for the prosecution of Gilles de Rais was
founded principally on reports drawn up by ecclesiastical and inquisito-
rial personnel, legal writs prepared for trial, documents based largely if
not exclusively on memory, and depositions made by persons known and
unknown who may or may not have been tortured or subjected to various
degrees of duress. Frankly, there are no proven strategies for determining
how reliable such information is. There are two considerations inherent
in this matter. There is the possibility that notaries or other court officials
fraudulently manipulated the legal record of the trial of Gilles de Rais. I
can find no grounds for sustaining this possibility. On the other hand,
it is possible the evidential value of the testimonies comprising the case
against Gilles is too weak to support the weight of the allegations. This
is a different type of reliability test. The notarial records are more or less
unimpeachable, at least certainly no more suspect than any other similar
trial of the period, but there is considerable question about the integrity
of the evidence submitted. The recording of that evidence is likely trust-
worthy but the evidence itself is quite another matter. In other words,
interrogations undertaken during inquisitorial proceedings were recorded
by Jean Delaunay, Jean Petit, Nicolas Géraud, and Guillaume Lené, the
court-appointed notaries. These individuals prepared a narrative of the
details obtained during the deposition but it cannot be considered that
such records were verbatim reports. Instead, these constituted the sum
and substance of the testimony as was customary.” That limitation in
mind is still not the centre of the issue. The core is that what the notaries
Jean Delaunay, Jean Petit, Nicolas Géraud, and Guillaume Lené faithfully
recorded is potentially fundamentally flawed and amounting to a template
consisting of boilerplate testimony and evidence seen with some regularity
in late medieval heresy trials.
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Comparing the inquisitorial procedures of this heresy trial to the stan-
dard procedures of the ordo iudicarius reveals significant departures and
irregularities.®® Some of these are substantial, with rather severe implica-
tions for the findings of the court and some that cast considerable doubt
on the verdict. It is curious that apart from Perrine Martin, Poitou, and
Henri Griart, none of the other approximately 500 servants who worked
for Gilles de Rais were called on to testify, give witness, or corroborate the
evidence submitted to the court in support of the indictment. Guillaume
Daussy was one of the servants and his son was sexually abused and mur-
dered by Gilles, according to the defendant’s own testimony, yet Daussy
never gives evidence, even to the extent of confirming his son’s disap-
pearance.® The majority of the testimony submitted as evidence is little
more than hearsay. Parents who knew nothing of their missing children’s
whereabouts soon began asserting the youngsters had been sodomized
and murdered. On what basis were such accusations and assumptions
founded? Once or twice in the proceedings we hear about the discovery or
existence of skeletal remains on properties owned by Gilles but this hardly
constitutes prima facie evidence. Charges against Gilles were disseminated
by word of mouth and in Latin when they ought to have been written
down. Some of the witnesses, especially Prelati, Blanchet, and Perrine
Martin were possibly subjected to torture, gave evidence that was then
used against Gilles, and in some cases thereafter were freed and not even
charged with complicity in the case. André Buchet, Gilles’ choir director
and also choirmaster for the Duke of Brittany, who aided and abetted in
procuring children for Gilles and apparently helped in disposing their bod-
ies, may have received payment for his services in this regard, but surpris-
ingly was never prosecuted. Gilles was absolved without being subjected
to the usual ceremony of abjuration. More startling and irregular was the
fact that the excommunication of Gilles de Rais was lifted on request by
the defendant despite the glaring fact that a charge of heresy continued to
hang over his head. The condemned was permitted to choose the place of
burial and to some extent dictate the course of his execution. In return for
not revoking his confession, Gilles was permitted to die more humanely
rather than by burning, which was the standard medieval method for exe-
cuting convicted heretics.

Moreover, and equally troubling, is the fact that the trial proceedings
suggest alleged rumours about the criminal activities of Gilles de Rais
for as long as eight years.”” We must wonder why the authorities delayed
investigating for so long. At the arraignment the indictment stated that
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the crimes began in 1426, but Gilles later testified that he only perpetrated
his heinous offenses from 1432. Tellingly, no cases of missing children
prior to 1432 were introduced as evidence at trial. How can the earlier
date be explained? Further, there is the question of motivation on the
part of the prosecution. The immediate social and political turmoil that
existed between France and Brittany is directly at issue. Castles and lands
belonging to Gilles were of strategic importance. Brittany would eventu-
ally be absorbed by France, but in 1440 it might be argued that Gilles de
Rais held one of the critical keys in the struggle. Notably, upon his death,
most of his estates were confiscated by Jean V de Montfort, the Duke
of Brittany, and Bishop Jean Malestroit had likewise gained a significant
portion of his property before the trial. One explanation for the delay in
prosecuting Gilles alleges that only once the church authorities had taken
advantage of the wealth controlled by Gilles did they begin to gather evi-
dence for a criminal indictment.”

The fate of the accused was also curious. Gilles and his two principle
companions, Henri Griart and Poitou, were executed. Prelati was con-
demned to life imprisonment. He escaped custody but was later hanged,
having been convicted of additional crimes. Father Blanchet was fined
and banished. Perrine Martin, the woman known as La Meffraye, hanged
herself in a prison cell in Nantes.”> The choirmaster André Buchet was
untouched. Gilles de Sillé vanished without a trace. Roger de Briqueville
received a pardon for his role in the crimes.”? Of the others named in
the criminal indictment, Jean Rossignol, Robin Romulart, Spadine, and
Hicquet de Brémont, we hear not a word of their whereabouts or fate.
A fifteenth-century chronicler noted that the majority of the barons of
Brittany, especially those closely related to the accused, were stricken with
grief and greatly confused at what was considered the disgraceful death
of Gilles de Rais. Prior to the criminal proceedings Gilles had enjoyed
the esteem of his countrymen and was renowned as a brave knight in
combat.”* More than this, to all outward appearances during the time he
was allegedly engaged in the sexual molestation of children on an alarm-
ing scale and committing serial killing he did not cease from the prac-
tice of religious faith. During the years of terror, Gilles de Rais remained
outwardly pious. He was regularly observant of his religion. He went to
confession and received the sacrament. He also repeatedly mentioned his
desire to undertake a pilgrimage to Jerusalem to visit the holy sepulchre.
At the same time that the court alleged he was engaged in mass murder
and unspeakable cruelties, Gilles was also participating for an entire year
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in a mystery play staged at Orléans celebrating the victories of his former
colleague Joan of Arc.”> Where are the missing children of Orléans? We
know of no names or cases even remotely connected to Gilles de Rais, yet
the court records of 1440 assure us that “for the past fourteen years, every
year, every month, every day, every night...” Gilles de Rais sexually abused
and murdered children. Where are the victims in Orléans? It should also
be noted that his relatives later attempted to mount an insanity defence on
behalf of Gilles in the ducal court of Brittany.”® This was unsuccessful. The
query remains: was the trial and condemnation of Gilles de Rais a travesty
of justice or was he in fact the scoundrel the court condemned? Some writ-
ers assume the evidence presented at trial speaks for itself and therefore
Gilles de Rais was guilty as charged.”” There have been those in the past
130 years who have questioned either the verdict itself or raised objections
about one aspect or another of the trial procedures.”® Such claims cannot
be dismissed out of hand. The judges who presided over the trial of Gilles
de Rais may well have been villains who used law and legal procedure for
their own ends, but this does not mean they were incapable of detecting
real crimes.”

The threat of torture or its actual application seems likely to have elic-
ited the near-verbatim testimony of Henri Griart and Poitou. The unreli-
ability of confession extracted from witnesses under duress historically has
proven to be universal.3’ Their depositions were ever more damaging than
anything offered by the others. These two factors, torture and similarity of
witness, were not carefully scrutinized by the court. Confessions in many
inquisitorial proceedings relating to heresy or witchcraft are remarkably
similar in many parts of Europe. This may be attributed to the nature and
standardized questions asked of the defendant or deponent. Leading ques-
tions were often asked. In many records there are no specific answers pro-
vided, only the single word affirmat meaning the witness has affirmed the
point in question. Sometimes a statement of confession written in the first
person would be drawn up by the court, which the accused or deponent
would be compelled to sign or otherwise affirm. The evidence accepted
by the court cannot be adjudicated as other than wholesale rumour and
hearsay. Despite the sense that there were many witnesses arrayed against
Gilles de Rais, it is troublesome to find that the court records provide us
with the names of only seven clearly identified deponents on the matter of
sexual abuse and murder, of which two depositions (Perrine Martin and an
otherwise unknown Tiphaine, the widow of Robin Branchu) are no longer
extant.®! There is reference to the depositions of fifteen other witnesses on
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the alleged rumours of infamia of Gilles de Rais.3? These testimonies by
attorneys, merchants, apothecaries, notaries, physicians, and barbers are
general witnesses on the matter of public outcry concerning Gilles, but the
depositions are not extant and the witnesses were only saying they knew of
rumours and general unrest. Inasmuch as the crimes were alleged to have
been committed over a period of some fourteen years, it seems extraordi-
nary that only eight witnesses to these atrocities could be noted by name
in the criminal proceedings.

Suspicions are only deepened when one turns to the victims. According
to the narrative of the indictment, the court heard that Gilles de Rais, dur-
ing every month of every year over a substantial period of time, did indeed
abduct, or caused to be seized, children who were then taken to one of his
castles where they were ritualistically abused and subsequently murdered.
We should expect the legal dossier to be filled with the names of the chil-
dren who went missing or who were found dead at the hand of the serial
killer in the region of the Loire River. The indictment only identifies two
victims.3? Of the clearly identified scores of victims Gilles is alleged to have
murdered, we find a figure well below the 140 victims generally assumed
by the ecclesiastical court and the 200 alleged in the secular tribunal. Upon
examination it becomes apparent that full names can only be determined
for ten of the victims: Colin Avril, Jean Donete, Guillaume Delit, Jean
Hubert, Olivier Darel, Perrot Dagaie, Bernard Le Camus, Princé Jacquet,
Guillaume Le Barbier, and Jamet Brice. Many others (twenty-nine in
all) are identified only as the son or child of a certain man or family: the
nephew of the prior of Chéméré, the brother of Catherine, wife of a painter
named Thierry, or the sons of the widow Yvon Kerguen, Perrone Loessart,
Guillaume Daussy, Jean Bernard, Jean Meugner, Guillaume Jeudon, Jean
Jeudon, Alexandre Chastelier, Guillaume Sergent, Mathelin Thouars,
Jeanne Edelin (or Bonneau), Macé Sorin, Oran, Thomas Aisé, Guillaume
Hamelin (two sons), Michwau Bouver, Eustache Drouet (two sons), Jean
Jenvret, Jean Fougere, Eonnet de Villeblanche, Magnet, Robin Pavot
(two sons), and Couperie (two sons). Beyond this, there are the pages of
Guillaume Hilairet and Francesco Prelati, the nephew of Denis de Lemoin,
and a young man connected to Jean Toutblanc. Three victims are totally
anonymous, noted only as a boy from the town of La Roche-Bernard, a
seven-year-old at Machecoul, and a six month old seen at Tiffauges. This
renders a total of forty-six children. During the secular court trial, the
names of a dozen parents or family members are listed as filing complaints
over missing children supposed murdered by Gilles de Rais.3*
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Given the allegations lodged against Gilles and the period of time he
was accused of engaging in his criminal preoccupations, it seems extraor-
dinary that less than a dozen victims could be fully identified as miss-
ing or murdered. In a fourteen-year period in a region riven with war,
conflict, and political hostility, add to this the expected level of criminal
activity, or the likelihood of misadventure, accident, familial violence, run-
aways, unexplained absences, the peripatetic nature of late medieval life,
or peril by wild animal, one is left rather underwhelmed by the scope of
the charges and the paucity of nominated victims. Forty-six alleged dead
children is an atrocity but it does not meet the criteria maintained by the
court that for years Gilles Rais stalked the countryside seizing, abusing,
and murdering children on a daily basis. These observations beg the ques-
tion: when were the alleged victims killed? According to the information
gleaned and presented as evidence there were no known killings between
1434 and 1436 and only one in the year 1437. Yet the indictment repre-
sents heinous criminal acts over a fourteen-year period. This implies that
while he was engaged in battles in support of Joan of Arc and her agenda,
Gilles de Rais was also raping and murdering children. Yet over a four-year
period he seems to have been essentially inactive. Both observations may
in fact be true. The history of criminology reveals that horrific crimes have
been committed by individuals who simultaneously have been priests,
political leaders, presumed loving and faithful spouses, and revered public
figures. The same discipline can be shown to reveal cases of modern serial
killers, rapists, or other violent criminals who cease and desist from their
criminal activity for years at a time before resuming their previous deviant
behaviour.3® In the case of Gilles de Rais, he may have raped and killed
children after hearing Mass and saving Joan of Arc from certain death on
the battlefield. He may well have stopped killing for several years before
resuming his reign of terror. The problem is aligning that behaviour with
the charges against him, especially as enumerated in the fifteenth charge.3¢
There is a glaring problem of consistency between the indictment and the
evidence presented.

Alluding to the evidence in the case against Gilles de Rais in 1440, one
is again struck by the nature of the proofs advanced to secure conviction.
In sum, there is a total lack of forensic or physical evidence. The legal
proceedings reveal the following. The body of the Lavary boy was thrown
into a latrine belonging to a man named Boetden, a neighbour of Jean
Memoire in Vannes. Bernard Le Camus’s remains were sent to Machecoul
for burning, a point confirmed by Gilles, while an additional forty-five
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heads and bones were dispatched to the same location for the same rea-
son.*” We hear of rumours about bones discovered at Champtocé.®® Both
Poitou and Griart claim they were privy to hearsay about the bones of two
children found in the lower part of the tower at Machecoul.® During the
ecclesiastical trial, Poitou said he helped remove thirty-six or forty-six skel-
etons (he was not sure which) from the tower at Champtocé for transport
to Machecoul for burning while at the secular proceeding he settled on
the figure of forty-six skeletal remains.”® Griart likewise testified in the first
proceeding there were either thirty-six or forty-six skeletons but decided
there were thirty-six when he appeared before the secular magistrates.”!
Why have two deponents hesitated over the same two figures but later
were able to definitively state a precise number? Poitou said he had no idea
how the children died.”? Later, he claimed to have aided in the removal of
about forty children’s bones from Machecoul to be burned elsewhere.”®
Not only do we not know the identities of many of the alleged vic-
tims, we have no prima facie proof they were victimized by Gilles de Rais.
Poitou testified that he had brought perhaps forty children in total to
Gilles at Nantes, Machecoul, Tiffauges, and elsewhere. The same claim is
included in the deposition of Henri Griart.”* The deposition of Guillaume
Hilairet includes a comment that he heard that a man named Jean du
Jardin had said that a conduit filled with the remains of little children
had been found at Champtocé.”® Such hearsay evidence was never estab-
lished, nor was Jean du Jardin ever subpoenaed to testify and neither were
ditches excavated near Champtocé. There were two skeletons presumed
to have been uncovered at one or more of Gilles’ castles. These were
not produced. We encounter more hearsay testimony including Perrine
Rondeau of Machecoul who swore she saw ashes that was said to be the
remains of burned children taken from the house of Perrot Cahu after
Eustache Blanchet had stayed there. There was also a bloody shirt that
smelled so bad she fell ill.?¢ Henri Griart testified he had personally killed
twelve children and asserted that he had heard that forty bodies were dis-
covered in a room at Machecoul.”” Poitou claims eleven or twelve children
were slain at La Suze.”® Moreover, we have the sworn testimony of Poitou
who submitted there were at least eighty victims he knew of whose bodies
were uncovered at Machecoul and burned.”” Why could Poitou not lead
the authorities to the final repository of the remains, indeed any of the
remains, if in fact he could identify that many murders and presumably
he had been assigned the unedifying task of deposing of at least some of
these remains? Two skeletons were mentioned. However, the presence
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of skeletal remains does not zpso facto imply foul play. Nor yet does it
establish that Gilles de Rais was in any sense responsible for the death
of the person. Moreover, skeletons may have been on Gilles’ property
before he took ownership or assumed residence. A skeleton may be evi-
dence of homicide and appallingly brutal inhumanity. Alternatively, it may
have no relation to these things at all. Such discoveries may be irrelevant
circumstantial evidence or merely a red herring seized on by overzealous
or unscrupulous prosecutors or inquisitors. The Lavary boy allegedly was
killed in June 1440 and his remains thrown into a specifically identified
latrine. The body refused to sink sufficiently and so Poitou had to be
lowered by rope into the cesspool to submerge the body. The choirmaster
André Buchet and Griart had some difficulty getting Poitou out.!* We
read of no search conducted in this latrine to establish with prima facie
evidence the testimony of a murder committed only two months before
legal proceedings. The oversight is extraordinary and it appears that con-
fession as regina probationum satisfied the court absolutely. In a number
of witch trial proceedings, defendants confessed to having sex with the
Devil or committing homicide of certain named individuals. Examination
of such testimony sometimes conclusively established virginity and proved
that victims of murder were in fact alive. In these instances, confession
appears not to be the queen of proofs.

The obvious answer to the missing skeletons is that Gilles de Rais took
particular care to cover his tracks, conceal incriminating ndicia, or other-
wise destroy the evidence of his crimes. Indeed, we have already encoun-
tered testimony addressing this issue. However, accepting such evidence
uncritically in capital cases especially is a particularly dangerous method
of procedure. These charges filed against the defendant were clear in the
allegation that the bodies of the murdered children were burned, thrown
into ditches or trenches in the vicinity of the castles in question, or were
otherwise disposed of in the sewer of the Castle at La Suze.!*! It is quite
impossible to say by which method the majority of the corpses were con-
cealed. It seems unlikely that many were thrown into ditches or trenches.
These might have come to light if they were not buried and even if they
were, the work of weather, erosion, and wild animals would certainly have
eventually laid bare the crimes of Gilles de Rais. After all, these crimes
took place eight to fourteen years earlier. Yet we hear not a substantiated
word of the remains of a child found in a ditch or trench on or near prop-
erties controlled by the accused. One sewer is mentioned at the Castle of
La Suze. Castle sewers in late medieval Europe were either deposited in
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one way or another into a stream of water or cesspools were used. How
feasible would it be to dispose large numbers of bodies in such a sewer? In
the case of a river or stream, it seems highly plausible that human remains
would have turned up with some regularity. Cesspools had to be periodi-
cally cleaned out with the almost certain discovery of bodies or bones.!%?
There is no indication that either court hearing the case against Gilles de
Rais ever ordered a latrine inspection.

The suggestion that the bodies were burned is perhaps the most com-
pelling of all, for this might be achieved privately behind castle walls or
in specific rooms. However, it is unlikely Gilles de Rais and his alleged
murderous colleagues could have created and sustained fires hot enough
to destroy a human body or at least reduce it to a level where further
destruction can be undertaken. Where are the skeletons? How much time
is required to reduce a human body to a size where it might be disposed of
without causing a great deal of attention, keeping in mind the extent and
limitations of fifteenth-century technology? Modern cremations require
temperatures between 1600 and 1800 degrees Fahrenheit (870-980
degrees Centigrade) over a period of more than two hours in order to
incinerate a single human body. Poitou testified that the cremations were
carried out “on andirons in the room of the said Gilles, with thick pieces
of wood, thereafter arranging faggots on the dead bodies, and kindling a
large fire.”103

Suggestions that Gilles de Rais murdered hundreds of children, and
disposed of their bodies in the manner described in the criminal charges,
is difficult to support without physical proof or unimpeachable evidence.
This does not mean that crimes were not committed, but it does maintain
that proving those crimes is a difficult task. The quality of the non-forensic
evidence that came before the court is evidentially weak, amounting to
rumour, suspicion, and hearsay. Three examples will suffice. Glaring
inconsistencies in the testimony of Poitou seems not to have been noted
by the court, nor did it elicit any objection. On one occasion, Poitou sub-
mitted a sworn statement to the court that he had been sexually abused
by Gilles de Rais at knifepoint shortly after he came to live with Gilles
at about the age of ten. Elsewhere, he testified that his abuse occurred
when he was about the age of twenty.!* Criminal cross-examination did
not occur and normally defendants accused of heresy in the later Middle
Ages, a category in which Gilles found himself, did not have legal coun-
sel or representation during trial.!® Poitou’s confused testimony went
unchallenged. Henri Griart testified that he cut the throat of a young boy
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from Dieppe but later said he was uncertain who committed the murder
because he was not there at the time.'* Which statement or confession
should be accepted as true? Finally, we hear repeated references in the trial
records to the sexual abuse and murder of young boys and girls but not
a single girl is cited in any of the testimonies as a victim of the criminal
Gilles de Rais. Girls are mentioned six times in the indictment, once in the
judicial sentence, fifteen times in the deposition of Poitou in the ecclesi-
astical court (but not once in testifying in the secular trial proceeding),
thrice in the testimony of Henri Griart in the church proceeding, twice in
his secular court testimony, and once in the deposition summary about the
public outcry. Moreover, Gilles admitted to killing a large number of male
children but says nothing about girls.!” It is troubling to note that the
criminal proceeding in the secular court appears to have accepted without
critical evaluation the evidence submitted in the ecclesiastical court and
seems to have contented itself with the examination of witnesses concern-
ing the unexplained disappearance of children. Twenty-seven references to
girls but not a single case presented to the court.

Concerns in the trial itself raise queries of motivation on the part of
those behind the charges as well as the reasons why Gilles de Rais may
have been targeted. Giving the defendant the benefit of the doubt in terms
of criminal misconduct, are there indications the court may have com-
mitted acts of malfeasance, misfeasance, or nonfeasance? There are two
considerations. First, were the judges and prosecutors disinterested third
parties or were they in a position to benefit from the prosecution and
conviction of Gilles de Rais? More specifically, what about the role of Jean
de Malestroit? In his capacity as Bishop of Nantes, Malestroit possessed
unusual power both in the spiritual and secular realms. It was Malestroit
who compiled the initial allegations against Gilles and these appear to
have been based on a crucial lack of critically examined evidence. It was
Malestroit who declared that his investigation was based on “fama publica
et frequents.” In response to this “frequent and public rumour” he con-
ducted a diocesan visitation and interviewed many “discreet” people in
the parish churches.!® His 29 July document warrants closer scrutiny.
Four observations may be made. First, the document might be regarded as
illegal in the sense that it originated outside the court and legal procedure.
Second, there is a worrisome element of potentially leading the witnesses.
The bishop asks deponents not to hesitate to give witness. This might be
construed as an “invitation to scandal, malice, and self-interest.”!® Third,
the names of witnesses that are included are not attached to any details of
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actual crimes. Fourth, it is manifest that the said witnesses could not pos-
sess direct knowledge of the alleged crimes. Having amassed a case for the
prosecution, Malestroit appears contented for his dossier of proof to be
confirmed by confessions that may have been extracted from deponents
who faced the severe duress of judicial torture. Bishop Malestroit’s letter
provides the framework for prosecution. The required detail is fulfilled in
subsequent confessions, and puzzlingly the depositions neither expand on
nor deviate from the presumptive claims of the pre-trial outline.’® The
case against Gilles de Rais ultimately rested precariously on hearsay and
public rumour about missing children but lacked all semblance of prima
facie proof.

Gilles’ connection to Joan of Arc may also have been a contributing
cause for his downfall. Joan had been condemned in 1431 and destroyed
after a trial at Rouen with Bishop Pierre Cauchon presiding.'!! In a strictly
legal sense she was not executed for political or military reasons but for
heresy and by an ecclesiastical court. One of the puzzles in the Joan affair
was the apparent lack on the part of King Charles VII, who owed his
crown to Joan, to do anything either to ransom or rescue her. Or had
he? We know that Gilles de Rais was at Louviers in the winter of 1430, a
mere sixteen miles from Rouen where Joan was imprisoned. Suggestions
have been advanced that Gilles was there as part of some rescue opera-
tion that for unknown reasons failed to materialize.''> Did the defendant’s
association with the now unpopular Joan of Arc contribute to his downfall
and prosecution? And what should be made of two royal letters dated 3
January 1443 addressed to Frangois I, Duke of Brittany, the president
of the pariement of Brittany, and other officials that refer to Gilles and
declared that “without cause [he] was condemned to death and killed”
by order of Pierre de L’Hopital?''? The judges involved in the court case
were summoned to appear before the supreme court of the parlement of
Paris to show cause. History is silent on the matter.

The verdict of the criminal proceedings against Gilles de Rais, then,
rests on the confessions of the defendant that he was guilty as charged,
indeed guilty of more than had been alleged and further, the horror of
his crimes had not been completely disclosed. If this is not to be taken at
face value, how then should it be explained? That Gilles belonged to an
underground pagan resistance movement against Christianity along with
Joan of Arc and that both died as martyrs to paganism cannot be given
serious attention.!'* Moreover, the force of argument suggesting the case
of Gilles de Rais can only properly be understood by seeing the defendant
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as the archetypal medieval criminal whose deeds are the outgrowth of
that world fails to convince.!*® In attempting to evaluate the veracity of
the confessions made by Gilles de Rais in the court in Nantes, there are
several factors to be considered in assessing the confessions of defendants
in trials such as the one in which Gilles was arraigned. While confessions
are often strong indications, they do not necessarily prove anything and
require confirmation or supporting evidence. The veracity of confessions
must be tempered for they are often extracted by means of judicial coer-
cion, namely torture or the threat of torture. The hopelessness of many
inquisitorial proceedings in later medieval Europe sometimes induced
defendants to testify to whatever was required, thereby committing “judi-
cial suicide.”!¢ Furthermore, one cannot rule out any number of psycho-
logical issues that might prompt an individual to confess to crimes they
did not commit or exaggerate the nature and scope of their offenses. This
raises the question of historical fiction in the records of inquisitorial court
cases in the later Middle Ages.

With respect to the confession of Gilles de Rais, there appears to be
four interpretive options. First, he was telling the complete and unvar-
nished truth. Second, he was telling the truth but grossly exaggerating the
nature and extent of his crimes. Third, he was not telling the truth at all
but spoke out of morbid fear of torture, perpetual excommunication, and
eternal hell. Fourth, he was not telling the truth on account of insanity. In
his public confession, Gilles seems to attribute his depravity to improper
diet and elsewhere to a lack of discipline brought to bear on him in his
youth.!''” The causal connections seem feeble.!!® Gilles implored parents
at his trial to not be so negligent with their children. It is reported that
for years after his execution, parents in Nantes whipped their sons on the
anniversary of his death.!’ He may even consciously have been modelling
his penitential confession on literary sources.'?® This should be contrasted
with his private testimony delivered in the prison cell where he had been
detained, when he told an indeterminate number of officials including
Pierre de ’Hépital, the chief justice of Brittany, that he alone was respon-
sible for his crimes that he had deliberately perpetrated from no other
source or influence save that of his own desire and interest.'?!

It does not seem prudent or sensible to conclude that the crimes com-
mitted by Gilles de Rais (whether real or imaginary) should be seen as
belonging to the medieval world in which he lived.!?? Rather, however
we understand the confessions of Gilles de Rais at the climax of his legal
ordeal, it does seem certain that he believed his penitential admissions
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merited divine grace and forgiveness. Though condemned to capital pun-
ishment, his confessions won him the sympathy of many at the court and
on his way to death. Perhaps the ultimate strangeness of the case involving
Gilles de Rais was the defendant’s assumption that his sins, whatever they
might be, were required by God in order for one to achieve forgiveness
and salvation. His life ended in a blaze of stunning and public drama, but
for whatever reason, this spectacularly unique trial seems to have attracted
little contemporary comment and, unlike Joan of Arc, Gilles de Rais soon
vanished as an historical figure.!?® His crimes and murders were consid-
ered of insufficient value for much commentary. Hidden in the records of
history and revealed in the unsolvable mysteries of the past, Gilles de Rais
exemplifies aspects of those other Middle Ages.
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CHAPTER 4

Gargoyles and Glimpses of Forgotten
Worlds

If spiritual authorities had important functions in the application of law
and criminal procedure in the Middle Ages, it may be consistent to note
that medieval churches often towered physically above their communities.
This reflects values and categories of thought. A striking example is the
Cathédrale Notre-Dame de Chartres, but Chartres is hardly an anomaly
of those hundreds of edifices raised across Europe in the Gothic period.
St. Stephen in Vienna, Burgos Cathedral in Spain, Reims, the Duomo in
Milan, Seville Cathedral, York Minster, Notre Dame in Paris, Cologne
Cathedral, and the Basilica di Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence are only
a few of the more impressive. Between 1050 and 1350, several million
tons of stone were quarried in France alone for the building of cathe-
drals. The foundations of these structures are laid as deep as ten meters.
In some cases, there is as much stone below the ground as can be seen
above. Unlike their predecessors, medieval cathedrals were large enough,
in some cases, to accommodate entire towns. A fourteen-storied build-
ing could be erected in the choir of Beauvais Cathedral without reaching
the vaulting. The spire at Chartres is equivalent to a thirty-storied sky-
scraper while a forty-storied skyscraper would be required to match the
spire at Strasbourg. Such cathedrals literally dominated the physical world
of medieval Europe. There has always been considerable attention paid to
church buildings. This attention has chiefly been devoted to the interiors
of these medieval masterpieces. Less attention has been devoted to the
exteriors, or at least to the lesser details. From a religious perspective,
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cathedrals were erected to the glory of God. Tiny carvings and sculptures
unseen except from the roofs, executed with great care and craftsmanship,
are indicative of this ethos. Cathedrals were not for the glory of human-
kind, civilization, or even of the Christian religion itself. Cathedrals were
for the glory of God. It is difficult to essay a contrary judgement of this
evaluation from either a medieval theological or social point of view. This
makes the subject of those details on these ecclesiastical buildings all the
more puzzling. It prompts the query of how medieval people understood
the dazzling array of visual imagery, what it indicated about their thinking,
and how it reflected their deepest anxieties (Fig. 4.1).!

This chapter raises a curious question: How did waterspouts in the
Middle Ages come to achieve notoriety? Or how did a permissible and
irreverent sense of humour flourish in a world that had so many rules?
Among the spires, towers, and flying buttresses of many medieval churches,
one can find with relative ease a whole series of rather strange creatures
positioned on the heights of these fascinating and mysterious medieval
buildings. A number of French churches are particularly rich in this regard
including the cathedrals in Amiens and Rouen, and smaller churches such
as the Benedictine Abbey Church of St. Ouen in Rouen, SS Peter and
Paul in Aumale, and Notre Dame at Louviers, the Cathedral of Notre
Dame in Paris, Sainte-Chappelle, Chartres, Notre Dame in Evreux, and
the Gothic cathedrals in Senlis, Laon, and Noyon. The monstrous gar-

Fig. 4.1 Female gargoyle with clongated waterspout. St. Vitus’ Cathedral,
Prague, Czech Republic
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goyle on the north side of the Cathedral of Saint Rumbald in Mechelen,
Belgium, is one example amongst hundreds. These stone images make a
too-frequent appearance among the towers and buttresses of towering
European churches to be incidental or unimportant. Some of them appear
to be birds, but are partly wolf, caterpillar, or bat, with strange and hor-
rific resemblances to reality. Strangely, gargoyles have been almost entirely
ignored by art historians and are absent in a meaningful sense from all
major studies on medieval sculpture. There has been, as it were, a “con-
spiracy of silence” about their existence and meaning.> One must wonder
why. Even the most casual glance among the flying buttresses of a Gothic
cathedral or along the daring vertical lines of a church such as Notre
Dame, Paris, reveals an entire genre of stone curiosities. Gargoyles were
placed in specific places on medieval buildings. If churches, this might
include outside the clerestory, on walls containing stained glass, at the
top of rectangular parts of windows near the arched top, on the fagade
of transept wings, the exterior facade of the ambulatory on the apse, near
the terminus of the flying buttress at the base of the roof, tower tops at
the four corners, at the base or waist of spires, and of course, on the out-
side walls of the nave.® These carvings have been ignored because they
have been considered unimportant.* Those who encounter them are often
baffled.® Nevertheless, medieval gargoyles should be considered part of
the structure of religion in the Middle Ages and a clue, however obtuse,
to understanding mentalities and anxieties.’

DISTINCTIONS AND DEFINITIONS

Not all of these sculptures or carvings are synonymous. There are several
distinctions and definitions that should be drawn. The first are the chi-
méres. A chimera is essentially a hybrid animal made up of various animal
parts.” The famous parapet chimeras on the north tower of Notre Dame
in Paris, especially the brooding double-horned fellow with protruding
tongue on the west parapet originally assumed to relate to a thirteenth-
century model, are classic examples. There are also hunky punks. These
are architectural features serving no purpose whatever and are often pre-
sented as a short squatting figure.® The thirteenth-century Church of St.
Mary at Isle Abbots in Somerset, England, features eight hunky punks on
its tower, one playing bagpipes and others as lions, dragons, and goats.
Beyond this, there is the sheela na gig, which is quite simply a naked
woman displaying exaggerated genitals.” Two excellent examples include
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the one over the priest’s door of the late thirteenth-century parish church
of All Saints at Buckland in Buckinghamshire and the twelfth-century
sheela on an exterior wall under the eaves at the twelfth-century Church
of St. Mary and St. David at Kilpeck in Hertfordshire. Then there is the
generic grotesque. These are carvings that are ugly, fantastic, strange,
and ostensibly have no real purpose either. On the east wall of the parish
Church of St. James the Great at Abson in Gloucestershire, England, one
can see a crouching male figure clearly aroused sexually. It is impossible to
determine what is intended by this Norman-era carving.

There is also the corbel that has an architectural function in the form
of a support bracket.!® Some of these are especially provocative. The
Romanesque female exhibitionist on the corbel table of the Church of
St. Martin at Fontaines d’Ozillac is well preserved. On the north wall
of the nave on the eleventh-century Church of Saint Radegonde in
Poitiers, another female figure pulls her vulva open while a male figure at
the twelfth-century Solignac Abbey Church appears to be self-fellating.
Another woman prominently displays her anus and vagina while yet
another male figure exhibits an enormous penis.!'! The overt display of
human genitalia has been interpreted as a means of repelling the forces
of evil.!? That does not seem consistent with sex acts. A corbel at the
Church of St. Christopher in Courpiac includes a scene of anal sex. At
Nieul-le-Virouil, in western France north of Bordeaux, a man with a penis
as thick as himself penetrates his female partner and both figures on the
corbel gaze at the viewer.!® Finally, a couple with halos embrace on the
eleventh-century Church of Saint Nicholas at Mailleznais, but the male’s
tunic is too short to conceal his large penis, which his partner has some-
what provocatively grasped.!* Other examples exist wherein only a penis
and testicles are featured on a corbel.’® The collegiate church of San Pedro
de Cervatos in northern Spain has a corbel table featuring nearly 100
corbels, one-quarter of which might be classed as obscene, featuring anal
displays and sodomy (Fig. 4.2).1® On the twelfth-century abbey Church
of St-Genes in Chéteaumeillant under the words “Hac rusticani mixti”
(“this is what the peasants do”), we find two men kissing, one holding
his erection in his left hand.'” All of these sexual positions and variations
challenge the assumption of an uptight Middle Ages. Of course, many
corbels are less arresting but some depict human figures hanging from
them as though desperately trying to avoid a fall.'® Many of the corbels are
medieval, including some at Prague.!” Beyond these there are roof bosses
and misericords inside medieval churches. The former are keystones that
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Fig. 4.2 Male and female figures displaying their genitals. Corbels, Collegiate
Church of San Pedro de Cervatos, Campoo de Enmedio, northern Spain,
1180-1199, north apse wall

hold in place the ribs of vaulting. Many of these are colourful and depict
a variety of images.?® Misericords are small wooden shelves beneath the
underside of a seat. Monks and canons stood in choir stalls for prayer
and misericordia (“mercy seats”) were provided for the aged and infirm
on which they might recline. These misericords often featured intricate
carvings.?!

In addition to these categories are the more frequent gargoyles. By def-
inition, a gargoyle is a spout or hollow tube-like projection connected to
the gutter of a building or the pier of a buttress that is designed expressly
to throw rainwater away from the footings of the building to prevent it
from running down walls and eroding the mortar. Occasionally, a gar-
goyle might have two heads curving away at different angles.?? Gargoyles
of the Gothic period were frequently given grotesque forms, but the two
words are not synonymous, since grotesques did not serve as rain spouts.
Strictly speaking, gargoyles were waterspouts. This is the fundamental
characteristic of the gargoyle as distinct from other sculptures or carv-
ings like the chimera, hunky punk, sheela na gig, grotesque, and corbel.
Today it is sometimes quite impossible to tell if water ever flowed through
certain of these creatures on account of erosion or alterations to the
architectural form of the building in question. Hence, the term gargoyle
has evolved to include a whole range of grotesque images on medieval
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European buildings. For reasons outlined below, I believe that the exis-
tence of the gargoyle, and its stone cousins, provides visual evidence and
glimpses of forgotten worlds that have vanished into the dimness of the
medieval night. It is true that many medieval gargoyles have been restored
or replaced.?® Medieval gargoyles perished rapidly. A century was more
than sufficient to warrant their replacement.?* There is no way to deter-
mine precisely how true to their medieval forms the modern repairs or
replacements are, or even if they bear any meaningful relationship. We do
know that repairs to gargoyles extended to the later medieval period.?® It
is possible, though ultimately unprovable, that repairs and restorations did
not alter the original representations. Conversely, in other cases, it seems
certain that the replacements are not medieval at all.

These examples of medieval Gothic sculpture are not the province of a
single place or time but instead must be regarded as part of the inheritance
of the later European Middle Ages. Different European languages have
words for these silent creatures of stone. In Italian, the term grénda spor-
ente literally means a protruding gutter. The German Wasserspier means a
water spitter. The Dutch waterspuwer carried essentially the same mean-
ing, indicating a water spitter or water vomiter. The Spanish gd7gola means
throat as does the French gargouille and the Latin garguln.> The Czech
chrli¢ indicates a spout. Each of these signifies its function. What seems
clear is that gargoyles were a feature of European Gothic architecture,
Gotbhic revival buildings and restoration, and Chinese architecture, the
latter being decorative waterspouts from the Ming Period (1368-1644).
It is the frequency of these creatures in medieval European Christendom
that becomes strikingly noteworthy.

We know approximately when they appeared but we do not know why.
The beginnings are steeped in legendary tales. The story of the origin of
the gargoyle seems to have its root in the sixth century near Rouen in
France with a dragon called La Garouille that lived in a cave near the Seine
River. This beast, possessing a long reptilian neck and slender snout was
a bane on the community in that it swallowed ships, was responsible for
floods, and caused great damage and destruction when it breathed fire.
Hence an annual human sacrifice was observed in order to pacify the crea-
ture. This went on for some time until the arrival of a Christian priest from
Rome who offered to rid the community of its terror on condition that the
populace convert en masse to the Christian faith. This was agreed upon. By
use of bell, book, candle, and cross, the beast was subdued. Vanquished at
last by the power of God, the beast was destroyed at the stake. However,
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Fig. 4.3 Contorted male gargoyle with animal claws. The Cathedral and
Metropolitical Church of Saint Peter, York, England

his head and neck refused to burn on account of the fact that it had long
been accustomed to fire. The townspeople removed these remains from
the stake and fastened them to the city walls, and thus, the remnants of
the dragon became the model for the medieval gargoyle.?” The earliest
European examples of gargoyles date to around 1220 at Chartres, Paris,
and Rouen. In the beginning, these waterspouts were simple forms, but
they evolved into various transformations, especially twisted grotesques. It
is these types that are most commonly associated with the term gargoyle.
Some became models of sculptural mastery (Fig. 4.3). Others appear as
composite figures, half human, part animal, and in some cases, bearing
clear marks of the mythical. One thinks, for example, of the gargoyle pos-
sessing a human head while maintaining a monstrous bestial body seen
on the south side of the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence.
Gargoyles were sometimes grotesque, horrible, funny, or combined a num-
ber of these features like the dragon on the Collegiate Church of Sainte-
Waudru in Mons, Belgium. Others appear deliberately as demonic, like
the characterizations of the evil monster on the Cathedral of our Lady in
Freiburg, Germany, or the one-horned gargoyle at the top of the north
tower on the south side of Notre Dame, Paris, or the devil heads on the
upper part of the south tower on Notre Dame in Chartres. Still others have
distinct religious connotations while others are completely irreligious.?
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Gargoyles can be found in great numbers in France and these occur-
rences can be multiplied throughout northern Europe. Westminster
Abbey featured gargoyles from 1245 on, Siena Cathedral from the
1270s and St. Vitus’ Cathedral in Prague from the mid-fourteenth cen-
tury.?® All but one on the latter have been replaced.?® Gargoyles could
be found just as often on parish churches as they were on cathedrals,
thus blunting any argument that the gargoyle was a feature of the medi-
eval cathedral. From the end of the thirteenth century, these stone crea-
tures become more complicated, quite a bit larger and featuring varying
degrees of caricature.®! It is difficult to evaluate the reasons behind
these developments. More intriguing is the fact that gargoyles are rarely
found in isolation. It is rather common for medieval churches to feature
dozens of them sometimes clustered together. The north side, south
ambulatory, and south tower of the Cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris,
the north facade of the Church of St. Séverin in Paris, the south side of
the York Minster in England, and the southwest corner of the Cathedral
of Notre Dame in Amiens are examples. According to one perspec-
tive, “there once existed an enormous population of gargoyles, a sort
of society of stone people, animals, and monsters living in an aerial
environment”.?> Given the size and weight of many of the sculptures, it
is likely many were made on the ground and then hoisted into position
later on completion. Many weighed several hundred pounds and chiefly
were made of limestone, marble, or sandstone. These were sometimes
reinforced with iron bars.3® A few, such as those on Reims Cathedral,
were made from lead at the end of the Middle Ages after the great fire
of 1481 and some are copper-lined like the thirteenth-century Sainte-
Chapelle in Paris.

At the time these medieval gargoyles were created, they were endowed
with bright colours and gildings. In the course of centuries, this has been
almost entirely lost. Paint and colour would have made these features on
medieval buildings even more dramatic. It is noteworthy that essentially
no two gargoyles are alike. Beyond this, it remains an unsolvable puz-
zle that so many of them were placed on buildings so high and in some
places so obscured by other features that one is compelled to wonder why
such care was given to them. There are many examples of gargoyles on
Canterbury Cathedral and elsewhere. In terms of care, it has previously
been noted that other roof and spire décor was equally attended to in
terms of detail. The weekly building accounts for St. Vitus’ Cathedral in
Prague (1372-1378) indicate that stonemason-sculptors were given the
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brief for detailed work including gargoyles. More than 200 men are men-
tioned in these accounts.®* To what extent were these gargoyles, perched
so high on medieval churches, never intended for the human eye? Was the
work done for God and to the glory of God:?

