
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

JOURNEYS TO HOLINESS:  

LAY SANCTITY IN THE CENTRAL MIDDLE AGES, c.970-c.1120 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfilment 

of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

by 

Adrian Cornell du Houx, MA (University College London) 

University of Lancaster, January 2015 

 

  



ii  

 

Abstract 

 

This dissertation analyses a collection of Lives (vitae) of lay saints from western Europe who 

were neither martyrs nor from a royal family, to find that lay sanctity was a significant 

phenomenon throughout the eleventh century. Previously historians (notably André Vauchez) 

had assumed that the Gregorian Reform hampered its emergence until the twelfth century. In 

fact lay sanctity was a complex category of sainthood that both underscores and challenges 

historiansô narratives of this reform. The principal, linking feature of its texts is found to be 

the saintsô dedication to pilgrimage and voluntary exile at a time when the laity were 

increasingly exploiting the benefits of spiritual travel.  

The first part of the dissertation consists of a series of local and individual studies, the 

most detailed of which pertain to southern France and northern Italy. These demonstrate, 

among other things, how lay sanctity was promoted during the Peace of God movement 

(chapter 1), the overlap between secular and spiritual heroic ideologies on pilgrimage routes 

(chapter 2), a reformist centre at Lucca venerating óexoticô saints (chapter 3), and the 

emergence of a new asceticism in line with larger developments in eremitism and the 

evangelical revival (chapter 4). The second part argues for a vital link between pilgrimage, in 

all its forms, and lay sanctity, locating the vitae within both medieval beliefs about 

pilgrimage and modern explanations of ritual, especially anthropological models of liminality 

(chapter 5). This part also addresses the overlap between the laity and hermits, as well as the 

situation of knightly converts: these óquasi-layô saints were finding new ways to express their 

devotion and they too sought pilgrimage as a solution to their spiritual crises (chapter 6). The 

conclusion relates the findings to the twelfth century and beyond: following discussion of the 

cult of Homobonus of Cremona (d. 1197), it warns against simplistic attempts to construct 

grand narratives for the development of lay sanctity in the Middle Ages. 
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Introduction  

 

 

At the beginning of our period, in 972, the cult of St Gerald of Aurillac gained recognition in 

the Auvergne in southern France when a church was first dedicated to his name in the 

presence of a large and illustrious assembly. Gerald was an arms-bearer, a secular lord who 

worked miracles and practised exceptional piety while keeping his powerful position in 

society. Soon after, in around 987, the cult of a very different saint, Alexius, was recognised 

for the first time in the West when a monastery in Rome was dedicated to his name. The cult 

spawned a legend of extremes that narrated this aristocratôs pursuit of poverty and exile at all 

cost. Both Gerald and Alexius were venerated as saints even though neither suffered 

martyrdom, came from a royal family, became a monk, or held a position in the clerical 

hierarchy.
1
 But aside from sharing this achievement, they were different in most other 

respects. They exemplify an important feature of lay sanctity: that it was many-sided, not 

uniform. In the following century and a half, in a phenomenon that has gone unnoticed by 

historians, the cults of several other lay saints gained recognition in western Europe. Why this 

is so, what models of sanctity they represent, and how they reflect their times are key 

questions which this dissertation will address. 

The point about historians is a major motivation for this study. There is a widely held 

belief that people in western Europe who pursued ways of life or professions of a worldly 

nature were effectively barred from the ranks of the saints until the twelfth century.
2
 I aim to 

                                                 
1
 As will be discussed, martyrs and members of royal families had long achieved sanctity as laypeople. Gerald is 

discussed in ch. 1, and Alexius in ch. 4. 
2
 André Vauchez most of all has proposed this view, which has been powerfully influential, in the following 

works (which are discussed below): idem, óLay peopleôs sanctity in western Europe: evolution of a pattern 

(twelfth and thirteenth centuries)ô, in R. Blumenfeld-Kosinski and T. Szell (eds.), Images of Sainthood in 

Medieval Europe (Ithaca, NY, 1991), pp. 21-32; idem, óA twelfth-century novelty: the lay saints of urban Italyô, 

in idem, The Laity in the Middle Ages: Religious Beliefs and Devotional Practices, ed. D. E. Bornstein, trans. 

M. J. Schneider (Notre Dame, IN, 1993), pp. 51-72, with other articles in the same collection; idem, Sainthood 

in the Later Middle Ages, trans. J. Birrell (Cambridge, 1997), esp. pp. 354-6; idem, The Spirituality of the 
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challenge this assumption through an examination of hagiography from the eleventh century 

(more precisely c.970-c.1120, sometimes called here the ólong eleventh centuryô). This 

established belief suggests a solid barrier between those who presided over the cult of saints 

and those who lived in the secular world. That barrier, however, is not as impenetrable as it 

seems. This study will explore its sturdiness, find where it crumbles, and see who could 

breach it and why. It will analyse a set of legends that reveal a surprisingly free flow between 

the secular and spiritual worlds. This, I will argue, is indicative of óa new acceptance of 

varietyô among different social groupings (or óordersô) that medieval historians have 

increasingly recognised as a feature of the age, despite the rhetorical sharpening of divides 

between clergy and laity in the greater struggle for control of the Church and its functions.
3
 

The laity (laici), who were also known as secular people (saeculares) or those who 

married (conjugati), are defined here positively ï by their secular or worldly life ï as well as 

negatively, since they did not take vows, live by a religious rule, or assume any sort of 

                                                                                                                                                        
Medieval West: From the Eighth to the Twelfth Century, trans. C. Friedlander (Kalamazoo, MI, 1993), esp. pp. 

135-43; idem, Francis of Assisi: The Life and Afterlife of a Medieval Saint, trans. M. F. Cusato (New Haven, 

CT, 2012), pp. 33-57. See also A. W. Astell (ed.), Lay Sanctity, Medieval and Modern: A Search for Models 

(Notre Dame, IN, 2000), esp. p. 11; J.-C. Poulin, Lôid®al de saintet® dans lôAquitaine carolingienne dôapr¯s les 

sources hagiographiques (750-950) (Quebec, 1975), esp. pp. 33-51; R. Bartlett, Why Can the Dead Do Such 

Great Things? Saints and Worshippers from the Martyrs to the Reformation (Princeton, NJ, 2013), pp. 3-84, 

210-11; A. Benvenuti et al. (eds.), Storia della santità nel cristianesimo occidentale (Rome, 2005), pp. 31-156; 

C. Erdmann, The Origin of the Idea of Crusade, trans. M. W. Baldwin and W. Goffart (Princeton, NJ, 1977 

[orig. 1935]), esp. p. 87. Also relevant are the studies based on quantitative approaches cited in n. 68, and for 

general studies of hagiography and bibliographies see n. 14. 
3
 Quote from C. Walker Bynum, óDid the twelfth century discover the individual?ô, in eadem, Jesus as Mother: 

Studies in the Spirituality of the High Middle Ages (Berkeley, CA, 1982), pp. 82-109, at 93. The Gregorian 

Reform is discussed below. The laity were often considered to be an óorderô but this term could mean different 

things to different people so will not be used too precisely: e.g., in the Life of the eleventh-century monk 

William of Hirsau, there is a description of five orders (ógradus ecclesiastici ordinisô): monks; bishops and 

priests; laypeople; virgins, widows, and wives (ómulieresô); and the poor of Christ and pilgrims (ópauperes 

Christi et peregrinosô): Vita Willihelmi abbatis Hirsaugiensis, ed. W. Wattenbach, MGH SS 12 (Hanover, 

1856), pp. 209-25, at c. 21, p. 218. The classic statement was G. Duby, The Three Orders: Feudal Society 

Imagined, trans. A. Goldhammer (Chicago, IL, 1980), and this is still influential, e.g. in K. G. Cushing, Reform 

and the Papacy in the Eleventh Century: Spirituality and Social Change (Manchester, 2005), pp. 35, 161; but cf. 

now, as well as Walker Bynum, G. Constable, óThe orders of societyô, in idem, Three Studies in Medieval 

Religious and Social Thought (Cambridge, 1995), pp. 251-324; K. A. Smith, War and the Making of Medieval 

Monastic Culture (Woodbridge, 2011), esp. pp. 39-40; S. Hamilton, Church and People in the Medieval West, 

900-1200 (Harlow, 2013), esp. pp. 1-28, 60-160; M. Miller, óNew religious movements and reformô, in C. 

Lansing and E. D. English (eds.), A Companion to the Medieval World (Chichester, 2009), pp. 211-30. 
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clerical role.
4
 However, the vocabulary of religious life in this period was very often 

complex, nebulous, and contradictory, and people often thought more in terms of a óway of 

lifeô than a precise status.
5
 One important grey area lies where we consider óhermitsô. The 

ones who simply sought a solitary life, inside or outside a religious community, are easier to 

identify; those who wandered, mixed with society, and never joined the regular clergy are 

not.
6
  

Giles Constable, in surveying the diversity of these latter hermits, who despite their 

obscurity are known to have engaged in pastoral or charitable activities and even assumed the 

role of wandering preachers, concluded that by the twelfth century óit is almost impossible to 

say exactly what it meant to be a hermitô.
7
 However, most hermits who were socially engaged 

seem to have been ordained or taken religious vows, such as Wulfric of Haselbury (a priest) 

or Gerald of Corbie (a monk who founded La Sauve-Majeure).
8
 Contemporaries often 

considered them part of the monastic order.
9
 The lay saints discussed here are different. Some 

had a full and active secular life and clearly belonged to the laity, others less so, but none had 

clerical or monastic careers. As I shall explain in part II, they tended to express their piety by 

                                                 
4
 J. Ch®lini, óLes laµcs dans la soci®t® eccl®siastique carolingienneô, in I laici nella ósocietas christianaô dei 

secoli XI e XII (Milan, 1968), pp. 23-55, at 23-5. On defining and delineating the clergy, see J. Barrow, óGrades 

of ordination and clerical careers, c.900-c.1200ô, Anglo-Norman Studies, 30 (2008), pp. 41-61; A. Murray, 

Reason and Society in the Middle Ages (Oxford, 1978), pp. 263-5. The regular clergy, or óthe religiousô 

(religiosi), who are most relevant here, took vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, and lived in communities 

where they dedicated their lives to practising religion: see G. Constable, The Reformation of the Twelfth Century 

(Cambridge, 1996), pp. 7-24; and for specific definitions, M. C. Miller, The Formation of a Medieval Church: 

Ecclesiastical Change in Verona, 950-1150 (Ithaca, NY, 1993), p. 63; R. W. Southern, Western Society and the 

Church in the Middle Ages (London, 1970), p. 214. Note that a monk might be called ólayô if unordained (see 

Constable, Reformation, p. 10), but this was a technical distinction and he remained a member of the regular 

clergy. 
5
 Constable, Reformation, pp. 7-8. Some good examples of how people could became tangled up in definitions 

are in ibid., p. 74. 
6
 Peter Damian, for example, notes two types of hermit: those in cells and those who wander without a fixed 

abode: idem, Opusculum XV: De suae congregationis institutis, PL 145, cols. 335-64, at 338B. Hermits are 

more fully discussed in ch. 6, below. Their ambiguity is explored in G. Constable, óEremitical forms of monastic 

lifeô, in idem, Monks, Hermits and Crusaders in Medieval Europe (London, 1988), ch. 5 = Istituzioni 

monastiche e istituzioni canonicali in Occidente, 1123-1215 (Milan, 1980), pp. 239-64; Astell, Lay Sanctity, pp. 

8-9. 
7
 Constable, óEremitical formsô, p. 249. 

8
 Ibid., p. 246. 

9
 E.g. Libellus de diversis ordinibus et professionibus qui sunt in aecclesia, ed. and trans. G. Constable and B. S. 

Smith, 2nd edn. (Oxford, 2003), pp. 4-16; Constable, óEremitical formsô, p. 240. 
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going on pilgrimage. At this time laypeople were increasingly active in exhibiting their piety, 

and there is usually little reason to call them hermits.
10

 Our lay saintsô early biographies do 

not refer to them as hermits, and their behaviour is not often very óeremiticô (they do not 

retreat to forests or hill tops, for example, even if they do sometimes adopt ascetic practices). 

But given the insoluble ambiguities involved, it is not possible to argue against eremitism in 

every single case. Physical appearance does not assist us much, and is another area of 

ambiguity compounded by widespread variation and neglect of rules.
11

 Most of the time we 

do not know how people looked, and when we do, we often find hermits blending in with the 

laity and looking purposefully unclerical.
12

 Moreover, given that the linking theme in these 

lay saintsô Lives will be shown to be pilgrimage, and pilgrimage in its broadest sense, 

including wandering and voluntary exile, was also an eremitic ideal (as we shall see in 

chapter 5), the ambiguities seem to worsen. Ultimately some complexity must be accepted, 

particularly in this time of social and ecclesiastical change before the increasing legal 

certainties of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. However, I will aim to show that this 

complexity resides in only a minority of the examples set out below. 