ROLE AND SIGNIFICANCE

Turning to the role of these gargoyles in the Gothic world of the later
Middle Ages or attempting to understand their significance raises infi-
nite questions but few reliable answers. Their mouths are open but
they do not speak. They gesture but what do they mean??® Perhaps
they mean nothing at all, but this response belies their near ubiquitous
presence. What meaning should be or can be attached to the feline-
headed man who glares out from the cloister beside the Old Cathedral
in Utrecht? There are no reliable guides from medieval sources to aid
our inquiry. This striking lacuna may be persuasive enough to simply
ignore the existence of the gargoyle and consider its presence unim-
portant for understanding the world in which they appeared.? While
their presence indicates quite clearly widespread acceptance or, at least,
toleration of gargoyles in medieval Europe, there were voices of dis-
content. In 1125, Bernard of Clairvaux set down a searing critique on
religious art for Abbot William of St. Thierry. In this Apologia Bernard
turned to the decoration of Cluniac churches and mentioned the curi-
osities of certain images.

What are these fantastic monsters doing in the cloister, distracting the broth-
ers while they read? What is this ridiculous monstrosity all about? This puz-
zling sort of ugly beauty or rather beautiful ugliness? What is the meaning of
these filthy monkeys? These wild lions? These monstrous centaurs? To what
purpose are here placed these creatures, half-beast, half-human or these
spotted tigers, those fighting knights or hunters winding their horns? One
might see several bodies with one head or conversely many heads on one
body. In one case you see a quadruped with the tail of a snake, elsewhere a
fish has a quadruped’s head. Over there is an animal which in the front half
is a horse but the back is a goat. Now one sees a creature with horns in the
front and is equine behind. In summation, there are so many astonishing
and contradictory forms that one might prefer reading marble than manu-
scripts and spend the whole day pondering these stupendous things rather
than meditating on the law of God. Oh God! If we are not ashamed of such
absurdities, should we not at least regret what we have spent on them?3’
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It has been argued that since the mid-nineteenth century, the inter-
pretation of gargoyles and the wider scope of monstrous images within
Romanesque and Gothic art has been shaped by this single anxiety-riven
text of Bernard of Clairvaux.?® It seems clear that Bernard claimed these
images were not only unintelligible but dangerous, though perhaps unwit-
tingly he also betrays his faint admiration when he notes that it is pos-
sible to leave aside the study of the various codices and be distracted by
the compelling curiosity of the sculptured images. It brings to mind that
penetrating observation about the unrelenting boredom that attended the
wearisome round of the monastic life and how this was sometimes allevi-
ated by monks dripping candle wax on bald heads below in the choir.®
Whether or not monks could actually read is beside the point.** The
appearance of these fantastic images carved in stone surely presented a
welcome distraction.

There is the suggestion that conceptions of this kind, wherein one
finds the gargoyle, are essentially of popular origin. “The gargoyles like
churchyard vampires, or the dragons subdued by ancient bishops, came
from the depths of the people’s consciousness, and had grown out of
their ancient fireside tales”.*! By the later Middle Ages, and certainly evi-
dent by the fifteenth century, there appeared in art tendencies toward
base, perhaps obscene, motifs. We may conclude that the Middle Ages
possessed a sophisticated awareness of such matters.*> Extant sources
tell us virtually nothing about their significance. Their existence is rarely
mentioned. Had Bernard of Clairvaux’s dismissal been that powerful
and persuasive? They could not have been used for pedagogical purposes
like other art forms such as stained glass essentially on the grounds that
they were placed on churches so high up and frequently obscured by
other architectural features that in many cases it would have been quite
impossible for persons on the ground to have been able to engage in
any meaningful contemplation. Moreover, the fact that they appeared
on buildings other than churches tends to mitigate against a specific reli-
gious connotation. One thinks of monsters with bulging eyes or other
striking gargoyles on the town hall in Leuven and on the north fagade
of the Brussels town hall as examples. It is quite impossible to suggest
that gargoyles could possibly have been made without the knowledge of
the authorities, either ecclesiastical or secular. There are simply too many
of them to support such argument. We know about the proliferation of
popular events such as the Feast of Fools and the Feast of the Ass and the
inversion of culture employed in these annual affairs. Did these aspects of
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popular culture influence the creation of the gargoyle or was it the other
way round? Alternatively, perhaps both draw from a common source. Are
there grounds for assuming the survival of pagan ideas in gargoyles? One
example is the human face on a monstrous composite body that appears
on Lichfield Cathedral in England or the monsters with human heads on
the south tower of the Cathedral of St. John in Den Bosch, Netherlands.
The thesis is not new.

MEANING: PROBLEMS AND POSSIBILITIES

One may endlessly describe the medieval gargoyle, but when the ques-
tion of meaning arises, there is considerably less to say with certainty.*?
Exploring the relationship between Gothic architecture and scholasticism
may conclude that art and the history of ideas reflect common notions
of order and thought. However, the gargoyle is left out of the equation.
Possibly these creations can only be understood as related to the irrecon-
cilable Sic er Non of those Middle Ages which even Peter Abelard mischie-
vously refrained from proposing solutions.** There have been attempts
to provide an explanation by creating linkages between medieval legends
and biblical texts. The preoccupation with evil has also been considered
relevant. Perhaps these stone characters are really guardians of the church,
placed in their precarious perches to ward off demonic assaults on the
kingdom of God, like the group hovering above the bishop at the top
of Beverly Minster in England or the three heads on the exterior south
wall of Canterbury Cathedral. Gargoyles may have been expelled from the
cathedrals from the middle of the twelfth century, banished, but retained
as guardians of the outer walls.*® If the gargoyle does not protect against
the Devil, then perhaps the gargoyle is the personification of evil itself that
has been locked out of the church and expelled from the community of
the faithful. Might not the braying ass and the lion-like monster on the
south side of the Strasbourg Cathedral exhibit their fury because they have
been excluded? Alternatively, on this line of argument about the pervasive
presence of evil, the gargoyle is a symbol of sin and temptation lurking on
the edges of salvation. The faithful pilgrim must pass the tests and survive
the trials in order to obtain salvation symbolized by entry into the church.
It was the third-century Bishop Cyprian of Carthage, who argued that
“outside the church there is no salvation”.*¢ As attractive as the suggestion
is, when one inserts the key into the lock it fails to turn. Alas, evidence of
the grotesque can also be found inside church buildings. Admittedly, these
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are fewer in number and smaller in scale, but they are there nonetheless
and cannot be ignored. There are grotesques on the ceilings of the naves
of great cathedrals, others in chapels as well as in crypts.

In 2006, twelve carvings were rediscovered in the roof of the nave at
St. Clement’s Church at Outwell in Cambridgeshire. Their reappearance
provides a glimpse into a forgotten world. It is likely these carvings date to
the second quarter of the fifteenth century. Part demonic and part human,
they mirror the general description found in the Apologia of Bernard
noted earlier. Some of the figures are demons, others are human but have
bestial features, deformities, or other peculiarities. A level of ambiguity
surrounds the St. Clement’s carvings. From one perspective it appears
that evil has triumphed over good. The demons appear to loom over the
apostles whereas medieval Christian theology taught that in the struggle
between the cosmic forces of light and darkness, or good versus evil, good
ultimately prevails. The St. Clement’s carvings do not clearly represent
that point of view. The sculptures are difficult to see with the naked eye
once again, calling into question their meaning and function. Closer views
seem to suggest the apostles are standing firm and it is the demons who are
weighed down by the burdens of sin, and therefore, have been defeated
by the apostles. Perhaps, from the floor of the nave, it seems that evil will
prevail but the observation is faulty for, in fact, when one gets closer to
the end of the spiritual pilgrimage and everything is sorted out in the Last
Judgement, it is good that emerges victorious from the age-long struggle.
It is also possible to read a ludic or comedic dimension in the carvings. It
is possible that the carvers were dabbling with concepts and conceits, with
ideas of humankind or the internal human dialogue between higher and
lower things, or the relationship between the holiness of the apostles and
clear human frailty, or perhaps the demonic or deformed nature is simply
a reflection of normal life. It is quite impossible to know what was in the
mind of the carvers or of those who paid for the construction of the roof.
Nevertheless, the carvings can be understood on several different levels:
virtue and vice, heterodoxy versus orthodoxy, ludic commentary, or sim-
ply a desire to do something different from other local churches.*”

Returning to the outside of these medieval buildings, it might be pos-
sible to argue that gargoyles are effectively condemned souls who, for
one reason or another, have been forbidden from entering the church.
Intercepted on their way to eternal damnation, they are forced to endure
a sort of purgatory on the edges of this life where their sins have caused
them to be turned to stone, and thus, they are made to labour for all time
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in the service of the church. In this case, they have become waterspouts.
Other explanations advance theories that gargoyles should be understood
as demons, not humans, whom the power of God has turned to stone in
much the same way as Lot’s wife was transformed into a pillar of salt on
account of wickedness and disobedience.*® There is sufficient evidence to
argue that theologians of the Middle Ages conceived of demons as fear-
some creatures who preyed on the souls of men and women.*

There is some possibility that gargoyles were a form of medieval popu-
lar entertainment. The imp-man gargoyle on the tower of the Church of
St. John the Evangelist in Elkstone, England, is an example. However, this
possibility is severely limited on account of the fact that few people could
actually see them. It is true that many of the gargoyles possess an inher-
ent entertainment component. Some of them appear to laugh. Others
leer, and indeed, sneer and it is possible they were created to amuse. One
gargoyle in the later medieval cloister yard near the former Cathedral of
Saint-Etienne in Toul, France, adds an interesting twist in his function as
a waterspout. Either deliberate planning or incompetence (more likely the
former) causes this gargoyle, in the form of a monk, to empty his water
onto the heads of other gargoyles positioned below, in this case, via a bar-
rel he carries on his right shoulder.®® Perhaps, as noted already, the gar-
goyle exists as a remnant of a pre-Christian past that the medieval church
found impossible to totally eradicate.®!

On the other hand, perhaps they mean nothing at all. It may be a fallacy
to assume that everything has particular meaning or significance and in vain
does the historian strive to discover symbolic meaning hidden in every form
of art that has come down to us from the Middle Ages. It is true that very
often hidden meanings are embedded in the vestiges of the past, but is it not
possible to assign significance where originally there was none? Despite the
vagueness that necessarily attends the study of the medieval gargoyle there
are anomalies that continue to perplex. There are several examples where
fifteenth-century gargoyles actually threaten humans on the Cathedral
Church of St. John in Den Bosch in the Netherlands. Positioned on a fly-
ing buttress on the south side, this is a motif that has not been located any-
where else.’? There are similarly positioned figures on the buttresses of the
fifteenth-century Great Church (Groote Kerk) of St. Eusebius in Arnhem,
Netherlands, but here there are no gargoyles opposing the humans.>® A
lion holds a human head on the exterior north wall of the nave on the
Church of Notre Dame in Chartres while a gargoyle wearing a hood sits
on a man’s head.** At Notre Dame in Amiens we find a winged gargoyle on
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top of an infant on the apse. There are many categories of gargoyles includ-
ing drummers, percussionists, and other musicians including flutists and
lyre-players. There are blind men, butter-makers, animals with offspring,
various creatures, monsters, griffins, buglers, wood-carriers, bricklayers,
shepherds, women, devils, and scribes. On the cathedral in Berne we find a
gargoyle that appears to be strangled. Gargoyles as hooded monks appear
to observe passers-by from the apse on Notre Dame Paris and elsewhere.
It does seem worthy of noting that the well-known limitations and censor-
ship placed on artists of the period and well into the Renaissance do not
seem to have been applied to the masons who created the Gothic gargoyles
of the later Middle Ages. Curiously enough, the usual restrictions placed
on artistic expression seem not to have been applied to the creators of the
gargoyles.>® Hence, we find little evidence of censorship or iconoclasm.

HumaNs AND ANIMALS

In general, medieval gargoyles assume either human or animal appearances
and attributes. On Cologne Cathedral one finds a man dressed in clothing
appropriate to the period. Some are possibly caricatures of real medieval
people. We know, for example, that Renaissance artists deliberately por-
trayed their enemies in unfavourable light. Vasari tells us the features of
Minos in Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel “last judgement”, wearing a pair
of ass’s ears, were those of Biagio da Cesena who was the master of cer-
emonies in the Vatican.®® Others of these human figures were demonized
for reasons that we can now never fully know. And what can be said about
the partially clothed man with a dog’s face on the cloister beside the Old
Cathedral in Utrecht? In the south transept of Wells Cathedral there is an
entire group of men clearly suffering from toothache. Elsewhere, a man
plays a musical instrument on the side of St. Vitus’ Cathedral in Prague,
and a king plays a zither flanked by gargoyles on the apse at the base of the
roof on Notre Dame in Amiens. Some gargoyle-like carvings are animals
depicted as able to play musical instruments.”” Some of the gargoyles are
intended to be understood as drunk while others are scandalous in their
act and demeanour. There are fools and vagabonds and others, like the
man with a hand on his own throat on the west facade of the Cathedral of
St. Pierre in Poitiers, that invite considerable speculation.®

We find dice players, jugglers, and other marginalized persons all con-
gregated together on medieval churches and other buildings providing
glimpses into forgotten worlds. One senses mockery in the well-attested
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array of mouth-pullers. An example is the one who poses with a small boy
on the Church of Notre-Dame-de-la-Chappel in Brussels. The same must
be said for those who extend their tongues provocatively like the mouth-
puller on the Town Hall in Brussels.® This idea can be found elsewhere
in medieval iconography, for example in portrayals of the Devil mocking
his victims or as a symbol to identify heretics, traitors, and blasphemers.
Shouting devils seize little people on the Cathedral of Saint-Michel in
Brussels. In more explicit and shocking fashion, demons sodomize two
men on the cathedral cloister panel in Girona in northeast Spain. Other
gargoyles appear to be terrified, like the human on the York Minster with
his hands on his head. Some gargoyles appear to be vomiting as they
remove water from the building while others have been constructed in
such a manner they appear to be drooling, spitting, or defecating in the
exercise of their office (Fig. 4.4).%° In the case of the latter, a twelfth-
century example on the south side of the Cathedral of Saint-Lazare in
Autun seems to indicate more than the act of defecation. On the south
side one finds a gargoyle bending over and pulling his upper legs apart
to reveal his gaping anus and gargantuan testicles. There is both crude
eroticism as well as exhibitionism. Perhaps the gargoyle intended to shock.
Can the posture be intended to drive away the forces of darkness:¢! I
remain unconvinced. It seems rather unlikely that portraying huge phal-

Fig. 4.4 Gargoyle displaying his arschole. Miinster Unserer Lieben Frau,
Freiburg-im-Breisgau, Germany, south side
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luses could be considered a warning against lust.%? Similar examples can be
located on the Cathedral of our Lady in Freiburg and on a wall surround-
ing a building in Paris.%

The gargoyles that portray animal features include dogs, pigs, goats,
lions, donkeys, monkeys, birds, and cows among others. There are com-
posite depictions like the winged lion on the Cathedral of St. John in
Den Bosch in The Netherlands. One can also find a pig with a harp. This
could mean that particular sins were associated with certain animals and
also with particular parts of the body.** The medieval seven deadly sins
had visual counterparts in this manner.®® Pride was depicted with the lion
and the head. Envy was shown as a snake and in the eyes. Anger was visu-
ally represented by the wild boar and the heart. Sloth was portrayed as an
ass and feet. Greed found itself in the wolf and the hand. Gluttony was
reflected in the bear and the belly while lust took its image from the pig
and genitals.% Behind all of this was a consciousness of the work of the
Devil. Though it seldom appeared as a gargoyle, the owl was regarded
in later medieval Europe as a demonic creature and it can be found with
some regularity in the art of that period.” On the facade of the Church
of Notre-Dame-des-Marais in Villefranche-sur-Saéne in France, a lion-
like gargoyle steps on a small dragon. Animals often had specific symbolic
meaning assigned to them. Monkeys and pigs were nearly always viewed
negatively while dogs and lions attracted positive attention. An impres-
sive lion gargoyle appears on the pinnacle of the nave, south side, on the
Church of Notre Dame d’Eveux in France. The sin of gluttony is reflected
in a corbel at the Church of St-Hilaire in Foussais-Payré in western France,
and by the man holding a cup and pitcher on the Church of Notre Dame
in I’Epine.®® It is unfortunate that the medieval sources that have survived
do not provide specific clues about the essential code necessary to under-
stand the complexity of the world of the gargoyle. Close consideration
of gargoyles reveals that many share the medieval iconographical physical
characteristics of the demonic.® These include bodies that appear human
but possess horns. Others have pointed animal ears, fangs, beards, mem-
branous wings, or tails. An attacking winged monster on the north fagade
of Notre Dame in Paris is an example. Others exhibit cloven or clawed
feet, hairy bodies, or menacing demeanour. Such gargoyles, like the one
on the Town Hall in Bruges, or the crouching creature in the north side
doorjamb at Notre Dame Paris, exude the grotesque in all of its ugliness.
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UnnoLy Acts IN HorLy PLACES

Earlier, gargoyles at Autun and Freiburg were singled out for their misbe-
haviour on medieval churches. If the precincts of ecclesiastical buildings in
the Middle Ages should be considered holy, then the gargoyle has some-
times been responsible for exhibiting unholy acts in those sacred spaces.
Nakedness is a point to be noted inasmuch as the nude was rarely depicted
in medieval art.”® Exceptions to that general rule include the crucified
Christ and sinners consigned to hell. But even here, the exposure of geni-
tals was rare. It has been suggested that nude gargoyles are never shown
to urinate (Fig. 4.5).”" I have found little evidence to refute that assertion.
However, gargoyles can be found misbehaving. In the shadows of the
north side of the Church of Notre-Dame-des-Marais in Villefranche-sur-
Saone in France, one finds a barelegged woman straddled by a goat, both
of whom appear to be smiling. In medieval and early modern iconog-
raphy, especially images relating to witchcraft, the Devil frequently was
portrayed as a goat, an animal that we have previously seen was associated
with lechery and lust.”> The anatomy of the goat was used to depict the
devil and witchcraft, especially the horns, tail, and cloven hoofs. Lewd
acts involving humans and goats feature in medieval iconography.”® Goat
gargoyles appear on the lower part of the north exterior wall of the nave
of Notre Dame in Paris, the apse of the Cathedral of St. John in Den

Fig. 4.5 Male angelic gargoyle urinating in a jug. La Lonja de la Seda. Valencia,
Spain, 1483-1498, southwest corner
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Bosch, Netherlands, and on the north exterior wall of the ambulatory
of the Cathedral of St. Rumbald in Mechelen, Belgium. On the bishops’
palace at Sens, a thirteenth-century gargoyle of a goat with an enormous
penis is depicted.” Monkeys sometimes have been cast into similar catego-
ries. High on the apse end of the Cathedral of St. Rumbald in Mechelen in
Belgium we find a nude woman grabbed from behind by a monkey. The
gargoyle dates to the fourteenth century. Monkeys were frequently shown
in medieval art as sinners.

Other carved figures, such as corbels and misericords, depict figures
engaged in sexual activity. This includes portrayals of bisexuality and her-
maphroditism at Maillezais and in Palace Street in Canterbury. Frequently,
these carvings are some distance from the ground, but in other cases, they
are placed where they are easily seen. At the former Benedictine Abbey
at Millstadt in southern Austria, founded in the eleventh century, one
encounters a striking portrayal of analingus. In the Romanesque cloister
south of the main monastery building, about four feet off the ground,
one encounters two figures. One wears a skirt, straddles the other, forces
the buttocks apart, and inserts a rather long tongue between the but-
tocks.” Another example appears just to the top left of a Norman tower
window, beneath the clock, on the Church of SS Andrew and Mary at
Whittlesford, just south of Cambridge. Here a woman facing outward
reaches beneath her buttocks and inserts her fingers into her vulva while
a bearded man, with an obvious erection, approaches from her left. The
medieval Christians worshipping God passed beneath this pair as they
entered church. The contrast is striking. It seems peculiar that the greatest
concentration of erotic carvings on the collegiate church of San Pedro de
Cervatos in northern Spain face the monastic enclosure.”®

CONTRADICTIONS AND DISORDER

The world of the later Middle Ages was a time when law and order strove
to gain traction amid numerous challenges. The physical appearance
of these gargoyles is other-worldly. Instead of the systems of medieval
social order, the world of the gargoyle indicates the chaos and disorder of
hell. Gargoyles add a this-worldly, perhaps even a human, element to the
divinely intended, other-worldly cathedrals and churches of the Gothic
Middle Ages. These monsters surely tell us much about medieval supersti-
tion and popular beliefs, even if that communication is muted and unclear.
Moreover, there is that human proclivity for the other-worldly and a fasci-
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nation with the fantastic and even a sense of pleasure that can be derived
from the distorted. It is possible that elements of all this figures in the
creation of the gargoyle. It is axiomatic among historians of architecture
that gargoyles are not essential to the aesthetics of medieval or Gothic
buildings.”” In certain places and in particular times, these depictions of
paganism and imagination were Christianized and made to represent sin,
evil, the demonic world, and even the Devil. The Church of St. Mary and
St. David in Kilpeck, Hertfordshire, reveals clearly more pagan decoration
than Christian.”® Indeed, it may be possible to conceive of gargoyles as
representing demonic forces that contrast sharply with the divine order
propagated and defended by the medieval church.” Occasionally we find
evidence of the struggle between good and evil depicted in stone. Above
the passageways of the pillars on the buttressing system of Prague’s St.
Vitus Cathedral, we find evidence of this in the outer triforium and the
great tower.8? A menacing dragon is one of twelve reliefs. Adjacent to the
north portal of Notre Dame in Rouen one sees a fifteenth-century statue
of St. Genevieve flanked by small grotesques. The demon on her left holds
a bellows and at one time must have been attempting to extinguish the
candle she once held. The beatific faces of Genevieve and the angel seem
to assure the viewer that good does prevail.

AN ENDURING RIDDLE?

As noted previously, the subject and significance of the medieval gargoyle
has often been passed over in silence. This can only be accounted for
either that scholars have been reluctant to delve into a subject lacking
meaningful source commentary or that the gargoyle has been found to
be embarrassing and thus left ignored on the spires, towers, and flying
buttresses of medieval buildings. Of the two it is manifestly evident that
the silence that attends the paucity of sources of information left over
from the later Middle Ages only exacerbates the mystery surrounding
these troubling and amusing creations. What we have then is an enduring
riddle. That the gargoyle presents us with glimpses of forgotten worlds is
apparent. How are we to understand those worlds when the evidence is so
ambiguous? There are five explanatory models. The first, though hardly
defended these days, is the idea developed by Auber that the physical
medieval church was so meticulously designed and constructed that nearly
every brick and stone had meaning and significance.®! The assumption is
as unlikely as the notion that the medieval cathedral was a place of free
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expression and discourse.? As for gargoyles, Auber really had no definite
explanation but he proposed several possibilities worth considering. First,
he claimed the images that Bernard of Clairvaux condemned were in fact
heretics.3® This is altogether fanciful. Second, he suggested that because
the gargoyle had been consigned to the exterior of churches, to perform
menial labour as water spouts, this could mean they were in some sense
either demonic or related to other undesirables such as heretics who had
been expelled from the community of faith.3* This idea is also speculative.
Finally, Auber included the gargoyle in a catalogue of elements of reli-
gious art that he considered obscene. Features like the gargoyle had one
meaningful purpose only, and that was to serve as a warning to the faithful
about the perils of sin and depravity.® I suppose this is also the meaning
latent in the numerous images on Bourges Cathedral relating to the sin of
homosexuality.®¢

A second school of thought (noted earlier) concludes that the Gothic
gargoyle is an expression of sheer paganism.?” Defenders of this position
tend to regard the sculptors as crafty and devious, pulling the wool over
the eyes of their patrons as well as the ecclesiastical authorities of the day.
A third perspective concludes that the gargoyle cannot be explained or
understood in any meaningful sense.®® In contrast to Sheridan and Ross,
Emile Male does not consider the masons shrewd or devious. Instead,
he prefers to characterize them as innocent copyists of earlier designs
that they neither understood nor considered subversive. For Maile, the
sculptors had no ulterior motive. Other opinion asserts that these visual
images conveyed different messages to different viewers.®? This raises a
number of unanswerable queries. What did medieval people see when
they saw gargoyles? What were the effects of these sculptures on the
viewers and how were they understood?*® Did the creators of these
strange images have a purpose that the church strove to suppress by
seeing to it that the explanations and interpretations were forgotten and
eventually lost??! It is amazing so many survived, though we do know
that some gargoyles were removed as evidence of medieval irrationality,”
but in general, gargoyles were not forcibly removed from public places.
Fourth, the types of iconographical images we have been considering
were created purposefully to provide visual support for the moral teach-
ings of the Christian religion, even if at times in reverse. They constitute
a concerted campaign against sin.”® The sexual carvings do little to titil-
late and instead seem designed to disgust. Fifth, the gargoyle represents
the freedom of the medieval Christian from church authority.”* Sixth,
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they are warnings to intruders and guardians of the sacred mysteries.
Gargoyles “originally said ‘Keep Out!” not just to other demons, but to
heretics, Jews, prostitutes, and ‘others’ of all kinds who sought to enter
the sacred space of the bishop and canons”.?® This sits rather uncomfort-
ably with the presence of women in medieval monastic churches expos-
ing their genitals. Perhaps the gargoyle and his relatives actually target
demons and warn them against further approach.®

It seems clear that viewing medieval art through modern eyes is fatal
and that creating artificial categories with the use of terms such as mar-
ginal, official, high, low, and so on when referring to art is a form of
hegemony by posterity on the past. Outcomes are seldom useful.”” The
intersection of modernity and medievalism further confused the meaning
of the gargoyle and his carved cousins the chimeras, hunky punks, sheela
na gigs, roof bosses, misericords, grotesques, and corbels. The sculp-
tures on Notre Dame, Paris, may represent a world that never existed,
but there is sufficient evidence elsewhere surviving from those Middle
Ages to suggest that other worlds once flourished and these silent remind-
ers indicate these worlds once were real.”® The imagery still visible in the
corbels, misericords, gargoyles, grotesques, capitals, hunky punks, friezes,
and reliefs on countless churches and cathedrals have, in different ways,
“survived decay and iconoclasm, theft and even restoration”.”” Enemies
of the Gothic form considered it “an architecture of fear”.!% Perhaps the
gargoyle can only be understood through the prism of fear while traces of
medieval mentalities and anxieties persist in stone.

In the thirteenth century, gargoyles were terrifying in their visual
representation. In the fourteenth century, they took on comedic
dimensions that by the fifteenth century gave way to amusement. As
the history of the Middle Ages came to a close, so did the age of the
gargoyle. They seem to disappear into the dimness of the medieval
night just as silently as they arrived. By the time the Renaissance settled
into the social and cultural fabric of Europe gargoyles had virtually dis-
appeared from churches. The Royal Chapel at Granada, built around
1520 by Ferdinand and Isabella, is among the first major ecclesiasti-
cal structures free from the Gothic influence. As such, the chapel has
no gargoyles. By the mid-sixteenth century new ornamental styles had
replaced the medieval stonework.!?! The worlds that produced the daz-
zling array of mysterious carvings eventually were forgotten until all
that remained for certain was the gargoyle, who continues to amuse,
puzzle, and perplex.!®
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CHAPTER 5

To Hell with the Theologians: Doctrines
of Damnation in “Last Judgements”
in the Medieval Latin West

Not unrelated to architectural curiosities was the fate of sinners. Both
motifs featured in the other Middle Ages. In the early fifteenth-century,
an astonishing episode was imagined as taking place in Paris in 1084 dur-
ing the funeral for Raymond Diocres, a canon of Notre Dame. During
the vigil, the deceased canon sat up and exclaimed: “By the judgement of
God, I have been accused, judged and condemned.” He told his horrified
listeners of the torments he had seen in hell. “J’ai été appelé, au juste juge-
ment de Dieu, j’ai au jugement de Dieu, j’ai été condamné au juste juge-
ment de Dieu.” He declared anyone doubting his words would share his
fate. This extraordinary scene appeared as an illustration for the Office of
the Dead in a famous medieval book.! The tale was told as the context of
Bruno turning to religious life and the founding of the Carthusian order.
Cyprian of Carthage (¢.200-258) and medieval theologians after him held
staunchly that apart from the church, salvation was impossible.? The fact
that generations of Christians believed this claim provided the church and
its theologians with considerable power. From early Christianity, a strong
tradition of eschatological expectation became entrenched in the Latin
west. During the last three centuries of the Middle Ages, notions of the
end of the world, divine judgement, and the fate of the damned took on
public and graphic dimensions. These images do not simply reflect the
power of the church alone, nor are they indicative of the powerlessness
of the theologians.? T believe that image and theology worked together
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in the Latin west to create a widely understood doctrine and a particular
cultural environment.

Late medieval European mentalities developed an obsession with the
end of the world. The terrors of hell predominated, creating (and reflect-
ing) considerable anxiety. Fear of the Devil and demonic entities became
an increasing preoccupation. In the later medieval worldview there were
only two kinds of people: the good and the bad; the saved and the damned.
The fear of damnation became a recurrent theme, and the violence of
hell mirrored the violence that characterized late medieval society. Those
boundaries were often characterized by revenge, retaliation, war, assassina-
tion, execution, robbery, poison, crusade, feud, hostility, fanaticism, and
brutality. In the obsession to construct and maintain social order, it may
be said that judicial cruelty dominated late medieval Europe.* The world
of social order and justice knew only two extremes: total punishment or
mercy. The propensity for bifurcation and extremes found inspiration in
the material world: the Black Death swept through Europe repeatedly in
the later Middle Ages with long deadly strokes. For example, in Siena, a
city of 80,000 residents, at least 65,000 succumbed to the ravages of the
plague.® Wars were long, brutal, and endemic. Even the church suffered,
splintering along political lines and offering limited stability. God seem-
ingly had forsaken human civilization. In the absence of a merciful God
a general rubric emerged: everything that happens visibly in the world
can be accomplished by demons.® The demonic represented death and
endings of all types. All of this may suggest the later Middle Ages was a
“psychically disturbed” period in the Latin west.”

Images of death—final judgement, damnation, and hell—became
indelibly imprinted on the consciousness of late medieval people. More
than this, those images formed that consciousness.® One of the reflec-
tions of this ethos is found in the hulking and terrifying portrayals of
“Last Judgements.” In these visual representations, the hopelessness and
evil of human life and the world reach concise summary and expression.
Authorities, both secular and ecclesiastical alike, used fear as a means of
enforcing compliance and conformity. The terrors of the last judgement
were developed by theologians, described vividly by preachers, and por-
trayed graphically in hundreds of art pieces throughout Europe. Behind
these images lay the knowledge of the coming “four last things”: death,
final judgement, heaven, and hell. The last judgement, as understood in
the later Middle Ages, constituted a great drama in five acts. First, signs of
the end appear accompanied by the birth of antichrist.® The judge appears,
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the dead arise from their graves, judgement is executed by Christ while
Archangel Michael holds the scales in his hands, and the righteous and
wicked are separated.!® The former ascend to heaven while the latter are
consigned to hell. In many last judgement scenes, demons seize the con-
demned. Sometimes they are joined to fellow sinners with long chains
and dragged into the gaping jaws of hell (Fig. 5.1)."' This frightening
image became heightened by the popular belief current at the end of the
fourteenth century that since the beginning of the Great Schism (1378)
no one had entered paradise.!> In 1371 a mosaic of the last judgement,
in triptych form, was completed on the exterior south wall of St. Vitus’
Cathedral in Prague. On the lower right, two demons, having captured at

Fig. 5.1 The damned bishop. The medieval Doom painting over the chancel
arch in the Parish Church of St. Thomas and St. Edmund, Salisbury, England,
after 1470
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least fifteen people, have roped them together and dragged them towards
the pit of hell.!?

The guilt of sin formed the burden of the last judgement. The seven
deadly sins fashioned the categories of miscreant behaviour: guia (glut-
tony), luxuria (lust), avaritin (greed), acedia (sloth), superbia (pride), ira
(wrath), and imvidia (envy). Those guilty of such misdeeds were barred
from paradise and sentenced to the torments and tortures of hell. A critical
inquiry must address the origins of this thinking: was this understanding
a creation of the High and later Middle Ages? The gloom of impending
doom is imbedded in the hymnody of the period, represented especially in
the thirteenth-century Dies Irae.

Day of wrath and doom impending,
David’s word with Sibyl’s blending:
Heaven and earth in ashes ending.

Oh, what fear man’s bosom rendeth
When from heaven the judge descendeth,
On whose sentence all dependeth!

Wondrous sound the trumpet flingeth,
Through earth’s sepulchres it ringeth,
All before the throne it bringeth.

Death is struck, and nature quaking,
All creation is awaking,
To its Judge an answer making.'*

The thirteenth-century Dominican Vincent of Beauvais described hell
in vivid word images: “Nix, nox, vox, lachrymae, sulphur, laquei, sitis, aes-
tus. Malleus et stridor, spes perdita, vincula, vermes.”!® These lines are a
litany of terror: cold, darkness, voices crying out, lamentations, brimstone,
thirst, fire, hammers, choking, hope only for destruction, chains, and the
worm. Did Vincent simply concoct this picture of the damned? Among the
most powerful and effective attempts in the period to detail the belief in
hell is Dante’s early fourteenth-century Inferno, part of his magnum opus,
the well-known Divine Comedy from the early fourteenth century. Here,
both sinners and unrighteous are found. On his tour, Dante finds glut-
tons clawed and flayed, heretics burning, murderers submerged in boil-
ing blood, pimps flogged, flatterers pushed down into human excrement,
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swindlers thrown into boiling pitch, thieves thrust into pits filled with
snakes, troublemakers mutilated by demons, and liars suffering the ravages
of disease.!® Did Dante simply copy the opinion of Vincent of Beauvais?
Did Dante create these visions and images of terror from his own imagi-
nation? The answers must be negative insofar as there exists a tradition of
final judgement, hell, and suffering extending from earliest Christianity
to the end of the Middle Ages. Emile Male is not altogether correct to
suggest that the horrors of hell have little in common with the books of
theologians.!” It will be useful to review the early Christian literature on
the subject before turning to medieval visual depictions.

In the New Testament there are allusions to the torments of hell.
According to Jesus, evildoers and wicked individuals are gathered and
thrown into “the furnace of fire” where people “weep and grind their
teeth” (Matthew 13:41-2). Jesus tells the unrighteous to depart “into
eternal fire prepared for the Devil and his angels” (Matthew 25:41) and
describes hell as “an unquenchable fire where the worm does not die and
the fire is never extinguished” (Mark 9:44—48). Jesus appears to take for
granted that “hell” exists. He does not develop a particular line of think-
ing on the subject. The Apocalypse of St. John refers to a lake of fire burning
with brimstone wherein the wicked are cast and tormented forever (19:20,
20:10, 21:8).

In the second century, the Apocalypse of Peter vividly expands these
themes. St. Peter is taken by Christ to paradise and shown the wonders
of that place. Then he is ushered to another area where the pleasantries
of paradise have vanished.!® Thick darkness shrouds sinners subjected to
unending torture. Blasphemers hang by their tongues over fire. Those
who spurned righteousness sink in a lake of boiling filth. Adulterers hang
upside down, their heads in filth. Murderers languish in narrow places,
covered with worms, constantly assailed by evil creeping creatures and
bitten by snakes. The excrement of the tormented runs down forming a
lake in which women who aborted foetuses stand immersed to the neck.
Persecutors of Christians burn while evil spirits flog them mercilessly.
Insatiable worms gnaw at their insides. The wicked rich, dressed in foul
rags, are rolled back and forth on sharp heated rocks. Usurers are forced
to stand in swamps of pus, blood, and seething muck. Men and women
who engaged in same gender sexual relations are thrown down from high
cliffs repeatedly. Disobedient children are pecked endlessly by flesh-eating
birds. Girls who lost their virginity prior to marriage are beaten until the
blood pours. Sorcerers hang on whirling wheels of fire. Slanderers and
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perjurers bite off their own lips and tongues from the excruciating pain
caused as red-hot irons are thrust into their eyes. The tormented cry out
for mercy, in Peter’s hearing, but learn it is too late. This reminds the
reader of the much later sentence hanging above the entrance to Dante’s
hell in Canto 3: “abandon hope all who enter here.”?®

The Apocalypse of Peter is significant for it is the first Christian liter-
ary description of hell following the canonical Revelation of St. John. This
second-century text (¢.135) gained high regard in early Christianity. The
immediate influences appear to be Orphic-Pythagorean mysteries and
Jewish Apocalyptic sources.?® In the late second century, a list of authori-
tative Christian texts originating at Rome called the Muratorian Canon
included this text. Around 200 C.E. Clement of Alexandria considered it
Scripture.?! In the early fourth century, Bishop Methodius regarded Peter
as “divinely inspired Scripture.”?? A century and a half later, Sozomen
records that Peter was used in churches in his own time.?* The late first-
century Clement of Rome describes the day of judgement as a “burning
oven” (II Clement 16:3) where the unrighteous are punished with “terri-
ble torture in unquenchable fire” (II Clement 17: 6-7). Polycarp referred
to the coming judgement as a fire amounting to eternal punishment
(Martyrdom 11:2). Another anonymous early text mentions eternal fire
that punishes without end.?* Justin Martyr (100-165), an early Christian
apologist, speaks of “eternal punishment” and “eternal fire.”?® Tertullian
(c.155-¢.240) writes extraordinarily: “What a great spectacle bursts before
the eye. How it excites my admiration.” The sight of sinners groaning in
the darkness causes Tertullian to experience great joy. Those caught in
the fierce fires, “glowing with flames,” “tossed in fiery billows,” “dissolv-
ing in the fire,” are cause for celebration.?® Basil of Caesarea (¢.330-379)
asserted that in hell the damned are cut off completely and irrevocably
from God.?” There was some pause in all of this fervour to consign the
wicked to a place of torturous damnation. Origen (c.184—c.254) sug-
gested divine grace ultimately would redeem all creation. He was excep-
tional in a tradition of theologians advocating doctrines of damnation and
eternal hell.?® Origen was not sure whether hell was eternal or just a long
time and he does not appear to accept the idea of eternal punishment for
humankind. In his treatise On First Principles, it appears the Devil is con-
verted from hostility to God; not destroyed.? Origen apparently denied
this in a letter to friends saying not even a lunatic would say such a thing,
though he admits there is a possibility demons might be converted from
darkness to light.?® This led Origen to speculate the love of God would
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eventually accomplish universal salvation.?! Fourth-century church fathers
Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory of Nazianzus appear to have been carried
along by the force of Origen’s arguments. It is noteworthy none of the
early councils set forth an orthodox doctrine on the fate of the wicked
and none condemned Origen’s views until 543 and 553, respectively.
However, by the fifth century, the type of theology proposed by Origen
and his followers had been suppressed.

John Chrysostom (c.349—407) noted in the day of judgement, all
human thoughts, words, and deeds would be placed on the scales and
whichever way the balance leans carries with it the commensurate irrevoca-
ble sentence.?? He insisted it was necessary to preach about hell in order to
avoid it. Chrysostom declared the very thought of hell made him tremble
but he was compelled to preach in order that his hearers might be saved,
otherwise they stood in grave danger of being dragged off to the torture
chambers.®® Once thrust into the torments of hell Chrysostom argued,
the suffering was eternal.®* If John Chrysostom popularised the idea of
an cternal hell of literal torture, it was Augustine of Hippo (354—430)
who caused it to become orthodox theology in the Latin West. Augustine
echoed Chrysostom: “Good and evil actions shall hang in the scales. If the
evil is greater the guilty shall be dragged off to hell.”*® Those dragged off
to hell suffer a double torment: separation from God as well as the fire.3¢
Augustine devoted considerable space to explaining the suffering of the
damned and the nature of eternal punishment.?” He emphatically taught
eternal punishment in hell and his teaching prevailed. After some initial
hesitation, Jerome (c.347-420) agreed with his contemporaries. He wrote
noting Origen’s works were being published but only after the censor had
edited out all harmful ideas like ultimate reconciliation and statements
suggesting hell was not eternal.®® Hell had to be eternal.® It was simply
too dangerous to preach otherwise. The faithful had to have a healthy fear
of eternal damnation. Jerome reasoned this would frighten them away
from sin so he advanced the argument that all sinners must suffer eter-
nally.*® By the fifth century, Augustine’s ideas on hell were promoted vir-
tually everywhere. There was no greater influence on western theology as
fundamental as Augustine.*!

As the late antique period faded, Gregory the Great (c.540-604)
articulated a doctrine of damnation that, coupled with Augustinian the-
ology, proved attractive to the medieval mind. According to Gregory,
hell included a fire that could not be extinguished, a worm incapable of
death, an unbearable stench, a darkness one could feel, and continual
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punishment at the savage hands of monsters. Curiously, the four books
of Gregory’s dialogues have not attracted as much attention by historians
as they deserve. From a theological standpoint, the fourth book contrib-
utes a great deal to ideas of hell, devils, and the nature of damnation.
Traditional ideas prevail. The damned are found “burning in flaming
dungeons” afflicted by the “unspeakable pains of hell.”** Gregory makes
much of the New Testament story about the beggar Lazarus and a certain
anonymous rich man (Luke 16:20-31). After a life of poverty and want,
the former reclines in the bosom of Abraham; the latter, having lived a
life of luxury and selfish gain, is tormented in the flames of hell. Gregory
asserts that torture in hell is proportional to the transgression. He tells
his deacon, Peter, of the pressing necessity of being spared from “eternal
damnation.”*?

The doctrine of hell found in Augustine is likewise present in the com-
mentaries of medieval religious thinkers. The anonymous Rule of the
Master from which St. Benedict (¢.480—c.545) drew heavily declares the
faithless will wind up in the eternal fires of hell with the devil where they
shall suffer the pains of damnation.** Fear and horror are terms used in
monastic rules to express the fate of the wicked. Isidore of Seville (¢.560-
636) described the tortures of hell as punishment with fire that burns
the body.* Some theologians like Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109)
perceived hell somewhat differently, pondering especially its duration.*¢
Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) suggested the torments of hell might only
be symbolic.*” Elsewhere in his oenvre one finds Thomas presenting a clear
defence of the more traditional view supported by five arguments.*® Pope
John XXII created controversy in 1332 when he apparently affirmed “nei-
ther the damned nor the devils are in hell at present but the place of tor-
ment would only become their habitation at the end of time.”*

Around 1175 a theological encyclopaedia known as the Hortus deli-
cinrum was assembled and illustrated with 344 miniatures at the con-
vent of Mont Sainte-Odile under the direction of the abbess Herrad of
Landsberg. The book was a compendium of medieval knowledge. The
original was destroyed in 1870 in the bombardment of Strasbourg during
the Franco-German War. Fortunately copies of some of the manuscript
had been made. The depiction of hell is instructive.®® The damned look
on from the flaming frame of the picture. Some of the tormented hold
their noses against the stench of the Devil’s fumes. Satan presides over hell
in a parody of secular power, sitting on a throne with clawed feet. Animal
heads of the throne’s arms devour hapless human victims. Taloned legs
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crush the heads of others. The Devil holds baby antichrist in his arms, in
parody of the Blessed Virgin Mary and the infant Christ. Antichrist is the
Devil’s son. A demon leads a friar into the depths of hell in the lower left.
The various vices shown in the torments meted out to the damned are
primarily along the lines of the seven deadly sins.

In the High Middle Ages many visions of final judgement, damna-
tion, and hell were recorded.’’ Some became very popular, appearing in
many languages. St. Patrick’s Purgatoryis extant in numerous manuscripts
but the fullest version dates from 1153.52 In Patrick’s vision, hell is filled
with torture scenes, a wheel of red-hot nails, boiling cauldrons, and ele-
ments derived from earlier descriptions of the damned. Around this same
time Tundale’s Vision was recorded. The vision of 1149, experienced by a
knight named Tundale, occurred in Ireland. The next year an Irish monk
travelling through Europe stopped at Regensburg in Bavaria. The abbess
of a convent there asked the monk to record the vision, which he did in a
Latin version.>? It was translated into German shortly thereafter. Tundale’s
Vision became extremely popular and by the end of the fourteenth century
had been translated into at least thirteen languages, including Swedish and
Serbo-Croatian. Tundale’s Vision features pits of fire, an entire valley of
fire with furnaces and ovens everywhere. A great beast belches fire as other
creatures torture and torment the damned. Sinners weep in the face of this
sustained onslaught, but even their tears are tiny flames of fire.

Thurkill, a workman in Essex County, England, experienced a similar
vision in October 1206.>* Souls are weighed on scales to determine if they
go above to heaven or down below to hell. In Thurkill’s Vision, hell is a
theatre. Sinners are forced on the stage to re-enact their transgressions
for the demonic audience. These unfortunates are endlessly tortured by
fiends. For some of the damned, their clothing bursts into flames. Demons
tear other transgressors from limb to limb with prongs and iron hooks all
ablaze with tongues of fire. The severed limbs are fried, and once thor-
oughly cooked, are reattached. Then the torment begins anew. Hot nails
are driven into the bodies of other performers. Thurkill’s Vision is graphic.
One of the damned has his throat cut. The tongue is pulled out and sev-
ered at the root by goblins, demons, and inhuman monsters. Sexual sinners
are forced to repeat their wicked deeds for the audience before they too
are tortured mercilessly. Such visions and journeys remained popular for
centuries. Guillaume de Deguileville’s Pilgrimage of the Soulis an example.
Completed in the 1350s, this French poem was soon translated into other
languages. Seventy manuscripts are extant, some illustrated. Guillaume’s
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journey is not unlike Dante’s tour of hell with the same emphasis on the
sufferings of the damned.%®

Liturgical books of the Middle Ages reflect similar theological and
popular ideas. The last full page miniature in the mid-twelfth-century
“Winchester Psalter” shows an angel unlocking the door of hell behind
which the damned are crammed in everlasting torment and tortured in
every conceivable way.*® The slightly earlier “Silos Beatus Apocalypse”
(1109) features a demon with huge genitals tormenting damned lovers.>”
The “Holkham Bible Picture Book” from the 1320s reveals demonic crea-
tures transporting helpless sinners to hell. A baker and an alewife are car-
ried by two demons. A third demon carries a tonsured man while pushing
a wheelbarrow full of sinners.>® The fifteenth-century “Hours of Catherine
of Cleves” depicts hell as a huge burning castle having two great mouths
that devour naked sinners.” Examples could be multiplied. Vincent of
Beauvais (11264) wrote a summary of ideas on the consummation of his-
tory and the Last Judgement that proved influential %

In the religious world of the Middle Ages, hell was not confined to
books. Preaching played a fundamental role in the creation of these
ideas in the popular mind. In the tenth and eleventh centuries, there
was considerable preaching on the last judgement and hell, but by the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, homilies had shifted emphasis. Now
the stress fell on good Christian life and morality.%! This assertion is
contestable. Medieval priests sometimes neglected the duty of preach-
ing. Pope Innocent III once characterised his clerical contemporaries
as “dumb dogs who do not bark.”%? The ninth chapter of the Rule of
St. Francis (1223) obliges friars to preach on vice and virtue, punish-
ment and glory.®® Prior to this, the Fourth Lateran Council convened
at Rome and included among its decrees a declaration calling for more
preaching in order to prepare the faithful for confession and commu-
nion that the Latin Church had just made obligatory on an annual basis.
Among other instructions, such preaching should focus on the seven
deadly sins.** From this time on, the theme of deadly sins finds a rou-
tine place in preaching.®® Throughout the later Middle Ages, English
bishops issued Constitutions containing material clergy were expected
to expound on.% The Lambeth Constitutions of 1281 are a good exam-
ple.%” The synodal statutes of Bishop William of Blois for the Diocese of
Worcester in 1229 called for priests to instruct penitents on the seven
deadly sins.®® As late as the fourteenth century, preaching took care-
ful note of the deadly sins committed by men and women. While the
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damned were preparing for eternal burning they were forced to listen to
the voices of condemnation.

Open your mouth, O horrible hell,

to swallow these sinners

— this of hell below

O cursed cohort,

your fate shall be in fire forever

—and this the voice of the judge above us.*’

Ecclesiastical doctrine made clear that hell was peopled by sinners and these
included heretics, Jews, Muslims, prostitutes, criminals, and all transgres-
sors. The iconography of hell included these categories as well as others
deemed unacceptable.”® Jews and Muslims were thought to be in league
with Antichrist so it is not surprising to find them in hell (Fig. 5.2).7
The Muslim prophet Mohammed is gutted in hell and in churches could
sometimes be seen suffering the torments of the damned.”? In Dante,

Fig. 5.2 Satan ecating and defecating sinners. Giovanni da Modena, The Inferno,
fresco, detail. Bolognini Chapel, Basilica di San Petronio, Bologna, Italy, 1410
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Mohammed, his son-in-law Ali, and Saladin are consigned to eternal tor-
ment.”® Jews were depicted huddled together signifying a special category
of sin in addition to the usual seven deadly offenses.

A study of sermons in the High Middle Ages reveals substantial empha-
sis on the wages of sin, the last judgement, and the eternal tortures of
hell. According to the French theologian Alain of Lille (11203) preaching
could be defined as public instruction on the faith and morals based on
reason and authority.” In his “instructions for parish priests” John Myrec,
the fifteenth-century canon of the Augustinian monastery of Lilleshall in
East Shropshire (a twelfth-century foundation), tells the preachers to fear
the day of doom.”® If this advice was taken, one might expect preaching
on the subject. Myrc personally engaged in graphic preaching of the ter-
rors of hell and the various pains of torment the tortured suffered there.
Myrc notes the pains of darkness, fetters, whipping, cold, fire, fear, the
worm, confusion, and stench, among others.”® The English Dominican,
John Bromyard, was one of the most influential preachers in late medi-
eval England. His massive Summa Praedicantium is based on thirteenth-
century sources. He spares little detail on the fate of the wicked. They
descend into a deep lake in hell where they bathe in foul pitch and sulphur
and are held in torturous flames. Toads oppress them. Worms attack their
bodies while demons afflict their souls. Torment is eternal.”” Handbooks
for preachers insist that all the water in the ocean cannot put out one spark
of hell-fire.”® Popular literature reflects a similar ethos. In representative
texts we find repetitive descriptions of the chaos of hell: perpetual noise,
screaming of the tortured, ravings of devils, and the sound of their flaming
hammers at work. The damned are crushed together in a huge oven. Some
are so tormented they tear at the faces of their fellows or rip their own
flesh, some chewing away their own tongues in an indescribable frenzy of
pain and fear.””

Public sentiment reflected in the works of art on the last judgement do
not follow the arguments set forth by Origen and his disciples. Theologians
from Augustine to Aquinas wielded sufficient influence to prevent that. By
the later Middle Ages, the power of the theologians had grown to signifi-
cant proportions. In 1290 Cardinal Benedetto Caetani (the future Pope
Boniface VIII) told theologians at Paris, “you sit in your chairs and think
Christ is ruled by your reasoning.” He ruefully commented that theo-
logians “have filled the whole world with their pestiferous teachings.”%?
Issues of politics and power aside, Boniface had a point. In terms of the
doctrine of damnation, most theologians took the more literal view that
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persisted in numerous forms via different media throughout the history
of the medieval Latin west. That doctrine is reflected in the Dies Irae, in
the well-known and popular work of Dante, but especially in the hundreds
of “Last Judgements” executed throughout Europe in the later Middle
Ages. In these “Last Judgements,” often painted in graphic and exag-
gerated size within the precincts of churches, we encounter ideas of hell
and damnation as defended and promoted by theologians, though it is
significant that a clear orthodoxy on the last judgement did not emerge
in the Middle Ages.?! Theologically, the last judgement functioned as a
neutral place between heaven and hell, defining life and death, dividing
angels and devils, while separating the saved and the damned. Against the
background of theology, sermons, and the teaching of ecclesiastical doc-
tors, we turn our attention now to those visual images.

Inscriptions in the Last Judgement tympana at the Abbey Church of
Ste-Foy in Conques-en-Rouergue and at the Cathedral of St-Lazare in
Autun (both twelfth century) have Christ saying that he alone is the judge
crowning the righteous and punishing the wicked. At least 117 people
are shown on the Ste-Foy “last judgement” portal. The setting sun on
the west face of these churches illuminates this climax of history. Last
Judgements in the later Middle Ages brought together in vivid colour
the insistence on pain, physical fire, and eternal torture. Thomas Aquinas
argued images in the church were pedagogically useful.® It seems pic-
tures were the books of the illiterate.®® In traditional theology, hell was
thick with an intolerable stench of filth, rot, and excrement. Sin stank in
the nostrils of God and so hell was imagined as an enormous privy with
all its disagreeable features. Human waste frequently related to sin and
punishment because it was an object of shame and disgust.3* A Dutch
saying of the later Middle Ages put it thus: “the Devil’s ass is the gateway
to hell.”%® In a painting by Hieronymus Bosch, St. Anthony arrives at his
cave-home to discover it has been invaded by demons and transformed
into a tavern-cum-brothel.3¢

In the hells of Last Judgements, monsters seize the damned, eat them,
then vomit or defecate them. A good example is the three-headed, horned,
black Devil with blank, glaring eyes painted by Fra Angelico around 1431.%7
These demonic creatures are frequently hybrid combinations of human
and animal parts not unlike some of the gargoyles discussed in Chap. 4.
They wreak havoc on hapless transgressors. Fornicators are dismembered
and beaten; fat sodomites are spitted like pigs from anus to mouth on a
skewer and cranked over an open fire. Giotto’s Last Judgement from the
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early fourteenth century executed as a fresco in the Capella Scrovegni
in Padua displays a full gamut of tortures. Disembowelled men hang
from trees; adulteresses hang by their hair while their counterparts are
suspended by their genitals. Other sinners are flogged, flayed, disembow-
elled, dismembered, hacked up, pierced, impaled, throttled, cramped,
torn, blinded, suffocated, crushed, and subjected to the rack. The tor-
ments of hell are vivid and the chaotic nature of damnation prominently
displayed.®® Hanging is a frequent punishment in hell and the damned are
suspended by the neck, feet, hands, tongues, ears, genitals, or hair. Often
maggots, toads, or snakes penetrate their bodies while they hang help-
lessly. On the tympanum of the central doorway of the thirteenth-century
Cathedral of St. Etienne in Bourges, final judgement unfolds. A woman
suffers in a great cauldron while below two demons with bellows stoke
the fires. A grinning fiend tortures a mitre-wearing bishop while a large
toad bites the breast of the woman. The agony of the damned is likewise
vivid in the bas relief work of Lorenzo Maitani from the early fourteenth
century on the facade of Orvieto Cathedral and contorted bodies reveal
the terror of the damned above the west door at Conques (Fig. 5.3).
Elsewhere, the condemned are gnawed by voracious demons.®” On the
tympanum of the Church of Ste-Foy at Conques, the scene of destruction
is outlined in image and word.

Fig. 5.3 Last Judgement. West tympanum, painted limestone relief, Abbey
Church of Ste-Foy, Conques-en-Rougergue, France, first half of the twelfth
century
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The assembled saints stand before Christ their judge, full of joy. Thus are
given to the chosen, united for the joys of heaven, glory, peace, rest, and
eternal light. The chaste, the peaceable, the gentle, the pious are thus filled
with joy and assurance, fearing nothing. But the depraved are plunged into
hell. The wicked are tormented by their punishments, burnt by flames.
Amongst the devils, they tremble and groan forever. Thieves, liars, deceiv-
ers, misers, and ravishers are all condemned with criminals. Sinners, if you
do not reform your ways, know that you will have a dreadful fate.”

The key motif for punishing sinners in hell, however, is through the use
of fire. In the afterlife, there are many variations on the theme of agonizing
heat. Sinners are sometimes impaled on hooks protruding from flaming
wheels or hung in blazing trees. Women are forced down on saddles stud-
ded with red-hot spikes. In other depictions, burning ladders appear made
of glowing iron with sharp teeth rungs whereupon the wicked are forced
to climb over and over. Others are beaten with burning clubs or pelted
with showers of fiery rain. More sinners are pierced through the tongue or
head with nails heated to a red-hot degree. Still others are forced to dress
in flaming cloaks.”! All of this is attended by demons. Medieval theological
opinion remained divided on the question of whether demons actually had
the power to torture people in hell after judgement.”? Notwithstanding
this debate, the presence of demonic creatures in Last Judgements nor-
mally represent a climate of torture and fear.

Between 1410 and 1415, Taddeo di Bartolo (¢.1362-1422) exe-
cuted a large Last Judgement fresco cycle in rather gruesome detail in
the Collegiate Church of San Gimignano, not far from Siena.”® The
church has tenth-century origins but in 1056 Pope Vittore II made it a
Propositura, meaning it had responsibility for other churches in the area.
In 1148 Pope Eugenius III consecrated it. The structure itself is a fine,
though relatively rare, example of Tuscan Romanesque architecture. The
fresco cycle is located on the upper part of the central nave between the
two doors, above the first two arches on the right and left. Taddeo’s “hell”
is particularly significant since it brings together the various strands of
religious thought about sin and punishment meted out at the last judge-
ment. Taddeo underscores the categories of sin, horrific torture, demonic
presence, and the underlying preoccupation with sexual misconduct and
sadistic retribution. Taddeo’s hell is divided according to the seven deadly
sins. Sinners are put into one of several compartments based on their
earthly transgressions. Nearly 1,200 years earlier, Origen wrote that “each
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sinner kindles his or her own fire,” meaning the particular vices of that
individual “forms the fuel” that keeps the fire burning.”* Preachers rein-
forced the idea. “That fire is so much kindled and lighted with the sticks of
covetousness, craving, strife, pitilessness, and other vices of this kind that it
can never be quenched by all the water in the world.”*® Medieval theology
tended to popularise the doctrine of contrappasso (retaliation) in the sense
the inflicted punishment reflects the nature and severity of the sin.

In Taddeo’s fresco cycle, Lucifer presides over the torture, appearing
with three ape-like faces, a parody of the Trinity, and into each of his
three mouths stuffs sinners.”® Judas is among those eaten by the Devil in
this fashion.”” Lucifer has horns and scaly skin and crushes nude figures
against his knees. The hapless victims writhe in pain as blood spurts. The
Devil’s anus and genitalia form another face. The victims eaten by the
three mouths are then defecated, screaming, into the flames below, join-
ing countless others already there. As if this were not enough, the taloned
feet of the gigantic devil rips at these sinners while green snakes bite them
repeatedly and strangle them. Death does not intervene in hell and their
fate is to suffer until Lucifer again picks them up and the process begins
again, lasting for eternity. On either side of Lucifer, demons add to the
torment of the condemned with the use of hammers and mallets. Other
fiends, using wrench-like tools, abuse the mouths of the damned, cutting
out their tongues while their flesh, especially their genitals, are subjected
to the horrors of red-hot tongs. Two of those thus abused are Herod and
Nero, identified by name on their foolscap. A number of other sinners
in this area of the fresco are similarly identified as Simon Magus, Cain,
Pharaoh, and Nebuchadnezzar from Biblical narratives. Along with these
are the twelfth-century Arab philosopher Ibn Rushd (known in the west
as Averroés) and the fourth-century western Roman emperor Maxentius.
The torturing demons have bat wings, one has a biting serpent for a tail,
while others possess fangs and multiple sets of horns.

In the compartment to the right of the Devil, labelled superbia, the
proud are identified by a woman admiring herself in a mirror. Another
of the proud is about to be dismembered while yet another transgressor,
bound with a chain, is prepared for decapitation by two demons. He is
identified also as a “blasphemer” (bastemiat{ori]). On the other side of the
Devil in the compartment of invidia, the envious are dealt with by other
demons of torture. A traitor with the words “falso testimonio” written on
a scroll lies in flames while scorpions crawl over him. At the same time
a demon pours boiling liquid into his mouth. In the same area another
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sinner is pulled upright, bound, and split up the torso and disembowelled
by another demon. The bound man is restrained by chains while a fiend
bites his head. Still another sinner hangs upside down in preparation for
cannibalism. A fourth victim is hanged by the neck, with snakes wrapped
around him, and whipped by another demonic creature.

Below this upper part of the fresco is a central zone divided into
three equal compartments. On the left, in an area labelled gola, six large
gluttons—a tonsured friar, two women, and a nobleman among them—
gather around a table. They are bound and cannot reach the food. Several
demons attack them in various ways while fire licks at their limbs. In the
centre, /a yaritia, a usurer lies on his back displaying a swollen belly. The
cause of his discomfort is immediately revealed in the demon crouching
on his chest defecating gold coins into his mouth. Above this unfortunate
sinner, two demons strangle a miser with a cord to which is attached a
red-tasselled moneybag. Two other demons feed gold coins to a skeleton
who clearly exchanged his substance for the goods that remain in a bundle
hanging with him. In the lower left of the compartment a man is pierced
through the heart with a dagger. The presence of fire and snakes add to
the panicked misery of the condemned.

The compartment on the right /a lussuria holds the lustful. In the upper
left a devil mounts a woman grabbing her breasts with his claws. On the
right, an avultera (adulteress) and a ruffiano (procurer) try to flee from
a demon who administers a sound thrashing. The procurer’s flesh is torn
with tongs (Fig. 5.4). In the lower portion of the compartment two male
sotomutto (sodomites) are skewered. A demon has thrust a pole into the
bound man’s anus and presses it through his body until it exits his mouth,
entering the mouth of the second sinner. While this is going on, another
demon attacks the helpless sodomites with a wrench-like weapon. The
image is not the creation of Taddeo. An anonymous thirteenth-century
Umbrian mystery play includes a dialogue between two demons describ-
ing how they will inflict punishment on the sinners. The punishment here
depicted is there described.

The lower portion of Taddeo’s fresco reveals further torture. On the
right, three demons violate an equal number of women. One woman bites
her hand in agony as she attempts to flee but is bitten by a demon on the
back. A second woman sits while the third crawls on hands and knees and
is raped by a demon’s tail. A kneeling man makes an effort to stab himself
in a hopeless attempt at suicide as a demonic creature prepares to strangle
him. On the lower left side of this depiction of a post-Last Judgement
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Fig. 5.4 Punishing sodomy. Taddeo di Bartolo, Last Judgement, fresco, detail.
Collegiate Church of Santa Maria Assunta, San Gimignano, Italy, 1410-1415

hell one finds the gaping jaws of the entrance to hell where a demon
prepares to throw a person headlong into that orifice. Two women and
two men crouch on the ground, knees pulled to their chins, enduring
the agony inflicted on them by biting snakes, demons, fire, and a flying
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female demon. Two more women are attacked by other demons while
an unusual female demon torments another damned woman genitally
with a stick. The same unfortunate sinner is also bitten on her genitals
by a snake. Simultaneously, a fiery liquid is poured on her head as still
another demon attempts to drag her away by wrapping his serpent-like
tail around her. Her understandably anguished face is about to be bit-
ten by the demon. Another damned female is carried off in similar fash-
ion. Both of these tormented are guilty of the deadly sin of lust or some
other type of sexual transgression. Sexual misconduct and sexual torment
are decisively linked in this Last Judgement. Not infrequently, miscreant
behaviour characterises the Devil and the demons of hell. The female reli-
gious house known as the Humor Monastery in northern Romania at
Ministirea Humorului near Gura Humorului, founded in 1530, was built
on early fifteenth-century monastic foundations. The murals are the work
of Toma of Suceava in the early 1530s. The Last Judgement on the wall
beneath the porch, though now greatly faded, portrays the Devil as a lust-
ful and indecent woman.

Taddeo’s hell corresponds to the seven deadly sins, dramatically under-
scoring mentalities and anxieties. The upper five compartments are easily
identifiable by the legible words on scrolls: pride, envy, gluttony, greed,
and lust. The identifying scrolls for the lower two regions are now unread-
able but may be seen as sloth and anger. Hell in the Collegiate Church
of San Gimignano is inverted. The mouth is at the bottom. As one goes
higher up the wall of the Collegiate Church, so correspondingly one
descends farther and deeper into the recesses of hell. The sins are therefore
portrayed deliberately in a specific hierarchy. It is interesting that works
like St. Patrick’s Purgatory and Tundale’s Vision preserve in writing the
visual images seen in Last Judgements inside churches.

At the time Taddeo di Bartolo was working in the Collegiate Church
in San Gimignano, the theologian Jan Hus was writing a commentary
on the Christian faith (Vyklad na viern) in Prague. In that exposition he
described the Last Judgement.

The Saviour frequently reminded his apostles of Judgement Day and how
terrible it would be. The horrible judge sits above humankind angry with the
wicked. The Day of Judgement is terrifying. On the right, the sins accuse,
on the left a multitude of devils pull the [damned] into hell. Behind is the
burning world while in front angels push [the wicked] into hell. Within is
the terrible gnawing of conscience. This horrible verdict of the court has
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seven parts. The first is a terrible chasing away ... the second is separation
from God ... the third malediction ... the fourth sulphurous torture... the
fifth, despair of being liberated, because [the judge] declares “it is eternal”.
The sixth relates to torture ... the seventh is eternal fellowship with devils
... Oh, what a terrible verdict! There is no end to it! Even if the entire world
from the earth to the sky was filled with poppy-seeds, and each grain signi-
fied thousands of years, even at the time the last grain was laid, the damned
ones hoping to be delivered from torture at that time, would still have to
wait ... The eternal fire will burn the soul and the body ...8

Hus was convinced that hell was literal and eternal and one can find com-
ments in his sermons about real devils luring the unwary into eternal
flames.”” The doctrines of damnation in art and in theology are closely
related.

The horrifying details of Last Judgements cannot be dismissed as
isolated instances in the art forms of the later Middle Ages. Indeed,
Taddeo di Bartolo’s fresco in the Collegiate Church in San Gimignano
cannot be regarded as unique or innovative within the genre. The
cathedral at Albi in southern France provides another striking example
of the sufferings of the damned portrayed in equally horrifying detail.
Anonymous Flemish artists prepared the fresco in the late 1470s and
1480s behind the altar. Originally over 200 square metres in size, the
work is possibly the largest fresco of a Last Judgement ever executed.
The church itself took 200 years to construct and its meridional Gothic
architecture constituted a formidable bulwark against the Cathar her-
esy. Religious dissent was locked outside the fortress walls of Saint
Cécile but inside the dire warnings of the theologians about the fate
of sinners could be found writ large in colour.!® Above the terrors of
the damned, on the west interior wall, resurrected souls present their
hearts as individual open books for examination.!® Under apostles
and angels sit illustrious French Christians including Charlemagne, St.
Louis, and Blanche of Castile. On the left side, naked women holding
books to their breasts march to final judgement. While the books of the
lives of the faithful are to be inspected, demons drag the unfortunates
down. Like Taddeo di Bartolo, the artists of Albi have divided hell into
seven chambers corresponding to the seven deadly sins. The proud are
placed on wheels, the envious plunged into frigid rivers (or alternatively
into a lake of fire), and the angry are punished in a dank cave bearing
the hallmarks of a butcher’s shop where demons cut up the faithless
on tables. The slothful are devoured by serpents while the greedy are
thrown into vats of water that transubstantiate into molten metal and
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are then tortured by a devil wielding an iron spike. The gluttonous
are forced either to eat their own members or disgusting beasts such
as worms, toads, and serpents while the lustful are plunged into wells

where snakes and toads abuse their genitals and attempt to devour
them (Fig. 5.5).19

Fig. 5.5 Terror in hell. Last Judgement (detail), Flemish School. Cathédrale
Sainte Cécile, Albi, France, 1474-1484
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All of this sounds remarkably similar to the scenes portrayed in the
Apocalypse of Peter. However, that text was little known in the later Middle
Ages and there is no evidence the artists responsible for the Albi Last
Judgement were aware of it. But theologies of hell and doctrines of dam-
nation were present in many traditions. The Albi artists may have been
familiar with the Visio Paunli and the author of that text quite clearly had
read the Apocalypse of Peter.'® The “Vision” or the “Apocalypse of Paul”
originated in the later fourth century and was translated into Latin from
Greek by the sixth century and thereafter into a number of vernacu-
lars. Despite its fourth-century advent, the Visio Pauli represents earlier
motifs.!* The New Testament reveals St. Paul had once been caught up
into the “third heaven” where he was witness to many wonderful things
(II Corinthians 12:2-7). Ostensibly, according to the Visio Pauli, he also
went to hell where he saw terrible things. The usual sinners appear in
this vision of hell but churchmen of various ranks are likewise featured.
These include bishops, lectors, priests, and deacons. Trees of fire grow at
the gates of hell. The damned are hanged there by various bodily parts
including hair and eyebrows. Seven furnaces belch forth flames around
the screams of the wicked. Souls are lashed to a constantly revolving wheel
of fire. This wheel makes a cycle one thousand times every day and each
revolution is sufficient to torture a thousand souls. Other sinners fall from
a bridge into mud sinking to a commensurate level with their sinful behav-
iour while in life. One old man has his intestines pulled up through his
mouth with an iron, while another of the damned has worms crawling
from his mouth. Usurers devour their own tongues eternally and sexu-
ally promiscuous women are tormented by snakes in the bottomless pit.
A river of fire flows continuously and a two-headed worm lurks to tor-
ment. The horrors of the Visio Pauli are depicted in the Albi Cathedral
where these strange scenes are quite original.!%® There is neither end nor
hope in the torment. From the fifteenth-century Hans Memling work-
shop an image shows a demon standing on the backs of the damned in the
mouth of hell (which is often shown in medieval iconography as the gap-
ing jaws of a monster) holding a banner that reads “there is no redemption
from hell.”1% The opinion of Emile Male, noted above, of slight relation
between depictions of last judgements and the writings of the theologians
simply cannot be sustained.

If the fresco cycles at San Gimignano and Albi are relatively unknown,
the enigmatic work of the Dutch painter Hieronymus Bosch (1450-1516)
is not. In Bosch’s hell, demons torment the damned specifically with their
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former pleasures.!?” For example, minstrels are tormented by the instru-
ments they used to play. Vain women are forced to view their reflection in
a demon’s rear end while sodomites are impaled by demon birds. Gluttons
are themselves devoured by huge stomachs on legs and everywhere in
hell humans are dwarfed by common material articles such as chairs and
knives. Music is dominant in Bosch’s hell. Viewed with some ambiguity in
the Middle Ages as a seductive art either for good or ill, in the service of
God or the Devil, music forms a crucial dimension in the post-last judge-
ment abode of the damned. In life, the people in Bosch’s place of torment
must have enjoyed music; in hell they are tortured by it. An incessant
clamour is countered by the feeble attempts of the sinners to cover their
ears. One man has been trapped in a drum on which a demon pounds.
Another is forced to carry a huge bassoon-like instrument while another
of the wicked damned has a flute thrust into his anus. A red-faced fiend
blows a trumpet. Another sinner is tortured by a type of crucifixion on a
harp, his body pierced by the taut strings, while snakes bite him. A hideous
fanged frog-demon conducts the hellish choir who are forced to read the
score imprinted on a tortured man’s rear end. Another is crushed beneath
a giant music book and a lute.

Elsewhere in Bosch’s hell, a young woman slumps at the base of Satan’s
throne where the Devil sits eating gluttons who become the Devil’s excre-
ment and are defecated into a gruesome pool. The young woman has a
toad clinging to her chest (a sign of diabolism and witchcraft) as a demon
embraces her. Their reflection is seen in a mirror embedded in the backside
of another kneeling monster. The horror motif of severed heads and other
body parts in the darker side of the last judgement reflects the horror of
death itself, exacerbated after the Black Death, as well as the separation of
body and soul in the connection between life and death viewed through
the great divide symbolised and facilitated by the last judgement.!®® The
horror of those in hell is experienced vicariously by the viewer through the
medium of visual images. The ugliness, deformity, mutilation, and vio-
lence seen in the Last Judgement suggest one dimension to the theologi-
cal notion of righteous punishment for transgressing God’s law. Artistic
perception formed these works, but it is facile to dismiss the influence of
tradition and common conviction.!® One goes to hell in these works of
art with the theologians who created and promoted these ideas.

It should be noted Christianity was not alone in medieval religion in its
understanding of hell. In Islam, hell was filled with black smoke, blasts of
fire, scalding water, and torture.!® A Persian manuscript of the fifteenth
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century includes three images showing Mohammed, his winged horse
Buraq, and the archangel Gabriel in hell. Here they observe the torture of
women. In one scene a huge black demon torments women who exposed
their hair to strangers, thereby inciting lust. These sinners are hanged by
their hair and burn for eternity. A second scene features a large green demon
hanging women on hooks inserted through their tongues. These offend-
ers dared mock their husbands. The final scene shows a massive red demon
torturing women on gallows by suspending them on hooks through their
breasts. These are sexual transgressors.!!! According to Mohammed the
majority of people in hell are female since women are incapable of perfec-
tion.'? That assumption appears in other religious traditions. One of the
traditional Jewish morning prayers in Orthodox liturgies included the line
“Baruch Atah Adonai, Eloheinu Melech ha-olam, shelo asani ishah” prais-
ing God that one had not been created female.'! This view of women can
be found to varying degrees in Christianity in the Latin west. The opin-
ions of the theologians are crucial. John Chrysostom asserted women did
not reflect the image of God while Augustine of Hippo summed it up in
commenting he knew nothing capable of bringing the human mind down
from the heights quicker than a woman’s caresses. Therefore females were
a principle source of sexual temptation.!* It comes as no surprise that
women play a central role in Last Judgements and especially in hell.
Much of what can be seen in the hells of Last Judgements may be
regarded as sadistic. Sadism, as a cognitive construct, is identified with
torture, cruelty, and pain. Sadism is concerned with the living, not the
dead. It is significant, indeed necessary, that those in hell are not dead,
but alive, indeed alive forever to endure, without hope of remission, unre-
lenting torture, pain, and cruelty. At the end of the Middle Ages certain
“Last Judgements” feature a profound appeal to sadism. One of these
is the fresco cycle of the damned by Luca Signorelli in the Capella della
Madonna di San Brizio in the Orvieto Cathedral between 1499 and
1503.115 If eroticism exists in medieval art it does so, curiously enough,
at the Last Judgement, especially in hell. Signorelli generates images of
sadism, masochism, and bondage. “Cruelty and pain are not exceptional
in Last Judgements, but Signorelli seems to have been the first to use
the tortures as a frame for sexual and sadistic devil-rape fantasies.”!¢ The
point is taken, but Taddeo di Bartolo nearly a century earlier and Giotto
a hundred years before Taddeo should not be excluded from such catego-
ries, and Christian literary sources reflect similar ideas as long ago as the
“Apocalypse of Peter” in the second century. There is plenty of sadism,
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bondage, and devil rape in the Collegiate Church in San Gimignano and
in the Arena Chapel in Padua. Unlike Taddeo’s women, those portrayed
by Signorelli are beautiful and sexually attractive without the nuances of
sin that frequently and normally accompany voluptuous women in similar
settings. “Anatomical exhibitionism infused with homo-eroticism and sex-
ual sadism could be a concise description of this work.”!” In Signorelli’s
Last Judgement, muscular, middle-aged men inflict pain on bound and
helpless beautiful women, most of whom appear passive and willing. This
is a framework for the expression of sexual fantasy and sadism in this
work. Signorelli is not alone in the infusion of these motifs into a Last
Judgement. Theologians may have approved of sadism but it is doubtful
such sexual fantasy would have garnered the same response. Still, these
images were featured on church walls and we have noted sexual expres-
sions in medieval carvings in religious space.

The monumental Last Judgement of the period is Michelangelo’s on
the altar wall of the Sistine Chapel. Though the papacy expressed an inter-
est earlier in a Last Judgement in the Sistine Chapel, it was only later that
Michelangelo executed the work on the west wall between 1536 and 1541.
This massive portrayal is a colossal forty-eight by forty-four feet. Christ
appears as the judge, while around him the saved and the condemned rise
and fall in a seemingly continuous cycle. The damned are not tortured as
in Taddeo’s fresco cycle, Albi Cathedral, or in Bosch. While demons do
appear, the Devil is conspicuously absent. Though one or two lost souls can
be identified unambiguously by the cringing expressions of fear, hopeless-
ness, and horror, most of those present in Michelangelo’s Last Judgement
are locked in a struggle and it is not readily apparent who the blessed are
and who the damned are. Rather than the strict separation normally seen
in most Last Judgements, fierce battles attend the “four last things” in the
Sistine Chapel. The outcome of these contests is not entirely clear. The
blessed, who seem to rise into heaven, may do so with the help of angels
or may even manage to that height under their own power. Elsewhere,
demons and angels challenge one another as fiends attempt to drag souls
downward. It is possible that Michelangelo did not believe in a real hell .18
Be that as it may, Michelangelo did not escape serious criticism for his
departures from a long-established tradition of Last Judgement ortho-
doxy. On 1 May 1545, Don Miniato Pitti of Monte Oliveto sent a letter to
Giorgio Vasari in which he condemned the Last Judgement as containing
a “thousand heresies.”!? Others were more specific in their denuncia-
tion, declaring the piece shameful, impious, and harmful to Christianity.



144 THOMAS A. FUDGE

Such depictions were appropriate in a whorehouse but unacceptable in the
house of God.!'?® The pious horror at the nudity is curious in light of the
content of older Last Judgements. One wonders what Aretino might have
said about the work of Taddeo di Bartolo? Elsewhere, the Dominican,
Ambrogio Politi Catarino, in 1551 railed against the depiction of naked
bodies and their genitals. He argued against the indecency of nude figures
everywhere, especially on altars and in chapels. He accused Michelangelo
of engaging in artistic obscenities contrary to the apostolic spirit but
clearly reminiscent of the shameful nakedness of heretics.!?! It was all too
much for refined Renaissance sensibilities: nudes, angels without wings,
the beardless, youthful Christ, genitalia, the ambiguity of the struggle, a
far too attractive and sexually appealing St. Catherine, while the presence
of Charon from mythology served to expand the boundaries of the tradi-
tional view of the Last Judgement. The nudity was ordered painted over,
genitals covered, loincloths added, the provocative pose of the nude St.
Catherine repainted, and the piece brought closer in line with traditional
understandings of the Last Judgement.!?2

There is also evidence for identifying sexual sadism in the Sistine Chapel
in the portrayal of a snake wrapped around the body of Minos that bites
his penis. Some see this as an act of fellatio, but there seems little to sug-
gest pleasure. The placement of the snake’s mouth indicates biting rather
than sucking. There are overtones of sodomy, bestiality, and anger in this
corner of Michelangelo’s Last Judgement. Minos is both sadist and mas-
ochist, a transgressor in the past and a sinner even in the last judgement.
The violence of the snake on Minos is an expression of an unnatural and
violent act.'?* Vasari tells us that the features of Minos are those of Biagio
da Cesena, the master of ceremonies in the Vatican, wearing a pair of ass’s
ears.!?* Biagio had often complained to the pope about Michelangelo’s
fresco. Pope Paul III declined to take up Biagio’s cause, apocryphally
claiming he had no jurisdiction in hell.}?®

It is intriguing to note the tortures of hell are often a mirror of judi-
cial cruelty in European society at the end of the Middle Ages. They are
not, in the main, products of devious and ingenious imaginations. The
punishments of hell are effectively real, which might help to explain why
people perceived them in such frightening light. The close proximity of
the Last Judgements as portrayed in art form and the realities of life in all
its brevity, sorrow, and cruelty allowed the viewer to relate to the depiction
on a fairly intimate basis. The question remains: were viewers horrified or
fascinated by the Last Judgements that covered so many of their church



TO HELL WITH THE THEOLOGIANS: DOCTRINES OF DAMNATION IN “LAST... 145

walls from the ninth century on? Having examined “last judgements”
of Italian, Flemish, French, Spanish, Portuguese, English, German, and
Czech provenance, the artificial distinction between northern Europe and
art forms south of the Alps collapses when applied to hell. The graphic
tortures sweep Europe.

In terms of medieval mentalities, “last judgements” reveal clues about
theology and culture in the Latin west. Among these clues is an obsession,
perhaps even anxiety, with sex and sexual activities expressed so vividly
and graphically. There is considerable evidence of a preoccupation with
good and evil (separated by clear lines of demarcation, though these lines
are blurred in Michelangelo). There is an abiding interest in order and
authority at all levels, and in hell no less so. The last judgement itself
functions as the great arbiter of order and authority. Late medieval Last
Judgements suggest an ongoing communal and individualistic search for
stability and security amid uncertainty. That ambiguity, save in exceptional
portrayals like Michelangelo’s, is effectively mitigated and set straight at
the last judgement. Beyond this, the depictions of the life of the world to
come are set forth in amazing detail in an imaginative framework of the
essentially unknown. Last Judgements throughout Europe at this time
suggest a mostly uncritical acceptance of traditional ideas with respect to
God, the Devil, heaven, hell, and retribution for miscreant deeds and sin-
ful behaviour. Origen is conspicuously absent. Though judged by modern
perspectives, Last Judgements indicate that the multiple worlds of later
medieval Europe included communities of cruelty, torture, and essential
inhumanity. These communities possess a strident propensity for ven-
geance, avenging, and revenge, all bordering on the fanatical. Moreover,
Last Judgements, especially in the darker dimensions of that event, reflect
and reinforce the full gamut of popular beliefs, including notions about
monsters, punishment, animals, religion, the demonic, death, and the
structures of power and authority. Most importantly, these images provide
visual portrayal of the doctrines of theologians.

The art genre of the Last Judgements suggests doctrines of damnation
in visual summary. These doctrines indicate Europeans were gripped by
the certainty of damnation, by the realities of pain and torture, and by
notions of what constituted sin and transgression. Hell amplifies the ambi-
guity about human sexuality. These scenes of hell and final judgement are
suggestive of the violence of faith and living that encompassed so much
of the European world; a world predicated on cruelty, viewed as an essen-
tial modus operandi for survival. Last Judgements speak also of the public
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dimension of excrement and rear ends, with their attendant stench, in rela-
tion to hell as a place or circumstance of misery, degradation, and gross-
ness. Last Judgements illuminate the preoccupation with doctrinal truths
and heresies and their eventual incompatibility. The “five acts” of the final
reckoning are portrayed in visual images: antichrist, judge, resurrection,
judgement, and ultimate separation. These five acts parallel the pervasive
belief and expectation in the “four last things”: death, final judgement,
heaven, and hell. Last Judgements likewise reinforce ecclesiastical doctrine
that everything in life will be judged and at the end of life, death is inevita-
ble. “Last Judgements” reflect ideas promoted by theologians and provide
glimpses into the conceptual world of the Latin west illuminating the dark
pathways of human anxiety attested so vividly in the other Middle Ages.
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CHAPTER 6

Sensuality, Spirituality, and Sexuality
in the Religious Experience of Female
Mystics

At the same time medieval people were seeing scenes of judgement and
hell appearing on church walls practically everywhere in Europe, the reli-
gious were focused on avoiding that fate by pursuing the spiritual life.
There is a riveting story told by Nikos Kazantzakis in his semi-biographical
reflection about a monk on Mt. Athos whose quest for God and the ulti-
mate spiritual experience was interrupted and unexpectedly enhanced by
a woman.! Having taken vows resulting in holy orders as a cloistered reli-
gious, the monk practiced poverty, obedience, and abstinence from sen-
sual pleasure. These vows were considered necessary aids for the pilgrim
committed to the religious life and the pathway of spirituality. The monk
assiduously avoided women. For twenty-one years, the solitary religious
strove for God, pure religiosity, and spiritual fulfilment. Then, on a sud-
den, the monk was thrust into an unexpected encounter with a name-
less woman. Seized by human weakness, the monk succumbed to what
he considered temptation and broke his vow of celibacy. The woman
reminded him of church on Easter. Thirty or forty years passed (the reli-
gious could not say for sure since time had stood still) and Ignatius the
monk told his story to a man visiting the monastery. The monk confessed
to having spent the years since that chance encounter formulating the
religious, even theological, implications of the event. He confessed that
his nocturnal dalliance had not disrupted his spiritual quest but quite the
opposite, marked its apex. The monk experienced resurrection. Rather
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than finding the woman took him from God he had discovered that she
brought him closer to the divine. For the first time in twenty-one years the
monk had experienced the nearness of God. Despite having violated his
vows, the monk stubbornly refused to repent. Living with the contradic-
tions of sex and spirituality, shame and sacramental grace, sin and salvation
only underscores some of the challenges for understanding the history of
the religious life. This modern tale sheds important light on a particular
medieval theme, which is the quest for God and the experience of the holy.
The parallels have less to do with the monks of the Middle Ages but have
considerably more in common with nuns of the same period.

The life of the medieval religious embraced to varying degrees the idea
of mysticism or the element of the life of faith that transcends theology,
liturgy, and institutional religious practice. Sixteen hundred years ago
Augustine wrote: “human voices must be still, human thoughts must rest
for they attempt to come to things that cannot be comprehended, not
with the idea they can be grasped, but rather to share in them. And we can
share in them.”? The concept of mysticism may be understood as the idea
that the experience of direct or immediate consciousness or awareness of
the presence of God, unmediated, is a possibility. In this sense, mysticism is
a form of religious knowledge that may be derived directly from God. The
expressed goals of Christian mysticism include union with God, a sense
of inner peace, and the direct and personal experience of divine nature. It
was Augustine once more in this vein who encouraged the religious and
Christian pilgrim: “Do not go without, but instead turn within. Inside the
inner person is where truth abides.”?® That counsel had serious implica-
tions for it implied that personal truth might in fact trump the orthodoxy
of the medieval Latin Church. On the other hand, it might be argued that
personal truth never contradicts divine truth as codified by the church.
That said, mysticism was an organic outgrowth of the medieval church
amongst those who considered that religious practice had become institu-
tionalized. Some of these Christians wished for a more personal, spiritual
faith relationship. Coupled with this desire, we find that one of the great
themes of the medieval mystical tradition is love. At the end of the Middle
Ages, John of the Cross is representative: “Love never reaches perfection
until the lovers are so alike that one is transfigured in the other. And then
the love is in full bloom.”* This is the unity and union between God and
the Christian pilgrim envisioned and sought for by the medieval mystics.
In their writings, we discover that some actually claimed to have achieved
that oneness. Their lives reflect three stages of spiritual progression: the
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via purgativa, which is purification; the via illuminativa, wherein the soul
is enlightened by God’s will; and the via unitiva, whereby union with
God is achieved.