 

 

André Vauchez and the historiography of lay sanctity 

 

It is generally understood that the holiest layperson was almost never considered a saint 

unless he or she happened to suffer a bloody martyrdom or belong to a royal family: these 

                                                 
10

 M.-D. Chenu, Nature, Man and Society in the Twelfth Century: Essays on New Theological Perspectives in 

the Latin West, ed. and trans. J. Taylor and L. K. Little (Toronto, 1997), pp. 219-30. 
11

 Constable, Reformation, p. 194. 
12

 We know that Herluin of Bec and Robert of Arbrissel, for instance, looked unclerical when behaving as 

hermits: Herluin only shaved his head and adopted clerical dress after being a hermit for some time, and Robert 

of Arbrissel discarded his canonical dress, changed his hair, and grew his beard in order to become a hermit and 

wandering preacher: Gilbert Crispin, Vita Herluini, ed. A. S. Abulafia and G. R. Evans, The Works of Gilbert 

Crispin Abbot of Westminster (London, 1986), pp. 183-212, at c. 38, p. 192; Marbod of Rennes, Epistola VI to 

Robert of Arbrissel, PL 171, cols. 1480-6, at 1483D. 
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two crucial exceptions applied throughout the medieval period.
13

 Otherwise cults of 

laypeople, especially as expressed in sacred biographical writings, were marginalised by a 

Western ecclesiastical tradition that appears to stretch as far back as Sulpicius Severusôs Life 

of St Martin, bishop of Tours (written in 396). This tendency was reinforced by Gregory the 

Great and Gregory of Tours in the late sixth century, both of whom, like Sulpicius, sought to 

legitimise new types of sanctity beyond martyrdom, but in their influential works of 

hagiography gave saints an almost exclusively clerical role.
14

 

The principle that lay sanctity did not emerge until relatively late was definitively 

stated by André Vauchez who, in a paper published in 1989, claimed to uncover  

 

                                                 
13

 On martyrs, the original saints, see e.g. Bartlett, Why Can the Dead, pp. 3-16; for eleventh-century 

martyrdom, P. Delooz, Sociologie et canonisations (Li¯ge, 1969), pp. 294-7; P. A. Hayward, óThe idea of 

innocent martyrdom in late tenth- and eleventh-century English hagiologyô, in D. Wood (ed.), Martyrs and 

Martyrologies, Studies in Church History, 30 (1993), pp. 81-92. On royal saints (often martyrs themselves): R. 

Folz, Les saints rois du Moyen Age en Occident (VIe-XIIIe siècles) (Brussels, 1984); G. Klaniczay, Holy Rulers 

and Blessed Princesses: Dynastic Cults in Medieval Central Europe, trans. E. Pálmai (Cambridge, 2002); S. J. 

Ridyard, The Royal Saints of Anglo-Saxon England: A Study of West Saxon and East Anglian Cults (Cambridge, 

1988); M. Bloch, The Royal Touch: Sacred Monarchy and Scrofula in England and France, trans. J. E. 

Anderson (London, 1973); M. Goodich, óThe politics of canonization in the thirteenth century: lay and 

mendicant saintsô, Church History, 44:3 (1975), pp. 294-307; Bartlett, Why Can the Dead, pp. 211-21. 
14

 Sulpicius Severus, Vie de Saint Martin, ed. and French trans. J. Fontaine, 3 vols. (Paris, 1967-9); Gregory the 

Great, Dialogues, ed. A. de Vogüé, French trans. P. Antin, 3 vols. (Paris, 1978-80); see comments on lay 

sanctity in S. Lake, óHagiography and the cult of saintsô, in B. Neil and M. Dal Santo (eds.), A Companion to 

Gregory the Great (Leiden, 2013), pp. 225-46, at 244 and n. 66. For confessors in Gregory of Tours, see his 

Liber vitae patrum and Liber in gloria confessorum, ed. B. Krusch, MGH SSRM 1 (Hanover, 1885), pp. 661-

744 and 744-820; trans. E. James, Life of the Fathers (Liverpool, 1985), and R. Van Dam, Glory of the 

Confessors (Liverpool, 1988). Both Gregories present an overwhelmingly ecclesiastical and elitist conception of 

sanctity (which nevertheless included hermits, who had withdrawn from the world), but a few potentially secular 

laypeople are mentioned in Gloria confessorum, at cc. 41 (a married senator, pp. 773-4), 70 (a slave, pp. 788-9), 

and 102 (the mother of St Aredius, p. 813). On the Gregoriesô aims, see J. M. Petersen, The óDialoguesô of 

Gregory the Great in their Late Antique Cultural Background (Toronto, 1984), pp. 130-1; and more generally, 

M. Dal Santo, Debating the Saintsô Cult in the Age of Gregory the Great (Oxford, 2012). On the debate over 

whether lay sanctity existed in late Antiquity, and its secular precedents, see M. Heinzelmann, óSanctitas und 

ñTugendadelò: zu Konzeptionen von ñHeiligkeitò im 5. und 10. Jahrhundertô, Francia, 5 (1977), pp. 741-52; and 

references and discussion in T. F. X. Noble, óSecular sanctity: forging an ethos for the Carolingian nobilityô, in 

P. Wormald and J. L. Nelson (eds.), Lay Intellectuals in the Carolingian World (Cambridge, 2007), pp. 8-36, at 

33 n. 108.  

General bibliographies and guides to hagiography can be found in J. Dubois and J.-L. Lema´tre, Sources 

m®thodes de lôhagiographie m®di®vale (Paris, 1993); R. Aigrain, Lôhagiographie: ses sources, ses m®thodes, 

son histoire (Brussells, 2000); S. Boesch Gajano (ed.), Agiografia altomedioevale (Bologna, 1976), pp. 261-

300; P. Golinelli, Città e culto dei santi nel Medioevo italiano, 2nd ed. (Bologna, 1996), pp. 277-303; S. Wilson 

(ed.), Saints and their Cults: Studies in Religious Sociology, Folklore and History (Cambridge, 1983), pp. 309-

417; H. Delehaye, The Legends of the Saints, trans. D. Attwater (New York, 1962). 
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the appearance in the twelfth century of a new phenomenon in the religious history of the 

West: the fact that simple laypersons were able to become officially recognised saints and 

enjoy the honours of a cult. At an epoch when the prevailing opinion was that Christian 

perfection could only be attained by fleeing the world, and the leading figures in 

ecclesiastical life were monks and founders of religious orders like St Bernard and St 

Norbert, it may seem strange that the public took an interest in figures who were 

exceptional neither for their ascetic exploits nor for their devotion to prayer and 

contemplation. Nevertheless, this was the case in some Mediterranean countries, where 

the evolution of religious mentalities took place earlier than elsewhere because of the 

importance of urbanisation beginning in the early 1100s, and because of the peculiarities 

of their political and social structures.
15

 

 

Vauchez, a French medievalist born in 1938, is one of the few scholars to have grappled with 

the problem of lay sanctity.
16

 Since the publication of his 1981 masterwork, La sainteté en 

Occident aux derniers siècles du Moyen Age (translated from the 1988 edition as Sainthood 

in the Later Middle Ages), countless scholars have benefitted from his description of the 

development of medieval sanctity in general and especially the more formal ósainthoodô that 

he assiduously tracks through canonization processes from 1198 to 1431.
17

 Vauchez began by 

                                                 
15

 Vauchez, óTwelfth-century noveltyô, p. 51, originally published as óUne nouveaut® du XIIe si¯cle: les saints 

laµcs de lôItalie communaleô, in LôEuropa dei secoli XI e XII fra novita e tradizione: sviluppi di una cultura 

(Milan, 1989), pp. 57-80. 
16

 See n. 1, above. Aside from Vauchez, the following works approach lay sanctity as a concept but (with the 

exception of the first) as a very broad one, overlapping with royal saints and/or martyrs: Delooz, Sociologie et 

canonisations, pp. 323-74; Astell, Lay Sanctity; A. Barbero, óSanti laici e guerrieri: le trasformazioni di un 

modello nellôagiografia altomedievaleô, in G. Barone et al. (eds.), Modelli di santità e modelli di 

comportamento: contrasti, intersezioni, complementarità (Turin, 1994), pp. 125-40; J. E. Damon, óSanctifying 

Anglo-Saxon ealdormen: lay sainthood and the rise of the crusading idealô, in T. N. Hall (ed.), Via Crucis: 

Essays on Early Medieval Sources and Ideas in Memory of J. E. Cross (Morgantown, WV, 2002), pp. 185-209; 

D. Baker, óVir Dei: secular sanctity in the early tenth centuryô, in G. J. Cuming and D. Baker (eds.), Popular 

Belief and Practice, Studies in Church History, 8 (Cambridge, 1972); J. Huntington, óLay male sanctity in early 

twelfth-century Englandô, unpub. Ph.D diss. (University of York, 2004). A useful discussion along the lines of 

Vauchez appears in D. Webb, Saints and Cities in Medieval Italy (Manchester, 2007), pp. 7-13.  

On the historiography of sainthood more broadly, see S. Boesch Gajano, óLa santit¨ e il culto dei santi nella 

storiografia del Novecentoô, in eadem (ed.), La santità: ricerca contemporanea e testimonianze del passato: atti 

del convegno di studi (Florence, 2011), pp. 7-25; F. Scorza Barcellona, óLa letteratura agiografica: una scrittura 

di lungo periodoô, in ibid., pp. 27-44; M. Goodich, Vita Perfecta: The Ideal of Sainthood in the Thirteenth 

Century (Stuttgart, 1982), pp. 1-20; J. Howe, óSaints and society through the centuriesô, The Catholic Historical 

Review, 72:3 (1986), pp. 425-36; B. de Gaiffier, óMentalit® de lôhagiographe m®di®val dôapr¯s quelques travaux 

r®centsô, Annalecta Bollandiana, 86 (1968), pp. 391-9. 
17

 Vauchez, Sainthood. The French sainteté may be translated as ósanctityô or the more tangible and official 

ósainthoodô. See T. Head, óThe Legacy of Andr® Vauchezôs ñSainthood in the Later Middle Agesòô, paper 

presented at the International Congress on Medieval Studies, Kalamazoo, MI (8 May 1998), available at 
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tracing the development of the cult of saints in the West from the first martyrs, through the 

emerging veneration of confessors, the strengthening of episcopal control over cults with the 

translation ceremony, and on to the gradual reservation of canonization by the papacy, which 

was more or less ensured by Innocent III (1198-1216) and solidified into practice thereafter.
18

 

Vauchezôs interest in the laity is strongly apparent throughout the work, from where it 

would develop in later publications, perhaps encouraged by his findings that of the official 

papal enquiries he researched, almost precisely a quarter of them involved non-ecclesiastical 

ï that is, lay ï individuals; when the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries are taken on their 

own, the proportion reaches nearly a third. Thus he discerned an óincreasing success of the 

laityô.
19

 These numbers are striking, though two caveats must immediately be made: first, that 

while Vauchez liked using percentages, a glance at his list of laypeople who were the object 

of a canonization process between 1198 and 1431 reveals that ten were canonized out of 

eighteen examined, so given the relative meagreness of the numbers, conclusions about the 

óriseô or ósuccessô of the laity must be made with caution. Second, a large majority were of 

royal rank.
20

 Indeed, of those achieving canonization itself in this period, there was a single 

layperson from outside Europeôs royal families before the fourteenth century. This was the 

Italian merchant Homobonus, whose bull of canonization was promulgated by Innocent III in 

1199, a mere two years after the saintôs death.
21

 

Rather than dismissing this unusual man of Cremona as an anomaly in the history of 

sainthood, Vauchez interpreted his papal recognition as the apogee of a certain movement. 

Homobonusôs processus was far removed from formal, princely canonizations, with their feel 

                                                                                                                                                        
www.the-orb.net/encyclop/religion/hagiography/vauchez.htm (accessed 10 June 2013); and R. M. Bellôs review 

in The Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 29:2 (1998), pp. 289-90. 
18

 Vauchez, Sainthood, pp. 13-57. 
19

 Ibid., pp. 256, 263-4. 
20

 See the list in Vauchez, Sainthood, p. 264. He includes mendicant third orders in his category of laity, which 

may be justifiable, but the number would be even smaller were they excluded. For a definition of lay sanctity 

that excludes them, see Delooz, Sociologie et canonisations, pp. 323-6. 
21

 Ibid., pp. 356-8; see also A. Vauchez, óHomebon de Cr®mone (+ 1197): marchand et saintô, in idem, Les laµcs 

au Moyen Ąge: pratiques et exp®riences religieuses (Paris, 1987), pp. 77-82 (not available in the English version 

of this volume, The Laity in the Middle Ages). Homobonus is discussed more fully in the conclusion, below. 
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of a cosy club of international elites, and was apparently concerned with a more local, 

popular veneration. He represented óa new category of saintô which Vauchez called ósaints of 

charity and labourô.
22

 Crucially, they were drawn from the laity. They were Italian, and their 

success, which continued until the end of the thirteenth century, seemed a clear result of the 

precocious urbanisation of parts of the peninsula. He went on to investigate them further, 

finding that they began in Italy with the tradesman Gualfardo of Verona (d. 1127), and that 

the phenomenon appeared even earlier in Spain with Domingo de la Calzada (d. 1109), who 

helped to build a bridge and hospital on the road to Compostela; but it was in Italy that they 

blossomed, with Allucio of Campigliano (d. 1134), Teobaldo of Alba (d. 1150), and Ranieri 

of Pisa (d. 1160) as early examples.
23

 

A vision of sanctity that began in 1975 with La spiritualit® du Moyen Ąge occidental, 

VIIIe-XIIe si¯cles
24

 had remained fairly consistent by the time of Vauchezôs most recent 

monograph, a biography of St Francis, published in 2009.
25

 This vision puts emphasis on the 

twelfth century as a period of growing ócontentiousnessô
26

 among the laity, tracing the 

eleventh-century spirit of religious reform to its adherents beyond the ecclesiastical orders 

who wished to live according to the gospels but, at the same time, continue in their work and 

marriage. Their concerns were often for helping the poor and travellers, while Vauchez also 

realised the primacy of pilgrimage in these saintsô lives, both as a personal undertaking and in 

the provision of assistance to other pilgrims.
27

 They were part of the same desires and 

developments among the laity that would coalesce in the shape of the Arnoldists after 1155, 

                                                 
22

 Vauchez, Sainthood, p. 199. 
23

 Vauchez, óA twelfth-century noveltyô; Vauchez, óLay peopleôs sanctityô, p. 27. Although Domingo de la 

Calzada falls within our chronological limits (note he died in 1109, not 1120 as Vauchez states), I have not 

included him in this study with the aim of finishing approximately where Vauchezôs lay saints begin. There is 

also some contention over whether or nor he was a priest or other member of the clergy, making him a risky 

example of lay sanctity: De s. Dominico Calciatensi, AASS Maii, pp. 167-80 (see c. 4, p. 168, and ibid., note h; 

see also the conclusion, below). 
24

 Published at Paris, trans. Spirituality of the Medieval West. 
25

 Vauchez, Francis of Assisi. 
26

 Ibid., p. 35. 
27

 Vauchez, óLay peopleôs sanctityô, p. 28; idem, Sainthood, pp. 197-9; idem, óA twelfth-century noveltyô, p. 60. 
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the Waldensians from 1170 and the early Humiliati, Beguines, and other communities of 

laymen and -women in the later twelfth and early thirteenth centuries. Many of them were 

suspicious of the wealth and temporal power of the clergy, from the Patarenes of the 

Gregorian era to the Cathars, and finally Innocent III found himself needing to face up to, or 

make concessions with, popular religious enthusiasm. The prompt canonization of 

Homobonus was one such ósignificant gestureô; reaching an agreeable accommodation with 

that more famous merchant, St Francis of Assisi, was another.
28

 

According to this view, therefore, a certain twelfth-century urban, Mediterranean, 

spiritual milieu allowed the ordinary laity to achieve religious self-discovery, acceptance 

within a changing Church, and ultimately sainthood. Diana Webb has continued this line of 

scholarship, demonstrating a background of growing participation of the twelfth-century 

urban laity in cult rituals such as translations.
29

 It is thought that lay saints before this period, 

such as Empress Adelaide, King Stephen of Hungary, or Queen Margaret of Scotland, were 

drawn exclusively from ruling dynasties ï with the inevitable exception of Gerald of Aurillac 

(d. c.909), who is generally recognised as the first lay saint who was neither a martyr nor 

from a royal family. In Vauchezôs mind, Gerald was the product of a Carolingian era when 

the clergy tried to enhance the status of the warrior class and provide them with models 

(specula, or ómirrorsô) in an effort to improve their behaviour, according to their secular 

station, and complete their Christianisation.
30

 Yet at the same time, as historians now 

recognise, a new emphasis on pacifism and celibacy in his legend marks the end of the 

óCarolingian consensusô which had previously seen churchmen more accepting of the 

                                                 
28

 Vauchez, Francis of Assisi, pp. 33-57 (quote at 51); idem, Spirituality, pp. 135-43. 
29

 D. Webb, Patrons and Defenders: The Saints in the Italian City-States (London, 1996), pp. 60-92; eadem, 

Saints and Cities, pp. 7-13. 
30

 On the Carolingian background, see Vauchez, Spirituality; R. Stone, Morality and Masculinity in the 

Carolingian Empire (Cambridge, 2012); Noble, óSecular sanctityô; J. M. H. Smith, óEinhard: the sinner and the 

saintsô, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 6th ser., 13 (2003), pp. 55-77; S. Airlie, óThe anxiety of 

sanctity: St Gerald of Aurillac and his makerô, Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 43:3 (1992), pp. 372-95 

(though on Gerald himself see now the debate discussed in ch. 1, below); Dhuoda, Liber Manualis: Handbook 

for her Warrior  Son, ed. and trans. M. Thi®baux (Cambridge, 1998). 
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realities of lay noble lifestyles.
31

 Gerald announces the new spiritual concerns of the central 

Middle Ages, and the definitive promotion of his cult in 972 is therefore an appropriate place 

to begin this study.
32

 

Between Gerald and the twelfth century stood lay sanctityôs supposed stumbling 

block: the Gregorian Reform movement. For Vauchez this new religious agenda, aided by a 

reinvigorated monasticism, óimpeded the development and prevented the spread of 

hagiography that dealt kindly with life in this worldô,
33

 that is, the life of the secular 

layperson (though paradoxically such monasticism also gave a new role to quasi-laity in the 

form of laybrothers, or conversi).
34

 The red line between lay and ecclesiastical, previously 

more akin to a grey area, became defined and sharpened. The papacy tended to ódisparage the 

lay stateô
35

 in order to make laypeople ópassive and obedient subjectsô.
36

 Rulers (and their 

families) were still turned into saints in this pre-twelfth-century atmosphere, but they ought 

not to be counted in the same scheme, by virtue of their consecration which gave them a 

quasi-clerical status, raising them out of the profane world of laymen and -women.
37

 

                                                 
31

 Stone, Morality and Masculinity, pp. 334-8 on the end of the óCarolingian consensusô, esp. 337 on Gerald. 

Aside from the ólay mirrorsô surveyed in Stoneôs book, examples of this earlier representation of lay noble piety 

include royal biographies, e.g. Einhard and Notker the Stammerer, Two Lives of Charlemagne, trans. D. Ganz 

(London, 2008); Alfred the Great: Asserôs Life of King Alfred and Other Contemporary Sources, trans. S. 

Keynes and M. Lapidge (London, 1983). Such works may be compared with certain eleventh-century royal 

biographies that promote more monastic standards of piety, e.g. Helgaud of Fleury, Vie de Robert le Pieux, ed. 

and French trans. R.-H. Bautier and G. Labory (Paris, 1965); The Life of King Edward Who Rests at 

Westminster, ed. and trans. F. Barlow, 2nd edn. (Oxford, 1992). 
32

 Further to lay spiritual mores, the late tenth century has long been viewed as a suitable waypoint when 

attempting to óperiodiseô, not only for the marked increase in records but also for the beginning of the social, 

political, cultural, demographic, and technological novelties of the óhigh Middle Agesô. The year 972 was also, 

coincidentally, chosen by R. W. Southern to begin his classic The Making of the Middle Ages (London, 1967), 

as  it marked the likely date of the journey of Gerbert of Aurillac (the future Pope Sylvester II) from Rome to 

Rheims which would result in a considerable advancement of Western learning: see ibid., p. 13. Among the 

voluminous other works which periodise in this manner, see e.g. C. Brooke, Europe in the Central Middle Ages 

962-1154, 3rd edn. (Harlow, 2000), pp. 11-12;  R. I. Moore, The First European Revolution, c.970-1215 

(Oxford, 2000), pp. 1-6 and throughout; or as the end of an era rather than a beginning, J. M. H. Smith, Europe 

after Rome: A New Cultural History 500-1000 (Oxford, 2005), pp. 293-7. 
33

 Vauchez, óLay peopleôs sanctityô, p. 22. 
34

 E.g. A. Vauchez, óThe laity in the feudal churchô, in idem, The Laity, pp. 39-44; idem, Spirituality of the 

Medieval West, pp. 138-9. 
35

 Vauchez, óLay peopleôs sanctityô, p. 22. 
36

 A. Vauchez, óLaityô, in A. Vauchez, B. Dobson, M. Lapidge (eds.), Encyclopedia of the Middle Ages, trans. 

A. Walford, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 2000), II, p. 814. See also his article óSanctityô in the same volume, pp. 1300-1. 
37

 Vauchez, óLay peopleôs sanctityô, p. 25; idem, óTwelfth-century noveltyô, pp. 51-2. 



Introduction 

 

11 

 

Vauchez acknowledged Gerald of Aurillac but continued to view lay sanctity as, 

essentially, an impossibility before the twelfth century: 

 

This does not mean, to be sure, that the notion of lay sanctity was totally unknown in the 

West before the twelfth-century figures to be discussed below. Indeed, as early as the 

tenth century, the monk Odo of Cluny had tried to provide a model for the rising feudal 

aristocracy in his Life of St Gerald of Aurillac. But despite the interest of this text, which 

historians have commented on extensively in recent years, we must recognise that it was 

not influential, and that the only saints outside of the ecclesiastical world, in the tenth and 

eleventh centuries,
38

 were almost all selected ï except for a few hermits ï from among the 

holders of power, such as Emperor Henry II, Empresses Mathilda, Adelaide and 

Cunegund, and Queen Margaret of Scotland, which brings us back to the model of royal 

sanctity é. The time for a modern notion of sanctity had not yet arrived in most of the 

West.
39

 

 

Vauchezôs remark about óa few hermitsô underestimates the variety and potential of eleventh-

century hagiography, as we shall see. But his general reasoning is within the mainstream: 

Gerald of Aurillac is thought to be something of a puzzle, an anomaly, and has little in 

common with later developments. Vauchezôs view of the development of Christian sanctity 

through the Middle Ages contains his own unique flavour of the laity, but it fits, and indeed 

has helped to shape, a received wisdom.
40

 

 This study suggests a readjustment of Vauchezôs view. His development of lay 

sanctity leaps, unchallenged, from a promising Carolingian period over a murky Gregorian 

era to a flowering twelfth century. Here I aim to show that there were lay saints in the 

eleventh century too, and that they had no need to be martyrs or descended from a royal line.  

                                                 
38

 The original text, like the translation, refers to óeleventh and twelfth centuriesô, which must be an error as the 

article goes on to discuss the new lay saints of the twelfth century: Vauchez, óUne nouveaut® du XIIe si¯cleô, p. 

58. 
39

 Vauchez, óTwelfth-century noveltyô, p. 52. I have anglicised some names in the translation. 
40

 Aside from works already cited, the received narrative is also found in, e.g., G. Lobrichon, La religion des 

laïcs en Occident: XIe-XVe siècles (Paris, 1994), pp. 170-9; C. Walker Bynum, óReligious women in the later 

Middle Agesô, in J. Raitt (ed.), Christian Spirituality: High Middle Ages and Reformation (London, 1987), pp. 

121-39; G. G. Merlo, óReligiosit¨ e cultura religiosa dei laici nel secolo XIIô, LôEuropa dei secoli XI e XII, pp. 

197-215. 
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Lay sanctity, the laity, and óreformô 

 

What impulses might have given rise to lay sanctity? The first possibility is that the clerical 

view of sanctity shifted towards a positive appreciation of the laity. All textual sanctity was 

filtered through a monastic or clerical process of creation, and these authorsô and their 

superiorsô notions of what constituted sanctity changed whether or not the pool of saintly 

candidates did. This might have been the result of certain motives (the wish to engage with 

the laity and provide models, for example) or may have been a more unconscious response to 

changed conditions. The second is that laypeople, in their role as ecclesiastical patrons, were 

more likely to promote their own as saints, encouraging their clerical and monastic friends, 

family, and other office holders such as subservient priests to go along with their inclinations 

for dynastic glory or other reasons. The third is that laypeople were increasingly willing to 

take demonstrations of piety into their own hands, which in turn made clerical observers 

more likely to promote them as saints. Historians have long viewed the eleventh century as a 

time when acts of lay piety become increasingly noticeable, culminating in their expression in 

the First Crusade which, in the famous words of Guibert of Nogent, was instituted by God óso 

that the knightly order and the erring mob ... might find a new way of earning salvationô 

without becoming monks.
41

 The fact that the crusade was, of course, a pilgrimage is 

suggestive of this desire to be more closely involved in religious ritual, and has a particular 

bearing on the pilgrim cults examined here, but any subtle mix of these three factors may 

have had a part to play in the origins of recorded lay cults. 