In this pursuit it must be said that mystics did not leave the church, ordi-
narily, but rather sought for a more inclusive spirituality within the church.
Indeed, some mystics physically lived in churches. Julian of Norwich lived
in a church cell in England for decades.® Many of these female mystics
were devoted to Jesus. A quantitative study of 864 saints establishes con-
clusively that devotion to the human Christ was a female theme.® We shall
find that object of affection and piety a central theme in the thought and
experience of many female religious. Mary Magdalene was also a useful
symbol and example for medieval mystics. Her penitential tears and austere
life provided an example to other sinners who had turned to God and now
desired to achieve the fullness of the spiritual life. Inasmuch as Magdalene
had been forgiven much, she in turn loved much. From about 1200 on,
there seems to be many women who imitated Mary Magdalene, weeping
penitentially as they sought union with Christ.” Mystics frequently had a
reputation for being emotional. The fifteenth-century Margery Kempe
was known for boisterous crying. In the fourteenth century, Birgitta of
Sweden sobbed loudly while Angela of Foligno was known as a notorious
screamer.® This was, however, what might be regarded in a modern sense
as an extreme approach or expression of the religious life. In our own time
those who behave in this manner in a religious context are usually consid-
ered either unbalanced or fanatical, yet similar behaviour is tolerated, even
expected, at sporting events and regarded as normal. Categories such as
madness, infinite longing, and annihilation are among the motifs that con-
stantly frame the experiences of female mystics of the later Middle Ages.
Like some of the desert ascetics, in the tradition of Simeon Stylites, some
of the mystics practiced a radical approach to the experience of God and
spirituality. Some barely made it to age twenty before succumbing to the
exhaustion of their ascetic practices and food deprivation.

There were of course dynamic traditions of mysticism among both male
and female religious in the Middle Ages. Some of these individuals were
rather famous. Among the men we find John of the Cross, Thomas a
Kempis, Meister Eckhart, Bernard of Clairvaux, Gerard Groote, Jan van
Ruysbroeck, Johann Tauler, Henry Suso, Richard Rolle, Brethren of the
Common Life, the Gottesfreunde, the Devotio Moderna, and a host of
others. Notable female mystics of the Middle Ages include Hildegard of
Bingen, Julian of Norwich, Teresa of Avila, Catherine of Genoa, Catherine
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of Siena, Birgitta of Sweden, and numerous others.® This chapter focuses
on the female religious on account of the fact they frequently exhibited an
experience of God considerably more difficult to locate among medieval
male religious and because their articulation of their religious experience
appears to meld notions of spirituality with tactile sensuality and human
sexuality.’? The possibilities are extraordinary. Female mystics figure prom-
inently in northeast Germany in the early thirteenth century and represen-
tatives include the Beguines Gertrud the Great (1256-¢.1302), Mechthild
of Hackeborn (£.1241-1299), Mechthild of Magdeburg (¢.1208-1282),
Jutta of Sangershausen (1220-1260), and Elisabeth of Thuringia (1207-
1231). We also find considerable evidence for northern Italy as another
main centre and here one thinks of Claire of Assisi (¢.1194-1253), Angela
of Foligno (1248-1309), and Margaretha of Cortona (1247-1297).

Scattered over the religious landscape of later medieval Europe were
Beguine communities that could be found almost everywhere: in the Low
Countries in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries but also in many other
places. Many Beguines were personally a# fait with family life and in some
cases marriage.'! Beguinages were sisterhoods founded in the Netherlands
in the twelfth century. They had no common rule or hierarchy. Unlike
their cloistered sisters, the Beguines were free to hold private property, to
marry, and they did not take formal vows, save chastity, and they main-
tained emphasis on manual labour. The Beguines spread throughout
western and central Europe during the later Middle Ages and one might
characterize their communities as unofficial unenclosed convents. The
statutes for a beguinage in Bruges are suggestive and they call our atten-
tion to an important theme when we read the statement that after their
evening prayers the sisters are encouraged to “go to bed and sleep with
God.”!? Sleeping with God draws attention to a factor within medieval
Christian mysticism, and in so doing, underscores the historic hermeneuti-
cal challenge in dealing with the Song of Songs for the Christian tradition.
Ultimately the problem of the physical and the sensual was resolved as
metaphor. That solution does not seem to have been embraced by many
female religious. Eschewing metaphor, they wrote as though the experi-
ence of the divine was one known principally through the flesh and the
body with all of its attendant emotions, desires, and expressions. In doing
so they recorded the “dangerous memory of women’s spirituality.”!?

In order to get at the heart of our subject we turn to an examination of
the spiritual life as practiced by many female religious in the medieval period.
As an example, one might think of Beatrice of Nazareth (1200-1268), a
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Beguine-trained Cistercian nun in what is Belgium today, who wrote a ver-
nacular work called The Seven Manners of Loving.'* The first manner was an
active longing that served to drive the soul onward in its spiritual quest. The
second manner features the totally disinterested nature of true love. The
third manner describes the torture of love in which the soul cannot be satis-
fied because of the limitations of creation. The fourth manner involves great
pleasure and great sorrow. In terms of the former, the idea of the “abyss of
love” is developed: a kind of rapture involving the loss of consciousness. It
is instructive to note that the word “abyss” comes from the Greek mean-
ing “without ground.” The search for the holy takes Beatrice from the firm
ground of intellectual terra firma to a realm where knowledge is predicated
on something other than learning, theological texts, or verifiable proofs. This
created some apprehension and one can detect a growing concern among
church authorities with the notion of proof. The fifth manner emphasizes
the “madness and violence of love.” According to Beatrice, “it seems to the
soul that the veins are bursting, the blood spilling, the marrow withering, the
bones softening, the heart burning, the throat parching, so that the face and
all the members perceive the inward heat, and this is the madness of love. At
this time, one feels an arrow piercing through the heart all the way to the
throat and beyond to the brain, as if one would lose their mind.” This state
of being seems consistent with the entrance of the pilgrim into the realm of
the abyss. The sixth manner enables the pilgrim to overcome all conflict and
the mystic becomes the Lord’s bride. At this stage, the soul nears oneness
with God. The seventh manner finds the soul drawn upwards into the eter-
nity of love, into the deep abyss of God. Put into practice, we find within the
communities of medieval spirituality women who knew God in ways that go
beyond the scriptorium, the manuscripts, the formal religious instruction,
and the acquired theological harvest of Christianity. We look at several of
these women in order to explore more directly the dimensions of sensuality,
spirituality, and sexuality in the varieties of religious experience as witnessed
in the Middle Ages, and in this examination we encounter other dimensions
of medieval mentalities and anxieties.'®

The first example is the German Beguine Mechthild of Magdeburg
(c.1208-1282). The few facts about Mechthild’s life come from her writ-
ings and need not detain us here.!® Her visions of harmony between God
and humankind are sensual, erotic, and exuberant.!” Mechthild writes of
taking Christ in her arms and describes how she eats and drinks him and
then does whatever she wishes with him, claiming all the while this is
impossible for the angels.!® The imagery of eating and drinking goes well
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beyond enthusiastic Eucharistic devotion, which was a female concern in
the Middle Ages.! Patristic and medieval writers sometimes spoke of the
visceral devouring of Christ, but it is clear that Mechthild is referring to
something quite different from receiving the body and blood of Christ
in the sacrament. Her literary context immediately clarifies any initial
misapprehension.

When speaking of divine caresses, Mechthild describes God as the pil-
low of her place of rest, her bed of love, her secret repose, her most ardent
desire. She can then write in somewhat astonishing terms that God is “the
lust of my divinity.”?° The language is daring, the concepts are at the edge
of medieval theology, and the challenge to traditional religious practice
seems almost unbearable. But Mechthild’s book has an even larger objec-
tive. The imagery deepens and the pursuit of spirituality becomes merged
with sensuality. Mechthild writes triumphantly that God will be exalted
on account of the love that exists between them and God is made holy
by her “lustful wonder.”?! Love creates greatness in God. Once again,
we encounter the notional imagery of lust. Normally considered nega-
tive and generally numbered among the seven deadly sins, here lust is
given a positive, indeed salutary, significance. Can lust produce a higher
plane of spiritual existence? Mechthild of Magdeburg seems to indicate
this is so. The progression of her religious vision of mystical union with
God now moves from fairly strong indications of sensuality to unvarnished
and overt expressions of sexuality. The greater God’s desire increases, the
more extravagant the celebration. It seems noteworthy to underscore that
Mechthild draws attention to the increased desire of God. In her vision
of spiritual progression, God is not merely a subject acted upon but a
participant who now assumes an active role. When the coupling of the
divine and human begins, the bed becomes increasingly narrow and this
means the embraces of the lovers are more intimate and intense. No lon-
ger can the two occupy separate space but now must allow those spaces to
merge and become as one. This is the creation of a new category of sacred
space. The lovers look more passionately on the other while their mouth-
to-mouth kisses grow ever more passionate and sweeter.?? Fully aroused,
Mechthild tells her spiritual lover to take off all garments so that not even
the slightest bit of fabric is between the two that can separate them, even
in the slightest degree.?® The sacred space of the bed has been created
and now the sacred space of two bodies about to become one is contem-
plated. With both lovers, Mechthild and God, naked and sharing the most
intimate of sacred space, the consummation of mutual desire is achieved.
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“He also embraces her in the noble comfort of his love. He greets her
with his loving eyes when they earnestly gaze at one another with love. He
kisses her passionately with his divine mouth. You are happy, more than
happy in this most glorious hour. He caresses her, as well he can, on the
bed of love. She rises to the heights of bliss and to the most exquisite pain
when she becomes truly intimate with him.”?* There is some sense that
pain may be, for these women, proof of God’s presence.?®

It is illuminating to draw a parallel between Mechthild and the canoni-
cal Sonyg of Songs.? In the Song of Sonys, the lover embraces the woman
with one hand while the other hand is under her head. The kissing, the
caressing, the love making described in the Hebrew Bible texts are recre-
ated in The Flowing Light of the Godhead. In this medieval text, Mechthild
experiences the bliss of spiritual orgasmic ecstasy and in that moment she
calls God her lover and the object of her affection who is now like a stream
flowing through her body. She begs God to love her passionately, fre-
quently, and for the longest possible interval. The spiritual quest that takes
on sensual dimensions now turns back towards an expression of more tra-
ditional spirituality. Mechthild’s prose quite vividly reflects the fulfilment
of her experience.

The more passionately you love me,

The purer I shall become.

The more often you love, the more beautiful I shall become
The longer you love me, the holier I shall become...
I cannot dance, Lord, unless you lead me.

If you want me to leap with abandon,

You must intone the song.

Then I shall leap into love,

From love into knowledge,

From knowledge into enjoyment,

And from enjoyment beyond all human sensations.
There I want to remain...

He surrenders himself to her,

And she surrenders herself to him.

What happens to her then—she knows—

And that is fine...?”

1 prefer to read the Song of Songs as a secular love narrative that need not
be understood as metaphor or allegory. Christianizing the Song tends to
destroy its historical and literary context and does incalculable damage to



164 THOMAS A. FUDGE

the text itself. The canonical text is a celebration of sexual love and these
motifs were adopted by medieval female mystics who utilized the medium
of physical love to convey a particular spiritual truth. Mechthild uses the
phrase “to lay under the same bedspread” in writing about the love cel-
ebrated between her and God. In medieval parlance this language quite
clearly implied sexual intercourse.?® No legitimate reading of Mechthild
can miss this aspect of her spirituality. She is quite forthright in claiming: “I
am wounded to death by your fiery beam of love.”? This is language and
imagery one finds especially in, but not limited to, Teresa of Avila. Such
prose strikes the modern mind with forceful impression and the tendency
has been to dismiss it as an exception to the rule in medieval spiritual writ-
ing. That argument cannot be sustained. To test that hypothesis, we turn
from Germany to the Low Countries.

A second example of women who knew God can be found in the some-
what obscure Hadewijch who lived in a Beguinage in the Low Countries
around the mid-thirteenth century. She wrote in Dutch and her literary
remains consist of letters, poetry, and accounts of her spiritual experiences.
There is no contemporary account of her life but it seems her work was
read and remained influential for two centuries after her death. In one of
her letters she speaks of how God is made known and she reveals that espe-
cially when it comes to the handmaidens of God, women should expect to
be submerged in the divine essence. That submerging occurs when the two
lovers “penetrate each other in a way that neither of the two distinguishes
himself from the other.” The two remain as one “mouth in mouth, heart
in heart, body in body, and soul in soul” and all the while the divine nature
flows through the two and thus it remains forever.?® Clearly, Hadewijch
imagined herself physically embracing her lover.?! She writes that her heart
and soul, together with her senses, have not had a moment’s rest since she
discovered this form of intimacy and her entire being now continuously
trembles with desire and she longs for the fullness of knowing.

As we learned from Mechthild of Magdeburg, this form of knowledge
has nothing to do with formal theology or scholastic learning. Hadewijch
says that God comes to her in the form of a man “sweet and beauti-
ful ... He came himself to me, and took me entirely in his arms, and
pressed me to him; and all my members felt his in full satisfaction, and in
accordance with the desire of my heart and my humanity.”3? The desires
of Hadewijch’s humanity are crucial here. This narrative and imagery
may be understood as an expression of mystical union or only a verbal
expression that suggests the pleasure of orgasm.3* More passages could be
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extracted from the surviving corpus of the work of Hadewijch, but these
only make the point more forcefully. Her thought on this subject is easily
assembled. Human lovers can experience divine love and at the same time
human lovers affect divine love. Applied to the spiritual quest, women like
Hadewijch understood their experience of Christ as supernatural but they
experienced Christ through bodily perceptions, bodily interactions, and
bodily feelings that included holding, giving suck, eating, playing, and not
least among these, orgasm.?* The emphasis on the human female body is
of fundamental importance. Apropos to the subject at hand, Hadewijch
spoke of Christ penetrating her body until she lost herself in the ecstasy of
love.®® This experience seems to be a common occurrence among medi-
eval female religious. It underscores the nexus of sensuality and spirituality
and perhaps suggests the two are more intimately related than hitherto
imagined in medieval religious thought with the sole exception of the
French theologians Abelard and Heloise.

The assumption that a sexual experience of God was fairly widespread
among female religious in the Middle Ages finds additional confirmation
in an examination of the Italian mystic Angela of Foligno (1248-1309).
Almost all of the information we possess about her life must be gleaned
from her writings. We pass by these details with one exception to concen-
trate on what further we can learn about the sensual dimensions of the
religious experience of the divine.*® Conventionally illiterate, she dictated
her works to her confessor, a certain Brother Arnaldo. We might imme-
diately suspect that her alleged experiences are more the imaginations of
Brother Arnaldo than the thoughts of Angela. However, she tells us that
what he wrote was faithful to what she had dictated and ostensibly drew
this conclusion based on the fact that he read back to her what he wrote
down. We might query the reliability or honesty of Brother Arnaldo but
there would appear to be little reason to do that inasmuch as her narrative
is consistent with the themes we have already described from the works of
Mechthild and Hadewijch and there is no independent cause for suspect-
ing the integrity of Brother Arnaldo. Moreover, male scribes often assisted
female religious in recording their visions and experiences. In addition
to Angela, Hildegard of Bingen, Margery Kempe and Catherine of Siena
employed scribal help.

The idea of Brawmtmystik (bridal mysticism) or Minnemystik (love mysti-
cism) appears to constitute a thematically dominant trend among Beguines
and other female mystics of the later medieval period.®” Angela claimed
that the path to authentic spirituality was travelled by means of physical
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ecstasy. Here we find parallels with female religious writers elsewhere.
Angela writes that she first kissed her lover’s breast, then his mouth, and
when she did so she experienced the release of an indescribable fragrance.
She pressed her cheek to his and he placed his hand on her other cheek.
The joy she experienced was overwhelming and she tells us there are no
words to properly describe what she felt.®® In this joyous experience appar-
ently God told Angela that he loved her more than any other woman in the
entire valley.® The divine language is evocative and sensual. God speaks to
Angela of Foligno calling her “my sweet girl ...my loved one, love me for
I love you, much, much more than you can love me ... my sweet spouse,
I love you very much.”*® In the experiences of Angelo of Foligno God
becomes a human suitor seeking out the object of his affection with expres-
sions of desire and entreaties that his longings mitigate unrequited love.
This is a far cry from the deus absconditus of medieval theology and the type
of divinity that requires the mediation of sacerdotalism.

As with many other nuns, Beguines, and mystics in the Middle Ages,
Angela was deeply involved in the various facets of poor relief. This labour
provided her and others with a concrete means of expressing to others the
enormous love and grace of God that they had experienced physically and
spiritually. Some of these expressions of solidarity with the children of God
in the sense of becoming a Christ figure to the world assumed qualities
bordering on the peculiar.*! For example, Angela used to drink the water
with which she washed the sores of the lepers and reported that it was “so
extremely sweet that it was as if I had received communion.” Physically
sharing in the sufferings of humanity was seen by Angela as intimately
connected to the sacrifice of Jesus and the sharing of his body and blood in
the Eucharist. She further related how, on one occasion, she inadvertently
ingested a leprous scab.*

Angela was not alone in this tactile experience of the holy. Later in the
fourteenth century, Catherine of Siena undertook the care of an elderly
nun who was afflicted with a cancerous sore on her breast. Being revolted
by the stench, Catherine resolved to overcome it and did so by drinking the
pus.*® Even later, we find further examples of extreme devotion coupled
with ideas of spirituality. Marie Alacoque cleaned up the vomit of a patient
with her tongue and describes the great joy she felt when she filled her
mouth with the excrement of a man sick with diarrhoea.** Such examples
could also be expanded but these represent another dimension of the inter-
section between medieval spirituality and sensuality. Late in life when oth-
ers tried to get her to speak more of her revelations and experiences, Angela
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of Foligno refused with the terse rejoinder: “my secrets are mine!”*® Her
obituary rather tidily summarized her life: “The venerable spouse of Christ,
Angela of Foligno, passed from the shipwreck of this world into the joys
of heaven—promised to her a long time before—in the year of our Lord
1309, January 4, during the reign of Pope Clement V. Thanks be to God.
Amen.”*

A final example, and perhaps the more famous and best known of those
offered thus far, is Teresa of Avila (1515-1582). Teresa was a Carmelite
but had been educated by Augustinian nuns. At mid-career she sought the
life of perfection much in the same fashion as hundreds of medieval men
and women before her. Not long after making this momentous decision,
Teresa began to experience visions and divine language. Soon, she too
had achieved remarkable experiences of ecstasy also latent with images of
sexual longing and unmistakable sensuality. Some of her spiritual experi-
ences have been memorialized in art.*” A single quotation from the writ-
ings of Teresa of Avila, in this case The Book of her Life, demonstrates her
participation in the continuity of medieval sexual spirituality.

The angel was ...very beautiful ...His face [was] aflame ... I saw in his hands
a large golden dart and at the end of the iron tip there appeared to be a little
fire. It seemed to me this angel plunged the dart several times into my heart
and that it reached deep within me. When he drew it out, I thought he was
carrying off with him the deepest part of me; and he left me all on fire with
great love of God. The pain was so great that it made me moan, and the
sweetness this greatest pain caused me was so superabundant that there is no
desire capable of taking it away.*®

The imagery here is clearly erotic and between Mechthild of Magdeburg
in the thirteenth century and Teresa of Avila in the sixteenth century there
remains an entire and largely unexplored field in the medieval study of
Christianity. That investigation, of course, must come to terms with the
variety of expressions of sensuality, spirituality, and sexuality among the
female religious in pursuit of the holy and the experience of God. That
there is a notional concept of spiritual eroticism cannot be denied. Before
coming to spiritual eroticism, it is helpful to remember that women, sex,
and the erotic were three ideas closely related in medieval and early mod-
ern Europe. That combination cannot be regarded as simply a worldly or
secular matter. The writings of medieval female religious indicate the mat-
ter was also the province of those on pilgrimage who sought life’s meaning
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by striving to participate in those divine realities that Augustine described
as things neither to be comprehended nor grasped but realities the faithful
could share in while still remaining in the flesh.

In the Heidelberg University Library there is a fourteenth-century
book depicting a woman actively resisting the sexual advances of a priest.*
Elements of medieval theology regarded women as the physical embodi-
ment of temptation. We have previously noted how Augustine represented
a wide swath of medieval opinion in his suggestion that nothing saps the
strength of men and, by extension, inhibits the spiritual quest more surely
than the caresses of a woman. Common opinion held that the religious
possessed a form of godliness but lacked the substance thereof, and mis-
behaviour behind cloister walls was sometimes assumed to be a matter
of course. Such popular views also found iconographical representation.®
Other visual images in ecclesiastical space in later medieval Europe rou-
tinely placed women in situations of erotic intrigue. For example, we have
already noted a gargoyle outside the Church of Notre-Dame-des-Marais
in Villefranche-sur-Sadéne in France depicting a smiling woman being rid-
den by a goat, while inside the Bristol Cathedral in England a miseri-
cord shows a woman playing openly with an oversized penis. Questions
of motivation and audience must be raised.>® All of this leads us back to
the subject of spiritual eroticism and to the question, is there really such
a thing? Some of the foregoing certainly suggests it. As we have already
seen, there was a predominance of spiritual eroticism among female mys-
tics that has been illustrated by the writings of Mechthild of Magdeburg,
Hadewijch, Angela of Foligno, Teresa of Avila, and others, but it can like-
wise be detected in some of the male medieval mystics like Bernard of
Clairvaux and William of St. Thierry, though admittedly to a lesser degree
and intensity than their female counterparts.®® Again, reference might use-
fully be made to the Sonyg of Songs. In the case of Bernard, an entire tradi-
tion of iconography developed around the special relationship he had with
the Virgin Mary, especially that of Bernard as a recipient of the lactating
virgin.*® There is an element of eroticism in these depictions that are based
on a legend in which the Virgin sprinkles milk on Bernard’s mouth indi-
cating she is his true mother, and in a variant of the story the Virgin places
her breast in Bernard’s mouth in order to give to him divine wisdom.>*

Prior to the twelfth century, the idea of sensual perception was down-
played. Origen claimed in this respect that there was a “sensuality that has
nothing sensual about it.”*® This was a common device used to deal with
the sensuous and anthropomorphic language of Scripture, especially a
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troublesome text such as the Hebrew Bible Sonyg of Somgs. That said, from
around 1100 onwards, mystics like Bernard of Clairvaux began to stress
the necessity for full human experience in the path to union with God.
This would include human sexuality even though one is hard-pressed to
find medieval thinkers other than Peter Abelard and Héloise who argued
for the intrinsic goodness of sexuality.’® Abelard argued that acts were
neither sinful nor righteous but could only be determined according to
the intention.”” However, we find the very direct use of sexual images and
language in the descriptions of union between Christ and the human soul
in the writings of female religious. Hildegund said, “I was a martyr in fiery
love.”*® The rhetoric cannot be dismissed as a medieval anomaly when
we find such expressions as late as the seventeenth century. In 1622
Maria Domitilla said “He united His most blessed head to my unwor-
thy one, His most holy face to mine, and His most holy breast to mine,
His most holy hands to mine, and His most holy feet to mine, and thus
all united to me very tightly ... I felt myself totally aflame with the most
sweet love ...”%

At the end of the Middle Ages, Margery Kempe had visitations from
Jesus that were explicitly sexual. Ostensibly he ravished her spirit and told
her to call him “Jesus, your love, for I am your love.” Christ insisted on
being intimate with her and lay with her in bed “where she was to love him
as a wife does her husband and kiss his mouth, his head, his feet.”®® In this
situation, Margery Kempe describes an expression of spirituality in which
she cuddled with Christ in bed and saw herself as a woman responding to
a male Jesus.®! It is pertinent to note that in Christian iconography Jesus
was always made to look as handsome as possible by the prevailing stan-
dards of western European aesthetics. For the female mystic, Jesus had to
be, at least subconsciously, an acceptable sex object. There is no avoiding
the explicit sexual dimension in this concept of spirituality. This element
within medieval mysticism and the experience of spirituality have not been
studied enough. The physicality of spiritual experience among the female
religious of the Middle Ages is striking.®> The medieval nuns Lukardis
of Oberweimar and Margaret of Faenza kissed their spiritual sisters with
open mouths and spoke of feeling sweet delight flooding their members
in the exchange. This experience and its commentary were revealed when
the two women spoke in spiritual terms and described this sensation as
receiving God’s grace.®® Where the modern reader might think of same-
sex eroticism or lesbianism, the female medieval mystic conceived of God.
There is evidence of intense desire for the Virgin Mary that some have taken
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to imply similar themes as we have been discussing.®* Likewise, it comes as
no surprise that for Hildegard of Bingen love is a girl.*> Hildegard actually
dressed her nuns as brides when they went to receive communion.®® The
thirteenth-century Dominican Margaret of Ypres fell in love with a young
man at the age of eighteen, later experienced transference with her confes-
sor Siger of Lille, but eventually found psychological fulfilment in Jesus.%”

Perhaps one of the most intriguing erotic stories about a female reli-
gious and Christ has to do with the Beguine Agnes Blannbekin who lived
in Vienna in the later thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. She has
the distinction of having repeatedly swallowed the foreskin of Christ.
The extraordinary tale takes its beginning when Agnes reveals that she
was thinking about the foreskin. Suddenly, the foreskin appeared on her
tongue. She swallowed it but it kept returning to her tongue and this pro-
cess occurred about one hundred times. Agnes described the foreskin of
Christ in her mouth as tasting as sweet as honey.®® Agnes claimed that each
time the foreskin entered her mouth and she swallowed it, all of her mus-
cles and bodily organs were transformed by immeasurable pleasure. Later
she confessed that she could replicate the orgasmic sensation by touching
her finger to her tongue. One is tempted to understand such physical and
tactile devotion as an act of spiritual fellatio. Would the female religious
be scandalized? Medieval women committed to the spiritual quest and
the religious life speak regularly of tasting God, of kissing him deeply, of
going into his heart or entrails.®” The sensuality of spirituality is palpable.
As for the divine foreskin, when Catherine of Siena married Jesus, his
foreskin was used as the wedding ring. The sensual stories of experiencing
divine presence are so remarkably sexual in nature and expression that the
possibility of masturbation cannot be ruled out. There was anxiety in the
Middle Ages with respect to sexual activity in holy places.”® It is no wonder
some of these women and their experiences were censured.

Sensuality, spirituality, and sexuality, with their experiences rooted in
forms of eroticism, have clear connections to the older Christian doctrine
or idea of self-deification. This teaching was not medieval in origin and
can hardly be assumed to have been a creation of the female mystics. The
history of the doctrine is rooted in earliest Christianity. In the Patristic
age the notion of salvation as deification took root as a principal theologi-
cal understanding. It can be linked from St. John the Evangelist through
many of the fathers up to Athanasius. The teaching is embedded in the
Greek and Latin traditions. Athanasius wrote “the Word was made human
in order that we might be made divine.””! That idea was not unique.”
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For example, Origen claimed the process was a general universal principle.
“From him [ Christ] commenced a union of the divine nature with human
nature, so that through communion with the divine, humanity might be
enabled to rise to the state of divinity. This was not in Jesus only, but like-
wise in everyone who believes and enters into the life taught by Jesus.””?
Early Christian theologians for the most part seem not to have balked or
hesitated at the implications. These were stated unambiguously. “You will
be a companion of God and co-heir with Christ ... for you have become
God ... you have been deified and born into immortality ... Therefore
discover God within for God has made you in the divine image ... God has
fashioned you as God for the glory of God.””*

Parallels are located with relative ease in the writings of the medieval
female religious. Other theologians boldly went further in drawing out the
implications of this theme. Some claimed that every saint of God, through
participation in Christ, became Christ. Those baptised into Christ were
made Christs through the agency of the Holy Spirit and in that relation-
ship were transformed into the image of the Word.”® Irenacus stated it
baldly when he wrote that Jesus Christ became everything that humans
were in order that humans might become everything that Christ is.”®
Therefore, it seems clear that Christ became human for the purpose of dei-
fying humankind.”” The motif can be found as late as the seventh century
where it continued to be vigorously promoted. The Son of God assumed
the fullness of the poverty of humanity so that through such intimate iden-
tification humans could be made gods through grace. Since God dwells
within humankind it is possible for humanity to become gods through
divine transformation and imitation.”® While deification was clearly not
thought to exist within the purview or natural ability of humankind, early
theologians believed that divine grace could deify humanity and this idea
became a distinct theme in Patristic theology.” Between the first and the
fiftth centuries, one of the stable theological motifs evident in Christianity
is the doctrine of salvation as deification.®® What is missing is the apparent
bridge between the ideas of early Christian thinkers and medieval mystics.
It is ambitious to assert that religious women were reading patristic texts.

Female mystics in the later Middle Ages appear to have adopted this idea
without reserve and some were clearly so committed to its veracity they
were prepared to defend its validity even at the cost of life. For example,
Marguerite of Porete was burned at the stake in 1310 at Paris following
a lengthy trial on charges of self-deification.®! Catherine of Genoa wrote
“my me is God.” Hadewijch wished “to be God with God.” Angela of
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Foligno wrote, “the Word was made flesh to make me God” and Angela
saw a vision of herself in God. These expressions mirror the more densely
articulated theologies of many writers in the Patristic age. Even Mechthild
of Magdeburg refers to God as the lust of her own divinity.3> None of this
seems askance of the doctrinal statements advanced by Christian theolo-
gians in the late antique period. It is remarkable that prior to the twelfth
century, the most widespread visions of the mystics seem to have involved
a tour of heaven and hell.®? From the twelfth century, it appears that con-
siderably more visions focused on an ecstatic transport to the supernatu-
ral realm where revelation was communicated. This does not imply that
ideas of judgement, heaven, and hell disappeared. But evidence for visions
seems to have been added to the repertoire of the religious. The question
of fraud must be raised. Did these women manufacture or embellish for
ulterior motives? Sybil of Marsal in the Archdiocese of Metz simulated
conversations with angels and demons by resorting to ventriloquism.3*
Aided by a priest who may have been her lover, Sybil is a case where doubt
can be proven.®> One may argue that visions seem to have occurred more
frequently during the medieval period than today.’¢ Questions persisted
about these visions and experiences, and as the Middle Ages wore on the
battle between suspicion and proof only intensified.

In some ways medieval mysticism appears to have given women the
opportunity to forge pockets of resistance and a means of self-expression
in the midst of patriarchy, hierarchy, and misogyny.?” One might further
suggest that medieval female mystics used the body as a deliberate strategy
and metaphor for communicating and experiencing different dimensions
of spirituality. In this way and through their spirituality, medieval religious
women asserted and embraced their humanity. From Hildegard of Bingen
and Elisabeth of Schénau to Catherine of Siena and Julian of Norwich,
women in the later Middle Ages saw women as the symbol of humanity,
where humanity was understood as physicality.®® The philosophy espoused
by Hildegard of Bingen was a specific sex identity that emphasized the
complete integration of body and soul.%? All of this together suggests that
mystical visions and experiences played a key role for medieval women.
They provided a means for the acquisition of power and made available the
means for affirmation of themselves as women. Inasmuch as many of these
women were revered and considered authentically spiritual, their visions
were socially sanctioned and ratified by the Latin Church. This has several
positive consequences. It freed women from their socially constructed
conventional roles, it affirmed women as genuine religious figures, and it
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enabled these women to acquire a form of public language and discourse
whereby they could teach and exert both political and religious influence.
Their experiences provided a theoretical foundation for social change and
development. For example, some of these female religious built convents,
founded hospitals, preached, attacked injustice, conferred with popes, and
so on.”’ In these ways, one might argue that mysticism became public
discourse in the sense that it was neither private nor passive. Of course,
eventually some of the forms of female spirituality would be criminalized
with devastating consequences.”! During these centuries the lines between
heresy and holiness were increasingly blurred and in some cases, includ-
ing those involving female mystics, such categories simply evaporate in
the heat of analysis.?? If categories invented by western Christianity, like
heresy and sainthood, are to be maintained then it becomes evident that
some of these women were in fact, simultancously, both.”® Furthermore,
it has been shown that the process of prosecuting heretics and canonizing
saints has more in common than assumed at first blush.”* That fact raises
urgent questions about medieval taxonomies and invites another line of
investigation.

Medieval society tended to put women away. They were married off
and therefore found their primary expression in their homes as mothers,
wives, and domestic managers. Alternatively, medieval women were put
in convents where they may have received some form of education, were
admitted into the religious life, took vows, and essentially disappeared
from public view. Their identities were frequently subsumed in the face of
Latin Christendom and they spent their lives in the service of God and the
Christian religion. Other women were put in brothels, forcibly or volun-
tarily, where they spent the better years of their lives engaged in an occu-
pation that was often little better than slavery.”® Their essential identities
were lost behind the categories of deviant, outcast, criminal, and whore.
In each of these social perspectives, medieval thought generally treated
women as bodies to be possessed and used. Whether domestic partners,
nuns, or prostitutes, women were social utilities, and whether they were
brides of Christ or the brides of village men, or hired by the hour, their
bodies were indispensable. But these bodies were also dangerous, both to
men as well as to society. Thus they had to be controlled.”® As the writ-
ings of Mechthild of Magdeburg, Hadewijch, Angela of Foligno, Teresa
of Avila, and many others reveal, medieval female mystics did not deny
the body, generally, but rather we find striking evidence to suggest they
embraced the body, their bodies, as a means for experiencing God.
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The erotic devotion by mystics to their heavenly bridegroom or lover
that we have examined briefly sometimes resulted in actual wedding cer-
emonies to emphasize the nature of their spiritual relations, but in certain
other instances gave rise to overt sexual behaviour involving other people.
Some of these affairs were cause for considerable scandal resulting in pros-
ecution, subjugation, and incarceration. The case of the post-medieval
Italian abbess Benedetta Carlini is one example.”” Whether or not it was
ever consummated, the mid-twelfth-century anchoress and prioress near
St. Albans, Christina of Markyate, did have to fight the fire of lust that
burst into flames over an unnamed priest. These dangerous flames were
only extinguished after Christina had a vision and erotic experience with
Christ.”® Her erotic encounter with Jesus proved sufficient to sustain her
for the remainder of her life. Of course it might be argued that sexuality
is socially constructed and reflects its own context.”” However all of this
is understood, it seems ironic that some of the female medieval mystics
became public figures of considerable influence and renown. Of course the
obvious question remains: were medieval religious women typical women?
The answer must be yes and no, but that consideration is another subject
well worth exploring. The experiences of many female religious should
inform additional inquiries into the nature of medieval mentalities.!%

The experience of the medieval female mystic is consistently about
desire.’®! The connection between devotion to Christ, the passion of the
crucifixion, Eucharistic participation, and human sexuality yielded a dis-
tinctively female theology of Christian experience wherein redemption
effected by the cross might be obtained generally by means of the body
and specifically through orgasm. In this sense, the medieval female mystic
represented the doctrine that women were saved in both a religious as well
as a physical sense through the incarnation that was an event that occurred
over and over in the life of the one on spiritual pilgrimage.!?> The violence
of the crucifixion becomes erotic as the mystic is penetrated by her divine
lover and the redemption of the sinner is ecstatically experienced repeat-
edly achieving a total integration of body and soul, the physical and the
spiritual. Those who were unable to participate in the mysteries were failed
mystics who became heretics.! Aspiring mystics who found themselves
outside the safe boundary of non-challenging, non-threatening individu-
alism often wound up there when they openly refused church authority
and publicly persisted in their own views to the apparent disparagement
of official doctrine.
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The last word goes to Margaret Ebner, a Dominican nun of the four-
teenth century, who brings our subject round full circle. “As I went into
choir a sweet fragrance surrounded me and penetrated through to my
heart and into all my limbs and the name Jesus Christus was given to me
so powerfully that I could pay attention to nothing else. And it seemed to
me that I was really in His presence. I experienced such great grace that
I could not pull myself away.”!%* This was the experience of God in the
here and now; the mystical desire of the ages pursued relentlessly by men
and women throughout history but one that rarely equalled the ardour or
intensity of the medieval female mystic.
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CHAPTER 7

Demonizing Dissenters: Patterns
of Propaganda and Persecution

This chapter and Chap. 8 represent a departure from the previous chap-
ters in the sense that instead of examining a theme or topic across a wide
chronological span or interdisciplinary approach, the focus is narrowly and
specifically focused on the complications of the Hussite world of the fif-
teenth century. However, the subject matter of demonizing dissenters and
subjecting them to censure, humiliation, social ostracism, and, in some
cases, death is fundamental to understanding some of the anxieties found
in medieval religion and in certain mentalities. It also raises questions
about the persecuting society.!

Non-conformity seems to characterize the other Middle Ages. Dissent is
rarely permitted amongst dissenters. There was plenty of dissent in medi-
eval Europe but this was generally frowned on and not infrequently bru-
tally suppressed. Among the chronicles of the Hussite uprising in Bohemia,
we find the text of a letter written by an imprisoned heretic. He had been
immured on the orders of other heretics. His name was Martin Huska.
This letter reveals much about his thinking, his aims, and his frustrations.?
His ruminations on morality and the essence of true Christian faith, in the
hands of his enemies, spawned a heresy too terrible to be tolerated in any
form and too baleful in implication to be ignored.

What follows is an analysis of a case study in persecution. There are
three main players in the tale: the Roman church of the medieval Latin
west, the emerging Hussite church, and a radical Hussite breakaway
church. The first is largely irrelevant inasmuch as the tale is concerned
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with how the more mainline Hussites went after one of their own radical
groups and why they were so determined to eliminate these dissenters.
Theology and religious practices appear to be at issue. All Hussites were
basically united around the “four articles of Prague” that affirmed free
preaching, the Eucharist in both bread and wine, divesting the church of
superfluous wealth, and the punishment of serious sins. The latter point
was taken to extremes by some Hussites who exhibited a severe Puritanical
streak. While theological diversity was evident, even toleration had limits.
The Téborites found Adamite theology and practice insufferable. Violence
and bloodshed followed.

Prior to writing his letter in 1421, Martin Huaska had run afoul of the
power structures in fifteenth-century Bohemia. According to contempo-
rary accounts, within the upheavals of the early fifteenth century, a new
heresy emerged that defamed and vilified all things good and proper,
twisted the meaning of Scripture, and taught that the Kingdom of God
was present in medieval Bohemia. Their doctrines were characterised as
“heretical, misleading and scandalous.”?® In an age of heresy hunting, the
characterisation was ominous. Martin, the disseminator of this “horrible
heresy,” was captured and imprisoned in a tower before being released
after the Taborites actively interceded for him. Aware of the massive
animosity mounting against him, Martin seems to have made plans to
promptly leave Bohemia. He set out for Moravia accompanied by the priest
Prokop the One Eyed, “a member of the same gang.” When they arrived
in Chrudim, they were arrested and remanded to the pillory. One official
interrogating Martin became so upset with his offensive replies and being
unable to “withstand such heresy against God struck him with his fist.”
Priest AmbroZ from Hradec Kralové intervened, and thereby, prevented
the premature immolation of Martin Huska. The Chrudim authorities
released Martin and Prokop into the custody of AmbroZ who transported
the heretical pair to Hradec Krilové by means of a wagon. For two weeks,
the troubling and contumacious heretical suspects were held in prison and
despite concentrated efforts to convert them, the priests in east Bohemia
eventually concluded that neither Martin nor Prokop would recant and
abjure their heresies and be reconciled to the true faith. Reaching the
conclusion that further efforts were useless, Priest Ambroz sent the two
men to Roudnice where they were handed over to Konrad of Vechta,
Archbishop of Prague, on the tendentious suspicion of being “infected
with heresy.” Here the two were ordered interrogated in accordance with
prevailing custom, and thereafter, severely punished. Once they arrived



DEMONIZING DISSENTERS: PATTERNS OF PROPAGANDA AND PERSECUTION 185

in Roudnice, they were locked up in a gloomy jail. The authorities went
to some lengths to prevent common people from seeing them since it
was thought their heretical ideas might cause serious injury to the faith-
ful. Eight weeks passed. A request was made that the heretics be taken to
Prague and publicly burned. However, the city councillors in the capital
feared outrage from Martin’s numerous sympathizers. Instead, the impris-
oned heretics were handed over to an executioner who subjected them to
severe torture (“by burning out their waists cruelly up to their lungs”).
Confessions were exacted by this means. Soon Martin and Prokop revealed
the identities of their companions and followers. However, they refused
to recant their beliefs.*

Martin Huska, the heretic, slipped through the hands of his enemies
in south Bohemia, Chrudim, Hradec Kralové, and avoided being sent to
Prague. His Waterloo came at Roudnice. He was never released. Despite
his expressions of goodwill, his desire to see the church renewed and
reformed, and his commitment to truth above all else, as outlined in his
letter from prison, his eventual demise was predictable. On Thursday, 21
August, Martin and One-Eyed Prokop were taken from their cells and
led to the pyre in the presence of a large crowd of people. At the place of
death, they were urged to ask the people to offer prayers for them. Martin
is reported to have declined the invitation on the grounds that neither he
nor Prokop required such intercessions. Following this, the two heretics
uttered such blasphemies that many were shocked and scandalized. The
two were shut in a barrel and burned alive.®

Notoriously described as a seducer of people into monstrous heresy,
Martin Huska became the alleged progenitor of heretical practices that
shocked even the most hardened and radical of the Taborite heretics.®
The teachings he disseminated were considered absolutely erroneous and
his followers were accused of practicing overt immorality. The seeds of
such behaviour ostensibly are located in the ideas expressed by Martin
Huska. Commenting on what he regarded as the three principle errors
of Christian morality, he underscored specific observations. The first mis-
take was assuming that perfection consisted in virtue constituted mainly
in the unending Christian search for pain and suffering following in the
example of Christ who taught that those who mourned, who were hun-
gry, and thirsty or persecuted were blessed. Those carrying the cross of
self-denial, having renounced one’s self and one’s possessions in favour of
the poor and dispossessed, are unnecessarily praised according to Martin.
Four years after his execution, one of the Hussites claimed that Martin
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said if Christians were meant to suffer then he had no desire to remain a
Christian.” The second error consisted in the excessive condemnation of
vice and crimes worthy of eternal punishment, including those thoughts
and desires that Martin declared salutary and not to be despised. The
affections of the flesh that are the most natural, appropriate, and neces-
sary for the survival of humanity are too often condemned absolutely,
dismissed as irredeemable vice, and as crimes worthy of eternal punish-
ment. Martin claimed that such judgement on men and women not legally
joined together by the bonds of marriage according to prevailing laws and
edicts was misdirected. Christian morality built on the condemnation of
certain behaviour meriting eternal punishment in hell is a form of arro-
gance. The third error of such morality consists in the belief and practice
that the observance of certain rules and precepts tends to create injustice
and self-righteousness. Moreover, to take literally the words of Christ,
who suggested that the persecuted ought to bear with such afflictions,
is tantamount to allowing the wicked to do whatever they please. Such
posture only encourages the subversion of law and order. According to
Martin Huska, none of these things actually advanced true morality. There
would be consequences to such speculations.