                                                 
41

 Guibert of Nogent, Dei gesta per Francos, ed. R. B. C. Huygens, CCCM 127A (Turnhout, 1996), I.1, p. 87: 

óut ordo equestris et vulgus oberrans ... novum repperirent salutis promerendae genusô; trans. R. Levine, The 

Deeds of God Through the Franks (Woodbridge, 1997), p. 28. On lay piety, see M. Bull, Knightly Piety and the 

Lay Response to the First Crusade: The Limousin and Gascony, c.970-c.1130 (Oxford, 1993); Hamilton, 

Church and People, esp. pp. 284-315. 
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 Some very substantial historiographical problems emerge from these basic impulses 

which, to name a few, include ecclesiastical reform, proprietary churches, religious 

mentalities, lay piety, and the origins of the First Crusade. Taken on their own, they are 

beyond the remit of this dissertation, though some are encountered in various local contexts 

in the following chapters. However, the problem that underlines all the others is the 

historiansô mainstay of óreformô in this period. As Julia Barrow has pointed out, the way 

historians use the word and the way it was used at various times in the Middle Ages are two 

very different things.
42

 The words reformare and reformatio were not especially current in 

the eleventh century ï least of all on a universal or programmatic scale, though their use 

picked up soon after
43

 ï and although the word óreformô is practically unavoidable here 

(particularly with regard to the Gregorian movement of the second half of the eleventh 

century), any single-minded view of what it means is unlikely to explain the appearance of 

lay sanctity, especially as historians usually see the eleventh century as an era of two or more 

distinct reforming periods. To borrow one of Constableôs descriptions: 

 

In the first half of the eleventh century the Church took the lead in promoting the 

reformatio pacis by preaching, pilgrimage, and liturgical intervention and, more 

positively, through the Peace and Truce of God. Later in the century the reformers 

                                                 
42

 J. Barrow, óIdeas and applications of reformô, in T. F. X. Noble and J. M. H. Smith (eds.), The Cambridge 

History of Christianity, III:  Early Medieval Christianities, c.600-c.1100 (Cambridge, 2008), pp. 345-62. See 

also G. B. Ladner, óTerms and ideas of renewalô, in R. L. Benson and G. Constable (eds.), Renaissance and 

Renewal in the Twelfth Century (Oxford, 1982), pp. 1-33; G. Constable, óRenewal and reform in religious life: 

concepts and realitiesô, in ibid., pp. 37-67; G. B. Ladner, The Idea of Reform: Its Impact on Christian Thought 

and Action in the Age of the Fathers (Cambridge, MA, 1959), pp. 1-35. On the paradoxes of reform see 

Constable, Reformation, pp. 42-3; C. Brooke, The Age of the Cloister: The Story of Monastic Life in the Middle 

Ages (Stroud, 2003), pp. 14-17. A flavour of the vast bibliography of reform may be found, alongside important 

overviews and interpretations, in J. Howe, óThe nobilityôs reform of the medieval Churchô, The American 

Historical Review, 93:2 (1988), pp. 317-339, at 317-19, nn. 1-3; and more recently Miller, óNew religious 

movementsô, pp. 229-30. 
43

 Barrow, óIdeasô, pp. 347-8, 361-2; eadem, óThe ideology of the tenth-century English Benedectine ñreformòô, 

in P. Skinner (ed.), Challenging the Boundaries of Medieval History: The Legacy of Timothy Reuter (Turnhout, 

2009), pp. 141-54, at 141-2. 
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concentrated their attention on the Church itself, which was turned by their efforts into 

new spiritual directions and institutional patterns.
44

 

 

More recently, scholars have distinguished further sub-phases and divergences within the 

period,
45

 while a local study of one diocese (Verona) has concluded that the term óreformô is 

unhelpful for describing the periodôs urgent innovations, creative ferment, and sense of 

spiritual possibility in new institutions.
46

 Added to this, we must remember that the eleventh 

century grew out of the tenth, which had its monastic óreformô, while the grand óreformationô 

of the twelfth century in turn grew out of the eleventh; indeed it is said to have begun half-

way through it.
47

 These different stages comprise varying and layered processes of social, 

political, and ecclesiastical change; as R. I. Moore has noted, óñreformò is an abstraction in 

which modern historians embrace a variety of objectivesô.
48

 In the eleventh century, lay saints 

potentially emerge out of, or in sympathy with, both of the basic processes of change outlined 

by Constable. Sometimes, as in the cult of Gerald of Aurillac (chapter 1), the link is direct, in 

this case with the aims of the Peace of God; at other times, as in the pilgrim cults of Bovo and 

Davino (chapters 2 and 3), the hagiography seems to be responding to a general upsurge in 

pious activity and lay engagement with the Church, which may just as easily originate among 

the lay aristocracy themselves as from any concerted effort on behalf of churchmen while, of 

course, the two influenced each other.
49

 Ultimately, this dissertation aims not to óperpetuate 

                                                 
44

 Constable, óRenewal and reformô, p. 39. It should be noted, however, that reformatio pacis (restoration of the 

peace) was a standard term and did not usually have any moral agenda behind it: I am grateful to Julia Barrow 

for this point. 
45

 Constable, Reformation, p. 4. 
46

 Miller, Formation of a Medieval Church, pp. 175-7. 
47

 Constable, Reformation, pp. 4-5; Howe, óNobilityôs reformô, p. 317; C. Walker Bynum, óThe spirituality of 

regular canons in the twelfth centuryô, in eadem, Jesus as Mother, pp. 22-58, at 22.  
48

 R. I. Moore, review of Cushing, Reform and the Papacy, in The English Historical Review, 121 (2006), pp. 

1516-17, quote at 1517. 
49

 Several scholars have written about the eleventh and twelfth centuries in terms of óan outburst of religious 

feeling that touched clergy and laity as well as monksô, in the words of C. Walker Bynum, óThe Cistercian 

conception of communityô, in eadem, Jesus as Mother, pp. 59-81, at 60-1, n. 4 (with references). For positive 

views of lay engagement with hagiography and saintsô cults, see S. Kahn Herrick, Imagining the Sacred Past: 

Hagiography and Power in Early Normandy (Cambridge, MA, 2007), pp. 6-8; Bull, Knightly Piety, pp. 204-49. 
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the categories and the conflictsô, to echo the warning of John Van Engen, but to break them 

down and see the period in all its human complexity.
50

 

As we have seen, Vauchez applied a single-minded approach to one of these reform 

periods ï the Gregorian Reform of the later eleventh century ï to explain a perceived absence 

of lay sanctity, relying on the commonplace that reformers sought to disparage the laity and 

distinguish themselves from them more sharply: such attacks from polemicists like Humbert 

of Silva Candida do not, it is true, seem conducive to lay sanctity, which requires the 

different orders to find common ground in order for one to gain a place in the otherôs 

liturgical calendars and sacred texts, but it is not the whole story.
51

 There is a difference 

between trying to exclude the laity from having authority over the Church ï by attacking 

simony and lay investiture, as the reformers did ï and ridiculing their whole spiritual 

potential, which reformers avoided. In the case of Peter Damian (1007-72), for example, 

positive engagement with and exhortation of the laity was a consistent feature of his 

correspondence, whether he was counselling a nobleman on his duty to recite the seven 

canonical hours every day, or urging a duke of Tuscany to be severe in his punishment of 

criminals ï óreformô here meant the purification of all society, recognising that the laity 

played their part too.
52

 One of the features of the age that historians are increasingly 

recognising is the extent to which clergy and laity could work together.
53

 Even on a strictly 

political level, we may think of the reform programme of the second half of the eleventh 

                                                 
50

 J. Van Engen, óThe future of medieval church historyô, Church History, 71:3 (2002), pp. 492-522, at 495. 
51

 Humbert of Silva Candida, Libri tres adversus simoniacos, ed. F. Thaner, MGH Libelli 1 (Hanover, 1891), 

pp. 95-253; U.-R. Blumenthal, The Investiture Controversy: Church and Monarchy from the Ninth to the 

Twelfth Century (Philadelphia, PA, 1988), pp. 89-92. Recent scholarship from the papal perspective includes M. 

Stroll, Popes and Antipopes: The Politics of Eleventh-Century Church Reform (Leiden, 2012); Cushing, Reform 

and the Papacy. For a re-evaluation, see M. Miller, óThe crisis in the Investiture Crisis narrativeô, History 

Compass, 7:6 (2009), pp. 1570-80. 
52

 Die Briefe des Petrus Damiani, ed. K. Reindel, 4 vols., MGH Briefe 4 (Munich, 1993), nos. 17 (I, pp. 155-

67), 68 (II, pp. 289-97); further examples are discussed in P. Ranft, The Theology of Peter Damian: Let Your 

Life Always Serve as a Witness (Washington, DC, 2012), p. 198; and see the discussion in Peter Damian, 

Letters, trans. O. J. Blum, 6 vols. (Washington, DC, 1989-2005), I, pp. 3-33. Later in life, however, Damian 

despaired of reforming the secular world: Die Briefe, no. 165 (IV, pp. 173-230). 
53

 Hamilton, Church and People, esp. pp. 15-22, 60-160; Miller, óNew religious movementsô. 
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century in terms of Gregory VIIôs desire to make the Church ófree, chaste, and catholicô 

(libera, casta, et catholica), with a parallel emphasis on obedience to the papal see ï an ideal 

which did certainly not exclude the laity from showcasing or appropriating clerical standards 

of piety.
54

 

Let us look briefly at an example of who the high-ranking laity were and how they 

could interact with the Church and its cults in the period of the Gregorian Reform. Countess 

Matilda of Canossa (or Tuscany, 1046-1115) was intimately involved in religious and 

ecclesiastical developments throughout her life. As a powerful ally of Gregory VII, she 

sheltered and supported the pope and his allies ï such as bishops Anselm II of Lucca and 

Bonizo of Sutri ï in the face of the violent Investiture Contest against Emperor Henry IV, 

with whom she was frequently at war. She remained loyal to the pope despite heavy defeats 

and setbacks, such as at Volta in 1080. It was widely said that her career and military service 

had, rightly or wrongly, resulted in the papal remission of her sins.
55

 She embraced the 

purification of the Church, attempting, for example, to impose the regular and common life 

on the canons of Lucca. Her personal piety was no less lacking: after the failure of her first 

marriage, Gregory had to dissuade her from entering the cloister as a nun. Along with her 

mother Beatrice, who had facilitated the election of Pope Alexander II, she was active in 

founding or supporting further houses of monks and regular canons, and endowing numerous 

hospitals in towns and along important communications routes.
56

 She had especially close 

                                                 
54

 The óEpistolae Vagantesô of Pope Gregory VII, ed. and trans. H. E. J. Cowdrey (Oxford, 1972), no. 54, p. 132; 

Barrow, óIdeasô, pp. 361-2; Blumenthal, Investiture Controversy, pp. 117-18. 
55

 Vita Anselmi episcopi Lucensis, ed. R. Wilmans, MGH SS 12 (Hanover, 1856), pp. 1-35, at c. 11, p. 16; and 

from a pejorative stance, Sigebert of Gembloux, Leodicensium epistola adversus Paschalem papam, ed. E. 

Sackur, MGH Libelli 2 (Hanover, 1892), pp. 449-64, at c. 13, p. 464. 
56

 R. Zagnoni, óGli ospitali dei Canossaô, in P. Golinelli (ed.), I poteri dei Canossa da Reggio Emilia allôEuropa 

(Bologna, 1994), pp. 309-23, at 313-23. In general: P. Healy, óMerito nominetur virago: Matilda of Tuscany in 

the polemics of the Investiture Contestô, in C. Meek and C. Lawless (eds.), Studies on Medieval and Early 

Modern Women, 4: Victims or Viragos? (Dublin, 2005), pp. 49-56, at 49-50; D. J. Hay, The Military Leadership 

of Matilda of Canossa 1046-1115 (Manchester, 2008), pp. 32-4 (with an overview on pp. 12-16). 
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links to the Vallombrosians.
57

 Her familyôs commitment to ecclesiastical foundations and the 

cult of saints is most clear in its links to San Benedetto Po (then San Benedetto Polirone), the 

monastery near Mantua that her grandfather Tedald had founded in 1007, that she and her 

father Boniface endowed with a new church, and which she entrusted to the Cluniacs and 

raised to a position of considerable status with no fewer than twenty-two donations over a 

period of twenty-three years.
58

 In 1016, the hermit Simeon died there after a life of 

pilgrimage and thaumaturgy that had begun in Armenia, and Boniface immediately pressed 

for his papal recognition, which was achieved, and oversaw the production of his Life and 

Miracles (which provide the first known use of the verb canonizare).
59

 Simeonôs was just one 

of several cults that has been linked to this line of lay counts and countesses who played an 

active role in the Church, often when their support was critical to its success.
60

 They were by 

no means alone: John Howe has chronicled many of the other lay individuals and families 

who played significant roles in the Churchôs development in this period.
61

 

In the end, despite their credentials, neither Matilda nor her ancestors were considered 

saints, though perhaps they were not far off: Donizo, a monk of Canossa, wrote their history 

in his De principibus Canusinis ï often known as the Vita Mathildis ï in the years before 

Matilda died (and therefore under her watchful eye).
62

 This metrical eulogy is political and 

secular in nature but, in the second book about Matilda herself, has some of the makings of a 

saintôs Life, especially in its description of her virtues,
63

 and its conformity to the topoi of her 

                                                 
57

 M. L. Ceccarelli Lemut, óI Canossa e i monasteri toscaniô, in Golinelli, I poteri dei Canossa, pp. 143-61, at 

154-61. 
58

 P. Golinelli, óCulto dei santi e monasteri nella politica dei Canossa nella pianura padanaô, in Studi Matildici 

(Modena, 1978), pp. 427-44, at 434-8. 
59

 Ibid.; E. W. Kemp, Canonization and Authority in the Western Church (London, 1948), pp. 1, 58, 163-4; the 

Life and Miracles are edited in P. Golinelli, óLa ñVitaò di s. Simeone monacoô, Studi medievali, 3rd ser., 20 

(1979), pp. 709-88, at 745-86 (see Miracula, c. 13, p. 786, for reference to the canonization). 
60

 Golinelli, óCulto dei santiô. 
61

 Howe, óNobilityôs reformô. 
62

 Donizo, Vita di Matilde di Canossa, ed. and Italian trans. P. Golinelli (Milan, 2008). 
63

 Ibid., II.14-57, pp. 124-6 (with spiritual qualities emphasised at II.20-7, p. 124). 
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protectorship of the poor and churches,
64

 as well as increasing piety in old age.
65

 If, perhaps, 

the project had been devised after Matildaôs death, when her legend could be freely aired 

among devotees, sanctity might have been the upshot, in the manner of Ida of Bolougneôs 

vita (see chapter 4). Nonetheless Matildaôs legend as a new Deborah and an icon of feminine 

power remained compelling to clerics and laity alike.
66

 Whether or not she was ever close to 

sainthood (which was not helped by a controversial reputation in some quarters) the history 

of the Canossa family is a concrete example of just how closely the laity and clergy could 

practise common aims and demonstrate mutual appreciation, the influence they could exert 

over one another, and the potential of lay piety itself. Like the so-called Vita Mathildis, the 

legends studied below are suggestive of this positive relationship. 