During the early years of the Hussite uprising, there were no particu-
lar allegations of immorality laid against one party or another by the her-
etics. Certainly, for centuries the church had used human sexuality and its
alleged misuses as a means of denunciation and control.® Heresy hunters
constructed an image of the dissenter as a sexual miscreant, a pervert, who
possessed the terrifying ability to infect others.” The persecutors of her-
etics sought and located definite links with the Devil and sexual perversion.
Defenders of God, social order, and revealed truth were not dilatory in
demonizing heretics by engaging in propaganda campaigns.!® These were
tactics employed by the medieval church aimed at marginalizing and even-
tually eliminating dissent. Somewhere along the line, these ideas evolved
into an organized, systematic program utilized by communities of here-
tics to deal with alternative and competing communities of heretics. We
must wonder why people in fifteenth-century Bohemia started believing
this. This is a crucial question. Once these notions were aired, codified,
believed, accepted, and took hold of the popular and political imagination,
then and only then could violent repression occur with absolute impu-
nity. We possess extraordinary accounts, purporting to describe the beliefs
and practices of certain heretics in Bohemia, ostensibly followers of Martin
Hiuska. With the production of actual documents, mere tales and rumours
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were transformed into established truths and accepted as irrefutable facts.
Of course, we must wonder where the enemies of these detestable men and
women got their information and we must also ponder whether or not any
of'it could possibly have been true. Stories of gross sexual misconduct have
been alleged against Christians since earliest times.!! But why apply such
suspicions to other Christians in Hussite Bohemia? Our knowledge about
the Adamites reveals patterns of thought and indications of social anxiety.

THE SOURCES

Before attempting to make sense of the patterns of persecution and propa-
ganda that led to the demonizing and destruction of the alleged followers
of Martin Huska in the forests and rural reaches of southern Bohemia, let
us look carefully at the sources purporting to outline the awful deeds of the
heretics. There are six major sources. The first consists of several reports in
the Hussite chronicle by Vavfinec of Biezova. The second comes from the
pen of the radical Hussite ideologue, Petr Chel€icky. The third is an anti-
Taborite polemic by the conservative Hussite Jan Pfibram. The fourth
is an anonymous verse composition. The fifth appears in an anonymous
Czech chronicle. The sixth is a chapter in the famous history of Bohemia
written by Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini. The texts reveal important and
curious patterns that, taken together, present a startling profile of wicked-
ness and inherent threat to the peace and well-being of the faith.

The first report is rather fulsome.!> We learn that 400 T4borites were
converted to such errors by Martin Htska. The main issue appears to be
errors concerning the Eucharist. Moreover, the dissenters are rabid icono-
clasts who practice offensive acts of desecration. Rules were established to
prevent the further spread of these ideas, but to no avail. We are told those
belonging to the dissenting faction that broke with the Hussite heretics
were called Pikarts. We learn that the community of these Pikarts num-
bered more than 200. We are told they were nudists and practiced sexual
libertinism while considering it holy. Our chronicler declines to say more
on the grounds that recording the acts of these people for posterity would
be quite improper. The Hussite military commander in charge of resisting
the crusading armies sent to Bohemia to subdue the Hussites, Jan Zizka,
burned fifty of the Pikarts including their presumptive leader, the priest
Petr Kani§. Another twenty-five were dispatched by the Taborites. The
narrative includes allusions to the many grievous heresies being promul-
gated by the dissenters.
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We also learn that it was insufficient to have simply expelled these
Pikarts from the community of faith. They are derogatorily called a gang,
thus implying lawlessness. We might characterize them as religious outlaws
of the hills in south Bohemia. We are told quite directly that Eucharistic
irregularity featured in their religious practices. We are provided with a
fairly detailed narrative of the suppression of the leadership of this sect
that included the execution of Martin Huska. Elsewhere, the Pikarts were
being hunted down like animals and a form of vigilante justice imposed.
Building on earlier detalils, it is of interest to learn that among the lead-
ers of this suppression was perhaps the most famous man in the Hussite
Revolution, the military commander, Jan Zizka.!?

The first report states without reservation that people in the Kingdom
of Bohemia had been seduced by Martin Huaska. We learn also that from
a theological perspective the Eucharist seems to have been a point of
contention. This is unsurprising. The history of religious practice in late
medieval Bohemia is a sustained chronicle of innovation and controversy
surrounding the sacrament of the altar.!* In the 1370s Czech reformers
like Jan Mili¢ of KroméfiZ began to emphasize the virtues of frequent
communion, thereby enlarging standard practice that over the two pre-
ceding centuries had witnessed a gradual decrease in Eucharistic obser-
vance by the laity until it was only necessary to take communion once a
year. There is circumstantial evidence suggesting Mili¢ may have initiated
a daily observance.'® Of course, there was opposition to such radical prac-
tice. By 1414 breakaway Hussite heretics began to practice communion
sub utraque specie by allowing the laity to receive the chalice, a practice
that had also fallen into gradual disuse in the Latin Church. The main
proponent of this innovation was the priest, Jakoubek Stiibro.!¢

The administration of the lay chalice became such a flashpoint of con-
troversy that the Council of Constance formally banned it in 1415 and
decreed that all who continued the outlawed practice were to be regarded
as heretics. Not long thereafter, the Hussites began including all of the
baptized in the Eucharist, including children and small babies.!” It is
quite possible that among the originators of this liturgical innovation
was Vaclav Koranda, a priest from Plzefi, an important colleague of the
now-martyred Martin Huska. The practice of including children and small
babies in the celebration of the Eucharist was frowned on by some sectors
of the Hussite movement and it likewise garnered condemnation from
the official church. This short resume indicates that Eucharistic practice
functioned at the centre of reformed religion in Bohemia, and indeed, it is
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entirely sound to characterize it as the core of the Hussite faith. Given the
tensions and debates over the Eucharist in Hussite Bohemia, it comes as
no surprise to find that the followers of Martin Htska were scrutinized on
this point. In sum, it appears that the Pikarts denied the real presence of
Christ in the sacrament. For this, they were roundly condemned.!®

Once again we find this group of dissenters referred to as Pikarts.!” We
also learn they had been expelled from the T4borite community, which is
somewhat intriguing inasmuch as other Hussites considered the Taborites
left-wing radicals willing to go to any extreme in their practice of religion.
We find the expelled community living on an island. More troubling, we
encounter accusations that these Pikarts were causing anxiety and unrest.
We learn of a certain Mikulas called Moses who appears to have exercised
leadership and authority among the heretics thrust out of the larger hereti-
cal community. The plot thickens when our chronicler alleges that these
Pikarts functioned under demonic inspiration. Previously we encoun-
tered Jan Zizka at the forefront of Pikart suppression. Now we are told he
undertook this task on account of his commitment to the law of God. In
other words, Zizka was motivated by a religious principle to liquidate the
Pikarts.?’ The island dwellers are presented as antagonistic to the Hussite
cause. In specific terms, this group of people practice sexual immorality.
We are told they were committed to a form of religion that required com-
plete nudity in all kinds of weather and that this included orgiastic dances
and subsequent criminal activity. Zizka’s efforts to counter the Pikart
threat seem to have succeeded. He spared the life of one Pikart who was
permitted to provide details of the activities of the sect. Upon this intel-
ligence, Zizka filed a report with the authorities in Prague.

In the second report, Petr Cheléicky makes the stunning causal con-
nection between Eucharistic error and sexual immorality. 2! In these brief
extracts he refers to sexual misbehaviour nine times. Six times he uses
the term fornication, and in addition, he mentions “carnal and profligate
lives,” “lascivious incitements,” and the fact that these people are prone to
“fondling each other.” All of this causes them to live as animals, copulat-
ing in the forests and in secret places. In addition to sexual misconduct,
they are engaged in homicide and blasphemy. In addressing the Taborite
bishop, Chel€icky attributes radical Hussite doctrine as taught among the
Taborites as the seedbed from which the Adamite practices sprang. The
slippery slope of Taborite religion leads to riotous living, alcoholism, and
sexual orgies. ChelCicky insists that Eucharistic orthodoxy could have pre-
vented the scandal.
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The third report, which can be found within one of the most direct and
sustained attacks on Téborite religion, was composed by Jan Piibram in his
tract titled Zivot kné%i taborskych (The Lives of the Priests of Tabor) written
in 1429.22 Two years earlier, Pfibram identified himself as a heresy hunter
and, apropos to our topic, the “meticulous persecutor of all Wyclifite and
Pikart heresies.”?® A great enemy of all things T4borite, P¥{ibram used his
“Lives of the Priests of Tabor” as an occasion to press the connection
between Martin Hutska and the priests at Tabor and to mount an argu-
ment for equating the Pikarts with the Taborites. While historically inac-
curate, Piibram’s effort was a successful piece of propaganda.?* Most of
the polemic is content to focus on the problem of Eucharistic irregularity
among the followers of Huiska, something already suggested in the second
report by Petr ChelCicky. The “Lives of the Priests of Tabor” presents an
outline of Huska’s thinking on the sacrament.?® We learn from Pi{bram
that Martin wrote at least two tracts on the Eucharist and sent these to
Pisek and elsewhere. Pfibram identifies no fewer than six errors in the first
tract alone. He reports that Martin claimed the Eucharist more highly
esteemed (wrongly) in Bohemia than anywhere else and condemned the
veneration of the sacrament.?® Pfibram refers to Martin as a heretic at least
six times in his narrative.?” There were two immediate consequences. First,
his followers persisted in disseminating the errors of their master. Pfibram
tells of a priest named PSenicka who publicly taught the Pikart Eucharistic
doctrine and though warned to cease and desist, refused to change his
views.?® This was in addition to a number of others who persisted in her-
esy and blasphemy. We learn further that the radical priest Viclav Koranda
carried copies of Martin’s tracts around in his bag as though they were
relics.? Second, Pi{bram notes that the T4borites glorified Martin as a
“martyr of God.”% It is somewhat peculiar that Pfibram made no mention
of any sexual misconduct or nocturnal orgies. Unlike the second report,
he seems content to report on matters of theology and to assign blame for
doctrinal misdeeds to Martin Huska.

The verse composition may have been written or recorded by Prokop
the Notary (¢.1390-1483).*! As in reports two and three, we encounter
allegations of Eucharistic irregularities as well as expressed fears concern-
ing threats of violence stemming from Pikart religious practices. In our
first report, we learned the number of these dissenters was about 200. In
this composition we find the larger figure of more than 300. Nudist prac-
tices are underscored with the accompanying comment that these Pikarts
had been deceived by the devil. In addition to living on an island, we now
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find them on more than one island and they are also to be discovered
dwelling in the forests. Criminal activities alluded to in previous sources
are now fleshed out explicitly as homicide and arson. Another allusion to
orgiastic dancing is recorded. The repression carried out by their enemies
is characterised as successful and we are told that Pikarts in Bohemia have
been wiped out.

The fifth report clearly relies heavily on the chronicle accounts found in
Vaviinec of Bfezovd. Differences are minute and the text is almost entirely
redundant.® Here the group of people under discussion are presented as
representing a strange and previously unknown religious practice. They
reside on an island having been put out of Tabor. Once again, we encoun-
ter the nomenclature Pikart. The theme of Eucharistic irregularity is again
enumerated and we read once more of murder committed by the nefari-
ous heretics. If earlier we read about a leader named Moses, now we are
presented with Rohan and Maria. Perhaps chillingly for the religious and
secular authorities in Prague, Tabor, and elsewhere in southern Bohemia
is the report that the Pikart heretics were responsible for the liquidation
of the town of Pr¢ice wherein they killed every inhabitant, men, women,
and children, and then burned the town down. In several other locations,
we read of similar atrocities. Demonic inspiration is underscored but the
Pikarts are now presented as promoting a lifestyle and policy of murdering
by night and fornicating by day. Forests and islands seem to be their prin-
ciple dwelling places and in these areas the heretics are said to be naked.
Their immoral conduct proceeds thence in terms of initiation into the
community by sex, nude dancing persists, and we now read of sodomy.??

The final report tells us that these Pikarts came to the Czech lands from
Belgium.?* This is more specific but consistent with a comment found else-
where. “The beginning and root of this confounded heresy came to the
Czech kingdom from some Pikarts, who came to Prague in the year of our
Lord 1418. They numbered about forty men with wives and children, say-
ing that they had been expelled by their prelates on account of the law of
God, and that they had heard that there was much freedom in the Czech
kingdom in terms of reading the holy scriptures. Therefore, they said, they
came to the Czech kingdom.”% The sixth report calls the heretics Adamites
(as well as Pikarts) and we learn that their leader was named Adam, and
from this, the nomenclature has been derived. Adam ostensibly claimed to
be the son of God. We find the heretics residing once more on an island
and the familiar allegation of nudity is repeated. In this account, linkages
are drawn between the atrocities perpetrated by the renegade heretics and
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their brutal repression at the hands of Jan Zizka and his men. Our source
claims that the Adamites murdered more than 200 peasants in nearby vil-
lages on the grounds that they were followers of Satan. Whereas in the first
report, Zizka had spared the life of a single witness, in our final source we
are told that he allowed two of the Adamites to live in order that he might
formulate a proper account of their beliefs and deeds. The report concludes
with the statement that the Adamite heretics were annihilated.

Several questions immediately emerge about this remarkable chapter
in the religious history of the later Middle Ages. What reliable evidence
are these several reports based on? Are the reports and the statements
contained therein true? If so, to what extent are the narratives accurate in
reflecting reality? If the reports are untrue, what purpose do they serve?
Who wrote these narratives? When were they written down? Who benefits
from the repression of the Adamite-Pikart sect in Bohemia? Were these
Pikarts sexual libertines? Did they practice a policy of violence towards
their neighbours?® Were their practices theologically founded? Such
questions beg to be answered. It is absolutely sound to consider chiliasm,
Pikarts, and Adamites as “eclements of a single thought-structure”.?”
Fundamentally true in this fifteenth century was a near universal convic-
tion within the Latin Church that heresy was, at its core, the work of the
Devil. This was not a new idea. A theology of the Devil’s work on earth
precedes the fifteenth century by a rather wide interval. Above all, we find
it articulated in the thought of Gregory the Great.?® Applied to specific
heretics, their words were often characterised as the language of multiple
demons simultaneously speaking through them.* The commitment of dis-
senters to Satan constituted the ultimate conspiracy, a plot to undermine
Christian faith and civilization. By the end of the Middle Ages, heretics
were being associated with witches, and within that intellectual angst, an
assumption began to emerge that witchcraft was the greatest heresy. The
Pikarts of south Bohemia flourished before the rise of the witch hunts that
convulsed Europe for more than 300 years, but the allegations and suspi-
cions were not radically removed from that later history. Groups of other
heretics were assimilated into that emerging matrix of godless association
with the powers of darkness.*

If we examine the accusations against the Adamites, we find a recurring
theme enumerating nocturnal orgies, orgiastic dancing, nudity, criminal
behaviour, and the presence or inspiration of Satan. Such elements form
the basic core of deviant behaviour associated with those who have turned
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from the true faith to false idols and who have rejected truth in favour
of falschood.*! Taking our sources on the outlawed and persecuted her-
etics of the Bohemian forests and islands, we can detect critical similarities
as well as crucial differences. The acts of the Adamites reflect particular
authorial perspectives and understandings of heresy and religious devi-
ance. That said, it does seem clear that all six of our sources drew on a
more traditional understanding of the concept of heresy that included
conspiracy theories, folklore, ideas of the demonic and criminal behaviour
that formed and informed their respective narratives but at the same time
functioned as essential elements in the construction of a category that
inspired propaganda and encouraged persecution. All of the sources are
relatively close in terms of geography and chronology and they do argue
in their respective presentations for a reasonably similar understanding and
interpretation of heresy. None betrays any sympathy for the adherents of
the so-called Pikart sect and each advocated, at least implicitly, repres-
sive measures to ensure the continuation of properly reformed religion in
medieval Bohemia.

At the centre of the allegations about the group of people expelled
from Tabor are the allusions to sexual misbehaviour. Such accusations
are by no means unique or unusual.*? Given the suspicion that attended
human sexuality with its expressions and practices in the western Christian
tradition, it had long been almost expected to demonize one’s enemies
with extravagant claims of shocking sexual behaviour. The charges against
the Templars in the early fourteenth century provide a good example.*?

A bitter thing, a lamentable thing, a thing horrible to think of and terrible
to hear, a detestable crime, an execrable evil deed, an abominable work, a
detestable disgrace, a thing wholly inhuman, foreign to all humanity, has
reached our ears, striking us with great astonishment and causing us to
tremble with violent horror. As we consider its gravity an immense pain rises
in us, all the more cruelly because there is no doubt that the enormity of
the crime overflows to the point of being an offense to the divine majesty, a
shame for humanity, a pernicious example of evil and a universal scandal.**

The language conjures an image of gross impertinence, unparalleled hor-
ror, grave danger, and severe consequence. The Bohemian documents
relating to the Adamites suggest nothing less. The transmission of the
terms “Bulgarian” and “bugger” are again a demonstration of this ten-
dency.*® Sometimes the allegations of sodomy and heresy were politically
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motivated. The case against the Count of Ampurias in 1311 and the
process involving the baron-knight Reichart Puller von Hohenburg in
1482 illustrate the political use of sodomy as an instrument of royal and
ecclesiastical power.*® Once heresy hunting became institutionalized, the
charges against the heretic became more or less uniform and sinful sex-
ual activities remained an important aspect of such charges. Indeed, that
helped to facilitate the horror of churchmen and the indignation of the
church in general at the thought of unbridled sexual passion and expres-
sion. It was the perfect weapon for demonizing undesirables, for stirring
up popular animosity, and for convincing the authorities that the present
danger should be addressed immediately and eliminated.

The transition from rumour and innuendo to established fact often
required little more than a formal document to gain credibility. There are
numerous examples. In 1223, Pope Gregory IX published the bull Vox in
Rama. It is an extraordinary document, purporting to describe the con-
tent of secret meetings of heretics and witches.*” No one in the thirteenth
century seems to have wondered where Gregory obtained his informa-
tion. Even fewer seem to have pondered why none of these gatherings
were ever actually uncovered and the perpetrators apprehended in the
midst of their activities. The papal bull Faciens misericordiam of 12 August
1308, issued by Pope Clement V, turned the rumours about Templar mis-
conduct into formal accusations.*® Upon what basis did Clement believe
the charges to be valid? In Bohemia, it was the first-hand report filed by
Jan Zizka based on the confessions of a member of the sect that proved
the allegations were true. Or did it? Vaviinec of Biezova states that Zizka
plundered the Pikarts “saving only one man who would tell about their
acts.” Aeneas Sylvius tells us that Zizka saved “only two of them to learn
from them about their superstitions.” Not a word has been preserved to
tell us about the survivor(s) of the massacre or in what fashion he or she
cooperated with Zizka or those assigned to interrogate the spokesperson
for the Adamites. We do not know how this individual was selected. Was
this a volunteer position? Did Zizka or another Hussite select the survivor
and if so, on what basis? Moreover, we lack any information about how
the alleged information was communicated. Did the survivor freely offer
an account or was he or she persuaded to testify? Did Zizka use torture?
Did the witness fear he or she might be tortured? We do not know. Zizka’s
letter, written on 21 October 1421 (or shortly thereafter), contained
several points. Martin Huaska was to blame for the atrocious behaviour of
the Adamites. Did Zizka invent this or was he told by the witness? Was the
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witness coached into making certain statements, were the inquiries merely
leading questions, did the witness, out of fear for life or limb, say whatever
was suggested or confirmed whatever he or she thought the interrogators
wanted to hear? We have no way of knowing.

Our sources reveal that wherever Zizka found members of the Huska
gang, he burned them alive or otherwise killed them. We know that
Zizka had specifically requested that Martin Huska be transported from
Roudnice to Prague for execution. The chronology is not easy to untangle,
but our sources suggest that on one occasion Zizka came upon the heretics
with an army of 400. On one occasion he killed forty of the Adamites.
On a separate occasion he marched a group of them to Klokoty, a village
near Tabor, and burned twenty-four of them alive. It is probable that the
witness knew of these events. To what extent did such knowledge shape
the testimony that Zizka based his report on? We do not know. Though
our sources state that Zizka exterminated the brood of Pikarts, evidence
suggests this may not have been as thorough a military exercise as some
sources say. In the face of the brutal onslaught unleashed by Zizka, many
of the dissenters fled to the hills of Bernatice, while others took refuge in
the forest of Valov, while still more sought sanctuary on an island near
Strdz. Examination of the testimony of the captured heretic is revealing.
According to the written account submitted by Zizka to the authorities
in Prague, the witness claimed his colleagues had no regard for the truth,
at least as understood by the Hussites. The deposition revealed that the
Adamites considered themselves invincible and as a consequence would
live forever. Ostensibly, the prisoner witnessed that all girls were in fact
violated as a condition of membership in the Pikart community. Naked
dances, promiscuous sex, swimming in the river, and everyone sleeping
together constitute the sum and substance of the testimony as reflected
in Zizka’s report. The veracity of the statements does not have the benefit
of cross-examination. Moreover, it is puzzling that there is no corrobora-
tion of the several criminal activities recorded elsewhere, to wit, murder,
arson, and other violence. Was the prisoner asked about these events or
did Zizka choose to omit such testimony from his report?> What happened
to the Pikart prisoner after Zizka acquired the information he desired? Our
sources are silent on each and every one of these queries.

In the case of the three separate accounts in Vavfinec of Bfezova’s
chronicle, we have unidentified hearsay evidence, Zizka’s report, and
possibly other anonymous forms of knowledge that Vavfinec had at his
disposal. It is possible that Zizka’s information was obtained without
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duress on the part of the witness, but this does not seem likely. The report
filed by Zizka has been considered essentially reliable inasmuch as it exists
as one of those rare examples of reports not obtained by an inquisitor and
is therefore void of the usual stereotypes.*’ On the other hand, there is
also compelling opinion that none of the sources are salutary since they
amount to slander and as such are unreliable.?® At best, the evidence
underlying the several reports is questionable. The allegations of sexual
misconduct and misbehaviour constitute part and parcel of the pro forma
assumptions about heretics in later medieval Europe, revealing both com-
mon mentalities and anxieties. The notion of nudity in south Bohemia in
all kinds of weather seems incredulous. The climate itself would mitigate
against the likelihood of such practices. We cannot be certain who com-
posed several of these reports, and none save the document composed
under the aegis of Jan Zizka can be regarded as contemporary with the
events. Aeneas Sylvius wrote his history more than thirty-five years after
the Pikart episode and indeed, Aeneas was not even in Bohemia for more
than thirty years after these acts.

Turning to the purpose of the reports, it seems necessary to pose the
query: cui bono? Who benefits from the repression of the Adamite-Pikart
sect in Bohemia? The Roman Church certainly benefitted, but the larger
struggle against the Hussite uprising was not relieved by the putting down
of this sect. The repression of the Adamites did not serve the cause of the
Prague Hussites either. Indeed, the existence of these notorious heretics in
the hills and forests of south Bohemia was a weapon in the arsenal of the
conservative faction, to be wielded against their more radical colleagues
at Tabor and in the radical communities scattered throughout southern
and eastern Bohemia. The existence of the Pikarts served as evidence to
condemn the religious practices of the Taborites, even though the latter
could argue they had expelled the Adamites. Nevertheless, there could be
no gainsaying that the Pikarts had once been among the Taborite com-
munity. Had not the Taborites successfully interceded for the release of
Martin Huska after he had initially been taken prisoner? The repression of
the Adamites did not benefit the Praguers at all.

The demonizing of the dissenters in the forests and on the islands of
south Bohemia did help the Tdborite cause. The persistent presence of
extreme radicalism connected to the Taborite faith and practice of religion
hindered efforts at unity with the conservative Hussites in Prague, served
as an insurmountable wedge in the reforming of the church throughout
Bohemia, and in the end continued to cast a pall over the more legitimate
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activities associated with Tabor. When the dissenters refused to hear correc-
tion, the Taborites resorted to persecution. The subjugation and eradica-
tion of Pikart religious and social practices under the aegis of the effective
and efficient Jan Zizka most benefited the Taborites. The time had come
to get rid of Martin Hiska and his followers.>! Rumours circulated that the
Hussites in general had accepted the new heresy of the Pikarts.>? Others
claimed Pikart-Adamite practices represented Taborite religion. All of it was
perfidious doctrine consisting of many ideas that had arisen like a sudden
storm (subita tempestate).>® The patterns of propaganda and persecution
that befell the Czech Adamites were neither original nor unprecedented.
Many scholars examining this chapter in medieval Czech history have been
content to view the sources as more or less accurate in their presentation
of the Pikarts. Even the most lurid description of the scandalous behaviour
of the heretics is accepted as reliable.®* Certainly there is a plethora of tes-
timony that appears to corroborate the story. On the other hand, there are
perspectives that dismiss entirely all of the sources as untrustworthy propa-
ganda. Prominent examples include Josef Macek and Isaac de Beausobre.*
While Macek is ever more discriminating and a» fast with the sources, 1
do not think a sweeping dismissal of the evidence is the proper conclusion,
though there are troublesome elements in that corpus of material. Like
Mary Magdalene, Joan of Arc, or Hypatia of Alexandria, the Adamites have
frequently been interpreted to suit a variety of assumptions. The inventing
of the Pikart problem is both myth and history.>®

In sum, none of our sources can be trusted implicitly. I think it is fair to
accept that Martin Huska embraced a doctrine of the Eucharist that clearly
departed from any of the orthodoxies held within the Hussite movement.
Moreover, it is alleged that a form of anticlericalism allowed for any lay-
person to consecrate the sacrament. A priest was not essential.’” There is
little dispute that his followers were ultimately expelled from Tabor on
the grounds of theological incompatibility and political expediency. Their
suppression by Jan Zizka may be taken as historical. The doctrines pro-
mulgated by their leaders are, in general, not inconsistent with themes
articulated by Huaska. However viewed, the agenda of the Pikarts did not
facilitate the larger ambitions of the Taborite community nor yet the goals
of the Hussite movement. When they refused to leave, be silent, or recant,
their enemies turned on them with ferocity and engaged in a brief but
vicious campaign of propaganda aimed at solidifying a policy of persecution
with the outcome that the dissenters were demonized. This was achieved
most fully in the reports that insisted the Adamites were sexually perverted
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and working towards the destabilization of law, order, and Hussite society.
Once convinced of this threat, a pattern of persecution took form and the
Pikarts were sacrificed on the altar of a more powerful agenda, one that
claimed divine intervention. One of the chroniclers gave thanks to God
who drove away the wolves desiring to invade the flock, pillage, and infect
others with error and heresy.>® Rumour led to repression and propaganda
to persecution. If God scattered the wolves, who dared to defend the dis-
senter? Adamites really were part of the other Middle Ages. They were dif-
ferent, they were deviant, they were despised, and they were destroyed.
The marginalizing of such outsiders was demanded and some of those poli-
cies are taken up in the next chapter.

10.

NOTES

. R. 1. Moore, The Formation of a Persecuting Society: Authority and Deviance
in Western Europe, 950-1250, expanded edition (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007),
and Michael Frassetto, ed., Heresy and the Persecuting Society in the Middle
Ages: Essays on the Work of R.1. Moore (Leiden: Brill, 2006).

Vaviinec of Btezova, Historia Hussitica in Fontes verum bohemicarum, vol. 5,
p. 495. 1 do not agree with the idea that the letter sheds little light on Huska’s
particular views. Robert Kalivoda, Husitskd ideologie (Prague: CSAV, 1961),
p. 458.

Historia Hussitica, p. 413.

Historia Hussitica, pp. 493—4. The torture must have been administered with
hot irons that pierced the abdomens of Martin and Prokop.

Historia Hussitica, pp. 494-5.

A sound summary of Huska’s Eucharistic doctrine and the suppression of his
followers can be found in Kaminsky, The History of the Hussite Revolution,
pp- 418-33. Of considerable value is also Ernst Werner, “Die Nachrichten
iber die bohmischen ‘Adamiten’ in religionshistorischer sicht” in Ernst
Werner and Theodora Biittner, eds., Circumecellionen und Adamiten: zwei
Formen  maittelalterlicher Haeresie  (Berlin:  Akademie-Verlag, 1959),
pp. 73-134, and more recently on the suppression of the group see Petr
Cornej, “Potize s adamity” Marginalin Historica 2 (1997), pp. 33-63.

. Petr ChelCicky, Replika proti Mikuldasi Biskupcovi, in Eduard Petr, ed., Petr
Cheleicky Drobné spisy (Prague: CSAV, 1966), p. 178.

Brundage, Law, Sex and Christian Society in Medieval Europe.

Fudge, The Trial of Jan Hus: Medieval Heresy and Criminal Procedure,
pp. 31-72.

See especially Norman Cohn, Europe’s Inner Demons: The Demonization of
Christians in Medieval Christendom, rev. ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1993), pp. 35-78.



11.

12.
13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

DEMONIZING DISSENTERS: PATTERNS OF PROPAGANDA AND PERSECUTION 199

Epiphanius of Salamis’ report in his Panarion 24. 4.1-5.1 in Frank Williams,
ed., The Panarion of Epiphanius of Salamis, 2 vols (Leiden: Brill, 1987-94),
vol. 1, pp. 85-6, is a notorious example.

Historia Hussitica, pp. 517-20.

The most comprehensive study of Zizka is Josef Pekaf, Zizka a jeho doba, 4
vols (Prague: Vesmir, 1930-1935). More accessible is Frederick G. Heymann,
John Zizka and the Hussite Revolution, (New York: Russell & Russell, 1969),
which has been supplemented by Fudge, Heresy and Hussites in Late Medieval
Europe, XII1, pp. 546-69. Victor Verney, Warrior of God: Jan Zitka and the
Hussite Revolution (London: Frontline Books, 2009) should be avoided.
Applying Boswell, Verney’s book is both brilliant and original. Unfortunately,
the brilliant parts are not original and the original parts are not brilliant. In
sum, it is unreliable and a plagiarized version of Heymann.

David R. Holeton, “The Bohemian Eucharistic Movement in its European
Context” The Bohemian Reformation and Religions Practice 1 (1996), pp. 23-47.
For Mili¢ and his times see Olivier Marin, L’archevéque, le maitre et le dévot:
Geneses du mouvement véformatenr pragois années 1360-1419 (Paris: Honoré
Champion Editeur, 2005).

See especially Helena Krmi¢kova, K poldtkim kalicha v Cechich (Brno:
Masarykova Univerzita, 1997), Paul de Vooght, Jacobellus de Stiibro (11429),
premier théologien du hussitisme (Louvain, Publications Universitaires de
Louvain, 1972) and more recently Pavel Soukup, Reformni kazatelstvi a
Jakoubek ze Stiibra (Prague: Filosofia, 2011). Most recently on the Council
of Constance sece Thomas Martin Buck, “Das Konzil von Konstanz
(1414-1418): Ein Literatur- und Forschungsbericht” Historische Zeitschrift
302 (2016), pp. 703-30.

The authority on this subject is David R. Holeton, La communion des tout-
petits enfants: Etude du mowvement euchavistique en Bobéme vers ln fin du
Moyen-Age (Rome: CLV Edizioni Liturgiche, 1989).

One example is Jakoubek Stiibro in his sermons on the Apocalypse at the
same time these events were transpiring. Frantisek Simek, ed., Jakoubek ze
Stiibra: Vikind na zjevenie sv. Jana, 2 vols. (Prague: Nakladem Komise
vydavani prameni ¢eského hnuti naboZenského, 1932-3), vol. 1, p. 526.

On the broader topic with references to their immediate late medieval roots
see Fudge, Heresy and Hussites in Late Medieval Europe, V1, pp. 1-30.

On the centrality and significance of this motif see Fudge, Heresy and Hussites
in Late Medieval Europe, 111, pp. 49-72.

The author is Petr Chel€icky in his tract Replika proti Mikulisi Biskupcovi, in
Petrd, ed., Petr Chelicky Drobné spisy, pp. 132-210, written around 1424.
Biskupec means “little bishop” in Czech and was the nickname of Mikuld§ of
Pelhfimov who was the bishop of Tabor. These translated excerpts appear in
Howard Kaminsky, “Peter Chel€icky: Treatises on Christianity and the Social
Order” Studies in Medieval and Renaissance History 1 (1964), pp. 135-6.



200 THOMAS A. FUDGE

22. Jan z Piibramé: Zivot knézi Tiborskych, ed., Jaroslav Boubin [Podbrdsko,

23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.

32.

33.

34.

35.
36.

37.

38.

39.

Fontes 1] (Pfibram: Statni okresni archiv Pfibram a Okresni muzeum Pfibram,
2000). References are to this critical edition.

Apologin in Prague Castle Archive MS D 49 fol. 333"

Fudge, Heresy and Hussites in Late Medieval Europe, X, pp. 115-32.

Zivot knézi Thborskych, pp. 66-9.

Zivot knézi Taborskych, p. 66.

Zivot knézi Tiborskych, pp. 39, 66, 69.

Zivot kné%i Taborskych, p. 86.

Zivot knéi Taborskych, p. 70.

Zivot knéi Taborskych, p. 70.

Franti§ek Svejkovsky, ed., VerSované skindby doby husitské (Prague:
Ceskoslovenska akademie véd, 1963), pp. 161-3. This source is from an old
Czech chronicle of the fifteenth century. These verses are considered in some
detail with commentary on dating and authorship with reference to the rele-
vant historiography in Svejkovsky, ed., VerSované skladby doby husitské,
pp. 4043.

Frantifek Simek and FrantiSek M. Bartog, eds., Staré letopisy Ceské z pratisiav-
ského rukopisu novoCeskym pravopisem (Prague: Historicky spolek, 1937),
pp. 29-31.

This latter category seems to have become a standard component in anti-
heretical initiatives in the later Middle Ages. See particularly Jordan, The
Invention of Sodomy in Christian Theology and Putt, Sodomy in Reformation
Germany and Switzeriand, 1400-1600.

Aencas Sylvius, Historia Bobemica, (1458), Dana Martinkova, Alena
Hadravova and Jiff Matl, eds. (Prague: KLP, 1998), chapter 41, pp. 116-
118. On this see the discussion in Fudge, Heresy and Hussites in Late Medieval
Europe, V1, pp. 1-30.

Historia Hussitica, p. 431.

Martin Hiiska and some of his followers at least were chiliasts who believed
the end of history was near. Such impulses frequently embrace violence.
Robert E. Lerner, “Medieval Millenarianism and Violence” in Enrico
Menesto, ed., Pace e Guerra nel basso medioevo (Spoleto: Fondazione Centro
italiano di studi sull’alto medioevo, 2004), pp. 37-52.

Howard Kaminsky, “Chiliasm and the Hussite Revolution” Church History
26 (1957), p. 60.

For discussion see Carole Straw, Gregory the Great: Perfection in Imperfection
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), pp. 61-5.

The twelfth-century apostate Benedictine monk Henry of Lausanne was
described in this manner at Le Mans around 1116. The document is in
R.I. Moore, The Birth of Popular Heresy (London: Arnold, 1975), p. 35.



40.

4]1.

42.

43.

44.

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

DEMONIZING DISSENTERS: PATTERNS OF PROPAGANDA AND PERSECUTION 201

Wolfgang Behringer, “How Waldensians became Witches: Heretics and their
Journey to the Other World” in Gabor Klaniczay and Eva Pécs, eds., Demons,
Spirits, Witches: Communicating with the Spirits (Budapest: Central European
University Press, 2005), pp. 155-92.

Martine Ostorero, “The Concept of the Witches’ Sabbath in the Alpine
Region (1430-1440): Text and Context” in Gabor Klaniczay and Eva Pécs,
eds, Witcheraft Mythologies and Persecution (Budapest: Central European
University Press, 2008), pp. 15-35, and more fully in her Le diable an sabbat.
Littérature démonologique et sorcellerie (1440-1460) (Florence: Sismel-
Edzioni del Galluzzo, 2011).

Gabor Klaniczay, “Orgy Accusations in the Middle Ages” in Mihaly Hoppal
and Eszter Csonka-Takdcs, eds., Eros in Folklore (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiado,
2002), pp. 38-55 and Jeffrey B. Russell and Mark W. Wyndham, “Witchcraft
and the Demonization of Heresy” Medinevalin 2 (1976), pp. 1-21.
Malcolm Barber, The Trial of the Templars, second edition (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2006).

From the Arrest Order of 1307, in G. Lizerand, ed. and trans., Le Dossier de
PAffuire des Templiers (Paris: H. Champion, 1923), pp. 16-25.

Fudge, The Trial of Jan Hus: Medieval Heresy and Criminal Procedure,
pp- 65—66.

James A. Brundage, “The Politics of Sodomy: Rex v. Pons Hugh de Ampurias
(1311)” in Joyce E. Salisbury, ed., Sex in the Middle Ages (New York: Garland,
1989), pp. 239-46. Hohenburg and Anton Mitzler were executed at Zurich
on 24 September 1482 on charges of heresy (sodomy). There is a depiction
in Diebold Schilling the Elder, Grofe Burgunderchronik, Zurich,
Zentralbibliothek MS A 5, p. 994.

Edward Peters and Alan C. Kors, eds., Witcheraft in Europe 400-1700: A
Documentary History, 2nd edition (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2001), pp. 48-9.

Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Bodley 454, fols. 1r-7r, now in a critical edi-
tion. Helen J. Nicholson, ed., The Proceedings against the Templars in the
British Isles, 2 vols (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2011), vol. 2, pp. 7-11.

Kaminsky, The History of the Hussite Revolution, p. 431.

Josef Macek, Tibor v husitském revolucnim hnuti, 2 vols (Prague, CSAV,
1955-1956), vol. 2, pp. 321-3.

Macek, Tiabor v husitském revolucnim hnuti, vol. 2, p. 303.

Eberhart Windecke, Denkwiirdigheiten zur Geschichte des Zeitalters Kaiser
Sigmunds, ed., Wilhelm Altmann (Berlin: R. Gaertners Verlagsbuchhandlung,
1893), p. 129.

Jan Piibram, Contra articulos picardorum, Vienna, Osterreichische
Nationalbibliothek MS 4749, fol. 37v.



202 THOMAS A. FUDGE

54. The most recent account is Petr Cornej, “Raj je na ostrové aneb prostor pro

55.

56.

57.

58.

adamity” Taborsky archiv 13 (2007), pp. 37—46 but Kaminsky is willing to
accept the essential veracity of the sources. See his “The Free Spirit in the
Hussite Revolution” in Sylvia L. Thrupp, ed., Millennial Dreams in Action
(The Hague: Mouton, 1962), pp. 166-86, especially p. 182, n. 58.

Macek, Tiabor v husitském vevolucnim bhnuti, vol. 2, pp. 321-3 and Isaac de
Beausobre, Dissertation sur les Adamites de Bobhéme which was appended to
Jacques Lenfant, Histoire de la guerrve des Hussites (Amsterdam: Humbert,
1731), vol. 1, pp. 304—49. Beausobre was a French Protestant who offers a
defense of the sect whom he tends to equate with the general piety of the
Waldensians. In this, he can scarcely be accepted as creditable. His thesis
strives to establish the relevance of the sect for an understanding of Taborite
history specifically and the Hussite movement in general.

On myths and history of this sort see the careful academic detective work of
Maria Dzielska, Hypatia of Alexandria, trans., F. Lyra (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1995), an excellent case of how careful primary
source analysis can dispel persistent misunderstandings.

Jan Piibram, Ad occurendum homini insano, Vienna, Osterreichische
Nationalbibliothek MS 4937, fols 149v and 150v.

Vaviinec of Bezova, Historia Hussitica, p. 495.



CHAPTER 8

The Stripping and the Shaming of Heretics

Medieval society was filled with people whose garments reflected their
place in the world. Regular orders, levels of secular clergy, class distinc-
tions, membership in guilds and fraternities, various trades and crafts, uni-
versity students, along with royal and religious institutions had marks of
identification, whether good or bad, reflecting either a badge of honour
or one of opprobrium. These social indicators were often mandated by
sumptuary law. Frocking-up or defrocking had definite implications. This
chapter looks at formal defrocking and tales of general violence (especially
within the context of the Hussite wars) wherein stripping people of their
clothing played a ritualistic significance. When these acts progressed to
killing the stripped victims, more than shame is at stake. In the case of
heretics, this was war to the death. There were no efforts to evangelize,
proselytize, or convert the enemy to the true faith. Coupled with this are
the clear function of stripping as a form of public shaming and the func-
tion of clothing as a mark of punishment or alterity.

Medieval heretics were not summarily dismissed from the church of
the later Middle Ages by means of a pro forma note informing them they
were no longer welcome in the community of the faithful. The process of
exclusion was rather more deliberate, intentional, and public. The church
could not be considered dilatory in such matters. Stripping and shaming
were deliberately devised. The process, sometimes displayed graphically
and dramatically, may be related to formal statutes codified in canon law
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mandating exacting procedures wherein wicked priests were expelled from
the priesthood. There is a close relationship between religion and criminal
justice. The specific canon and procedure for defrocking priests are impor-
tant enough to be summarized in some detail !

The defrocking or removal of a priest from holy orders was to be
carried out by a bishop with the help of the clergy according to legal
constitutions and sacred canons. This could be accomplished by means
of the sentence of a bishop without requiring additional ecclesiastical
rulings. That process could be regarded as sufficient for the degrading
of a miscreant priest. The cleric sentenced to such formal degradation
was required to wear his sacred and consecrated vestments. He was
to be brought forth, holding in his hands a book, a vessel, or some
other object or ornament relating to his holy orders and considered
essential to the solemn ministry of his office. An obvious example is
the Eucharistic chalice. In this manner, he was ordered brought into
the presence of the presiding bishop. The bishop was then expected to
publicly remove from the priest in question each one of those articles,
whether they be the garments of ordination and rank, a consecrated
chalice, or a book of religion, and generally did so in the reverse order
in which they had originally been given to the condemned priest or
conferred on him by the bishop when he had been initially received
into holy orders and ordained. The process of stripping began with the
vestments or ornaments that the unworthy priest received last or most
recently. The degradation continued by incremental degrees until the
stripping reached the first garment given to the priest at the time when
he received the tonsure as a sign of holy orders. In terms of the ton-
sure itself, there were specific rules. The head of the shamed priest was
ordered shaved or the hair cut in such manner that no trace remained
of the tonsure. During the ceremony of degradation of this kind, the
bishop was permitted and encouraged to use carefully chosen words
in order to deliberately strike fear into the hearts and minds of those
who simultaneously had been brought forward for the conferring of
holy orders. Such sentences might include saying words to the effect,
“we take away from you the priestly garments, and you are deprived of
the priestly honour of them.” During the removal of the remainder of
the distinguished vestments and objects of ministry, by order of canon
law, similar words might likewise be utilized. The presiding bishop
should pronounce orally, or put into writing, or proclaim by any similar
method, this sentence: “By the authority of Almighty God, Father, Son
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and Holy Spirit, we take from you the clerical habit, and also depose,
degrade, strip and entirely cast you out from every order, and exclude
you from the benefits of clerical privilege.” The canonical procedure
was quite precise. In practice, it tended to follow the letter of the law.

Early Saturday morning, 6 July 1415, a Czech priest named Jan Hus
was found guilty on charges of heresy by an ecclesiastical court convened
at Constance. As previously noted, before execution of sentence, the legal
procedure mandated the stripping and shaming of the heretic. Ordered
by seven bishops, Hus dressed as though preparing to celebrate Mass.
Ironically, when donning the alb, Hus declared that Christ had also been
mocked while wearing a white garment during the time he was led from
King Herod to the Roman procurator Pontius Pilate. Dressed for liturgi-
cal ministry, the condemned was exhorted by the bishops to submit to
the authority of the church by declaring that his teachings were errone-
ous. Forced to stand on a table in order that all might see him, the priest
who was about to be stripped and shamed announced to the congregation
gathered in the Cathedral of Our Lady (Miinster unserer lieben Frau) at
Constance that he was not prepared to recant or abjure anything. Prelates
seated nearby expressed astonishment that Hus remained steadfast in sin
and contumacious in heresy. On that account, he had to be stripped of
his religious authority and publicly shamed as one neither faithful to God
nor honourable to the church. Descending from the table, he was then
defrocked in accordance with the provisions of canon law noted above.
The chalice was removed and he was declared a traitor. Then the stole,
the chasuble, and each of the several other vestments were in turn stripped
from the heretic as appropriate curses were intoned. After each article of
clothing had been removed the bishops then proceeded to desecrate his
tonsure. Disagreements broke out with one party proposing the use of a
razor while another group insisted on scissors. The latter prevailed and
his tonsure was divided into four parts, and thus, obliterated. The bish-
ops then declared that since the church had nothing further it could do
with the convicted felon, the stripping and shaming indicated he was now
deprived of all ecclesiastical rights and was therefore ordered turned over
to the power of the secular courts for appropriate punishment. Completing
the ritual of shame, the court ordered placed on Hus’ head a round paper
crown about eighteen inches high. Upon this crown were depictions of
three terrifying demons shown in the process of seizing a soul and tear-
ing it apart with their claws. An epigram announced the one wearing the
crown was a heresiarch.?
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Examination of the ritual process in Constance revealed that the des-
ecration of Jan Hus followed traditional practice. While variations may be
identified in the formal expulsion of Hus from the priesthood, none of
these constitute the introduction of anything cruel or unusual. The strip-
ping of the heretic as part of the church’s campaign to eliminate serious
dissent amounted to a process wherein the convict was publicly shamed. If
the defendant was under holy orders, like Jan Hus, then he was defrocked
in an elaborate ceremony of degradation as noted. Each act in the proce-
dural degradation fulfilled a vital element in the dramaturgy. Inasmuch
as the Eucharist functioned at the centre of the medieval practice of the
Christian religion, the priest holds a chalice that is taken from his hands,
symbolizing that he is ever after ineligible to celebrate mass, consecrate
the Eucharist, or engage in the sacrament of the altar. He is cursed and
given the moniker “Judas,” identifying him ever after as belonging to
those betrayers of Christ. The deepest part of hell, the ninth circle, was
reserved in medieval thought for betrayers such as Cassius, Brutus, and
Judas.® Heretics belonged to this fraternity and were regarded by the
medieval church as offenders even worse than ordinary sinners.* Then the
stole is removed, meaning such a one can no longer be regarded as a ser-
vant of the Lord. Following this, the chasuble is taken away, reinforcing
his removal from the sacerdotal functions of the church. Then the rest of
the priestly vestments are stripped from the prisoner, indicating that he
has forfeited every claim to the priesthood. As each item is removed, an
appropriate curse is intoned. We have seen this element recommended
in the statutes of canon law. Liturgical cursing was not uncommon in
medieval Europe. From the eleventh century, we find a strident example
of comprehensive cursing in a bull of excommunication issued by Pope
Benedict VIII.

Benedict Bishop, servant of the servants of God ... let them be accursed in
their bodies, and let their souls be delivered to destruction and perdition
and torture. Let them be damned with the damned. Let them be scourged
with the ungrateful. Let them perish with the proud. Let them be accursed
with the Jews who seeing the incarnate Christ did not believe but sought to
crucify him. Let them be accursed with the heretics who labored to destroy
the church. Let them be accursed with those who blaspheme the name of
God. Let them be accursed with those who lie damned in hell; impious
and sinners unless they amend their ways and confess themselves in fault...
Let them be accursed in the four quarters of the earth. In the East, be they
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accursed, and in the West disinherited, in the North interdicted, and in the
South excommunicate. Be they accursed in the daytime and excommunicate
in the night time. Accursed be they at home and excommunicate abroad;
accursed in standing and excommunicate in sitting; accursed in eating,
accursed in drinking, accursed in sleeping and excommunicate in waking;
accursed when they work and excommunicate when they rest. Let them be
accursed in the spring time and excommunicate in the summer; accursed in
the autumn and excommunicate in the winter. Let them be accursed in this
world and excommunicate in the next. Let their lands pass into the hands
of the stranger, their wives be given over to perdition and their children fall
before the edge of the sword. Let what they eat be accursed, and accursed
be what they leave, so that he who eats it shall be accursed. Accursed and
excommunicate be the priest who shall give them the body and blood of the
Lord, or who shall visit them in sickness. Accursed and excommunicate be
he who shall carry them to the grave and shall dare to bury them. Let them
be excommunicate and accursed with all cures if they do not make amends
and render due satisfaction. And know this for truth, that after our death no
bishop nor any secular power shall usurp the rights of [the monastery]. And
if anyone attempts to do so, they shall be weighed down by all the foregoing
curses and they shall never enter the kingdom of heaven ...°

Sometimes there were disagreements over the proper procedure or the
order of stripping and this is apparent when it came time to obliterate the
tonsure. This is evident in the case of Jan Hus. Appended to the strip-
ping and the shaming of the defrocked priest at Constance was an addi-
tional humiliation wherein the ex-priest was forced to wear a paper mitre
adorned with demons and bearing letters indicating his crime while for-
mal maledictions were pronounced by seven bishops over the condemned
man. There are no known precedents for this practice and we may sur-
mise it to be an invention of the court at Constance, perhaps the crude
and malicious idea of one of Hus’ resolute opponents like Michael de
Causis.® There is some evidence that Joan of Arc wore one, and fifteenth-
century frescos in the twelfth-century church of San Bernardino in Triora,
Italy, show similar foolscaps worn by the damned in hell. Both examples
postdate the Council of Constance. Whatever the origins of the heretical
mitre, one of the consequences of the legal statutes Ad abolendam and
Vergentis in seniuwm in cases where priests or the religious came under
condemnation for heresy was degradation from holy orders.” In 1420
Hennequin of Langle was expelled from the priesthood. This degrada-
tion was principally indicated by the “close-cropping of his hair with a
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sharp fork, having a cloth around his neck removed” [i.e. the stole], while
“appropriate sentences were intoned that he should no longer enjoy any
privileges.”® This was procedurally consistent with canon law that quite
unambiguously enumerated this as part of the penalty for heresy. In prac-
tical terms, this meant specifically the loss of privileginm fori—the right
to trial in an ecclesiastical court—and privilegium canonis—the right to
special protection. No longer could there be privilege in terms of shield-
ing from secular authorities. Hence, once the ritual stripping and shaming
of the heretic was complete, he or she was relaxed to the secular arm for
execution of sentence. The church was at this stage powerless to intervene
or extend mercy to the condemned. Previous protections were now for-
feit. Sanctuary from the full brunt of criminal consequences or the secu-
lar sword was quite impossible. Though not specifically enumerated in
Degradatio, elsewhere canon law required the condemnation of a priest
necessitated the presence of six bishops.’

The ritual of degradation was often carried out in the presence of secu-
lar officials indicating privilegium fori and privilegium canonis were now
forfeit, and the convicted priest thereby stripped of holy orders and cast
out of the church and handed over to Satan.!® The latter clause may be
considered particularly cruel and not sanctioned by canon law, but whether
spoken or not the implication remained the same. To be cut off from the
church was to be cut off from God and separation from the kingdom
of God meant surrendering to the kingdom of Satan. Bishops would be
present as important witnesses during this solemn assembly.!! Convicted
heretics like Hus were, in this fashion, degraded from the priesthood in
general accord with the canonical decretal Degradatio.* Thus stripped
and shamed, Jan Hus was defrocked from all holy orders and expelled from
the priesthood. Sometimes these acts were incorporated into the memory
of religious communities. A sermon preached in the Bethlehem Chapel
in Prague by the Hussite priest, Jakoubek Stiibro, in 1416 recounts the
gripping scene. “Then he was handed over to the secular authorities who
led him to the place of his execution and death. On the way he shouted
that false and twisted testimonies were submitted and that no one should
believe that he advocated any heretical article. When he arrived at the place
of execution, he knelt down and prayed with a joyful heart and a bright
countenance. Then they stripped him down to his shirtsleeves, chained
and roped him to a stake and piled wood around him to such a height that
barely his head was visible — I omit other details. When the strong flames
blazed up, he stopped singing and praying. But his spirit, as we devoutly
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believe, reached with the flames to heaven, to the company of angels, just
as Elijah did.”!® There are numerous witnesses to the ritual of degradation
undertaken at Constance, both hostile and tendentious, and notably some
mention that when he came to the place of death, Hus was “stripped of
all his clothes.”!* The detail is both symbolically revealing and significant.

In some ways, this ritual stripping and shaming may be considered the
reverse of the process of clothing and honouring that accompanied those
taking holy orders and entering the religious life.!® The habit symbolizes
acceptance, rank, status, holiness, and commitment. Removal of the gar-
ment of holiness indicates rejection, a loss of rank and status, the forfeiting
of separation, and thorough separation from Christ, the Christian com-
munity, and the fellowship of the faithful. It likewise presents a stark inver-
sion of the medieval commonplace sentence “naked they follow the naked
Christ.” This allusion to spirituality has roots in the late antique Christian
period and while defrocked or stripped heretics might embrace the dictum
as applying to themselves, in truth, the medieval church saw them naked
but hardly following in the way of Christ.!¢ Taking the habit in life joined
one to Christ in holiness. Taking the habit in death, as was fairly often the
case in the Middle Ages when otherwise secular men and women faced
the final curtain, was also symbolic of entrance into the presence of God.!”
Among notable instances, we find Archbishop Anselm of Canterbury
counselling the Countess Matilda of Tuscany to keep a nun’s dress nearby
so that when death came she might put it on.!® Kings and princes often
were dressed in a monastic habit and received the tonsure as they passed
from this life into the Great Unknown. William the Conqueror died in the
Priory of St. Gervase in Rouen in 1087 with bishops, abbots, and monks
standing nearby.! Frederick II, Roger II of Sicily, and Roger III died in
Cistercian habits. Kings often were buried in cloisters. In the early twelfth
century, Hugh of Cluny wrote to King Philip I of France to say that Cluny
was the refuge for the penitent. The king, therefore, should resign his
earthly kingdom while time remained and take hold of the heavenly king-
dom by ending his days as a monk.?° The king took this advice and at his
death was interred in the Monastery of Saint-Benoit-sur-Loire. When the
Czech king Vaclav II died in 1305 he was wearing the poor cassock of a
monk. He requested that Abbot Konrad of Zbraslav monastery should
dress him in the plain garment of the Cistercians once he was gathered
unto God.?! By contrast, the stripping of heretics was a shameful dismissal
from those comforts and normally indicated a prelude to death, both spiri-
tual and physical.
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An evaluation of reformed religious practices in Bohemia after the exe-
cution of Jan Hus reveals an inversion of the idea of stripping and sham-
ing heretics. In this model, Hussite heretics (thus defined by the medieval
church) took vengeance on adherents of the official church whom they
decided were the real heretics, and in many cases, this resulted in the
stripping both of those under holy orders as well as the laity who sup-
ported them. We have significant witness to these policies and practices
once again from the very valuable and contemporary “Hussite Chronicle”
written by Vavfinec of Bfezova who lived between 1370 and 1437.22 By
way of formal decree, according to the Taborites, “any priest with a ton-
sure and wearing a chasuble or cassock, who would serve God according
to the established regulations and practice, is like that whore mentioned in
the revelation of St. John. Such priests should be vilified by the people.”?
This reference to liturgical vestments indicates there was internecine con-
flict among the heretics over the matter of clothing. Radical Hussites
noted with disdain their colleagues in Prague once again celebrating Mass
“wearing sheets”. The Taborites warned darkly that such conduct invited
trouble.?*

Such rhetoric escalated in 1421 when the Czech heretics took their
aversion to ecclesiastical clothing one step farther. “Similarly, in the
same year on Monday after St. Agnes’ Day it was publicly announced
by the Taborites in the town of Sobéslav, that belonged to the Lord of
RoZmberk, that any priest found by them officiating in a chasuble would
be burned to death together with the chasuble.”?® That was the pub-
lic position. What concrete results followed? Initially, this sentiment was
confined to grumbling and discontent, but some Hussites “did not want
to accept the sacrament from priests officiating in ecclesiastical clothing,
which they called sheets, unless they took them off, and they obstructed
those who officiated in them. This is what really happened in the church
of St. Peter in Pofici, where women, with the permission of their hus-
bands, did not allow priests in chasubles to officiate at mass. And masters
forced priests, those preachers who observed ecclesiastical regulations,
advising them, defending it with Holy Scripture, vituperated them and
called them hypocrites and false leaders and wanted to kill them or chase
them away from the towns of Prague like mad dogs.”?® Here we sce
the liturgy disrupted, priests prevented from carrying out sacramental
celebration, and threats uttered against the practitioners of traditional
religion. All of this was premised on the conviction that heresy was latent
in the religious practices of the later medieval church. The threats became
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more overt. The aggressive heretics “marched out on Sunday, which was
the vigil of St. Katherine (24 November), with some of their people, with
cavalry and infantry and wagons, and also with some priests who were
carrying the body of the Lord Christ, towards Riany. When they arrived
at the place and the priests of Prague began officiating mass in chasubles,
some of the Taborites, sisters and brothers, came running and thundered
at the priests saying: ‘What are these sheets for? Get rid of them and
celebrate the mass as Christ and his apostles established it, or we will
tear to pieces those sheets you have on!’”?” Congregated in the Castle
of Konopisté in June 1423, Mikuld§ Pelhfimov and Jan Ji¢in argued for
the elimination of chasubles in the practice of religion.?® The next year at
a synod in Tibor, several theologians of the radical persuasion explicitly
rejected chasubles.”” More conservative Hussites accused their T4borite
colleagues of error in assuming this posture.®® Such remonstrance not-
withstanding, leaders of the heretics at Tabor only renewed their attack
on the use of liturgical vestments.?!

The threats of violence escalated and soon victims of the urge to purge
policies of reform promoted by the heretics were subjected to different
sorts of shaming and stripping. During the battle below Vy3ehrad Castle
just south of Prague in 1420, the Bohemian and Moravian barons and
knights who supported Emperor Sigismund and the medieval church
against the Hussites “were butchered like pigs, stripped of all their armour
as well as their clothing down to their underwear”.?* This incident might
be put down to simple pillaging in the aftermath of a battle. However,
during the conquest of the fortress of Riany in November 1420, but
after an agreement had been reached to allow the occupants of the for-
tress to depart, “the Taborite sisters waited for them [women residing
therein], captured all of them, stripped them of their finer clothes and
left them the worse.”*® Further evidence suggests this sort of behaviour
was deliberate and strategic. From Easter Sunday, 16 March 1421, at
Chomutov we have another report. “Villainous Taborite women commit-
ted a horrible crime. They took women and young girls out of the town,
all of them crying out, with the promise of releasing them and allowing
them to depart unharmed. However, when they got out of the town they
stripped them, took their money and jewellery and locked them into a
shed in the vineyard where the grapes are pressed and burned them, not
even sparing the pregnant women.”?* This amounts to stripping, sham-
ing, and slaying those deemed expendable based on subjective consider-
ations of fidelity to God. Orthodox Hussites persecuted the Adamites and
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the Taborites abused Catholics. Later Utraquists would repress the Unity
of the Brethren (Jednota bratrskd) and ultimately Roman Catholicism
would suppress the survivors of all of these groups. In this way a culture
of violence and intolerance characterised so much of religious practice in
Bohemia between 1420 and 1620.

In the 1420s, members of the dominant heretical faction, following the
rhetoric of the leadership in Tabor, seem to have engaged in ritual strip-
ping for the shaming of the true heretics. These practices continued. On
13 May 1421 at Jaromét “they stripped all people of the town, includ-
ing women, leaving them only in their shirts, and after they left town,
they drowned many of them, and others were burned by villains on the
battlefield.”* The leaders of the heretics had declared that those under
the holy orders of the medieval church were particularly liable for punish-
ment, especially on account of their offensive clothing. Though it reflects
a bygone controversy, Hussite iconography visualizes the dispute. The
legend of St. Martin is depicted wherein the saint, having given away his
luxurious garment to a poor man, celebrates the Eucharist in an inelegant
gown. He is contrasted with a procession of ecclesiastical officials clad in
extravagant pontificalin.’® The contrast in art was mirrored by conflict in
reality. In July 1421 at the monastery of the virgins in Teplice, though the
Hussites “were received warmly by the abbess and the virgins and supplied
with many provisions,” nevertheless the heretics “led the abbess with the
virgins out of the monastery, occupied the monastery and some of the
troops robbed them of their clothing.”?” Examples could be multiplied.
The stripping of clothing emerges as a central theme. Such practices were
condemned from within the movement. In a sermon preached in Prague’s
Bethlehem Chapel on the fourth Sunday of Advent, on 22 December,
probably in 1426, Jakoubek Sttibro declared that “false priests and their
followers concluded that it was legitimate to strip the clothes from people,
kill them and practice other cruelties that happened in these times.”3

Medieval society of course had its share of outcasts, those who had
been thrust out of the community for various reasons.** Clothing, or lack
thereof, figures into these categories. There were many attempts in medi-
eval Europe aimed at regulating clothing both among the clergy as well as
the laity. Such laws or customs are fundamentally different from the use
of clothing for segregation and degradation.*® Morcover, we find consid-
erable evidence for clothing as a cause of social conflict.*! Public sham-
ing for various offenses was common in later medieval Europe. Clothing
played a particular role in these spectacles. In 1248 at Aliermont a dozen
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prominent community members were publicly shamed by being forced
to make twelve processions to churches “barefoot in shirt and breeches,
heads uncovered... in linen drawers and haircloth shirts... Each of you
shall carry a wand in his hand and shall receive discipline from priests at
the end of the processions ...”*? In cases where heresy did not end in the
kinds of tragedies witnessed at stakes across much of Europe, its presence
carried with it public humiliation and social shaming; shame that occa-
sionally marked entire families and communities. Ecclesiastical authorities
fairly often required penitents to march around churches barefoot, wear-
ing a hair shirt. The Kent heresy trials in early sixteenth-century England,
where the accused were not relinquished to the secular arm for execution
of sentence by fire, were prescribed a penitential penalty; decisions which
are the most detailed and complex penances known in Lollard heresy tri-
als.*? Thirty-three individuals were ordered to carry a faggot in their par-
ish church in the procession and throughout the entire divine service.
Many of these heretics were further ordered to appear with bare feet and
lower legs, uncovered heads, and in one case several of the women were
instructed to appear in their underwear.** Penances for others also included
similar public rituals in the marketplaces at Canterbury and Cranbrook.*
In the previous century similar penalties were also handed down.*¢ For
example, in 1251 one man was sentenced to appear in Carcassonne, bare-
footed, wearing only his underwear, carrying a rod and ordered to visit
every church while being flogged as he went.*” One form of the humili-
ating punishment of heretics was the poena confusibilis of wearing some
symbol of infamy. The shame of heresy on the individual, his or her family,
or in some cases entire communities, was unavoidable. The stripping was
shameful and the shame functioned as an important component in societ-
ies based on concepts of honour. Stripping or wearing garments of shame
was a form of punishment known as the penance of humiliation.*3

Even before sumptuary laws were introduced mandating that a per-
son’s position in society be reflected in his or her dress, social order, moral
order, and the regulation of appearances were reflected in certain kinds of
clothing.*® Jews, lepers, prostitutes, and heretics were required to adhere
to dress regulations. Distinguishing marks meant to easily identify per-
sons not belonging to the prevailing majority religious faith seems to
have its origin within eighth-century Islam when the Umayyad Caliph of
Damascus, Umar ibn Abd al-Aziz II (717-20), ratified an order wherein
every dlimmi (non-Muslim residing in Islamic territory) should adhere to
clothing regulations that bore a distinguishing mark separating members
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of minority groups. The ordinance was subsequently reiterated in the
ninth century (850) by the Abbasid Caliph of Baghdad, Al-Mutawakkil
‘Ala Alla Ja‘far ibn al-Mu‘tasim (847-61), expanded into more stringent
regulations in the early eleventh century by the Fatimid Caliph al-Hakim
bi-Amr Allah (1005) and sporadically enforced until the thirteenth cen-
tury and noted by the theologian Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (11351). Such
decrees called for distinctive clothing, the destruction of places of worship,
and the nailing of demonic effigies to the doors of the outsiders. Jews,
Christians, and Zoroastrians were especially affected.>

The principle and practice inaugurated by medieval caliphs was adopted
by Christian authorities and applied with some severity in different parts of
Europe with respect to outsiders and outcasts, namely Jews, lepers, sod-
omites, prostitutes, heretics, and a variety of other groups, creating a visual
image and community of shame.®! Seventeen people in Kent were ordered
to wear a conspicuous badge featuring a flaming faggot on their outer
clothing for the remainder of their lives. Six others had dress restrictions
imposed on them. Five women (Agnes Raynold, Alice Hilles, Joan Riche,
Joan Lowes, and Julian Hilles) were forbidden to wear a smock on Fridays
while John Grebill was ordered never again to wear a linen undergarment
on either Wednesdays or Fridays. Both restrictions were to last in perpetu-
ity.>> Elsewhere we find at least twenty-five heretics condemned to wearing
either a single or double yellow cross on their clothing indicating their
transgression. Crosses were imposed on a further 275 individuals either
as original penance or on those released from a prison term for heresy.
Double crosses were imposed on those involved in more serious forms of
heresy or those who had been uncooperative. The forced wearing of these
ignominious crosses was a widespread practice. Their origins seem to stem
from a practice instituted by St. Dominic who ordered recanted heretics
to wear a small yellow cross on the exterior of their clothing as a sign of
their crime and penitence.®® At Douai and Cambrai in the early thirteenth
century, the wearing of such crosses was imposed.* Thirteenth-century
councils at Toulouse (1229) and Béziers (1233) specified the colour and
dimensions of these symbols of humiliating penance. The psychological
ordeal and the associated shame must have been severe.*® Such sartorial
signs promptly identified denizens of the medieval underworld.>

Wearing symbols of opprobrium made these people prey for abuse and
public ridicule, which was precisely part of the strategic plan in shaming
them in the first place.’” Other areas preferred to see the heretic as an
outsider in every respect, extending even to his or her ethnicity, language,
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and costume.®® These assumptions were seized on by unscrupulous zeal-
ots. Some heresy hunters claimed to be able to identify heretics by their
speech while others thought they could detect heretics by the clothing
they wore. In thirteenth-century northern France and Flanders, Inquisitor
Robert the Bugger believed heretics spoke in a certain way and boasted
he could tell a heretic in this manner and also by their peculiar gestures.
Pope Gregory gave credence to the activities of Robert by declaring God
had given this inquisitor a special grace.?* Whatever the particulars, osten-
sibly he gained significant knowledge of heretics. Combined with zealous
ambition, this made the “Bugger” a successful inquisitor, eventually earn-
ing the nickname “hammer of heretics.”%® Capital punishments meted out
by Robert included the stake and being buried alive. Punishments short
of the ultimate animadversio debita often involved immuring in prisons,
but we also find evidence of public shaming that included the wearing of
crosses and shaved heads. Notorious examples of identifying heretics by
appearance include two thirteenth-century self-appointed inquisitors in
Germany, namely Conrad Torso and Johannes (one-eyed and one-armed),
who boasted they could detect a heretic on the basis of his or her appear-
ance. Their hunt for heretics proceeded from town to town on this basis,
asserting they would prefer to burn a hundred such heretics if only one
among them were guilty.®! Such claims need not be accepted and apart
from the signs of shame, such assertions are grossly exaggerated.®?

In 1215 the fourth Lateran Council ruled that non-Christians were
obliged to wear some clothing distinction in order to identify themselves as
religious minorities.®* The papal inquisition under Gregory IX demanded
that surviving Cathars who accepted the dictates of the ecclesiastical pen-
ance of humiliation wear on their clothing a yellow cross as a mark of
shame indicating their conviction for the crime of heresy. Medieval think-
ers regarded shame within the category of fear. According to Thomas
Aquinas, such fear is linked to the notion of disgrace that touches on one’s
reputation or sense of self-worth. This is particularly potent in a society
with strong values about honour. Such fear is connected to erubescentin
(embarrassment), which produces verecundia (shame).* The stripping of
clothes, the loss of symbolic attire, or the forced wearing of an opprobri-
ous garment created such emotion.

There are some exceptions to the aforementioned general rule about
the unique clothing sometimes worn by heretics. Ordinarily, heretics were
not distinguishable from the general population. However, some male
Cathars wore black robes with a cord. When persecution mounted against
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them, these distinctive clothing features were worn under other clothes
to avoid easy identification.®® Waldensians were called “clog-wearers” on
account of the fact that, in imitation of apostolic poverty, they often wore
sandals or clogs.%® Elsewhere, certain heretics wore red robes. Evidence for
this practice in late thirteenth-century Swabia exists. Red habits were not
worn by any official religious order and were regarded in some contexts as
most irregular, banned elsewhere, thought by some to symbolize a future
religious order, but were, ostensibly, worn publicly by some heretics.®”

The depiction of heretics in art, woodcuts, broadsheets, and manu-
script illuminations can neither necessarily be taken at face value nor
regarded as historically accurate. Nonetheless, patterns of shame and
public humiliation can be detected. Cathars expelled from Carcassonne
in 1209 are shown stripped to their undergarments.®® A late fourteenth-
century Bolognese image reveals a heretic at the stake wearing a mitre and
a short garment around his waist and upper legs. He stands to the left
of an enthroned pope who sits judging heretical depravity.®” Elsewhere a
group of at least eight Templars, having been reduced to loincloths, are
burned.” In the late fifteenth-century an oil panel painting in the sacristy
of the Church of St. Thomas in Avila depicted two stages of the pub-
lic humiliation meted out to ecclesiastical criminals: two heretics having
already been stripped burn in the flames of the stake while two others await
their fate clad in the garments of shame on which is written “condemned
heretics.””! Jacques de Molay, the last Grand Master of the Order of the
Temple, along with his unrepentant colleague Geoffrey de Charney, is
shown at the stake wearing nothing more than a loincloth.”> The Hussite
heretics Jan Hus and Jerome of Prague appear with little demons sitting
on their heads, or wearing dunce caps with painted demons on them. Hus
is shown assisting a priest at Mass wearing a mitre on which are demons.
Elsewhere he appears between SS. Stephen and Laurence holding a chal-
ice and wearing a mitre with demons.”® More than a dozen examples of
Hus wearing a mitre with demons can be found.” Most visual depictions
of heretics are related to their demise. They were shown routinely in the
later Middle Ages wearing either gowns, usually white or black, or, with
the exception of some type of loincloth, naked. An unknown heretic by
Sassetta wears a black gown as does Hus in several depictions, and also
Joan of Arc. White gowns can be seen on Hus in several further depictions
as well as on Savonarola and the English martyrs Cranmer, Ridley, and
Latimer.”®
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There were exceptions to these patterns. One heretic is shown wearing
an odd little cap and dressed in a much more elegant gown kneeling in the
flames surrounded by books.”® Heretics reduced to the public humiliation
of wearing only their underwear or a type of loincloth is reflected in the
execution of the Templars, John Oldcastle, William Tyndale, John Hooper,
John Lambert, and unidentified heretics (supposed to be Albigensians)
before an inquisitorial tribunal. The extravagant case mounted against the
Pappenheimer family in Bavaria showed their deaths with the men wear-
ing underpants of different colours and the woman topless, wearing a long
skirt.”” In all cases, heretics were humiliated by these types of clothing
while the ritual stripping and shaming was only increased by means of
the public processional to the place of death. The conferring of shameful
clothing was by no means occasional. In a single fifteenth-century case,
200 repentant heretics were ordered to wear garments of shame for an
entire year while 1,200 others were sentenced to appear in this fashion for
the remainder of their lives. Those daring to contravene these court orders
were automatically considered impenitent and the penalty for relapsed
heretics was then applied.”®

Heretics were often stripped naked or down to an undergarment as
part of their degradation. On 18 March 1314, on the ile de la Cité in
Paris, Jacques de Molay was stripped until he was naked save for his shirt.””
The stripping of heretics, and the shame which that degrading procedure
implied, also has connections to other elements of public ignominy. In
twelfth-century France, William the Monk said to the apostate Benedictine
Henry of Lausanne: “You too are a leper, scarred by heresy, excluded from
communion by the judgement of the priest according to the law, bare-
headed, with ragged clothing, your body covered by an infected and filthy
garment; it befits you to shout unceasingly that you are a leper, a heretic
and unclean, and must live alone outside the church.”® Of course, the
ritual public stripping and shaming was by no means restricted to her-
etics and we find iconography of other outcasts similarly punished. One of
Philip the Fair’s ministers, Enguerrand de Marigny, was accused of corrup-
tion and sorcery. Stripped to his underwear, Marigny was hanged on the
public gallows at Montfaucon on the last day of April 1315.3! Elsewhere at
least twenty lepers are shown stripped and committed to the fire.3?

In some cases, shame, heresy, and clothing were related in the public
stripping of one’s physical garments of honour. There are two primary
examples. The first is the ritualistic defrocking of heretical priests that we
have already noted rooted in canon law. The other example of ritual strip-
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ping from prominence to shame was the public removal of the clothes of
authority and aristocracy. Heretics driven from Oxford around 1163 had
“their clothes publicly cut off as far as their belts ...”% In June 1207, in
exasperation and with the bold zeal of exterminating heresy, Pope Innocent
IIT warned recalcitrant authorities in Languedoc. He wrote to Raymond
Vlin strident terms: “Therefore think about it, stupid person, think about
it. Is not God who is lord of life and death not able to suddenly cut oft
your days ... and in anger deliver you up to cternal torment?”%* The con-
sequences were fulfilled on 18 June 1209, when Raymond VI, Count of
Toulouse, notorious protector of heretics, “deceitful, cruel, torturous and
perjured man” was finally reduced to submission in the face of relentless
inquisition and crusade.®® He was forced to hand over seven strongholds
to the crusaders and submit to a public humiliation at the Benedictine
Abbey Church at Saint Gilles. Before the cathedral, Raymond appeared
naked, and in the presence of twenty-two bishops was forced to swear
an oath of obedience. The papal legate placed a robe around Raymond’s
neck and then, while holding the robe, absolved him by whipping. The
unfortunate and shamed count was then dragged into the church.®¢ Many
years later, on account of suspicion about his allegiance to ecclesiastical
orthodoxy, Raymond was subjected to a humiliating death. A Hospitaller
placed his cloak on the dying man but it was pulled away by another and
a protracted squabble broke out. During the fracas, Raymond VI died.
His body remained unburied for centuries and was left to rot while rats
consumed his remains.®”

In terms of penitential humiliation, a similar fate awaited his son
Raymond VII on 2 April 1229 when he too was obligated to make peace
with the church and the French crown. Like his father, Raymond VII
was forced to undergo public penance at Notre Dame in Paris where he
was made to submit to a ritual stripping and shaming when he was pub-
licly scourged. These were noblemen. These acts of stripping and shaming
were among the social implications of heresy, but in terms of dishonour to
the knightly class, it was more shameful than execution.® It is also sober-
ing to note that some heresy hunters and inquisitors, the fifteenth-century
Nicholas Eymeric among them, believed that the imposition of shame
even on repentant heretics must remain in perpetuity. Incarceration might
come to an end and prisoners released from their cells, but the garments
of shame were to remain worn for the rest of one’s natural life. There were
even post-mortem implications. There is evidence that once certain devi-
ants died their garments of shame were hung up in churches as a perpetual
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reminder of their heretical guilt. Others deemed heretical following death
were sometimes exhumed, dressed in specific garments of ignominy, and
thereafter burned. The idea of being seized and subsequently stripped
was pervasive enough in some areas that, should a suspect within reach of
the authorities not be treated in this manner, it was considered sufficient
indication that the person in question would not be put to shame. In 1422
“Petr Rezek noting that the priest Jan was walking away and that no one
had seized him or stripped him, said to me that they would do nothing
to him.”%

It is instructive to note that late medieval depictions of hell frequently
show sinners nude. Generally, the only article of clothing permitted was a
head covering signifying that person’s rank or office, or their particular sin.
For example, in Taddeo de Bartolo’s reproduction of hell in the Collegiate
Church in San Gimignano, fornicators, sodomites, and gluttons are iden-
tified by this means along with offenders such as Simon Magus and Cain.
This art form is consistent with the use of hats and stripping as symbols of
public shame and humiliation. Individuals convicted of fraud were some-
times forced to wear a certain coloured cap as indication of their character.
Jews were obliged to wear black, grey, or yellow hats. This either was
a substitute or an addition to the 7ota or the yellow badge of infamy.”
Pointed hats (pilens cornatus or the Judenhat) were worn by Jewish men
between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries.” Red or brown hats often
were symbols of respect. Persons appearing bareheaded either were slaves,
peasants, or those shamed.”” The bare-head represented yet another
dimension of the stripping of heretics. Public stripping or being forced
to wear the visible signs of shame provides powerful evidence attached to
the meaning of clothing as symbol and identification. Stripping or sham-
ing was not restricted to heretics but extended as punishment to other
groups as well. Prostitutes were made to wear special indications of their
trade, though there was no standard practice across Europe. The practice
finds its roots in ancient Rome.”* In areas under the control of the French
king, usually they wore a red shoulder knot. In Toulouse, it was a white
knot. At Leipzig, yellow cloaks with blue trim were the norm. In Vienna,
a yellow handkerchief was attached to their shoulder. In Bern and Zurich,
the shameful ornament was a red cap. At Parma, we find white cloaks, at
Bergamo yellow cloaks, while in Milan, black wool cloaks appear to be
the mandated attire. Any citizen had the right to strip a prostitute naked
should one be encountered improperly clothed.”* Clothing created per-
ception and that perception shaped reality.”®
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The Church, through canon law, penitentials, and other means,
legislated against same-gender sexual behaviour. Offenders were rou-
tinely fined, subjected to stripping and shaming that included public
humiliation such as the pillory, flogging through the streets, branding
on the forehead, being forced to wear a fool’s cap that sometimes had a
“B” painted on it (meaning bugger), being pelted with rotten fruit and
vegetables, or made to process nude, holding candles, to the church.
These harsh measures must be contrasted with the visual lewdness or
similar acts depicted in sculpture noted in Chap. 4. Certain clothing
also marked out the leper just as surely and clearly as it did Jews, prosti-
tutes, and heretics. In some places lepers were ordered to dress in white.
Elsewhere, it was mandated that a piece of red material appear on their
clothing, while in France the specified clothing was grey or black embroi-
dered with the letter “L” clearly indicating their affliction and separation
from society. This symbolized the leper as a member of the underworld,
a person apart, an individual shamed. Lepers were to be sequestered
from the rest of the faithful, wearing uniform clothing, always carrying
that shameful symbol of identification.?® In effect, certain diagnoses or
accusations resulted in exclusion from society.”” Elsewhere in late medi-
eval Europe we find that certain heretics, in this case Czech Hussites,
willingly wore on their clothing deliberate symbols of their defiance,
resistance, and religious practice. “In order to distinguish themselves
these people wore a red and white chalice on their clothes, weapons, as
well as on their banners.””®

In the Basilica of Torcello at the northern end of the Venetian lagoon
there are vivid medieval Byzantine mosaics. Under the Last Judgement
can be seen an inscription begging the virgin to cover the naked sinner
with her cloak. For the impenitent heretic, the prayer is of no avail. The
rituals of stripping and shaming, together with the enforced wearing of
certain clothes, were designed to publicly humiliate the heretic, offender,
or other undesirable within the social community and in the community
of the faithful. Extensions of these practices can be found in the early
modern world, especially in the protocols and procedures of the inquisi-
tion.” Ritual stripping summons to remembrance the nakedness of Adam
and Eve prior to the cosmic disaster in the Garden of Eden. After the fall
only unrepentant sinners, like Jan Hus and other medieval heretics, felt
shame when they were stripped publicly. The “mark of Cain” motif, found
in the Hebrew Bible, was later applied by ecclesiastical luminaries, such as
the fifth-century Bishop Augustine of Hippo and the thirteenth-century
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Pope Innocent III, to certain groups as a means of identification as well
as shame.!® Particular clothing reveals the character of those who wear
them.!"! The garments of shame reveal the character of the wearer. The
stripping of the heretics indicates their depravity. The stripping and the
shaming confirm their expulsion from the community of the faithful. The
immediate and obvious indication appears related to clothing. This helps
explain the emphasis on the stripping of heretics. In the case of Jan Hus,
we read that once he was dead “they burned his clothes to ashes ... so that
nothing was left of his memory.”!%? If certain mentalities demanded his
burning, particular anxieties required his remains be obliterated.
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CHAPTER 9

Surviving the Middle Ages:
The Extraordinary Pursuit of Salvation

In the Monastery of St. Catherine on Mt Sinai there is a twelfth-century
icon inspired by a treatise entitled Kiipaé (Latin Scala Paradisi, mean-
ing the “Ladder of Divine Ascent”) written by John Climacus, who had
been an abbot of Mt Sinai 500 years earlier.! The treatise had been writ-
ten at the request of John, Abbot of Raithu, a Red Sea monastery.? The
book describes the spiritual pilgrimage from the futility of human life to
oneness with God by means of ascetic practice. There are thirty rungs
on the ladder. The book is divided into three major sections. Steps one
through seven discuss the essential virtues required for the climb. Steps
eight through twenty-six instruct the pilgrim on strategies for avoiding
destructive vices by means of salutary virtues. Steps twenty-seven through
thirty outline the ultimate goal of the journey. The last rung on the ladder
can only be achieved by attaining a state of being that transcends prayer
(mpooevyt), stillness (fovyin), and all emotion (drabeio) and finds rest in
love (dyé&mn). The iconographical representation of the vision expressed by
John Climacus shows monks ascending the ladder going up to heaven. On
every rung there is the danger of demons pulling one off the ladder and
down to hell. At the bottom, a group of monks pray for the salvation of
their brothers. At the top, Christ and the angels wait to receive those who
successfully resist the temptations and dangers of the world, the flesh and
the Devil. In between God and perdition there stands an army of devils
with pikes, ropes, and bows waging eternal warfare on humanity. Perhaps
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nothing was more central to the medieval mind and less a source of anxiety
than the eternal fate of the soul.

The pursuit of salvation in the Middle Ages was not the aim only of
the religious though often they were at the visible forefront of that preoc-
cupation. Indeed, these men and women of peace who had retreated from
life itself, or so it seemed, in deference to severe vows of chastity, poverty,
and obedience, often characterized their lives of spirituality in militaristic
terms. As followers of Christ, these ascetic people were the “soldiers of
Christ.” As the Cappadocian father Basil of Caesarea put it: “many are his
marches and vigils; his endurance of heat and cold, engagements with the
foe, the worst and greatest of perils; often, perhaps, death itself ... in the
combat for the confession of the faith and in the triumph of martyrdom ...
Fight then like good soldiers.”® The most important task facing the medi-
eval religious seems best characterized in terms of the military. We find this
expressed in a tenth-century monastic foundation charter. “The abbot is
armed with spiritual weapons and supported by a troop of monks anointed
with the dew of heavenly graces. They fight together in the strength of
Christ with the sword of the spirit against the wiles of Devils. They defend
the king and clergy of the realm from the onslaughts of their invisible
enemies.” The Anglo-Saxon King Edgar issued the charter to monks of
the New Minster at Winchester in 966. The conflict was spiritual, and
survival hung in the balance, with salvation at stake. Late medieval religion
was concerned, at least officially, with saving souls. That was the ultimate
form of surviving the Middle Ages. This was not a once-for-all event, but
rather a lifelong process: a cycle of sin, absolution, and penance—human
sin and the forgiveness of sins. Hence, sacramental confession and pen-
ance evolved into the religious activity of the medieval church. Only the
celebration of the Eucharist could rival the importance of confession and
penance.® The fourth Lateran Council in 1215 declared that every “mor-
tal” sin committed since the last confession had to be confessed to a priest
at least annually.® There were those who taught that submission to the
Roman Church entirely was assurance of the forgiveness of sins.”

Both sacramentalism and magic had at its core a belief that ritual actions
performed in the material world had an impact in the supernatural world.
Within that matrix, we find extreme examples of piety and devotion. The
post-mortem instructions drawn up by Emperor Maximilian I at the time
of his death in 1519 provide an exceptional example.® During the last years
of his life (1514-1519), Maximilian travelled everywhere with his oak cof-
fin.? In 1518, the emperor arrived in Innsbruck where he took ill. He set
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out from the city for one of his castles in the mountains of Upper Austria.
The journey proved too much. He reached Wels (one of the principal
towns of the province above the River Enns) on 10 December 1518. It
was soon apparent that the emperor’s life was drawing to a close and that
death was approaching. The attending physicians informed Maximilian
that he did not have long to live. He was advised to make preparation for
the final judgement. The emperor replied that he had already undertaken
those preparations long ago knowing full well the brevity of time at the
moment of death is often inadequate. “The man who makes no memory
of himself during his lifetime will have none after his death and will be
forgotten with the tolling of the final knell.”!?

At the end, Maximilian made very specific provisions about settling his
affairs but most importantly instructed his staff on how his body should
be treated once he expired. He was to wear a hairshirt. He ordered his
hair hacked off, his teeth broken out and pounded into powder, and his
body severely whipped. Why? He wished to appear before God as peni-
tent. Thereafter his penitent body was to be shown publicly as an example
of human mortality and penitential devotion. Following this, his remains
were to be placed in a sack and filled with quicklime and ashes. Then the
sack should be deposited into the coffin that for five years had traversed
the boundaries of his domain. Gregor Reisch, prior of the Carthusian
Charterhouse at Freiburg-im-Breisgau, took charge of the arrangements.!!
Reisch put a white Carthusian rosary in the dead hand of the emperor and,
perhaps against Maximilian’s wishes, placed other sacred objects alongside
the body. Thereafter the decedent was sown into a coarse cloth. Four days
later, the remains of the emperor were carried to the parish church for
the funeral. Johannes Faber, vicar-general of the Dominican congrega-
tion in Upper Germany, gave the oration. Cardinal Matthius Lang von
Wellenburg (later prince-archbishop of Salzburg) followed the bier and
said the prayers for the dead. The oak coffin was transported amid a great
procession to Vienna and thereafter to Wiener Neustadt. Finally, on 3
February, the casket was ordered buried under the altar in the chapel of St.
George in the Wiener Neustadt castle, positioned so that officiating priests
ever after celebrating the divine liturgy and holy communion could not
avoid trampling on his mortal remains in the duty of their sacred office. All
of these careful instructions had one goal in mind: Maximilian died hop-
ing that the desecration and humiliation of his physical body would merit
the grace of God and be judged worthy of true penitence. The emperor
expressed hope that his repentance at the hour of death might contribute
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towards a sufficient atonement for the sins committed in the flesh with the
outcome of gaining salvation for his soul.!?