 

* * *  

 

The lay saints of the long eleventh century make a faint splash in larger waters, but 

exceptions often make for revealing cases because of the new or unusual impulses driving 

them. There is no easy way to evaluate typologies of sainthood, but a general notion can be 

understood from historiansô efforts to compile lists of canonizations. There may have been 

thirty-three saints recognised by the papacy in the period covered by this study.
67

 Nineteen of 

them were abbots and bishops and the rest comprise other ecclesiastical founders, martyrs, 

royal saints, three hermits, and one layperson: Nicholas the Pilgrim. (The three in the list who 

are usually described as hermits had a monastic career or association: Simeon of Polirone, 

Simeon of Trier, and Wiborada of Saint-Gall, who was also a martyr.) The elitist complexion 
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 Ibid., e.g. II.1277-82, p. 220; II.1436-41, p. 232. 
65

 Ibid., II.1358-1535, pp. 226-36 (note esp. II.1449-69, p. 232). 
66

 Hay, Military Leadership, pp. 214-15; P. Golinelli (ed.), Matilde di Canossa nelle culture europee del 

secondo millennio: dalla storia al mito (Bologna, 1999). 
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 Delooz, Sociologie et canonisations, pp. 440-1; see also G. Lºw, óCanonizzazioneô, Enciclopedia Cattolica, 
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of this list, in which the highest ranks of Church and society dominate, is equally typical of 

local sanctity, as geographical surveys confirm, while the unusual phenomenon of lay 

sanctity is aptly represented in the marginal figure of Nicholas.
68

  

Nicholas is discussed in chapter 4 of this dissertation, surveyed alongside five other 

lay saints. Before this, however, in chapters 1 to 3, I have chosen to bring detailed attention to 

three particular cults and their local contexts. The first, that of Gerald of Aurillac, was 

selected because it is the source of considerable interest, uncertainty, and lately controversy, 

and has been in need of further research. The other two ï those of Bovo and Davino ï were 

chosen because, unlike Gerald, they are comparatively unknown even to scholars in this field, 

and they arise from an interesting and at times surprising mix of influences. Along with 

Geraldôs cult, they encompass a uniform geographical area that stretches from southern 

France across the western Alps to northern Italy, which will be useful when thinking in terms 

of the networks that provide a focus especially to chapters 2 and 3. Sometimes I have taken a 

broad approach in these three chapters in order to present original ways to explain or 

contextualise these exceptional cults, whether by evaluating similar local cults (as in chapters 

1 and 3), incorporating non-hagiographic narratives (chapter 2), or adopting theoretical 

methods (chapter 3). The six saints of chapter 4, meanwhile, originate from both north and 

south of the central zone occupied by these cults. In each case, the relevant works of 

hagiography, which have all emerged in a monastic or clerical context, are evidence for a 

process of saint-making, however localised it may have been. All the protagonists are 

                                                 
68
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represented as saints, with the ability to intercede from heaven, in their biographies. Usually 

this is enhanced in the Life by notice of a translation of relics to a more honoured position, a 

ritual which was overseen by a bishop and carried out in tandem with the dedication of a 

church or altar, and this marks the saintôs official recognition. Recorded posthumous 

miracles, which are evidence of wider devotion, almost always follow, and I have 

endeavoured to point out any further evidence, such as liturgical calendars, where it exists. 

More modestly, an active cult may be suggested in the Life simply by exhortation of a 

houseôs brothers to continue to celebrate the deceased on his feast day (as in the Life of 

Burchard the Venerable in chapter 4), even if such an exhortation may imply anxiety over the 

saintôs diminishing importance. Only in the case of Walstan of Bawburgh (chapter 4) are we 

unsure about the individualôs contemporary status as a saint, as his Life cannot be dated with 

any certainty, though devotion in the later Middle Ages is well attested.
69

 

Overall these represent nine examples of lay saints whose biographies emerged from 

the long eleventh century, challenging Vauchezôs theory that the period saw no interest in 

cults of this type. There may be other cases yet to be discovered, not least among later, 

apparently dubious legends that place their subjects in this period: some interesting stories 

emerge from Germany, for example, that have proved hard to trace back to the central Middle 

Ages.
70

 However, this is very likely a representative sample that indicates how rarely lay 

holiness was recognised within the formal structures of the Church. But the fact that there 

were few lay saints, and that in most cases their legends survive in a limited number of 
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definitive register of saints for the period but among all the secondary and reference works, the substantial list in 

Delooz, Sociologie, pp. 440-59, is useful when used with care, as it does contain errors and its sources are not 

perfect (see the discussion on sources in ibid., pp. 128-40). 



Introduction 

 

21 

 

manuscripts, does not detract from the important evidence they provide of how preceptions of 

sanctity were malleable and shifting. 

In the second part, I broaden the enquiry to investigate the larger themes found in the 

texts. Chapter 5 explores the association between pilgrimage and sanctity, both in terms of 

historical development and the mythical and literary value of the ógreat journeyô in the works 

under discussion. There is also consideration of the apparently gender-specific emphasis on 

exile in the texts, while theoretical models are borrowed from the field of anthropology in an 

effort to explore the implications of these findings for the study of religion more generally. 

Chapter 6 extends the discussion to hermits and knightly converts ï both of whom 

experienced the interchange between the secular and spiritual worlds ï and applies their own 

special journeys and acts of exile to the same models in order to understand in broader terms 

how hagiographers constructed the life stories of the eleventh centuryôs spiritual pioneers. 

The conclusion returns to the subject of Vauchezôs narrative and addresses how my findings 

modify it. It identifies problems with the óriseô of lay sanctity, particularly in relation to the 

landmark cult of Homobonus of Cremona, and places my research in the context of this 

typologyôs changing fortunes through the Middle Ages. 
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PART I: SAINTS  

 

 

Chapter 1 

 

Lay sanctity in Aquitaine c.1000: Gerald of Aurillac and Martial of Limoges  

 

 

The considerable tradition of scholarship on St Gerald of Aurillac has recently met a 

challenge that threatens to overturn it completely. Mathew Kuefler has argued that the 

famous Life of Gerald, which was thought to be written by Odo of Cluny in around 930, is in 

fact a forgery composed about a century later.
1
 Therefore one aim of this chapter is to form a 

detailed response to this revelation and Kueflerôs other arguments. It will carefully reassess 

the aims and development of the early cult of Gerald as evidenced in two biographies, 

miracle stories, wider religious and political change in Aquitaine, the dedication ceremony of 

972 at Aurillac, and the celebration of the cult in Limoges in the late tenth and early eleventh 

centuries. Much of Kueflerôs scheme will be found to be entirely persuasive, while certain 

aspects will be reconsidered. 

Furthermore, this chapter will place the development of Geraldôs cult alongside that 

of the neighbouring cult of St Martial of Limoges for the first time. Kuefler showed that the 

longer Life of each saint was written in similar circumstances, for similar reasons, in the early 

eleventh century at Limoges, but restricted full investigation to Geraldôs vita. The 

circumstances of Gerald and Martialôs longer biographies entailed engagement with the laity, 

                                                 
1
 M. Kuefler, óDating and authorship of the writings about Saint Gerald of Aurillacô, Viator, 44:2 (2013), pp. 49-
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and consequently each cult contains powerful models of lay sanctity. He also argued that they 

were written by the same person: Ademar of Chabannes (989-1034). The soundness of this 

attribution will be reconsidered. Kuefler himself admits that it ómust remain somewhat 

speculativeô, and this chapter will underscore the problems that arise when trying to attribute 

a single author to the longer Life of either Gerald or Martial, both of which are complex texts 

that were developed in stages.
2
 

The figure of Gerald of Aurillac, a saintly lay aristocrat from the Auvergne in 

southern France, is well known: he eschewed fighting, stayed celibate, founded a monastery 

(though never joined it), and lived a devotedly pious life while staying engaged in secular 

affairs, according to the legend that grew up some time after his death (for which a date of 

c.909 is often supposed) and continued to develop into the eleventh century.
3
 He is 

commonly known as the first lay saint.
4
 His deeds are recorded in a short Life and the more 

famous long Life, known respectively as Vita Geraldi brevior (hereafter VGb) and Vita 

Geraldi prolixior (hereafter VGp); these are innovative texts written sometime between c.930 

and c.1030.
5
 There is also a third, hybrid version which takes parts from each and had limited 
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 Kuefler, óDatingô, pp. 73-6, quote at 73. Among Kueflerôs reasons to attribute authorship of the long Life of 
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Kuefler, Making, pp. 44-5. 
4
 On the uniqueness of Geraldôs sanctity, see esp. J.-C. Poulin, Lôid®al de saintet® dans lôAquitaine 
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Carolingian World (Cambridge, 2007), pp. 8-36, at 33 and n. 108; P. Bonnassie, P.-A. Sigal, and D. Iogna-Prat, 

óLa Gallia du Sud, 930-1130ô, in Hagiographies I, pp. 289-344, at 292-4; and almost all references below on 

Gerald. 
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distribution, perhaps only at Cluny.
6
 The first two ï original, unorthodox, and enigmatic ï are 

the subjects of the important debate about Odo, Ademar, and who wrote what and when. The 

third is interesting for the later reception of the legend among a small circle but is otherwise a 

distraction from the aims of the present study. 

From 1895 until 2013 the scholarly consensus more or less maintained that Odo of 

Cluny wrote VGp in around 930, and that VGb was a later abridgement of little interest.
7
 

Kueflerôs reversal, comprising the key claim that the short Life of Gerald was written first, 

does indeed appear to be the most reasonable explanation for the evidence, as the following 

brief points, which have been extracted from his greater argument, should be sufficient to 

show.
8
 First are the anachronisms in VGp, such as Geraldôs identification as a count (there 

has never been a count of Aurillac: William the Pious, duke of Aquitaine, had jurisdiction as 

count of Auvergne), a description of a church at Aurillac built decades after Geraldôs time (in 

a town which did not yet exist), and the discussion of a tripartite social order and the 

language of the Peace of God movement, lay piety, and secular comportment more akin to 

the period around the millennium and soon after, all of which are absent from VGb. Second, 

whereas VGb is openly circumspect about Geraldôs sanctity, appropriately enough for the 

highly irregular cult of a lay lord in its early stages, VGp alone calls him sanctus and 

confessor, and often uses superlatives when referring to his virtues and emphasising his 

                                                                                                                                                        
(London, 1958) is used with some changes. VGb is in Cat. Paris. II, pp. 392-401, trans. Kuefler, Making, pp. 

193-203, however the translations provided here are my own. 
6
 Known as Vita Geraldi prolixior secunda, this is unedited. All three Lives are fully discussed (with a 

traditional view of authorship and dating) in A.-M. Bultot-Verleysen, óLô®volution de lôimage de G®raud 

d'Aurillac (+ 909), seigneur laµque et saint, au fil de ses trois ñVitaeòô, in B.-M. Tock (ed.), In principio erat 

verbum: Mélanges offerts en hommage à Paul Tombeur par des anciens étudiants à l'occasion de son éméritat 

(Turnhout, 2005), pp. 45-92; and in VGp, pp. 1-128. 
7
 The consensus was established by A. Poncelet, óLa plus ancienne vie de s. G®raud dôAurillac (+ 909)ô, 

Analecta Bollandiana, 14 (1895), pp. 89-107. On the late-nineteenth century debate: Kuefler, óDatingô, pp. 53-6; 

and on the historiography generally, D. Iogna-Prat, óLa Vita Geraldi dôOdon de Cluny: un texte fondateur?ô, in 

M. Lauwers (ed.), Guerriers et moines: conversion et saintet® aristocratiques dans l'occident m®di®val, IXe-XIIe 

si¯cle (Antibes, 2002), pp. 143-55. 
8
 Kuefler, óDatingô, should be consulted for its several other points which add up to a convincing whole on this 

matter. 
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sanctitas: why would an author abridge and rewrite a saintôs life only to cut out the references 

to his heroôs sanctity? VGb merely, and only once, calls Gerald beatus.
9
  

Third, and to my mind most convincingly of all, concerns Geraldôs death scene (the 

Transitus) and his posthumous Miracula: these are called books III and IV in VGp and are 

written in the same elaborate style as the rest of that work, but in the extant manuscripts 

initially circulated separately. The laconic and sparsely written VGb, however, ends before 

Geraldôs death. To believe that VGb was written after VGp, one must suppose that its editor 

took a work in four books, broke it up, reduced and completely rewrote the first two (VGb 

would have been much more than an abridgement: it is a quite different work) but left the 

other two intact, renaming them as Transitus and Miracula in the meantime.
10

 The more 

sensible alternative is to conclude that VGb was written first and that the Transitus and 

Miracula were written later by others, as a way of ófinishingô the work, and this person or 

persons extended and rewrote the original vita as well, compiling the whole project into a 

coherent work of four books. The frequent mentions of Limoges and the cult of St Martial 

that were inserted by this rewriter tell us where efforts to amplify and augment the cult of 

Gerald took place: at the very least Limoges, and most likely at the monastery of Saint-

Martial itself (this is supported by the provenance of the early manuscripts). The manuscript 

transmission even shows the text being added to in stages, before it was finally presented as 

one long work, with a new preface, which was now consistent in its model of a powerful but 

pious layman who wishes to spread peace, justice, and proper religious practice through 

Aquitaine in the face of violent and rapacious lay upstarts and lackadaisical monks, and 

whose miracle-working attests to his special status as a saint. The period when VGb began to 

be turned into VGp can be dated to between the 980s and the 1020s, thanks to a manuscript 

originating from Saint-Martial, Limoges (Paris, BN lat. 5301) which contains the original 
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VGb followed by the new Transitus and Miracula (as I will show, these would be further 

worked on before they became books III and IV). In the only other manuscript of VGb from 

this early period (Paris, BN lat. 3783 t. II), the vita travels on its own.
11

 

 

 

The different faces of Gerald, then and now 

 

The vast scholarly archive on Gerald is very largely interested in VGp, which has been 

translated into English and other modern languages and commented on in almost every work 

that deals with the religious, intellectual, social, economic, or political landscape of tenth-

century west Francia, so rich is its telling of Geraldôs circumstances. VGb has gone neglected 

except in a few specialist articles.
12

 Almost all scholars who have commented on VGp have 

described it as a ómodelô of lay behaviour in a violent world, with the assumption that it was 

something to be acknowledged by the laity. In its concern for the lay order, it seemed to 

provide a bridge between Carolingian ómirrors for princesô and the rhetoric of the Peace of 

God movement, a rhetoric to which we can now say it contributes directly.
13
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29-55. See also S. Airlie, óThe anxiety of sanctity: St Gerald of Aurillac and his makerô, Journal of 

Ecclesiastical History, 43 (1992), pp. 372-95, esp. 376-80. On Gerald and the Peace of God, see J. Schneider, 

óAspects de la soci®t® dans lôAquitaine carolingienne dôapr¯s la Vita Geraldi Auriliacensisô, Comptes-rendus 

des s®ances de lôAcad®mie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, 117:1 (1973), pp. 8-19, at 18; J.-P. Poly and E. 

Bournazel, The Feudal Transformation 900-1200, trans. C. Higgitt (New York, 1991), p. 146. C. Lauranson-

Rosaz directly links the Life of Gerald and the subsequent status of Aurillac to the Peace movement in óPeace 

from the mountains: the Auvergnat origins of the Peace of Godô, in T. Head and R. Landes (eds.), The Peace of 

God: Social Violence and Religious Response in France around the Year 1000 (Ithaca, NY, 1992), pp. 104-34, 

esp. 111. 
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This simplistic image of a lay saint for the edification of the laity goes back at least to 

Carl Erdmann, who claimed Odo as the first cleric to try to win the souls of the laity, while 

placing Gerald in the context of the development of holy war.
14

 The idea that the longer Life 

reflected a defining moment in the creation of chivalric knighthood was followed by Jean 

Flori, who emphasised Geraldôs membership of a class of righteous warriors (ordo 

pugnatorum) whose task was to counter the rise of destructive knights (milites).
15

 Friedrich 

Lotter similarly saw in him the creation of a secular arm of ecclesiastical authority to enforce 

peace.
16

 Such historians have attempted above all to understand the contradictory behaviour 

of a saint who both did and did not fight: he ordered his men to wage war ówith the backs of 

their swords and with their spears reversedô
17

 and he never shed blood himself,
18

 yet Gerald, 

a powerful man (potens) in a militarised world, ósometimes made use of fightingô
19

 and did 

go into battle, both on campaign and defensively,
20

 ófor the cause of Godô.
21

 Anglophone 

historians have been largely in accordance: óthere is no doubt that he [Odo] hoped to provide 

a model é for the ñnoblesò and ñpowerful menò who were Geraldôs equals in the worldô may 

stand as a representative statement.
22
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 C. Erdmann, The Origin of the Idea of Crusade, trans. M. W. Baldwin and W. Goffart (Princeton, NJ, 1977 

[orig. 1935]), pp. 87-8. 
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16
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Rhinoceros Bound: Cluny in the Tenth Century (Philadelphia, 1982), p. 73; Noble, óSecular sanctityô, p. 33. 

However, qualifying or alternative emphases may be found in P. Rousset, óLôid®al chevaleresque dans deux 

Vitae clunisiennesô, in £tudes de civilisation m®di®vale, IXe-XIIe si¯cles: m®langes offerts ¨ Edmond-Ren® 

Labande (Poitiers, 1974), pp. 623-33; A. Romig, óThe common bond of aristocratic masculinity: monks, secular 

men and St Gerald of Aurillacô, in J. D. Thibodeaux (ed.), Negotiating Clerical Identities: Priests, Monks and 

Masculinity in the Middle Ages (Basingstoke, 2010), pp. 39-56. A. Barbero acknowledges the textôs complexity 

in a comparison with the Life of Gangulf (an eighth-century lay martyr): idem, óSanti laici e guerrieri: le 

trasformazioni di un modello nellôagiografia altomedievaleô, in G. Barone et al. (eds.), Modelli di santità e 

modelli di comportamento: contrasti, intersezioni, complementarità (Turin, 1994), pp. 125-40, esp. 134-5. 
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Yet the secular vision of Geraldôs sanctity does not quite square with the text itself 

and the interests of its author. It is true, of course, that the author does appeal directly to the 

laity, and much of book I of VGp seems directed to this purpose. However, it is also true that 

great emphasis is placed on monasticism and Geraldôs foundation of the monastery at 

Aurillac, which emerges as the single most sustained narrative in the Life, covering four 

chapters of book II and two chapters of book III.
23

 It comes directly after Geraldôs quasi-

conversion, in which he is secretly tonsured as a symbol of his frustrated desire to enter holy 

orders.
24

 These two seemingly contradictory layers of motivation for the work lie at the heart 

of understanding the meaning of Gerald as a saint and how this changed, not always 

seamlessly, through the rewriting process.  

The ósecular layerô of VGp has been much discussed. On the other hand, the 

importance of monasticism in it has been underestimated. For instance, in the central passage 

of the Life related to Geraldôs foundation, he builds a church dedicated to St Peter, just as his 

father built one for St Clement but, at the intervention of Satan, the foundations are badly laid 

and the walls collapse. This is how good things come into the world, we are told, with trial 

and difficulty.
25
 Lent comes round and he tries again, choosing a better site this time, and the 

church goes up. There is a major catch, however: Gerald does not know where to find monks 

of good character who will live by a rule, such is their rarity. He sends some young men to be 

trained at Vabres, where a properly regulated community is growing up, but when they return 

they become lax, not having good masters. So he puts one in charge, who turns out to be 

dissolute; but Gerald  

 

was not able to correct him, and he did not have another whom he could put in his place. 

Therefore when he saw him and his associates advancing along the path of a corrupt life, 
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 VGp, II.4-6, 8, pp. 202-8; III.2 [1], 4 [3], pp. 246-50. 
24

 VGp, II.2-3, pp. 200-2. This is discussed further below and in ch. 5. 
25

 VGp, II.4, p. 204. 
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sighing profoundly, he repeated that saying of David, óO Lord, defeat the counsel of 

Achitofel.ô
26

 

 

There could hardly be a clearer parable for the work facing the monastic reformers, namely 

building a better church in the face of the evils of the world. Gerald must persevere through 

inevitable setbacks; Lent symbolises the rising to come at Easter, and the church does rise 

again on its new foundations, but what of the monks? They are so few, and how can they be 

kept to a rule? Gerald cannot correct them himself: he is a layman and in a óperfectô 

community should not assume any authority. His laity is emphasised in the reference to 

David, another powerful man lamenting the sin around him, personified in this case by his 

counsellor. Geraldôs frustration at the corruption around him leads to a plaintive outcry, and 

he ógroaned with disgust at men whom he saw inclining to evilô in a world where óiniquity 

aboundedô.
27

 

The solution to this problem of corruption is not straightforward but seems most of all 

to involve monks: 

 

[Geraldôs] mind was in turmoil day and night, and he could not forget his wish to gather 

together monks, often speaking about it with his household and friends. He was so 

distressed by this feeling that sometimes he would exclaim, óO, if someone would let me 

find religious monks ... I would give them all I possess, and then go through this life 

begging, I would enter that pact absolutely, without hesitation.ô Sometimes his friends 

would say, óAre there not many monks to be found in these regions from whom you can 

gather some together as you wish?ô But he would reply with the powerful words, óIf 

monks are perfect, they are like blessed angels. But if they return to the desire of the 

world they are rightly compared to the apostate angels, who by their apostasy did not 

keep their home. For I tell you that a good layman is incomparably better than a monk 

who does not keep his vows.ô When they rejoined, óWhy then are you in the habit of 

offering such great favours to monks, not just those nearby but also far off?ô, making little 

                                                 
26

 VGp, II.6, p. 206: óillum corrigere non ualebat, neque alium habere quem loco illius subrogare posset. Cum 

ergo uel illum uel complices eius corruptň uite tramitem incedere uidisset, illud Dauiticum profunde suspirans 

dicebat: ñO Domine dissipa consilium Achitofel [2 Sam 15:31].òô 
27

 VGp, II.7, p. 206: ósuper homines quos ad malum procliuos uidebat pertesus ingemiscebatô; óiniquitas 

inundaretô. 
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of his deeds, with his usual humility he would reply, óWhat I do is nothing. But if, as you 

say, I do anything, I am certain that He speaks the truth who promised to reward a cup of 

cold water given in His name.ô
28

 

 

The urge for reform, the search for perfection, the disgust at fallen monks, the assistance to 

monks near and far: all read as the concerns of a true monastic reformer. However, the hint 

that there is a more complex social problem behind this passage lies in the reference to the 

ógood laymanô who is also allowed inclusion in this reforming mission. The author does not 

necessarily want to emphasise the divisions between the orders, and he certainly does not 

hate the secular world: the message is that there are good and bad monks and clerics, just as 

there are good and bad laypeople. Instead he wants to share the benefits of religious and 

social reform as widely as possible. 

Much of Geraldôs everyday behaviour in VGp was of specific interest to monks as 

well as, of course, the laity. For example, his drinking and dining habits carry a strong flavour 

of the Rule of St Benedict, with prescribed meal times, mandatory readings, and due care 

with drink.
29
 Geraldôs clothes are simple linen or woollen garments óof the old fashionô.

30
 His 

nocturnal emissions are washed away with water and tears, and the author chastises those 

who disdain to wash properly after these incidents.
31
 When Gerald wakes up, gets out of bed, 

puts on his clothes, starts a journey, or many other daily actions, he says an appropriate little 
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 VGp, II.8, pp. 206-8: óProinde die noctuque mens illius estuabat, et de congregandis monachis affectum 

obliuisci non poterat, sepius cum domesticis et familiaribus inde colloquens. Tanto enim in id affectu angebatur 

ut nonnumquam exclamaret: ñO si quis michi daret ut sub tali pacto religiosos monachos invenirem, quo ego 

illis cuncta quň possideo dedissem, et deinceps uitam hanc mendicando exegissem, ad hoc pactum ineundum 

nichil prorsus morarer.ò Cum itidem aliquando familiares ei respondissent dicentes: ñNonne plures monachi in 

his regionibus repperiuntur, e quibus ad uotum congregare potestis?ò At ille fortem nimis sententiam proferens: 

ñSi,ò inquit, ñmonachi perfecti sunt, beatis angelis assimilantur. Sin uero ad seculare desiderium reuertuntur, 

apostaticis angelis, qui suum domicilium non seruauerunt, per suam utique apostasiam iure comparantur. Fateor 

enim uobis quoniam incomparabiliter melior est bonus laicus quam sui propositi transgressor monachus.ò 

Cumque ei subiunxissent: ñQuid ergo tanta beneficia, non solum uicinis, sed ňtiam longinquis cenobitis prebere 

consueuisti?ò At ille consueta humilitate facta sua despiciens: ñEgo,ò inquit, ñnichil facio. Si tamen, ut dicitis, 

aliquid facerem, certus sum quia uerus est promissor qui calicem aquň frigidň pro suo nomine datum remunerare 

promisit [Matt. 10:42].òô See also the discussion in Romig, óCommon bondô, pp. 47-8. 
29

 VGp, I.13 (p. 156), I.15 (pp. 158-62), II.14 (pp. 214-6); cf. RB, 38 (cols. 601-4), 40-41 (cols. 641-58). 
30

 VGp, I.16, p. 162: óantiquo moreô; cf. RB 55, cols. 771-2. 
31

 VGp, I.34, p. 182. 



Lay sanctity in Aquitaine 

 

31 

 

verse or prayer.
32
 His prayer routine includes the night office, after which he remains alone in 

the oratory in the manner of an especially pious monk, just as the Rule allows.
33
 He refuses to 

let services be cut short, a practice that most are guilty of, says the author, instead setting an 

example of immobile contemplation during the recital of the office. As for his chanting of the 

entire psalter óalmost dailyô, this can be seen as encouragement to only the most advanced of 

monks, for as St Benedict says on this, ówe read that our holy fathers resolutely performed in 

a single day what I pray we tepid monks may achieve in a whole weekô.
34
  

The longer Life, then, is interested in much more than the laity. Gerald is also a 

vehicle for the edification of monks, as well as a guide for their seniors ï lay and 

ecclesiastical ï interested in bettering themselves and their communities. It is concerned with 

power and its abuses as well as daily life and personal piety. It is a remarkably rich text. 

However, that richness is the final product of an elongated process of writing and rewriting. It 

is thanks to Kueflerôs paradigm that this now makes sense, and we are not forced to reconcile 

its complex agenda with the outlook of one man, Odo of Cluny.  