What may strike the modern reader as shocking or bizarre was not all
that unusual. Violence and piety often went hand in hand.'* More than a
thousand years before Maximilian decided he wished to make the transi-
tion from earthly existence to life in the next world in a radically different
way than normally reserved for kings and royalty, there were strange men
living out lives of extreme spirituality in the deserts of Egypt and Syria.
These individuals were intent on devoting their entire lives to ascending
the ladder outlined by John Climacus. These men (and women) went
to some lengths to live lives of religious devotion and spiritual pursuit.'*
They were ascetics and their influence produced an “ascetic movement”
that could be found throughout the Middle Ages. This movement was
concerned with the idea of inherent evil that the Latin Church taught was
manifested in the world, the flesh, and the Devil, and these enemies stood
between the Christian pilgrim and eternal salvation.

The word “asceticism” comes from the Greek meaning “training.”
These men were “training.” They were committed to prayer, the contem-
plation of Christ, spiritual exercises, acts of charity, and abstinence from
meat, alcohol, fancy clothing, marriage, and sexual intercourse. One of the
more notorious was Simeon the Stylite or Simeon Stylites (390—459) who
was called the “athlete and friend of God.”!® Simeon lived in Syria and
can be located at the forefront of a quite fantastic cult of pillar-dwellers.!®
Simeon was trying to get away from people and worldly distractions. He
escaped to the Syrian wilderness but was dismayed to find crowds of oglers
coming and going, clearly fascinated by the extreme devotion of the holy
men. So he went up. He lived on a pillar that he had workmen increase
until the height eventually reached sixty feet with a platform about six
square feet. He spent thirty-six years up there. The term “stylite” comes
from the Greek stylos meaning “pillar.” Simeon went to some lengths to
practice what St. Paul called “crucifying the flesh” or in training himself
“with fasting and prayer.”!” He originally ran away from his parents and
joined a monastery when he was about sixteen years old. At this stage
in his life he was tonsured, meaning he now bore the visible sign of the
religious life. He tied ropes around his body so tightly they cut through
to the bone until blood dripped from his body, his flesh rotted and his
bed became full of worms. Clothing stuck to the wounds. Ostensibly it
required three days of soaking in oil and water to separate the fabric from
the flesh. Thereafter he dug a hole in which he stood up to his chest.
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When this proved insufficient he lived in a dry well filled with spiders,
snakes and scorpions and evil spirits and fought Satan.!® The Syriac Life
tells us that “in secret, he had many battles with the enemy of good.”” He
lived in the open air thereafter for four years. All of this transpired before
he became a stylite.

The platform at the apex of the pillar had been deliberately constructed
so that he could neither sit nor lay. Moreover, there was no protection
from the elements. He preached daily to crowds who gathered. Over time
his body began to exhibit signs of the brutal punishment he had passively
inflicted on it. Simeon developed an ulcer on a thigh that oozed of pus,
but he took no note of this affliction. His disciple Antonius tells us the
tumour came from the Devil.?° Simeon simply compensated for this dis-
ability by standing on one foot for two years. Worms collected on his sores
but he refused to see them oft. He merely instructed them to “eat what
God has given you.”?! Due to the excessive standing, Simeon developed
an ulcer on his foot that continually oozed pus. Simeon normally ate but
once a week but during Lent he took no nourishment and chained himself
to the pillar to prevent falling off, and thereby, prematurely terminating
his training and the essential ascent of the ladder to salvation.

Bishop Theodoret of Cyrrhus tells us that one of his assistants observed
Simeon bending over (head to toes) 1244 times before losing count!?*
At length he came to resemble a skeleton. According to the Syriac Life
Simeon ascended the ladder in an extraordinary quest for God.

He stood like a valiant man and was brave like a combatant and trained like
an athlete and armed like a warrior in the army of the Lord. He endured
all afflictions ...He held the evil one in contempt ... he defeated Satan ...
he destroyed the whole army of the devil ... In open view the flesh of his
feet ruptured from much standing, but his steadfast mind was on fire for his
Lord, a contest in secret. The vertebrae of his spine were dislocated ... he
did not become negligent from the severe bodily pains ... He was not dis-
heartened in the afflictions and perils... He did not fear his bodily wounds
nor did holy Mar Simeon give relief to his body. His eyes wasted away from
lack of sleep, but his mind was enlightened with the vision of his Lord ...
His body was with human beings, but his mind with spiritual beings ... He
chose affliction over relief, exhaustion over rest, and hunger over fullness ...
During forty years he stood on a pillar forty cubits high and a cubit wide.
His feet were fastened and bound as if in the stocks so that he could not
move them either to the right or to the left, with the result that their flesh
was worn away from the frequent affliction and bone and sinew could be
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seen. His belly was ruptured from standing so long ... These afflictions,
and many more, the athlete of God endured both openly and in secret. For
he withstood bravely and valiantly the heat of the sun in summer and the
force of the intense cold in winter. For the sun was like a fire ... then winter
came with a blast ... with snow ... and the east wind with violence, and the
south wind with its sultry heat. All of them combined forces together with
a battering rain, they joined battle ... the wind ceased and became calm, the
ice and snow changed and melted, and the rain was absorbed, while Mar
Simeon grew strong.??

There were assassination attempts but these failed spectacularly.?* The
histories of his life (of which there are three) suggest that his was a heav-
enly calling and he was regarded as the “consummate athlete of piety”
who became a “holy man.”?® He performed many miracles, people came
from far and near to see him and to listen to him. He passed judgements
on various issues and gave out advice to the crowds who congregated.
After more than twenty years his mother found him but she was not
allowed to see him.?® This is reminiscent of other holy men who declined
the company of females even if those in question were blood relatives.
Simeon made himself available to other visitors every afternoon. By means
of a ladder, visitors were able to ascend and communicate with the holy
man. He wrote letters and delivered addresses to those assembled beneath
his pillar. In contrast to the extreme austerity that he demanded of him-
self, his preaching conveyed temperance and compassion, and was marked
with common sense and freedom from fanaticism. Bishop Theodoret tells
us that after Simeon finally died and his soul was gathered unto God, his
body remained upright!?” Antonius tells us the Bishop of Antioch tried
to detach a hair (as a relic) from the departed stylite but was smitten and
his hand withered. Simeon apparently even performed posthumous mir-
acles.?® Evidently, it pleased God for Simeon to stand on his pillar, for he
stood there year after year — thirty-six in all — fasting, praying, exhorting
those who gathered, a sign pointing the way to heaven, to a higher, bet-
ter, more holy life. According to Bishop Theodoret, his perch on the pillar
expressed his desire to escape earth and soar to heaven.? After his death,
his pillar was enclosed by a huge martyrion, the remains of which can still
be seen to this day at Qal‘at Sim‘an in Syria. Epitaphs from the Syriac
Life refer to Simeon Stylites as “the genuine servant of the Lord,” “wise
pilot and helmsman of the ship of the world,” a “reliable master-builder,”
a “winning athlete,” a “stout-hearted warrior,” and “our preserver and
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nourisher.”3® The accounts of his life differ but remain unified. “Antonios
gives us the worm and the pearl; the Syriac vita the prophet transfigured
in the incense on the altar; Theodoret offers the achieved penitence of the
philosopher. For each, the saint’s actual vocation, practice, and activities
are the same. At issue is the nature of devotion, its meaning and pursuit.”?!

The mentality and absolute commitment to holiness exhibited by
Simeon the Stylite never truly faded entirely from the religious mind-
set of Christian Europe. Between Simeon and Emperor Maximilian, the
twelfth-century English hermit Bartholomew of Farne (11193) expresses
the cogent conviction establishing linkages between the temporal, physi-
cal, body and the eternal, spiritual, soul. “We must inflict on our body all
sorts of adversity if we expect to bring it to the purity and perfection of the
soul!” When death came for him, Bartholomew told those around him he
wanted to be buried there on the Farne Islands where he had fought and
suffered in order to obtain the heavenly consolation.?? The righteous who
ascend the ladder gain the heavenly world in the company of God and the
angels. Those who cannot or do not follow the pathways of asceticism and
spiritual pursuit do not find salvation but instead find their journeys lead
only to hell, to the Devil and his demons, where the souls of the damned,
described in the visions of St. Birgitta of Sweden, are “putrefying, stinking
and horribly deformed.”3 We find the prelude to all this vividly expressed
in a late fifteenth-century image called Les Amants trépassés (“the dead lov-
ers”).3* The two figures are dead but yet still alive. Both are naked, display-
ing their decomposing bodies, their bones are visible through the flesh,
their faces severely emaciated. They wear sheets that have been blown
back. The woman’s withered flesh is fully exposed and a toad clings to her
genitals.® Snakes are coiled around and within their bodies, biting the liv-
ing dead. Flies feed on their flesh. They remain standing. The man covers
his genitals with one hand while the other rests on his chest. The woman
touches his shoulder with one hand. They have not survived but they have
not yet expired. This is death. This is the inexorable process of decay and
disintegration and pain. The dead lovers occupy the boundary between
this life and the next and that line is blurred beyond distinction and they
exist only to remind the viewer of that truth memento mori.3

Simeon Stylites and Bartholomew of Farne embrace the disintegration
of the flesh and extol its virtues. They consider it a far better end than
falling victim to the inevitable maggots that await once life has departed
from the body. In a less dramatic scenario, Emperor Maximilian agreed
with that perspective though he waited until the last possible moment to



236 THOMAS A. FUDGE

eschew the flesh and make his pilgrimage to salvation. The vivid words
of the eleventh-century Peter Damian provides an unapologetic contrast.
“Come on, brother, what is this flesh that you take such care of and cover
with clothes and gently nourish as though it were royal offspring? Is it not
a mass of putrefaction? Is it not worms, dust and ashes? Is it appropriate
that a wise man should pay attention to what comes hereafter and what it
will be like then? Pus, discharge, stench, decay and obscene corruption.
What sort of thanks will these worms give to you, who are about to con-
sume the flesh that you have nourished with such gentle care?”?” Medieval
people saw beyond the frailty and temporality of the flesh as depicted
vividly by Peter Damian and grasped hold of the eternal significance of
the soul. Simeon Stylites ascended his pillar in the Syrian desert while the
medieval religious turned their faces to the ladder of life. The posture
echoes the many historical exhortations to martyrdom (whether literal or
substitute) from the early and patristic periods of the church.

There were other pathways to salvation. The desire to survive likewise
assumed less startling proportions and sometimes extended into areas of
curiosity. Among medieval sources we read popular stories from the thir-
teenth century of spectacular Eucharistic devotion. In one case a woman
took a communion host home and put it in her beehive. She did this in
hopes it would preserve her bees and save them from dying off. The next
day she discovered that the bees, having recognized the sacral nature of
the body of Christ present among them, had out of great piety built a
chapel in the hive, complete with windows, roof, altar, a porch, and a
bell tower. Once the construction of the miniature chapel was completed,
the bees reverently placed the host on the altar.®® The woman became an
unwitting witness to an extraordinary quest for salvation.

Stories like these were often repeated in the religious life. The piety
of members in the animal kingdom and their innate recognition of those
higher values can also be illustrated by a similar story related by the
thirteenth-century Dominican Etienne de Bourbon. Unlike the female
keeper of the beehive who wanted to ensure the continuation of her bees,
the second tale concerns a farmer simply desiring to gain wealth. Listening
to the advice offered by a friend, the farmer contrived to secure a conse-
crated host from the parish church that he placed into his own beehive.
What happened next was a parallel response as found in the tale told by
Caesarius of Heisterbach. Once more the pious bees with great rever-
ence and devotion constructed a miniature church that contained an altar.
Upon this sacred space they too placed the consecrated host. As though
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to celebrate the presence of the body of Christ among them, bees from all
over the neighbourhood were attracted and together they sang beautiful
hymns of praise to God. When the farmer returned to inspect the hives
hoping to discover them overflowing with honey he was astonished to
find them completely empty except for the hive wherein the bees had
built a church and where the sacred host rested. The pious bees promptly
attacked the impious farmer who was forced to withdraw. Having con-
sulted with his ordinary, the local parish priest led a procession to the
holy hive and carried the little bee church back to the parish church in the
village. During this transition and procession, the bees continued to sing
songs. Once the little church was safely inside the parish church, the bees
flew away.*?

One of the means whereby people survived and facilitated their quest
for God was through deliberate association with the objects and places
deemed holy by the church. These holy objects were often associated
with power and miracles.*! Derived from the Latin religuus (meaning
“left behind”), these relics were venerated, collected, traded, stolen, mass-
produced, occasionally lost, and sometimes deliberately destroyed. They
functioned as instruments of power, politics, and propaganda. Their use
and appropriation can be located throughout Europe. One cannot speak
of religion and the quest for salvation in the later Middle Ages without
referring to relics. It has been argued with persuasive force that relics rep-
resented one of the most important features on the religious landscape
of medieval Europe. Practically every church, every altar, many noble-
men, kings, queens, and religious houses possessed relics and often these
collections were in great number. The second Council of Nicaea in 787
decreed that every altar should possess a relic and that a church could not
be consecrated without at least one.*? That directive seems to have been
taken quite literally by the end of the Middle Ages. In practical terms,
relics were matters of state, possessed legal implications, and performed
important social functions. Relics often featured in military matters. The
discovery of the alleged holy lance of Antioch in 1098 during the first cru-
sade was credited with inspiring the crusaders to break out of the besieged
city, and therefore, enabling the Christians to succeed.*® By contrast, when
the relic of the true cross, carried by the bishop of Acre, was lost during
the battle at the Horns of Hattin in 1187 the crusaders were demoralized
and suffered total defeat.** Elsewhere we read of consecrated hosts, car-
ried in monstrances by priests when armies went into battle. Sometimes
both armies went out to confront the other under the sign of the body
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of Christ.* More than this, relics contributed to perceptions of individual
identity. Relics were also commodities of enormous commercial value. For
example, Louis IX spent a small fortune buying relics for Saint Chapelle.*
Despite claims about papal authority, spiritual dominion, and function-
ing as the vicar of Christ, when it came to the practice of papal rule, it
seems clear that the occupants of the highest office in Christendom owed
their lion’s share of authority to the undisputed fact that popes were the
guardians of the mortal remains of St. Peter. This reality caused power-
ful men and women to make the journey to holy Rome where they were
inclined to take heed to the mediated voice of St. Peter himself as facili-
tated through his nominated personal representative on earth.*”

By the end of the Middle Ages, collectors of relics could be found
across Europe. Perhaps one of the most devoted relics collectors of the
period was Elector Frederick the Wise of Saxony. In 1493 the elector spent
five days in the city of Jerusalem. This experience seems to have shaped
his spirituality, and thereafter, he went to enormous lengths to procure
as many holy objects as possible. In order to preserve his vast collection,
Frederick spent a fortune refurbishing the Castle Church in the Saxon
capital of Wittenberg. In this holy space, Frederick amassed his collection
of more than 19,000 relics. Within this German repository one might
find the body of a holy innocent slain by the henchmen of King Herod
in his futile quest to destroy the young Jesus. Frederick’s collection of
relics included a sample of breast milk from the Blessed Virgin Mary and
some straw ostensibly taken from the stable of the Nativity on which the
baby Christ had slept. Extending the boundaries of his piety, Frederick
employed no fewer than eighty-three priests to say or sing almost 10,000
masses for him during the year 1520 alone. Elector Frederick the Wise was
not alone in these extreme acts of piety and religious devotion. Rivalling
Frederick’s collection of relics in Wittenberg was another vast collection
belonging to Albrecht of Brandenburg, the electoral archbishop of Mainz.
Albrecht’s relics were of sufficient spiritual force that viewers of these holy
objects could obtain release from up to thirty-nine million years in pur-
gatory.®® That promise was a powerful incentive for men and women to
come and piously view the relics. Such collections were both enormous
and extraordinary, to say nothing of their rarity.

Medieval relics included such interesting holy objects as the cloth in
which Thomas a Becket blew his nose, bones from Balaam’s famous talk-
ing ass, and a very rare piece of Noah’s pre-historic ark. Found among
these vast collections of relics were drops of sweat from the brow of Christ



SURVIVING THE MIDDLE AGES: THE EXTRAORDINARY PURSUIT OF SALVATION 239

during that anxious night spent in the Garden of Gethsemane. Incense
offered by the Magi was reported to have survived the vicissitudes of time,
as well as the foreskin of baby Jesus (Charroux). There were entire bodies
of saints to be viewed or milk from the Virgin Mary’s breasts (Walsingham
and Orvieto). Hair of the virgin was displayed (Laon). Moreover, there
were several of the pots used at Cana by Jesus wherein water had mirac-
ulously changed to wine. There was dirt extracted from the very field
wherein God had created Adam. Other collections featured pieces of the
manna that had sustained the Hebrews during their long desert sojourn.
Thorns from the very crown of thorns that had been placed on the head
of Christ (Saint Chapelle) and an actual piece from Mt. Calvary could be
seen. Collections of relics featured a piece of the table at which Christ and
his friends had eaten the Last Supper. Mary’s girdle also turned up in these
collections (Prato Cathedral) as well as various arms, legs, skulls, and other
body parts of various and sundry persons, and one of Jesus’ diapers was
also claimed by one of the inveterate collectors of relics in these extreme
acts of devotion and piety, to say nothing of the foreskin of the son of God
(Conques).

Entire theologies supported the brisk and pious trade. Distinctions
were drawn. Technically, the relic is not what is worshipped but rather the
essence of what the relic represents. Such holy objects prompt the heart
of the faithful to greater devotion and by this means the intercession of
the saint is moved by the fervent desire of the penitent to effect forgive-
ness for sin.*” So valuable were these objects that possession of them was
seen as a definite aid to those wishing to survive the Middle Ages, and the
drive to collect and keep relics frequently crossed lines of modern con-
cepts of morality and legality. Robbers often stole sacred objects in their
quests for power, prestige, and perhaps even for salvation.>® Monks were
not averse to breaking open tombs, crass thieves raided church treasuries,
and unscrupulous traders ransacked cemeteries.®! Pilgrims were prone to
thieving relics.®? According to his medieval biographer, Bishop Hugh of
Lincoln went to great lengths to obtain a relic of Mary Magdalene, “the
most blessed lover of Christ.” In 1190 he visited the Benedictine abbey
of Fécamp in Normandy. He was shown the greatest treasure of the mon-
astery, an arm bone wrapped in three layers of silk and linen apparently
belonging to Mary Magdalene. In his excitement, Bishop Hugh cut open
the wrappings, first kissed the bone, then tried to break off a fragment.
When this failed, he bit the bone first with his incisors and then with his
molar teeth. At length he succeeded and was able to escape with two
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splinters while stunned and mortified monks and their abbot protested in
vain. Hugh’s response was to say that if he had handled the sacred body of
Christ with unworthy fingers, partaking of it with lips and teeth, (during
the sacrament) why should he be reluctant to treat the bones of the saints
any differently.®?

Warnings were issued against the raiders of sacred relics. At Conques,
seven thieves were caught in a “divine storm” as they robbed relics and the
roof caved in and the blasphemers were killed. Lest anyone think this epi-
sode was mere coincidence, the chronicler noted the bodies were hurled
from a window a considerable distance. The narrative warned other such
criminals that should they avoid a similar fate now they could expect to
be remanded eventually to harsher punishment in the eternal fire of hell.>
Among the raiders of sacred objects was the aforementioned Bishop Hugh
of Lincoln. At the shrine of St. Nicasius (in Meulan), the bishop broke a
bone from the head and took it away. At St. Denis, near Paris, he failed
to extract one of the teeth, but managed to secure “a delicate little bone”
from between the eye sockets. At Peterborough, Hugh took a knife and
cut out a sinew from the arm of the king and martyr, Oswald. Elsewhere,
when robbery seemed less an option, the intrepid collector prevailed on
the religious at Fleury until they provided him with a tooth from the skull
of St. Benedict.?®

Fraud, theft, and opportunism characterized the relics industry. The
bones of Mary Magdalene were brought to the Abbey Church of Vézelay
from St. Maximin la Ste Baume by the early eleventh century. Two hun-
dred years later, her entire body was discovered at St. Maximin. That
noted, her body was also advertised as being simultaneously in Senigallia,
Rome, and Constantinople. Moreover, multiple skulls, arms, fingers, and
other parts were scattered across Europe. John Calvin ruefully noted that
if all the fragments of the true cross were collected it would be sufficient
to build a ship.>® When Francis of Assisi died, armed guards were posted
around the building to prevent the theft of his body and when Thomas
Aquinas expired, his massive corpse was divided into several precious relics
and distributed. There are composite relics wherein are contained objects
from several sources. For example, in the shrine of St. Boniface in the
hermit church in Warthuizen in the northern Netherlands one can find
bone fragments of St. Boniface as well as bone fragments belonging to SS
Benedict and Bernard. Relics were extraordinary objects that were seized
on with much enthusiasm by ordinary people who found in them solu-
tions to the problems of life, power for spiritual needs, and remedies with
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which to confront and combat the dire threats of social crisis, disease, and
the impending perils of hell. The shape of Christian Europe was formed
in part by the preoccupation with relics.”” But there was always the dan-
ger of corruption and contamination when the unholy breached sacred
space and such lines had to be vigorously defended. Forty-four years
after his death, the posthumously condemned John Wyclif was ordered
dug up and removed from the consecrated ground at Lutterworth. The
remains of the notorious heretic were ordered exhumed at the Council of
Constance in 1415 because Wyclif’s memory had also been condemned.
The order was not immediately fulfilled but was delayed until 1428 when
Richard Fleming, Bishop of Lincoln, acted. He took this step after being
reminded of his duty on 9 December 1427 when Pope Martin V ordered
Fleming to proceed against the remains of Wyclif.*® So it came to pass that
in the spring of 1428 John Wyclif was disinterred, his remains burned, and
thrown into the River Swift in accordance with the will of the pontiff and
in fulfilment of medieval canon law.*

Connected to the cult of relics and the preoccupation with purity and
holiness was the medieval practice of going on pilgrimage. This common
occurrence in the Middle Ages was the expression of pious Christians to
actually go and see relics. In the twelfth century Abbot Suger described
a great crowd pressing into the Abbey Church of St. Denis, character-
ised by howling men and screaming women, whom the abbot thought
were about to give birth, all shouting and struggling to get in to see the
collection of relics. Many were unable to gain entry, those inside were
literally crushed together, and some were trampled.®® These pilgrim sites
were often marked by some miraculous phenomena like bleeding stat-
utes, blood-spattered hosts, or other supernatural occurrences.®' Pilgrims
in the hundreds of thousands took to the roads in hope of finding rem-
edy for their ills and ailments whether physical or spiritual.®> More than
60,000 in one week were recorded at Munich in 1392 and in 1466 more
than 130,000 pilgrim badges were sold in a two-week period at Einsiedeln
and over 100,000 pilgrims annually came to Wilsnack.%?

Pilgrimages always ended in places where miracles had happened
previously and where it was imagined further miracles might transpire.
Pilgrimages were voluntary, unless prescribed as penance. At the pilgrim’s
end, one might obtain souvenirs, indulgences, or in fact the forgive-
ness of sins just for having made the trip. In 1300 Pope Boniface VIII
declared a jubilee year, announcing all who came to Rome would receive
an indulgence.®* Hundreds of thousands made the trip.®® Pilgrimages
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also attracted numerous teenagers. In the 1450s thousands of German
boys and girls made long pilgrimages to shrines like Mont St. Michel in
Normandy. Town chroniclers recorded their suspicions of these troops of
young people, numbering in the hundreds, loudly singing their songs of
pilgrimage.® Pilgrimages often involved relic collecting. Felix Fabri (c.
1441-1502), a Dominican from Ulm in Swabia, made two trips to the
Holy Land and tells much of interest with respect to pilgrimages and rel-
ics.®” Sometimes pilgrims returned disenchanted, disadvantaged, or never
reappeared, having vanished without trace on the pilgrims’ journey. Fabri
reports scandalous practices like the seizing of the bodies of stillborn chil-
dren that were then carefully wounded, embalmed, and sold to unsuspect-
ing Latin princes as bodies of Holy Innocents worthy of veneration.®® As
for the milk of the virgin, Fabri scoffed that all the cows in Lombardy
together could not produce as much milk as that volume shown around
the world ostensibly belonging to the Blessed Virgin Mary.®
Notwithstanding these allegations, the public criticism of relics and
miraculous objects constituted a dangerous undertaking. That said, peas-
ants were not all gullible. The German knight, Arnold von Harff, who
went on pilgrimage near the end of the fifteenth century, was bothered by
the obvious duplication of sacred relics.”’ He noted on his pilgrim jour-
neys that he had seen many arms of St. Thomas. These were displayed
at the Church of St. Mary Major in Rome, in the Church of St. John on
Rhodes, and at Mackenon (Madras) in India. Arnold noted another arm
in the sacristy of the Church of St. Servas in Maastricht. While at St. Denis
near Paris, Arnold notes he was shown yet another hand of Thomas the
Apostle, drily adding, “but I have already seen this in lesser India ...and
in Maastricht.””* The body of St. Matthew was not only seen at St. Mary
Major in Rome, in Padua, but also in Lombardy.”> The head of St. James
could be seen in Venice at St. George’s Monastery, and also at Santiago
de Compostella. At Compostella the impertinent Arnold made inquiries.
Noting that the body of St. James was reported to rest in repose near the
high altar in Compostella but also rumoured to be at Toulouse, Arnold
requested he be shown the holy body. However, officials at Santiago de
Compostella told the inquirer that anyone who did not truly believe that
the holy body of St. James lay in the high altar, but entertained doubts
and wanted to see the body “would immediately become mad like a mad
dog.” Arnold facetiously wrote that the reply gave him precisely what he
needed to know.”® He decided to leave such matters to God to sort out
the errors of the priests, the keepers of sacred relics. Still, these doubts and
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efforts at mass manipulation did not deter the faithful from their spiri-
tual quests, and pilgrims crowded the roads leading to Jerusalem, Rome,
Canterbury, Cologne, Santiago de Compostella, and dozens of other
sacred destinations. Extreme acts of piety and devotion could be detected
all along those roads, but even on these sacred journeys all was not holy
and plenty of danger lurked. Poor road conditions, high tolls on many
roads, inadequate, incorrect, or non-existent signage, inclement weather,
challenges of food and shelter, especially in remote areas, other travellers
with less honourable motives, violence, and bandits together made pil-
grimages rather risky.”* Those perils noted, pilgrimages figured in the fab-
ric of the medieval quest for salvation. Ecclesiastical and civic authorities
profited from the popular imagination and turned the cult of the pilgrim
into great economic advantage.”

For many medieval people intent on successfully ascending the ladder
of spirituality, acts of extreme piety and devotion were sometimes even
more evident and immediate in the form of deliberate forays into violence
and into practices aimed at imitating what St. Paul called the daily crucifix-
ion of the flesh in order to bring the body into subjection.”® The discipline
of the spiritual life or self-flagellation (disciplina) seems to have become
common practice in the high Middle Ages. The Benedictine monk, papal
legate, and Cardinal-Bishop of Ostia, Peter Damian (1007-1072), pro-
moted the idea that true spirituality should be regulated and enforced by
physical discipline.”” He recommended that those truly committed to fol-
lowing the pathway marked out by Christ should practice self-flagellation
on a daily basis for as long as it took to recite forty psalms. He suggested
that on special or holy days, this might be significantly increased.”® As jus-
tification for the mortification of the flesh, Peter Damian argued that only
those who participated in the sufferings of Christ could be partakers of the
promise that the faithful, one day, would inherit the kingdom of God and
thereby join with Christ in glory.

This idea of physical or earthly self-punishment leading to spiritual or
heavenly reward was outlined in a short treatise titled “In praise of the whip
and speaking of discipline,” which Damian addressed to Abbot Desiderius
at the monastery at Monte Cassino around 1070. Abbot Desiderius was
later elevated as Pope Victor III. In this address, Peter Damian rails on the
community at Monte Cassino for having neglected the previous Friday
tradition of public flagellation. It is in this context where, as noted above,
Damian suggests that those unwilling to share in the sufferings of Christ
by consequence will not share in the glories of Christ. It has been shown
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that many saints in the later medieval period embraced this teaching and
engaged in various acts of self-punishment. By the thirteenth century,
there is sufficient evidence to suggest the practice had become norma-
tive in religious houses. There are cases of men and women striving for
a higher rung on the ladder to salvation who abused themselves in this
manner privately but we also know of instances wherein the practice was
undertaken collectively. In Dominican houses in south Germany, we find
evidence where the admonition of Peter Damian had become institution-
alized as part of the religious practice of those seeking the survival of their
souls somewhere other than in the flames of hell. Nor was this form of
discipline limited to the religious and practiced only in monasteries and
convents. Outside the walls of abbey houses, devout lay men and women
punished their bodies. Numerous flagellant movements from the mid-
thirteenth to the mid-fourteenth centuries sprang up in various parts of
Europe.” Eyewitness accounts record the scourging they administered to
themselves and to each other.?® Such behaviour sometimes was a response
to the fear generated by the Black Death and disease but also in reaction to
the growing conviction that the end of the world was near. Eschatological
terror inspired numerous penitential brotherhoods (penitents) prepared to
undertake appalling penance on behalf of entire communities. Examples of
vicarious penance can be traced into the late antique period of Christianity
and by the Middle Ages was practically a way of life.3!

There is some merit to the observation that only when people ceased
to take an eschatological world view seriously were the Middle Ages truly
at an end.?? But before that cultural and intellectual frontier was crossed,
many continued to believe that all humans are equally weak in the face of
the evil represented by the end of the age.®® One response was the vision
of Peter Damian.

Self-flagellation was a means of combating evil with the terrors of escha-
tology in view but it was also an act of piety and devotion that sought to
emulate the suffering of Christ. On this latter point, the monastic theo-
logian Ludolph of Saxony (¢.1295-1377) suggested that the truly peni-
tent should take up the whip with the conscious intent of replicating the
scourging of Christ, at least in the imagination of the flagellant. In order
to more perfectly follow Christ in such acts of piety, those attempting to
advance up the ladder of divine ascent should stretch out their arms in the
form of a cross, whereby physically replicating the form Christ assumed
on Calvary during the crucifixion. Ludolph invited his readers to engage
fully in the life of Christ by moving from observer to participant. In this
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symbiosis, each person’s sins should be visualized as the instruments of
torture that formed the passion of Christ. Entering into that suffering
meant embracing (from a distance) the torment and crucifixion of Jesus.®*
This raises the question, that seems not to have been considered in medi-
eval theological or religious thought, of whether God enjoys the suffer-
ing of the penitent sinner as he or she struggles to survive the onslaught
of the world, the flesh, and the Devil.® The thirteenth-century ancho-
rite, Wilbirg of St. Florian, practiced this self-abuse with the help of an
iron girdle that caused serious injury. However, her rationale was simple:
“In this way I have harshly afflicted my flesh and through this affliction I
have won a not inconsiderable reward.”®*® There is evidence that Thomas
Becket wore a hair shirt and had himself flogged on a regular basis as a
sign of penitence.?”

In the practices advocated by Peter Damian we find the quest for sur-
viving the Middle Ages at the absolute extremes of piety in the devotion
manifested by the pilgrims of faith. Sisters belonging to the Dominican
Convent at Unterlinden kept the tradition very much alive. According to a
fourteenth-century source these women whipped their bodies in the sever-
est manner with various sorts of scourging instruments until they bled and
with such intensity that the sounds of the lashing resounded throughout
the entire convent.®® The gruesome penitential theatre may be traced from
Simeon Stylites through the religious devotees of the medieval centuries
to the extreme funeral instructions of Emperor Maximilian. The extraor-
dinary pursuit of salvation seemingly knew no limits. A legend from the
later Middle Ages records an incident at the Church of St. John (Svéta
Jana baznica), which was built in the thirteenth century in Riga, Latvia.
Formerly a chapel of a Dominican Abbey founded in 1234, two monks
decided to be walled up in the southern wall where they were fed through
a small hole for the duration of their long lives. The spot where the monks
were immured can still be seen to this day behind a cruciform-barred aper-
ture in the wall. Elsewhere on the Church of St. John, two open-mouthed
heads can be seen high up on the outer wall facing Skarnu Street. It is
believed the monks used to sit and preach behind these mouths. During
restoration in modern times, skeletons were discovered in the walls. This
represents yet another variation of the spiritual desire of the Middle Ages,
a quest to obtain the security of salvation.

From a modern point of view, much of this might be dismissed as the
blind following of blind people in the darkness of religious excess or a mor-
bid preoccupation with various types of pain and suffering. The medieval
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experience of pain was theologically considered. Those unable to forebear
the trials of adversity and suffering and whose pain was exhibited in great
torment and screams clearly were guilty of sin or faithlessness. These were
the heretics, the criminals, the sinners. To them belonged eternal punish-
ment. The fortitude and endurance displayed by such people (heretics and
other social undesirables) were explained as rooted not in God but instead
was a result of demonic illusion.?* On the other hand, those who bore
suffering with stoic fortitude were thought to be able to do so by virtue
of divine assistance. God’s gift of grace enabled the tormented to achieve
impassibility in stunning displays of defiance, joy, courage, and fortitude.
Witness the martyrs of the faith who finished their earthly pilgrimage with
serenity. These were the saints, the holy men and women, who had fought
the good fight, finished the course, and kept the faith. To them belonged
the kingdom of heaven.”®

The forms of religious expression noted in this chapter signposted vari-
ous routes to salvation. Some were only for the few, like Simeon on his
filthy pillar, others were for the many, like the faithful who took to the
pilgrim roads. Not many adopted the flagellation of others and even fewer
embraced self-flagellation. But many Christians were aware of, went to
see, kissed, and doubtlessly believed in the alleged spiritual benefits of
relics. The sceptics tended to engage in iconoclasm as a theme of dissent,
contempt, and criticism. It is difficult to imagine that more than a few
Christians pursued forms of extreme piety.

In the medieval spiritual economy, extreme acts of piety and devo-
tion were considered strong bargaining chips to have on one’s resume in
advance of the day of judgement. Collecting and venerating relics, pilgrim-
age, ascetic practices that led to despising the body, mortifying the flesh,
and embracing pain as a means of oneness with Christ were considered
important components in the calculus of salvation. Each were deliberate
strategies aimed at completing the ladder of divine ascent, overcoming the
trials of life and reaching glorious renaissance in heaven.
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CHAPTER 10

The Fickle Hand of Fate

Long ago, when the writing and recording of history was yet in its infancy,
a Greek poet noted that of all the terrors, marvels, and wonders in the
world, none was more terrifying or stranger than the men and women
who occupied its pages.! In the Bodleian Library at Oxford, there is a
medieval manuscript bearing an inscription: “This book belongs to St
Mary of Robertsbridge; whosoever shall steal it, or sell it, or in any way
alienate it from this House, or mutilate it, let him be anathema-maranatha.
Amen.” Just below that inscription we find another. “I, John, Bishop of
Exeter, know not where the aforesaid House is, nor did I steal this book,
but acquired it in a lawful way.”? The other Middle Ages, like so much of
the rest of human history, is filled with the follies and foibles of men and
women and there is much that remains inexplicable, curious, possibly even
meaningless, but all of that reflects to some extent the nature of medieval
mentalities and its anxieties.

Medieval theologians sometimes spoke of divine providence in world
events and daily life but perhaps time and chance happened without plan
and fate intervened to change the course of history more often than not.
“One should not multiply explanations and causes unless it is strictly nec-
essary... Everything is explained, using a smaller number of causes.”® In
Boethius® Consolation of Philosophy, Geoftrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tnles,
in the poems comprising the Carmina Burana, and in numerous other
medieval works, we encounter the Rota fortunae, or the idea of a wheel
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of fortune.* There are numerous iconographical representations of this
concept in medieval sources. The wheel perpetually turns and each person
rises on the arc of the wheel but eventually falls off. The historian struggles
with notions of causal factors and the unsolvable “what ifs” of the past.
What if William the Conqueror had not injured himself in battle? What
if Frederick Barbarossa had not fallen from his horse into a Turkish river?
What it Humphrey of Bohun had not led the assault on a heavily guarded
bridge in northern England? What if the gate had not closed so suddenly
behind Joan of Arc at Compiegne? Were these happenings acts of God or
random turns on the wheel of fortune?

The death of William the Conqueror occurred on 9 September 1087.
The victor of the famous 1066 Battle of Hastings died six weeks after being
seriously injured at the Battle of Mantes fighting the French during the last
week of July 1087. During the battle, the extremely corpulent William fell
heavily against the pommel of his saddle, seriously injuring his intestines.
A contemporary chronicler records the mayhem that followed the king’s
demise. Pillagers looted the royal residence, stealing almost everything
and leaving the corpse practically naked on the floor. During the funeral, a
fire broke out and almost all the mourners left to help fight it. Only a few
monks remained behind. The stone sarcophagus into which the decedent
was to lie unfortunately had been ill prepared by the masons and could not
contain the king’s girth. When the desperate monks attempted to squeeze
the body into the coffin, “forcibly doubled up,” the king’s bloated bowels
burst and an “intolerable stench assailed the nostrils” of all those present.®
Various perfumes failed to mask the offensive odour so the putrid mess
was quickly interred in the abbey of St. Stephen in Caen, Normandy. Had
William not been violently pitched into his saddle horn, how different
might the later eleventh century have looked? There is no way to tell and
all hypotheses are exercises in speculation.

During the third crusade in 1190, and unwilling to wait in the con-
gestion to cross a narrow bridge, Frederick Barbarossa elected to ford
the Gokst River (known then as the Saleph). Unfortunately, his horse
stumbled and the heavily armoured Barbarossa was thrown into the water.
“The veins of his body opened, and he drowned.”® The death of the char-
ismatic leader threw the crusading forces into chaos. If Frederick had been
more patient, had taken his turn in the queue, and proceeded on, would
his presence have altered the outcome of the crusade? The question is
unanswerable. His men put the body of Barbarossa into a vat of vinegar
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in hopes of preserving it, his exploits passed into legend, but the German
king was no more.”

A century and a half after William the Conqueror, some of the English
barons were in open revolt against their king, Edward II. Humphrey of
Bohun, the fourth Earl of Hereford, was among them. Fighting on a small
wooden bridge, on 16 March 1322 during the battle of Boroughbridge,
Hereford was felled by an unworthy skulker lurking beneath the bridge
who either deliberately or by sheer chance thrust a spear into Hereford’s
anus, immediately disembowelling him.> Humphrey of Bohun “led the
fight on the bridge, but he and his men were caught in the arrow fire.
Then one of de Harclay’s pikemen, concealed beneath the bridge, thrust
upwards between the planks and skewered the Earl of Hereford through
the anus, twisting the head of the iron pike into his intestines. His dying
screams turned the advance into a panic.” While this version of events
claims more than the sources allow, the death of the Earl altered the
struggle against King Edward. What if the wheel of fortune had afforded
Humphrey another day or another year? What if he had evaded that spear
and won the Battle of Boroughbridge?

On 23 May 1430, at the height of her influence, the tide turned
rather dramatically for Joan of Arc. She and her men were fighting at
Compiegne. The fight was hot and when reinforcements appeared for the
Burgundians the French withdrew towards Compiegne. Joan protected
their retreat. Suddenly and without warning the drawbridge to the city
and to safety was closed and Joan was left outside with a few of her men.
Guillaume de Flavy, the military captain in charge of that town, shut the
gate ostensibly to prevent the Burgundians and English from taking the
town. There are two versions of events. Either Flavy betrayed Joan or she
was overwhelmed by enemy forces. There are suspicions that Joan was
betrayed: the gate that was closed was not the main gate and one not
essential to the defence of the city and its closing was premature. Her fear
was fulfilled. She fell into the hands of the hostile Burgundians. A careful
study of the city’s defences indicates there was no imminent danger to the
city if the gate had been left open for Joan to gain refuge. Even if the gate
was taken, the city could have remained secure. It is an historical puzzle,
but it appears that she was deliberately betrayed.!® What if the gate had
remained open a few more moments? How might the Hundred Years” War
have been altered had Joan survived? The question cannot be answered.
The fickle hand of fate intervened.
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If the wheel of fortune turned against William the Conqueror,
Frederick Barbarossa, Humphrey of Bohun, and Joan of Arc, it may have
rewarded Pope Clement VI as well as the Hussite military commander
Jan Zizka. Clement VI survived the horrific ravages of the Black Death in
Avignon in 1348-1349 by sitting between two roaring fires in the heat
of summer while many of his staff died along with countless citizens of
the town. About 400 died each day and in one six-week period a single
cemetery received 11,000 corpses. Two thirds of the Avignon popula-
tion was affected and nearly all of those died. The graveyards could not
hold the dead and so the survivors took to throwing the bodies of plague
victims into the Rhéne River.!! Why did the pope survive? How might
the fourteenth century church have been different had a different pontiff
taken the See of St. Peter? In the summer of 1420, armed soldiers from
three dozen nations marched on Prague in a crusade directed at Christian
heretics. The fight should have been over in short order with a victory
for the crusaders. Zizka’s army was small by comparison and while he had
selected a strategic vantage point for defence, it was guarded only by two
women, one girl, and twenty-six men. During the main onslaught, Zizka
himself was nearly killed and we are told that the entire city of Prague was
certain the crusaders would overwhelm the Hussites. All were praying
with tears and lamentations, asking God for divine intervention. What
happened next was extraordinary. A priest came out of the city holding a
monstrance. The crusaders paused. Seeing the sacrament and hearing the
tolling of a small bell, the crusaders took fright and fled. ZiZka’s men pur-
sued and slaughtered them.!? What if the priest had not ventured out past
the city walls? What if the crusaders had taken no note of him? Why were
seasoned military men put on their heels by a relatively common occur-
rence? How might the history of central Europe at the end of the Middle
Ages been different had the crusaders stuck to their mettle? We have no
way of knowing.