Compared with VGp, VGb was known as the text that tried to ótone downô Geraldôs 

laity and adopt a more ótraditionalô model of sanctity; it had little to say about the lay order 

beyond the (almost embarrassing) fact that Gerald was in it.
35

 The two oldest manuscripts of 

VGb, dating from the tenth or eleventh centuries, come from Saint-Martial, Limoges and 

somewhere that has been thought to be Moissac, but given the known difficulties in 

distinguishing between the output of these two scriptoria, they may well both come from 

Saint-Martial.
36

 As in VGp, the author calls himself Odo and informs us that he is writing at 
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 VGp, II.15, p. 216. 
33

 VGp, II.16, pp. 218-20; cf. RB 52, cols. 747-8. 
34

 VGp, I.11, p. 154: ópene cotidieô; cf. RB 18, col. 470B: ólegamus sanctos Patres nostros uno die hoc strenue 

implesse, quod nos tepidi utinam septimana integra persolvamus.ô See also the analysis of Geraldôs dining 

environment in relation to monastic rules in Facciotto, óMomentsô, pp. 217-23. 
35

 Analyses of VGb along these lines include Bultot-Verleysen, óLô®volutionô; Fumagalli, óNoteô; Facciotto, 

óMoments et lieuxô. 
36

 Paris, BN lat. 5301 (Saint-Martial) and BN lat. 3783 t. II (Moissac?): see Bultot-Verleysen, óDossierô, p. 198; 
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the request of Aimo, abbot of Tulle (c.929 to 931, when he was replaced by Odo of Cluny) 

and then abbot of Saint-Martial (c.936/7-43), as well as Aimoôs brother Turpio, the long-

serving bishop of Limoges (d. 944) who ordained Odo.
37

 The abbot of Cluny may have been 

related to them.
38

 We know from Ademar that Limoges had a church dedicated to St Gerald, 

so the interest from there is easily accounted for.
39

  

A comparison of the prefaces of VGb and VGp shows their very different approaches 

to Geraldôs sanctity. The preface of VGb is apologetic and tentative about Geraldôs status: the 

author worries about the novelty (novitas) of the project and Geraldôs powerful position, 

which he justifies by emphasising Geraldôs miracles as well as his comportment in the world:  

 

For if he was powerful in matters of this life, this does not hinder the layman who has 

administered well things that were justly received: for there is no power except from God. 

It is more praiseworthy that he had means of being proud and yet, in the example of Job 

or David, remained poor in spirit.
40
  

 

He is unsure about why Gerald has been glorified and ruminates on the problem: is he 

somebody to be imitated (ad imitationis incitamentum), or is he testimony (testimonium) of 

our coming judgement?
41

 Gerald may be special but the author makes no positive 

acclamation of sanctity. Finally, it is worth pointing to a note of anxiety struck when the 

author refers vaguely to a ógathering of peasantsô occurring lately in connection with 

                                                                                                                                                        
décoration des manuscrits a Saint-Martial de Limoges et en Limousin: du IXe au XIIe siècle (Paris, 1969), pp. 

84-5. 
37

 VGb, praef., p. 392. In VGp, Aimo is the addressee of the dedicatory letter, while both Aimo and Turpio are 

mentioned in the prologue: VGp, pp. 130, 134 (and see 19-20). On Odoôs ordination, see John of Salerno, Vita 

sancti Odonis abbatis Cluniacensis, PL 133, cols. 43-86, at I.37, col. 60A-C; also Odoôs own Collationum libri 

tres [hereafter Collationes], PL 133, cols. 517-638, at  praef., 517A-20A (addressed to Turpio). The chronology 

of this period is discussed below. 
38

 VGp, p. 19 n. 83. 
39

 Ademar of Chabannes, Chronicon, ed. P. Bourgain, CCCM 129 (Turnhout, 1999), III.35, p. 157. 
40

 VGb, praef., p. 393: óNam si potens in rebus hujus vitae erat, hoc nihil obstat laico homini qui res juste 

acceptas bene disposuit: non est enim potestas nisi a Deo. Magis enim laudabilis est, quod superbiendi materiam 

habuit et tamen, ad exemplum Job vel David, pauper in spiritu mansit.ô  
41

 Ibid., p. 392. 
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Gerald.
42

 He appears worried about the dangers of an unofficial or quasi-pagan cult 

developing, which is given as a key reason for setting out his óofficialô version. 

On the other hand, the preface of VGp uses many of the key passages of its 

predecessor but twists them for effect, though it has no such worries about ópeasantô religion. 

It is more concerned about the kind of model Gerald might be to those who thought him 

ópowerful and richô and ówho strive indeed to excuse their luxurious lives by his exampleô.
43

 

It seems that such people may be clerical or lay: the text is unspecific. It preaches on 

observing the commandments of God, noting that if óa layman of great positionô
44

 could 

follow them, so can everyone else: this is the same sort of message we have already seen 

elsewhere in the text, when the author uses Geraldôs lay status to his advantage in the passage 

about the ógood laymanô.
45

 This time, the author knows why Gerald is special and does not 

equivocate as his predecessor did: Gerald is óan example to the mightyô, given to us, he 

writes, reworking the words, lest we are condemned.
46

 The author has óadded something by 

way of admonition to those same mighty ones where opportunity has arisen, as you asked 

meô
47

 and, finally, he endorses Geraldôs sanctity without any trouble, placing him in óthe 

company of the saintsô.
48

 The authorôs admission that he has óaddedô something is a revealing 

one, as if unconsciously referring to the earlier text. 

Much of the purpose of VGp is to acknowledge Geraldôs laity and to then use it; VGb 

prefers not to, with the result that it tends to óclericaliseô its hero. The moment of Geraldôs 

                                                 
42

 Ibid.: óconventus rusticorumô. On the uses of the word rusticus, see D. Barthélemy, The Serf, the Knight, and 

the Historian, trans. G. R. Edwards (Ithaca, NY, 2009), pp. 274-7, who emphasises deregatory connotations; cf. 
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óconversionô highlights this difference. In both texts he takes advice to remain in the world 

but still receives the tonsure which he tries to hide, placing him perfectly on the fence, it 

would seem, neither one thing nor the other. The interpretation in VGb is that Gerald 

óaccepted the blessing of clerical officeô,
49

 evidently thinking of him in the ecclesiastical 

camp. VGp, on the other hand, omits this, wanting Gerald to have the best of both worlds (he 

won óa double rewardô).
50

 Now Gerald is somehow comprehensible to both clergy and laity, 

and he has the requisite authority to speak to both. The point is made clear when we see some 

of Geraldôs most monkish or ascetic behaviour likewise omitted from VGp, such as his 

avoidance of embracing female relatives or his decision to spend a punishing night out in the 

freezing cold after experiencing sexual temptation.
51

 

The shorter Life, then, is not really interested in laypeople per se. The author does not 

return to the subject for the rest of VGb, preferring to cast Gerald more as a religious than 

someone who acts in the secular world. Returning to the section in VGp about Geraldôs 

foundation at Aurillac and his difficulty in finding monks, this is quite similar in VGb, where 

Geraldôs woes on the subject are of central importance, standing out all the more in a shorter 

text that contains many traditional hagiographic themes. But it is treated in subtly different 

ways which have the effect of giving the story a more monastic context. For example, as in 

VGp, Gerald is most upset that he has not been able to gather together monks, but the author 

also says that Gerald ófelt sickô
52

 about those who lived in a community without the Rule: the 

desire to see the implementation of reformed monasticism is, if anything, more vigorous. 

Likewise, when he discusses Geraldôs daily actions, and the little verse or prayer that fits with 

each one, he gives an example from the Psalms ï óO Lord, set a watch before my mouthô ï 
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 VGb, 7, p. 397: óut clericatus benedictionem susciperetô. 
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 VGp, II.2, p. 200: óduplicem ... remunerationemô. 
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 VGb, 4, p. 395. See Kuefler, óDatingô, pp. 58-60, for further examples. 
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 VGb, 8, p. 398: ónausiabatô. 



Lay sanctity in Aquitaine 

 

35 

 

but explicitly tells us that it is also used in the Mass,
53

 whereas the author of VGp omits this 

link, in a nod to an audience that may not be so interested in liturgical details.
54

 

VGp has its own unique passages too, such as that describing the collapse and 

restoration of Geraldôs monastery, and the section about the ógood laymanô. As for the 

former, the author may have heard that something like this really happened; the message, 

however, is to emphasise the ongoing struggle to establish reformed communities, and the 

perseverance required of laypeople to this end. The latter was written for two apparent 

reasons: to spotlight the advantages of reformed monasticism, with its praise of perfect 

monks, but also to acknowledge the virtues of the laity, and to show that the order as a whole 

has the potential to shine spiritually and, as in the case of Gerald himself, be saved.  

To summarise, we have a short Life which defines Geraldôs lay state as a problem to 

be overcome. It does this by treating him as a kind of monk and doing its best to ignore the 

secular aspects of his life. It then demonstrates the authorôs real interest, namely the monastic 

order and its reform. The author of the longer Life takes this material and adds his own 

particular interest, namely the reform of the laity, while at all times keeping up his 

admonition and encouragement to the larger clerical community. In small ways he changes or 

omits some of the overtly ecclesiastical comments of the short Life but on the whole allows it 

to stand, and adds material encouraging the laityôs positive involvement in monastic reform. 

It is to this topic that we shall now turn, to bring to life the context on the ground that so 

greatly exercised our authors. 
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The politics of reform in the Auvergne and the Limousin 

 

The concerns about monastic reform that are so vividly seen in both Lives, and the role of the 

laity in this process, naturally reflect a world in which secular nobles frequently led or were 

intimately involved with ecclesiastical business; exploring this interaction is vital to 

understanding the historical context of each vita. At the time of Odo of Clunyôs reforms in 

Aquitaine, the region was experiencing upheaval as laity and clergy jostled to make new 

alliances in a changing secular and spiritual landscape. This large area, which politically and 

culturally could extend from the Loire as far south as the Pyrenees and from the Atlantic 

coast to the Rhône,
55

 saw the death of Duke William the Pious, the founder of Cluny, in 918, 

and the subsequent failure of his successors. Having no direct heirs, his lands went to his 

nephews William II and then Acfred, who died in 927, by which time a formidable power 

bloc had been completely reduced. The counts of Poitiers were the main beneficiaries ï Ebles 

Manzer claimed the inheritance and ducal title, passing them to his son William Towhead in 

934 ï and a power struggle would now ensue between these counts and the counts of 

Toulouse (such as Raymond III Pons who used the ducal title from 936 to 941), though it 

would not be long before the house of Poitiers was preeminent.
56
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 Straight after his reform of the Burgundian monastery of Romainmôtier in 928/9,
57

 

Odo of Cluny became involved with two Aquitainian houses, at Tulle and Aurillac (in the 

Limousin and Auvergne respectively), whose reforms were close together geographically and 

chronologically.
58

 These were in the contested border lands between the house of Poitiers, to 

the north-west, and the house of Toulouse to the south. Charter analysis of the period 900-

975 confirms the unsettled nature of the Auvergne in particular, and supports the picture of a 

battleground between warring houses: on one count, 76 charters mention land acquired ex 

conquestu in this period, mostly in the central and southern parts of the province (which 

include Geraldôs supposed heartland), compared with fewer in surrounding areas. 

Militarisation and castle-building were ongoing and significant factors in this.
59 

 

The monastery of Saint-Martin, Tulle was known by the writer of VGp to be the site 

of one of Odoôs reforms, as he has Odo explain in the preface by way of an excuse for 

visiting Aurillac and researching Geraldôs life: óBut when cause arose that I should visit the 

brothers of the monastery at Tulle, I was glad to continue to his [Geraldôs] tomb.ô
60

 

Evidently, the need to create this excuse about Odoôs visit shows he did not think that Odo 

had reformed Aurillac too.
61

 While we have no contemporary evidence that such a reform 

occurred (though it is likely),
62

 the messy situation at Tulle, where charters have survived, 
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ipsius intendere libuit.ô 
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62
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gives some indication of how these interventions could proceed, with the intrusion of new, 

secular powers causing abrupt and often uncomfortable change.  

A charter of 931 for Tulle issued by King Raoul tells the story.
63

 Raoul explains that 

at the request of Ademar of £chelles, the lay abbot, as well as the ósuggestionô of the 

powerful Ebles Manzer, count of Poitiers, he had previously made Aimo (Odoôs friend and 

the dedicatee of the Lives of Gerald) the abbot of Tulle with the intention of reforming it, and 

had subjected the monastery to Saint-Savin-sur-Gartempe.
64

 After the failure of William the 

Piousôs line, Ebles had taken possession of the region and become reconciled to Raoul by 

930. However, something was apparently going wrong with the reform of Tulle because óit 

was shown by trial that the same submission was an obstacle to religionô.
65

 After Aimoôs rule 

of 929-31, Odo was asked to try his hand at it and remains a sporadic presence in the charters 

until December 935.
66

 In his decree of 931, the king also places Tulle under royal protection, 

grants free abbatial elections once Odo and his co-abbot, the local incumbent Adacius, have 

died. He also returns to the monks the part of the abbey that Ademar, the lay abbot, holds, 

effective after the latterôs death. 