In addition to the wheel of fortune, there were other factors in the con-
ceptual Middle Ages thought to be responsible for otherwise inexplicable
acts. A thirteenth-century Cistercian prior referred to an unnamed demon
as the agent of scribal faux-pas who was thought to haunt monastic scrip-
toria and was to blame for scribal errors in manuscripts.'® This demon was
considered the cause of annoying inkblots, the almost obligatory line skip-
ping associated with medieval copyists, and the reason why certain letters
looked different to various scribes, thereby creating otherwise inexplicable
errors and variant readings in manuscript sources. We learn this demon’s
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name was Titivillus and the earliest use of this name occurs in the work of
the thirteenth-century Franciscan John of Wales.!* The literary curriculum
vitae of Titivillus has been carefully compiled.'® The efforts of Titivillus
can be illuminated by means of a modern example. A joke of uncertain
origin tells the tale of a young monk arriving at the monastery. He is given
the job of assisting other monks in copying manuscripts. After a time, he
notices that the copies are all being prepared from earlier copies, not from
original manuscripts. The new monk tells the abbot that such practices may
perpetuate scribal errors. The abbot agrees and goes off to the monastic
archive to retrieve the original manuscript that no one had studied in hun-
dreds of years. Hours pass and finally one of the monks goes to see what
has happened to the abbot. The visibly distraught abbot is revealed to have
discovered that the word transcribed “celibate” was actually “celebrate”
in the original text. There are legitimate historical precedents. There is an
iconographical tradition within Christian art depicting Moses with horns.
In preparing the Latin Vulgate at Exodus 34:29, Jerome translated the
Hebrew word geren, that can mean either “horns” or “rays of light”, as
the Latin cornuta that can only mean “horned.” Thus, instead of his face
reflecting rays of light, or glowing, Jerome’s Moses has horns! It is thought
that this translation error is responsible for the iconographical tradition of
Moses with horns.!'® Some medieval writers, had they commented on the
matter, might well have ascribed the horned Moses to the nefarious work
of Titivillus. What if Jerome had chosen another Latin word?

Perhaps even more pertinent than introducing scribal errors, the work
of Titivillus seems to have been one of keeping records. John of Wales
noted that Titivillus gathered up the fragments of misspoken words and
filled a sack with them a thousand times every day.!” In other words,
Titivillus was associated with acedia (sloth), one of the seven deadly sins.
As the recording demon, he made notes about practically everything he
heard or saw. These notes were submitted to his higher authorities in hell
to await Judgement Day when they would be used against the guilty par-
ties. Both Caesarius of Heisterbach and Jacques de Vitry (the latter in his
Sermones Vulgares of the 1220s) point out that Titivillus made note of
all prayers that were mumbled or said improperly and these errors were
recorded and placed into a sack and likewise conveyed to storage to await
the end of time.!® In an anonymous fifteenth-century English devotional
treatise, Titivillus introduces himself and outlines explicitly his daily work:
“I am a poure dyuel, and my name ys Tytyuyllus ...I muste eche day ...
brynge my master a thousande pokes full of faylynges, & of neglygences in
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syllables and words ... else I must be sore beten.”’® The demon was char-
acterized as bearing a heavy sack “full of the syllables cut off, syncopated,
or skipped over” by careless clerics in the practice of religion.?’ Etienne
de Bourbon claimed that Titivillus recorded the foibles of careless priests
who “truncated verses, evacuated them of their sense, skipped pronuncia-
tions and obliterated letters”.?! Clearly, Titivillus was a hard taskmaster.
But had not even the meek and gentle Jesus warned that every careless or
idle word would be taken into consideration on the day of judgement???
Later, St. Ambrose made it even more stringent by suggesting that not
only would men and women be held accountable for every idle word but
also for every idle silence.?® According to some medieval sources, Titivillus
was a horrible and deformed creature who kept both eyes riveted on his
target so as not to miss a single slip.>* Others claimed he carried an ink-
horn over his shoulder, held parchment in his left hand, and a pen in the
right as he went about recording.?® Literary sightings of Titivillus in the
Middle Ages are numerous, including one wherein a monk happened on a
demon scribbling away. The religious asked: “What are you writing?” To
this the demon replied, “your sins.”?® What if people had not believed in
such things?

The persistently revolving wheel of fortune, the unpredictable appear-
ance of the fickle hand of fate, and the incessant errors caused by the
recording demon are examples of constructs within medieval mentali-
ties that sought to explain the mysteries of the Middle Ages. If Titivillus
caused monks to introduce errors into manuscripts, might he not likewise
be responsible for prompting the beetles of Saint Julian and the wood-
worms of Mamirolle to eat away certain crucial parts of judicial records as
noted earlier? What was the real reason behind the unfinished coat of arms
in a Latin Gradual of 1552 prepared by Jan Taborsky of Klokotskd Hora?
The coat of arms had been drawn but not coloured. Below the drawing,
written in Czech, we find these words: “I was not able to finish it because
I was very busy. I intend to complete it at some other time.” Jan Taborsky
never found the time.

The wheel of fortune sometimes made unexpected revolutions produc-
ing outcomes no one could predict. In late May 1424, Jan Zizka and his
men were trapped along the Labe River near the Czech village of Kostelec,
fifteen miles northeast of Prague. Backed up along a small bend in the
river on an escarpment, the only escape route was blocked by a supe-
rior military force. The siege lasted a week. On the morning of 5 June,
just when the armies loyal to King Sigismund were prepared to pounce,
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they awoke to discover that Zizka and his men had vanished, seemingly
into thin air. Somehow, in the middle of the night, they had managed,
with considerable stealth, to move their wagon fortress, supplies, horses,
weapons, and personnel down the embankment and across the previously
considered uncrossable Labe River.?” Had the crusaders waited too long?
Charlemagne certainly had. The great medieval monarch of the ninth cen-
tury, for all of his accomplishments, could not write. Later in life he made
a concerted effort. His biographer tells us that Charlemagne attempted to
learn to write and we read that his pillows were covered with notebooks
and tablets and when he couldn’t sleep he would practice. “But he met
with little success in these efforts for he had started too late in life.”?8 What
if he had learned to write at a young age?

Sometimes medieval people failed to take things seriously enough. King
Berengarius I, though aware of threats against his life, in the year 924 chose
to sleep one night in a little cottage near the church in Verona and posted
no guards since he did not think he was in harm’s way. During the night
he was murdered on the instigation of a scoundrel named Flambert.?
On other occasions, it appears that potential threats may have been taken
too literally and too seriously. Once more, crusaders invading Bohemia in
1431 seeking to suppress heresy came out wanting, having been weighed
in the balances. Prepared for battle, the formidable crusade force heard the
approach of the Hussites, perhaps a mile away, and were filled with fear,
broke rank, and ran pell-mell through the Bohemian forest for the rela-
tive safety of the German territories.?® In an epic song of victory written
immediately after the debacle at Domazlice, we find this account. “They
completely forgot their honour, both poor and rich, abandoned their bat-
talions and did not wait for the attack of our army. They were so afraid,
they did not see us and they ran — even though our enthusiastic fighters
were three miles away. The Germans were startled by the rattling of the
wagons and the neighing of the horses, and the rumble that sounded all
over the region. When our people were noisily getting ready for the fight,
they [the crusaders] were frightened by the sound of the bugles, as well as
by the song of our brotherhoods.”3 What if the crusaders had held firm?
They outnumbered the Hussites by a two or three to one ratio. How are
we to explain their desperate flight?

An old Middle Eastern tale of unknown origin, but possibly either from
a ninth-century Sufi source or the Babylonian Talmud, compiled in the
third to fifth centuries, sets out the idea of the Rota fortuna admirably.
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There was a merchant in Baghdad who sent his servant to market to buy
provisions. Shortly thereafter, the servant came back, pale and shaken, and
reported that while in the marketplace he had been jostled by a woman
in the crowd and when he turned he saw that it was Death. The ominous
woman looked at the man and made a threatening gesture. The servant
asked his master to borrow a horse in order to escape and thereby avoid
his impending fate. He determined to go to Samarra, about seventy-eight
miles north of Baghdad, hoping to evade Death. The merchant lent him
a horse, and the servant rode away as fast as the horse could gallop. Later,
the merchant went down to the marketplace and saw Death. He asked
why she had made a threatening gesture to his servant that morning.
Death replied, the gesture had not been threatening but instead a bit of
surprise seeing him in Baghdad, for they had an appointment that night
in Samarra.®

The other Middle Ages in many ways was not terribly different from the
mainstream of medieval history. Rich and poor, young and old, men and
women were subject to the same vicissitudes of life. They had similar con-
cerns and fears, and were as quick to accept many of the same explanations
and remedies. At the dawn of the Middle Ages the bombastic and dis-
agreeable Bishop Cyril of Alexandria died. In a controversial letter attrib-
uted to Theodoret, bishop of Cyrrhus, and addressed to Bishop Domnus
of Antioch, found among the Acts of Chalcedon, we read that “at last and
with difficulty the villain has gone.” The gravediggers were advised to
place “a very large and heavy stone” on the grave of “this wretch” lest he
provoke the dead to such extent and they being “annoyed at his company”
seek to return him to the land of the living.3? If heavy stones could prevent
the dead from returning to the material world, then the idea of Titivillus
causing an ink smear on vellum was not thought ridiculous. Mentalities
ranged from a consciousness of the demonic in the rhythms of everyday
to a preoccupation with the foolish. Hence, when a ring was dropped on
the stone floor of a German church during a wedding, the priest might
loudly tell the devil to stay out of the matter while in an English church in
1330 the vicars laughed and amused themselves throughout the service by
dropping melted candle wax on the bald heads below in the choir.** How
can we reconcile such divergent approaches to religion?

We find strict concern for law and order as well as unlikely evidence
indicating the hatred and fear of heretics. In the former, we read that
in 1499 a French woman who had committed suicide by hanging was
ordered taken down and rehanged properly by the executioner of Evreux.3
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Elsewhere we read that the will of John Werke, drawn up in 1463 in the
Parish of SS Anne and Agnes in London, included a specific bequest of 6 s.
8d. for the purchase of faggots to be used for the burning of heretics.3¢
Even in the midst of the utterly mundane, we encounter evidential bits of
hostility towards outsiders. For example, in the Annals of Xanten we read
that in 838 the winter was very wet and windy. On 21 January there was
thunder. On 16 February there were loud thunderclaps. Five days before
Christmas, during the night, there was a great crash of thunder. Yet in the
midst of these unremarkable meteorological observations the chronicler
recorded, without explanation, that “in the same year a wicked heresy
arose.”?” At other times, we find the sympathizers of dissenters recording
their disdain for the establishment. In a medieval Czech manuscript we
find in a capital letter a caricature of a monk bound in fetters and shout-
ing in pain. A second example is a drollery of a monk beneath a capital
letter on a lower margin with the inscription “Ha Ha Monachus veritas
vincit” (ha ha, monk, truth will prevail) while a third image depicts a
monkey wearing a tonsure walking away from another capital letter car-
rying Czech bagpipes.3® Elsewhere, the medieval religious establishment
is inexplicably portrayed by a monk lifting his habit to reveal his backside
[see fromtispiece]. His right hand spreads his buttocks to reveal his asshole,
huge testicles, and long, dangling penis. All the while, he looks over his
shoulder at the viewer.? Here is the perfect depiction of medieval religion
and its anxieties.

Critics of the Middle Ages maintain that “the Gothic cathedrals exist
for the shame of those who made them”.*° That is opinion, nothing more.
And yet, the parody “holy gospel according to the Mark of Silver,” which
exults greed, opulence, and wealth to the highest levels of the church
promised salvation to those who were not led astray with empty words
but who practiced the gospel of greed to the extent of refusing to allow
the Son of Man to enter unless he was able to make generous gifts to the
doorkeepers, chamberlains, cardinals, and popes. Though this was never
official ecclesiastical policy, it appeared to be practiced in certain times and
places.*! At least that was the opinion of the church’s critics.

As the wheel of fortune turned inexorably, there was magic, or at least
a semblance thereof. A sermon preached somewhere between 1415 and
1420 tells a story about a Lollard heretic living near Oxford. The fellow
went to church to mock and during fifteen celebrations of the Eucharist
that day, the man placed a small stone in his pocket each time he observed
the consecration of the sacrament. Later he ran into a fellow heretic and
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told him the tale and asked if he would like to know how many gods he
had seen that day. Reaching into his pocket, where he expected to find
fifteen stones he discovered but one. Amazed and shaken out of their
stubborn disobedience to God and the church, the two heretics promptly
reconverted.*> Was it divine intervention to save these erring souls? What
if the heretic had found fifteen stones in his pocket?

The story can be contrasted with the problems of the thirteenth-century
papacy. The papal throne lay vacant for twenty-seven long and acrimonious
months. Finally, a pious hermit sent word that should the cardinals fail to
elect a pope, divine judgement was likely to occur. The hermit turned out to
be the 85-year-old Pietro del Morrone who was then promptly elected pope
without the usual conclave. Morrone vigorously protested, and attempted
to flee, but in the end was persuaded to become Pope Celestine V. His pon-
tificate was an abysmal failure and a study in ineptitude. Administratively
incompetent and politically naive, Celestine blundered about in much
apparent confusion and even appointed more than one applicant to the
same benefice. After five disastrous months he resigned. He desired to
return to his former life as a hermit but was imprisoned by his successor
Boniface VIIT and died seventeen months thereafter.** What if he had never
sent that letter of admonition? Celestine’s later life was a tragedy. An unwill-
ing pope, a reluctant pawn of powerful forces, and a gloomy prisoner, the
fickle hand of fate surely played a key role in the downfall of Morrone.

Aspects of the Middle Ages, especially in terms of religious reform and
renovation, can be illustrated to some degree by the well-known twelfth-
century tale of how a council of mice decided to deal with their sworn
enemy the cat.** The wisest mouse suggested they place a bell on the cat
that would signal the cat’s approach and being warned, the mice could
better avoid the snares set by their feline enemy. The mice agreed. It was
a splendid plan. But then the question arose: who would volunteer to
put the bell on the cat? One by one each mouse demurred. The tale’s
recorder, Odo of Cheriton, drew out the metaphorical implications not-
ing that many priests, monks, and ordinary people who wished to rise
up against their prelates on account of irregularities or abuses, or mis-
uses of power, could all agree that something should be done to elimi-
nate whatever problem existed. But no one was willing to file charges,
confront the prelate, or otherwise lead a proper revolt. In the end, the
prelates continued as always. Undoubtedly, Titivillus made copious notes
and filed reports in hell on all these perfunctory councils to await the
day of judgement. Those depicted in the Last Judgement fresco at Albi
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each carry a book clutched to their chests. The books of the damned are
filled with notations of their sins, crimes, and faults.*> Could these be the
records made by Titivillus? What if there had been no consciousness of sin,
punishment, or salvation?

The Middle Ages are filled with ghosts. Alfred the Great died on 26
October 899 and was buried in Winchester Cathedral. According to leg-
end, his ghost wandered the cathedral precincts and distracted the priests
during their nightly prayers. At length, Alfred’s mortal remains had to be
moved elsewhere.*® Most former residents of the Middle Ages were more
benign, having been dispatched by the wheel of fortune or subjected to
the vanity of vanities and went silently and whose passing caused neither
a ripple nor made a sound. From a religious or theological perspective,
existing in the Middle Ages meant living life in eschatological time. The
world hastened onward to its pre-determined Christian consummation.
The lives, thoughts, hopes, and perspectives of these men and women
were shaped by the forces of the medieval world. Yet even in the hallways
of the other Middle Ages were the seeds of change. Indeed, there can be
no such thing as motionless history.*” Despite the randomness, violence,
human striving, and questing throughout the medieval period, and the
apparent thrusts of the fickle hand of fate, the hopes, humour, and his-
tories of those fascinating times remain right up to the present. Traces
of it are found in the unlikeliest places. On 5 October 1904, Dr. Samuel
F. Upham, a theologian at Drew Theological Seminary in New Jersey, lay
dying. Friends and family had gathered around the bed and at length the
question arose if Upham was still alive. The suggestion was advanced that
someone feel his feet on the assumption that no one ever died with warm
feet. At that precise moment, Upham opened one eye and drily said, “Jan
Hus did.” Those were his last words.*

What if one of the greatest theological minds of the Middle Ages had
yielded to temptation? Or what if another towering figure had been a poor
gambler? In the case of the former, the 19-year-old Thomas Aquinas was
locked in a room with a beautiful prostitute. His family hoped to dissuade
him from taking holy orders and becoming a Dominican friar. The Italian
whore used her beauty, caresses, and enchantments to no avail. Thomas
chased her from the room with a burning firebrand in hand and went on
to become the “angelic doctor” of the medieval church.* What if the fair
courtesan had succeeded in seducing Thomas? Presumably, there would
have been no Summa theologica. In the latter case, a man challenged
Bernard of Clairvaux to a game of chance. The bet was either Bernard’s
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horse or the man’s soul. Bernard won. The fervent gambler set aside his
material pursuits, took up the spiritual path, lived a life of great sanctity,
and ended his days in heavenly reward.*® But what if the winning bet of
the day had been the horse? The fickle hand of fate played an imprecise
role in the shaping of the medieval centuries and in the determination
of what I have elaborated as the other Middle Ages. What if the wheel of
fortune had turned in different ways?

Peter of Blois declared in the twelfth century that he relied on the
past in the sense that he was really just a dwarf standing on the shoul-
ders of giants and from that elevated position was able to see farther than
they could.’! Even earlier, using the same metaphor, Bernard of Chartres
claimed the dwarfs could not only see farther but could see even more.>
What did they see? What if the giants were looking the wrong way? And
what determines right and wrong, either now or in those Middle Ages?
What if the ancients pointed mainly to errors, misconceptions, and ideas
no longer useable? But by what calibration are such judgements decided?
Thompson was right. We must be wary of the tendency to condescend.
From the end of the European Renaissance, we find the suggestion that
wherever there was desire for learning there would be much arguing and
opinions. Yet there was only one viable response: Let truth and falsehood
grapple together. Who ever knew truth to be put to the worse in a free
and open encounter?®® As students of the medieval world, one way to learn
from the past is to take seriously the inexplicable factors that form the other
Middle Ages. This includes paying attention to visual images, heretics and
deviants, laws and lawbreakers, mentalities and anxieties, as well as reli-
gious practices, along with the likes of Titivillus and the wheel of fortune
too. Only in this way can the past be empowered to speak once more.
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Chroust in MGH, SRG, n.s. (Berlin: Weidmann, 1928), p. 91.

. Friedrich W.D. Brie, ed., The Brute or the Chronicles of England (London:

Early English Text Society, 1906), part 1, p. 219.
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There are several accounts of the event including Joan’s, Perceval de Cagny,
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Rats, Lice and History (New York: Little Brown, 1935), p. 89 and Ole
J. Benedictow, The Black Death 1346-1353: The Complete History
(Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2004 ), pp. 97-8.

Vavtinec of Brezova, Historia Hussitica, pp. 383-91.

Caesarius of Heisterbach, Dialogus miraculorum (¢.1230) in Strange, ed.,
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rum, dist. 4, Chap. 9, vol. 1, p. 181.
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3306v. I owe the references to Margaret Jennings, “Tutivillus: The Literary
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pp- 1-95. See also Paula L. Pressley, “The Revenge of Titivillus” in Robin
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Oxford University Press, 2001), vol. 1, p. 122.
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Caesarius of Heisterbach, Dialogus miraculorum, p. 181.
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translated in Thomas A. Fudge, The Crusade against Heretics in Bohemin,
1418-1437: Sources and Documents for the Hussite Crusades (Aldershot:
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in Théodoret de Cyr, Correspondance, vol. 4, ed., Yvan Azéma [Sources
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as 091.885.223 /1. Latin Gradual from the third quarter of the fifteenth
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Pope who Quit: A True Medieval Tnle of Mystery, Death, and Salvation
(New York: Image Books, 2012).

Odo of Cheriton, Parabolae, c. 1200, in Les Fabulistes Latins, vol. 4, ed.,
Léopold Hervieux (Paris: Libraire de Firmin-Didot, 1896), pp. 225-6.
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p. 194.
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Entries for religion, religious practice, and their constituent parts are
selective on account of the fact that these subjects form the basic fabric of
the book and in consequence are quite numerous. Popes, councils (eccle-
siastical synods), and specific churches are listed alphabetically under those
headings. Abbeys, convents, cloisters, monasteries, and priories are noted
under the heading of religious houses. Medieval people are generally listed
under places of origin (town or castle) and the index does not follow the
common practice of listing in the place of priority first names for people
born before circa 1500. Lesser known medieval figures have been identi-
fied according to their chief role in connection with the subjects under
investigation. Many obscure places, churches, and persons, especially those
involved in the criminal prosecution of animals or connected with the accu-
sations and legal proceedings against Gilles de Rais have been omitted. The
use of abbreviations has been avoided except in the designation of saints.

A Adam (Adamite leader), 191
Abbeville, 25 Adamites, 184, 187,189, 191-2
Abbots, abbesses, 22,97, 114, 126, accusations against, 192-3,

127,174,209, 212,227,229, 197-8

230, 240, 241, 243, 250, 251, repression of, 196, 211

257. See also Monks; Nuns; sources, 187-92

Religious houses Adultery, fornication, 123, 131-2, 135,
Abelard, Peter, 99, 165, 169, 178 189,191, 219
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Aeneas Sylvius. See Piccolomini,
Aeneas Sylvius

Albi, 10, 138, 140, 143, 262-3

Alchemy, 56, 61, 62. See also
Necromancy; Sorcery

Alcohol, 189,232

Alexandria, Clement of, 124, 148

Alexandria, Cyril of, 260

Alexandria, Hypatia of, 197

Ambrose, St., 258, 266

Ambroz, Priest. See Hradec,
Ambroz of

Amiens, 25, 90,96, 101, 102

Anathema, 27, 28, 32, 253

Angels, 107,123, 128,131, 137,
138, 1424, 161, 167,172,
209, 229, 235

Amnimadversio debita, 27, 215. See also
Capital punishment

Animals, xi, 4, 13-50 passim, 51,71,
73,91,95,97,102-5, 126, 131,

mice, 22,23, 25, 32, 34, 46, 262

monkeys, 24, 25, 34, 97, 104, 106,
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pigs, 14, 18,19, 21, 22, 25,27, 29,
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rats, 15-18, 20, 21, 25, 28, 29, 32,
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snakes, 23-5,43, 97,104, 123,132,
134-7,139, 141, 144, 233,
235,248

toads, 34, 130, 132, 139, 141,
235,248

wolves, 14, 24,25, 34, 45,91,
104, 198

woodworms, 17, 23, 27, 30, 258

worms, 25,29, 122,123,125, 130,
139, 140, 232, 233, 235, 236

145, 236
bears, 22, 25, 31, 34, 39
bees, ix, 23, 28-9, 34, 236-7
beetles, 25, 28, 30, 32, 258
birds, 19, 28, 91, 104, 114,
123, 141
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cats, 14, 16-17, 23, 25, 33, 34,
37,262
cows, 23,25, 32,104, 242
dogs, 23-5, 32, 104, 128,210
donkeys/mules, 22, 24, 25, 29
dragons, 19,91, 95, 98, 104,
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foxes, 19, 25, 34
goats, 24, 25, 32, 34, 37,43,91,
97,104-6, 115, 168
horse, 18,22, 23, 25,29,97, 142,
254,259, 260
lions, 19, 44,91, 97,99, 101, 104
locusts, 25, 27

Anselm, 126, 149, 209

Antichrist, 4, 120, 127, 129, 146

Anticlericalism, 197, 203—4

Apocalypse of Paul, 140

Apocalypse of Peter, 123, 124, 140,
142,147

Apocalyptic, 8, 115, 124. See also
Chiliasm; Eschatology

Apostasy, 59, 64, 200, 217

Aquinas, Thomas, 21, 31, 37, 126,
130, 131, 215, 240, 263

Arc, Joan of, 53, 54, 64, 69, 71, 76,
78,79,197,207, 216, 254-6

Aristotle, 19

Asceticism, 159, 229-30, 232, 235,
246. See also Mystics; Stylites,
Simeon

Assassination, 120, 234

Assisi, Claire of, 160

Assisi, Francis of, 14, 150, 240

Athanasius, 170



Auber, Charles Auguste, 107-8
Augustine, 125, 126, 130, 142, 158,
168, 220
Augustinians. See Religious houses
Austria, 106, 152,231, 267
Authority, 15, 17,19, 37, 55, 120,
145, 184-5, 195, 214
apostolic, 57
classical, 19, 124
ecclesiastical, 6, 18,21, 90, 108, 213
papal, 238
secular, 22, 80,98, 191, 208
Autun, 15-18, 20, 27, 32, 103,
105, 131
Averroés, 134
Avila, Teresa of, 159, 164, 167,168,173

B

Backhouse, Edmund, 83

Bagpipes, 91, 113, 261. See also Music

Balaam, 2, 22,238

Baptism, 171

Barbarossa, Frederick, 254-6

Bartolo, Taddeo di, 133-8, 1424, 219

Beaumanoir, Philippe de, 31

Beausobre, Isaac de, 197, 202

Beauvais, Vincent of, 122-3, 128

Becket, Thomas, 238, 245

Begging, 52, 54, 126

Beguines, 160, 161, 165, 166, 170

Bell, book and candle. See
Excommunication

Bells, 94, 236, 256, 262

Bestiality, 224, 144

Bestiaries, 38, 50

Bibfeldt, Franz, xii

Bingen, Hildegard of, 159, 165, 170, 172

Black Death, 4, 8, 120, 141, 153,
244256

Blanchet, Eustache, 61-2, 67, 68, 72, 80

Blanchu, Etiennette, 64, 83
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Blasphemy, 15, 23, 103, 123, 134,
179, 185, 189, 190, 206, 240

Blois, Peter of, 264

Blood, xi, xii, 20, 58, 61, 72, 82, 122,
123, 134, 161, 162, 166, 184,
207,232,234, 241

Boethius, 19, 253

Bohemia, 183-7, 191, 193, 196, 212,
259. See also Prague

Bohun, Humphrey of, 254-6

Bologna, 129, 150

Books of Hours, 128

Bosch, Hieronymus, 115-131,
140-1, 143

Bourbon, Etienne de, 236, 258

Bourges, 108, 132

Brann, William Cowper, x

Breast milk. See Virgin Mary

Brémont, Hicquet de, 58, 68

Brethren of the Common Life, 159

Bfezova, Vavfinec of, 187, 191, 194,
195, 210

Bridges, 65, 140, 254, 255

Brittany, 51, 52, 54-6, 61, 66-9, 76,
77,80

Bromyard, John, 130

Bryan, William Jennings, x

Buchet, André, 58, 63, 67, 68,73

Bugger, Robert the, 215

Bulls, papal, 150, 194, 2006, 224, 247

Bundy, Ted, 87

Burgundy, 29, 41, 255

Burning at the stake, 21, 24, 31,
45,82,94-5,171, 185,
187,203, 208-9, 213, 215,
216,219

Byzantine, 46, 220. See also Greek

C
Caesarea, Basil of, 124, 230
Cain, 134, 219, 220
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Canon law, 13-15, 20-1, 55, 85-6,
203-5,208, 217. See also Courts
Canterbury, 96, 99, 106, 213, 223, 243

Chrysostom, John, 125, 142
Church fathers. See Patristics
Churches, xi, 23, 34, 75, 89, 133,

Capital punishment, 18, 25,27, 78,215
Carlini, Benedetta, 174
Carmelites. See Religious houses
Carmina burana, 253, 265, 267
Castles, 52, 53, 54, 56, 58, 62, 68,
211,231,238
Champtocé, 52, 53,72
La Suze, 52,58,72,73
Machecoul, 52, 53,55, 70, 72
Tiftauges, 52, 53, 55, 57, 61,70, 72
Cathars, 138, 215, 216, 225
Cauchon, Pierre, 76, 86
Celibacy, 157. See also Sex
Cemeteries (death), xi, 3, 5, 6,27, 28,
65,73, 120, 146, 207, 209, 218,
230,231, 235,239, 241, 254,
256, 260
Chalice. See Eucharist; Hussites
Charlemagne, 138, 259
Charles, VII, 54, 76
Chartres, 33, 89, 90,95, 101
Chartres, Bernard of, 264
Chartres, Ivo of, 49
Chassenée, Bartholomé, 15-17, 19-21,
25,27,28, 32, 38,40
ChelCicky, Petr, 187, 189, 190
Chikatilo, Andrei, 82
Children, 3, 15, 52,57,123,188, 191,
242. See also Rais, Gilles de
Chiliasm, 192, 200. See also
Apocalyptic; Eschatology
Chimeras, 19, 91,93, 109
Chobham, Thomas of, 49
Choirstalls, 19,93, 98, 260. See also
Misericords
Christmas, 1, 261
Chronicles, 68, 87, 111, 183, 187,
191, 195, 198, 200, 210, 224,
225,240, 242,249, 254, 261
Chrudim, 184, 185

159,213,218

Abbey Church (Vézelay), 240

Abbey Church of St. Denis (Paris),
240-2

Abbey Church of St. Gilles, 218

Abbey Church of St. Rémi, 53

Abbey Church of Ste. Foy
(Conques), 131, 132, 240

Amiens Cathedral, 90, 96, 101, 102

Beauvais Cathedral, 89

Bethlehem Chapel (Prague), 208,
212

Canterbury Cathedral, 96, 99, 106

Chapelle Notre-Dame-des-Fontaines
(La Brigue), 152

Collegiate Church of San Gimignano,
10,133-8, 143,219

Florence Cathedral, 89, 95

Holy Trinity (Falaise), 18

Holy Trinity (Machecoul), 55

Minster (Basel), 31

Notre Dame (Chartres), 89, 95

Notre Dame (Nantes), 65

Notre Dame (Paris), 89-91, 95, 96,
102, 104, 105, 109, 218

Notre-Dame-des-Marais
(Villefranche-sur-Saone), 48,
104, 105, 168

Orvieto Cathedral, 132, 142, 239

Reims Cathedral, 8, 89, 96

Sainte-Chapelle (Paris), 96, 240

San Pedro de Cervatos (Spain), 92,
93,106

Sistine Chapel (Rome), 102, 143, 144

SS. Katherine and Maurice
(Magdeburg), 19

SS Mary and David (Kilpeck), 92,
107

St. Andrew (Suffolk), 44

St. Barnard (Romans), 28



St. Bernardino (Triora), 207
St. Cécile (Albi), 11, 138-40, 143
St. Clement (Outwell), 100
St. Etienne-der-Mer-Monte, 55, 80
St. John (Den Bosch), 48, 99, 101,
104-6
St. John in the Lateran (Rome), 28
St. Mary at Isle Abbots (Somerset),
91
St. Michel (Mamirolle), 17
St. Nicholas (Stendal), 24
St. Peter (Trier), 28
St. Rumbald (Mechelen), 48, 91,
106
St. Vitus Cathedral (Prague), 90,
96-7,102,107, 111, 112, 121,
152
Strasbourg Cathedral, 89, 99
York Minster (England), 89, 95, 96,
103
Cicero, 19
Clairvaux, Bernard, 35, 97-8, 100,
108, 159, 168, 169, 240, 2634
Climacus, John, 229,232
Clothes, 27, 37,45, 102, 127, 144,
203,209, 212-16, 219-20, 232
Cluny, 114, 209
Codex Amintinus, 14
Cologne, 89, 102, 243
Confessions
legal, 27, 37,59, 62,69, 73,77,
186
Conformity, 18, 120
Conqueror, William the, 209, 254-6
Constance, 33, 205-7, 209. See also
Councils
Constantinople, 240
Contra mortalitatem porcorum, 28
Corbels, xi, 19, 92,93, 104, 106, 109,
111, 152
Corrillaut, Etienne, 58, 62
Cortona, Margaretha of, 160
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Councils (church)
Albi (1254), 85
Basel (1435), 3
Béziers (1233), 214
Constance (1414-1418), 48, 85-6,
188,207, 241
Lateran IV (1215), 128, 215, 230
Micon (581), 42
Paris (1429), 9
Toledo (633), 42
Toulouse (1229), 214
Worms (864), 28
Courts, xi, 14-18, 20, 21, 24, 42, 56,
58, 64, 73, 75-6, 205, 208
church, 15, 16, 20, 21, 23, 27-8,
30,42,52,58, 65, 68, 80,
205, 208, 220
civil, 20, 21, 52, 58, 85
ducal, 51, 69
royal, 20, 53
supreme (parlement), 15,18, 76.
See also Animals; Rais, Gilles de
Crime, 14, 20, 23, 28, 36, 71, 82, 186,
193,207, 214, 215, 263. See also
Adamites; Animals; Rais, Gilles de
Criminology, 52, 71
Crops, 8, 20, 22-3, 28, 32. See also
Food
Cross, John of the, 158, 159
Crosses, penitential, 214, 215, 224
Crusades, 120, 218, 237-8, 254
Hussites, 256, 259, 267
Cursing, 27, 28, 32, 205-7. See also
Blasphemy
Cyprian, 99, 113, 119
Cyrrhus, Theodoret of, 180, 233,
248, 260

D
D’Addosio, Carlo, 25
Damian, Peter, 44, 236, 243-5, 251
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Dancing, 1, 3, 34, 163, 189, 192, 195

Dante Alighieri, 1224, 128, 129,
131, 221

Daunton, Claire, 113

De Causis, Michael, 207

Defrocking, 42, 203-6, 208, 217

Deguileville, Guillaume de. See
Pilgrimayge of the Soul

Deification, 170-1, 179, 180

Demons, Satan, 4, 13, 17,22, 28, 32,
34, 37,56-7,59, 64, 95, 100-1,
104, 107, 115, 120, 124, 127,
132,133, 141, 145, 151, 152,
191, 207, 214, 216, 229, 235

iconography of, 104, 129, 140, 217,
229. See also Gargoyles; Hell;
Last Judgements; Titivillus

Devotio moderna, 159

Dies Irae, 4,122, 131

Dinzelbacher, Peter, 26

Diocres, Raymond, 119, 146

Discase, 4, 8, 123, 241, 244. See also
Black Death; Cemeteries

Disobedience, 101, 113, 262

Drums, xi, 6, 141

Dupont, Lucas, 23

E

Easter, 55, 157, 211

Ebner, Margaret, 175

Eckhart, Meister, 159

Economics, 7, 15, 29, 36, 61, 243

Ellis, Peter, xi

Emotion, 35, 159, 160, 215, 229

Eschatology, 8, 119, 244, 263. See also
Apocalyptic; Chiliasm

Eucharist, 5, 6, 23, 29, 34, 55, 162,
166, 174, 184, 187-91, 197,
206, 212, 230, 231, 236, 261

Evans, Edward Payson, 25

Evidence, ix, 6, 18,57, 59, 66, 67,
71-3, 196. See also Rais, Gilles de

Excommunication, 17, 27-8, 30,
35,46, 60, 65, 67,77, 94,
206-7

Executioners, hangmen, 25-7, 35-6,
185, 260

Exorcism, 28, 32

Eymeric, Nicholas, 85, 218

F

Fabri, Felix, 242

Falaise, 17-18, 20, 27, 37

Fama publica, 24,75

Farms, 33

Farne, Bartholomew of, 235

Fear, 4, 8, 13, 14, 21, 26, 37,77, 109,
114, 120, 125, 130, 133, 204,
215, 244, 259, 260

Feast of Fools, 98

Feast of the Ass, xi, 1, 3, 6,9, 14, 98

Fire, 37,57, 65, 74,94-5, 122,123,
167, 213, 256. See also Burning at
the stake; Hell

Flagellants, 243, 244, 246, 251. See
also Whipping

Fleming, Richard, 48, 241

Flief}, Simon, 23

Florence, 8, 89,95, 151, 152

Foligno, Angela of, 159, 160, 165-8,
171-3

Folklore, 22, 193

Fontenay-aux-Roses, 25

Food, 4, 31, 54, 135, 243. See also
Crops

Foreskin, xi, 170, 239

Forests, xi, 187,189, 191, 193, 195,
196, 259

Fortress churches, xi, 4, 153

Four Articles of Prague, 184. See also
Hussites

Fra Angelico, 131

Freiburg, 32,95, 103-5, 231

Fudge, Erica, 13
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Gambling, 33, 2634

Gantry, Elmer, 83

Gargoyles, 5, 19, 34, 89-117
passim, 131, 168

Genitals, xi, 62, 91-3, 104-5, 109,
128,132, 134, 137,139, 144,
168, 235, 248

Genoa, Catherine of, 159

Gertrude the Great, 160

Ghosts, 263

Giotto, 131, 142

Golden Legend, 249, 252

Gothic, 89, 93,94, 97-9, 106, 108,
109, 138, 261

Gottesfreunde, 159

Gottingen, 8

Grace, 30, 78, 124, 158, 166, 169,
171,175, 215, 231, 246

Gratian, 14, 36

Great Schism, 121

Greek, 19, 140, 153, 161, 170, 232, 248

Gregory the Great, 19, 125-6, 192

Greyfler, Daniel, 28

Griart, Henri (Henriet), 58, 62, 63,
65, 67-9,72-5, 82

Griebener, Heinz, 23

Grinebner, Hans, 23

Groote, Gerard, 159

Grotesques, 19,92, 93, 95, 99-100,
107,109

Gypsies, 8

H

Habits, religious, 205, 209, 216, 222,
261

Hackeborn, Mechthild of, 160

Hadewijch, 164-5, 168,171, 173

Hanging, 13, 14, 18, 23-5, 27, 29,
324, 36,45, 49, 60, 65, 68,92,
123,132, 135, 140, 142, 152,
217,260
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Harff, Arnold von, 242
Hasslingen, Wilhelm von, 23
Hebrew Bible, 18, 19, 22, 31, 163,
169, 220, 257
Heisterbach, Caesarius of, 22, 34, 48,
236, 257
Hell, xi, 5, 8, 61, 77, 105, 119-55
passim, 157,172, 186, 206, 219,
229, 240-1, 248, 262. See also
Demons; Last Judgements
Héloise, 165, 169
Heresy, 4, 15, 20, 25, 55, 59, 66, 67,
85-6, 115,173,184, 194, 205,
208, 259
as crime, 20, 86, 207, 215
iconography of, 217
social implications of, 55, 85-6, 153,
213-14, 218, 226, 227. See also
Adamites; Cathars; Huska,
Martin; Hussites; Lollards;
Rais, Gilles de; Waldensians;
Wyclif, John
Hermits, 235, 240, 262. See also
Monks
Herod, King, 1, 134, 205, 238
Historiography, xii, 9, 87, 176, 200
History, ix, x, xi, 7-9, 36, 37, 60, 78,
99,131, 197, 253, 263
Hodge, Charles, x
Hohenburg, Reichart Puller von,
194,201
Holidays, 15. See also Feast of Fools;
Feast of the Ass
Holiness, 100, 173, 209, 235, 241
Holkham Bible Picture Book, 128
Holy orders, 42, 80, 157, 204,
206-10, 212,263
Holy water, 53
Homosexuality, 8, 80, 108, 143. See
also Sodomy
Honour, 203, 213, 215, 217, 218,
259. See also Shame
Hospitals, 173
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Hours of Catherine of Cleves, 128

Hradec, Ambroz of, 184-5

Hradec Krilové, 184, 185

Hugo, bishop of Besan¢on, 17

Humour. See Laughter

Hunky-punks, 19,91, 93, 109

Hus, Jan, 9, 137-8, 153, 205-9, 216,
220,221, 225,263

Huska, Martin, 183-90, 194-7, 200

Hussites, 6, 183-9, 194-8, 203,
208-11, 216, 220, 249, 256, 259

I

Ibn Rushd. See Averroés

Iconoclasm, 102, 109, 187, 246

Immunity, ecclesiastical, 55, 59, 80. See
also Privileginm canonis

Indicia. See Evidence

Indulgences, 241

Inquisitorial procedures, 55, 63, 66,
67,69,77,86,217

Inquisitors, 56, 63, 64, 66, 73, 196,
215,218

Interdict, 207

Islam, 141, 213

J
Jerome, St., 125, 257

Jews, Judaism, 8, 19, 27,49, 56, 109,
114, 124, 129, 154, 206, 213,
214,219, 220

Jouvenel, Jean, 65

Judas Iscariot, 134, 152, 206

Justinian Code, 15, 19

K

Kanis, Petr (Adamite leader), 187
Kazantzakis, Nikos, 157

Kempe, Margery, 159, 165, 169

Kempis, Thomas a, 159

Knights, 7, 53, 68,97, 127, 194,
211, 242

Kroméfiz, Jan Mili¢ of, 188

L

La Meftraye. See Martin, Perrine

La Pellissonne. See Martin, Perrine

Labergement-le-Duc, 25

Ladder of Divine Ascent, 229, 244,
246

Languedoc, 4, 10, 218

Last Judgements, 5-6, 10, 19, 100,
102, 119-55 passim, 220, 248,
262-3. See also Hell

Latin, 6, 51, 67,78, 94, 127, 140,
153,170, 229, 237, 257

Laughter, 1, 3, 101, 260

Lausanne, 26, 29, 32

Lausanne, Henry of, 200, 217, 226

Law of God, 17,97, 189, 191

Lawyers /attorneys, 13, 22-3, 24,
26-7,58, 70, 85-6. See also
Chassenée, Bartholomé

Le Ferron, Jean, 55-7, 80

Legal statutes, 18, 26, 33, 35, 44,
160, 207

Leiden, 32

Leipzig, 23, 43, 219

Lent, 37,233

Lepers, 8,166, 213, 214, 217, 220

Lesbians. See Homosexuality

L’Hoépital, Pierre de, 56, 76, 77,
80, 82

Lille, Alain of, 130

Lincoln, Hugh of, 23940

Liturgy, 6, 28, 128, 142, 158, 188,
205-7,210-11, 225, 231

Lollards, 213, 261-2. See also Wyclif,
John

Louviers, 76, 86,90, 111



Love, 62, 124, 128, 158-9, 161-6,
169, 170, 229

Lucas, Henry Lee, 82

Lucerne, 22, 24

M

Macek, Josef, 197

Madness, insanity, 1, 7, 8, 69, 77, 124,
159, 161, 242

Magdalene, Mary, 159, 197, 23940

Magdeburg, Mechthild of, 160, 163-8,
172,173

Magic. See Sorcery

Maillezais, 57, 92, 106

Male, Emile, 108, 123, 140, 146

Malefoctio animalinm, 22

Malestroit, Jean de, 56, 68, 75-6, 80

Mamirolle, 17,23, 27, 30, 258

Marburg, Konrad of, 224

Maria (Adamite), 191

Mark of Silver, 261, 267

Markyate, Christina of, 174

Marriage, 15, 52, 123, 160, 186, 232

Marseilles, 32

Martin, Perrine, 59-60, 62, 67-9, 72, 83

Martyrdom, 76, 169, 188, 190, 216,
230, 236, 252

Masks, xi, 1-3, 18, 45

Mass. See Eucharist

Masturbation, 44, 82, 170

Maximilian I, 35, 230-1, 232, 235, 245

Memling, Hans, 140

Mendicants. See Religious houses

Michaels, Kelly, ix

Michelangelo, 102, 1434, 145

Midrash, 19, 41

Mili¢. See Kroméfiz, Jan Mili¢ of

Minig, Schwarz, 23

Miracles, 234, 237, 241

Mirandola, Giovanni Pico della, 19

Misericords, 19-20, 24, 34, 39, 44, 48,
92-3,106, 109, 114, 168
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