 This charter effectively describes a benign usurpation and reform of the monastery ï 

which had once belonged solely to the local lay lord, Ademar of Échelles ï under the 
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auspices of Ebles Manzer. It has also been read as the celebration of a political and spiritual 

alliance between Raoul, Ademar, and Ebles, in which Tulle was incorporated into Odoôs 

ónetwork of allied monasteriesô.
67

 Nevertheless, Ademarôs change in fortunes is confirmed by 

his two wills, one written c.922 and the other c.930.
68

 In the former, he and his wife freely 

dispense with their properties with no concern for, or approval sought from, any higher, 

secular authority. The latter testament, however, bears all the hallmarks of the Poitevin 

incursion that had occurred in the meantime after the death of Acfred, the nephew of William 

the Pious, in 927. It disperses gifts for the souls of family and friends, óas well as for our king 

Raoul and our senior, Count Eblesô.
69

 The authority of Ebles is then begged in the closing 

words of the coupleôs will, and his signature comes first.
70

  

 With so little evidence surviving from Aurillac, whose monastic library has been 

sacked more than once,
71

 we can benefit from examining this portrait of local change at Tulle 

to better understand the role of secular authority over monasteries in the region at large. In 

the Auvergne, just south and east of the lands of Ademar of £chelles, Tulleôs possessions 

became entangled with those of Geraldôs abbey, requiring an amicable settlement in 916 

which is referred to in a document from later in the century.
72

 As Jean-Pierre Bruntercôh has 

shown in his detailed treatment of the fate of William the Piousôs duchy, Ademar of 

Chabannes omitted Williamôs son and nephew from his Chronicle to make it seem as though 

Ebles inherited the Auvergne and Poitiers directly from the famous founder of Cluny who, he 

claimed, was Eblesôs relative. (Either Ademar did this purposefully, as Bruntercôh suspects, 

or his sources were faulty.) The transition of power was not complete, however, until Eblesôs 

son, William Towhead, saw his authority recognised by local nobility at the placitum of 
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Ennezat in 955. The counts of Toulouse certainly tried to fill the power vacuum before then, 

and one of them, Raymond Pons, leant his authority to the foundation of Chanteuges in 936, 

for example. (Odo was asked to lead the house but was busy so delegated the job to Arnoul, 

the abbot of Aurillac.)
73

 

 Aurillac was clearly a model house by this time: Saint-Pons, Thomières and Saint-

Chaffre, Monastier were importing its monks.
74

 Before this ï and before Odoôs assumed 

reform there ï the monastery likely struggled under the whims of lay authority, just as Tulle 

had done. And yet in VGp we read the idealistic references to Aurillacôs freedom and 

subjection to only the papacy (in VGb these are vaguer; we are told only that Gerald gave a 

census to Rome for his monastery and nothing direct about its subjugation).
75

  

These references, especially in VGp, are little more than fiction. While we do not have 

documents from Odoôs time, we do have two that are apparently contemporary with Gerald 

himself. First, there is a charter of 899 issued by Charles the Simple which takes the 

monastery of Aurillac under royal protection.
76

 Second, there is Gerald of Aurillacôs own 

will, his Testamentum, which has often been interpreted as a codicil because it contradicts 

certain details in VGp.
77

 The charter exempts the monastery from all lay power, under King 
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Charlesôs protection, with the exception of Gerald and his sister.
78

 Now, Gerald never 

married or had children ï his reputed celibacy was a key plank of his sanctity ï but his sister, 

Avigerna, had two sons called Rainald and Benedict, and it was Rainald who was to be the 

appointed heir.
79

 With this crucial exception of Geraldôs sister, the charter left the way open 

for familial control of the monastery through her: it was not to be independent of the laity, 

like Cluny, which in its foundation charter of 909/10 achieved freedom under the papacy 

alone.
80

 

 Geraldôs will points the way to what happened next. In it he divides his properties 

between his nephew Rainald and the monks, but after Rainaldôs death they are meant to cede 

to the latter.
81

 He also gives the ultimate authority over the monastery to Rainald, who 

becomes its protector and has the power to appoint abbots.
82 

Much therefore would hinge 

upon Rainald: would he honour the will and allow the monastery its wealth after his death, or 

would he attempt to maintain family control over some or all of it through his heirs? The 

consideration both documents give for Geraldôs family strikes a realistic note, whereas VGp 

is highly tendentious on this subject. 
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Much later, during the compilation of Geraldôs posthumous miracles (book IV of 

VGp), the issue of Rainaldôs inheritance mysteriously resurfaces. The author clearly wishes to 

discredit Geraldôs nephew and emphasise the liberty of the monks:  

 

While he was still living the man of God [Gerald] had bound Rainald, whom he 

suspected, by an oath [presumably the Testamentum], as I said above, but Rainald broke 

his oath and with his followers greatly troubled the dependants whom Gerald had 

assigned to the monastery. But each of them, in the pillaging which they were suffering, 

used to invoke the name of Lord Gerald.
83

 

 

The deceased Gerald then appears to his nephew and demands he stop harassing the 

monastery; Rainaldôs wife persuades him to obey, but being óprone to evilô Rainald 

continues.
84

 The story ends with Gerald hitting his nephew on the head and threatening him 

with death. Much has changed since book II of VGp, which approvingly tells a story in which 

Rainald gave himself up as hostage to win his brotherôs freedom.  

 Two conclusions may be drawn from these documents and the Rainald episode. One 

is that contrary to the picture that is sometimes painted of Gerald, he did in fact pave the way 

for continued lay control of his abbey. The reality of family obligation and the ideals of 

monastic freedom clashed in a typically awkward compromise. (According to the later 

chronicle of the abbey, John, the second abbot and a relative of Gerald, did obtain the 

privilege of freedom under Rome.)
85

 The other is that much later, someone in Limoges was 

interested in portraying Geraldôs foundation as originally pure and free, abstractly subject to 

Rome, but susceptible to the evil snares of Geraldôs direct descendants who, it is implied, 

should have nothing to do with the foundation. The fact that Geraldôs other nephew Benedict 
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was, according to VGp, a viscount of Toulouse was presumably further reason to wish to 

exclude them.
86

 

 Others wanted to claim Gerald for themselves; we need not look far to find them. The 

Lives were written at the behest of Aimo, abbot of Tulle and Saint-Martial, Limoges and his 

brother, Bishop Turpio of Limoges. According to Christian Settipaniôs efforts to trace the 

family links of this part of Francia, Gerald himself was almost certainly related to Turpio and 

Aimo through the viscounts of Limoges; why else would they show such an interest in this 

Auvergnat lord?
87

 Intriguingly, in a break with tradition, one of these viscounts was named 

Gerald just after the saintôs death.
88

 His nephew Rainald has been identified as Rainald of 

Avalène, who had links to the Aubussons, the very family of Turpio and Aimo.
89

 Further, 

there is the church of St Gerald in Limoges. This was used, we are told in the third (ógammaô) 

version of Ademarôs Chronicle, in the consecration ceremony of Bishop Hilduin in 990, 

when he was carried enthroned to the churches of St Gerald and St Martial.
90

 This neglected 

comment tells us either how important the cult of Gerald was in Limoges by 990, or how 

important Gerald was in the eyes of Ademar in the late 1020s when this edition of the 

Chronicle was written, or both. Meanwhile, Ademar was related to Turpio, who knew Odo of 

Cluny, ordained him to the priesthood, and asked him to write his Collationes.
91

 Seen in this 

context, the cult begins to look like a family project, a memorial to a great ancestor, first set 

down in writing by one of the clanôs closest spiritual confidants, Odo of Cluny. 
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 We have seen evidence of the complexities of monastic leadership and the almost 

inescapable presence of lay authority, which could be beneficial or otherwise. For the most 

part, however, there was no perceived incompatibility between lay authority and monastic 

reform in Francia: they needed one another, but the relationship had its pitfalls.
92

 The 

fluctuating fortunes of the monastery of Uzerche, south-east of Limoges on the way to Tulle, 

are a case in point. Seeing it as a rival episcopal base, Turpio seized the house and its 

possessions, handing it over to lay authority and dividing up its lands. From the monksô point 

of view, this was a disaster:  

 

All the authority of the clergy was given over to one cleric alone, who was called the 

baron. é The aforesaid man and his accomplices, the barons, brought much evil to this 

place of Uzerche. é That same Bishop Turpio divided lands, honours, and alms which 

the faithful had given to this place for their souls among the lord of the castle of S®gur, 

the viscount of Limoges, and the viscount of Comborn, the said bishop keeping a not 

insubstantial portion for his own use.
93

 

 

Yet Turpioôs successor, called Ebles, allowed the reform of Uzerche at the hands of one such 

layman by the name of Radulf.
94

 Then in 977, Bishop Hildegar further undid Turpioôs 

revolution, making the monastery largely independent, but keeping some power over the 

appointment of the abbot.
95

 By then, however, the episcopacy was a family firm run by the 

viscounts of Limoges, whose representatives supplied its incumbents, and towards the end of 

the tenth century the appointment was becoming the personal gift of the duke of Aquitaine: 
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indeed William Vôs appointment of the layman Gerald (1014-22), son of the viscount of 

Limoges, required the latter to go through all the degrees of clerical ordination in one day.
96

 It 

is interesting to consider that lay sanctity was being promoted as never before in Limoges, in 

the shape of the nobleman St Gerald, at around the same time as a viscountôs son with no 

prior clerical experience, called Gerald, could be elevated to the dioceseôs chief ecclesiastical 

post in one fell swoop. It is, furthermore, interesting to note that some of Geraldôs relics were 

translated from Aurillac to Limoges during his namesakeôs incumbency in 1021.
97

 

 In this context, the Lives of Gerald have an urgency with regard to the monastic role 

of laypeople that was relevant not only c.930, when VGb was likely written, but also up to a 

century later at the time of VGpôs composition. Gerald behaves impeccably towards his 

foundation, trying his best to gather together good monks who follow the Rule, and then 

standing back to let them organise themselves under the theoretical protection of Rome. Odo 

fanatically enforced this model where he could.
98

 Equally, the problem of recruiting monks in 

Odoôs day, so vividly expressed in VGb, was by no means alleviated by the time of VGp, 

which keeps up the lament, and in doing so sounds the same desperate note as William V, 

one of whose surviving letters implores, for the third time, the abbot of Saint-Savin to release 

some monks to help populate the monastery of Charroux.
99

 The author of VGp did not use the 

shorter Life blindly, but with care to give it meaning in his own time, which is why some of 

the text has kept the thrust of the original and much else has shifted concerns to new 

problems. Both, however, are greatly concerned for the laityôs role in the monastic landscape. 

The story told about Gerald and his foundation at Aurillac may not have been quite what 
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happened, but the disconnection between ideal and reality reveals one of the key messages of 

both Lives, that in a world in which the laity are still largely unchallenged in the power they 

wield over the Church, it is vital that they understand their responsibilities towards it.  

As Steven Vanderputten has shown in his recent study of how monastic reform 

unfolded in Flanders, it was not just in the south that the reality of lay authority exercised 

monks. In the 940s and 950s, Count Arnulf I oversaw the reform of all of Flandersô major 

monasteries in an effort to expand his material and political grip on the region, mostly 

appointing abbots as he saw fit. By the end of the century and the beginning of the next, 

however, this overall control had given way to more complex arrangements of patronage in 

which abbots sought greater authority and which, furthermore, were reflected in hagiography: 

the Life of St Folcuin written at Saint-Bertin in the later tenth century, for example, 

purposefully minimises earlier comital influence.
100

 And thus it was with the development of 

Geraldôs legend, whose later authorsô self-confidence manifested in a work which could 

promote a constricted and carefully controlled version of lay authority over monks. This is 

essentially how the meaning of lay sanctity changed in the writing of Geraldôs vitae. 

 

 

Odoôs anomaly and the dedication ceremony of 972 

 

Kuefler, focused as he was on dismantling all the assumptions about VGp that had 

accumulated since the late nineteenth century, assigned its old authorship and dating to VGb, 

seeing no good reason not to allow Odo of Cluny involvement in at least this minor work, 

whose author after all announces himself as minimus abbatum Oddo in the preface. And if 
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Odo did write it, then the dates of 929-31 still make good sense for the period when he might 

have done so.
101

 While I accept this is a likely scenario, it does raise questions concerning the 

Lifeôs place in Odoôs oeuvre. 

First of all, Odo of Cluny did not supply his name in his other works. A list of Odoôs 

works that are extant and genuine, according to recent reassessments of attribution, is as 

follows: a Life of Gregory of Tours (the Vita sancti Gregorii Turonensis),
102

 fi ve sermons (In 

cathedra sancti Petri, De sancto Benedicto abbate, De combustione basilicae beati Martini, 

In festo sancti Martini, and De translatione sancti Albini),
103

 and two long texts on the nature 

of evil: a prose work known as the Collationes,
104

 and a long poem, the Occupatio.
105

 No 

certain version of Odoôs abridgement of Gregory the Greatôs Moralia in Job exists.
106

 There 

are, however, a dozen antiphons and some hymns, largely in honour of St Martin.
107

 All of 

these texts are anonymous. Of the three major works which have prefaces, and which are 

therefore more likely to be signed ï the Vita Gregorii, the Collationes, and the Occupatio ï 

we have to deduce authorship either from internal evidence or from attributions made by 

contemporaries.
108

 Given everything we know about Odoôs literary output, it seems strange to 
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think he wrote minimus abbatum Oddo himself. We also know from his own biography, the 

Vita Odonis, written soon after his death by his disciple John of Salerno, that he was a man of 

exceptional humility who could not talk about himself (óit was our fatherôs [Odoôs] custom 

deliberately never to describe his own personô).
109

 Could Odoôs name have been added to 

give the text greater stature? It is possible; Odoôs relationship with Abbot Aimo and Bishop 

Turpio was well known enough to be (suspiciously) added to Ademarôs Chronicon, so when 

we see them mentioned in the preface of VGb we should not immediately believe its 

authenticity.
110

  

That same preface also sets the tone for VGbôs unusually strong interest in miracles. 

These would be developed even further in VGp, but even in the short Life the promotion of 

the miraculous is extraordinary, above all because claims are made for several healing 

miracles performed by Gerald in his own lifetime, which is a rare feat in tenth-century 

hagiography.
111

 Gerald, however, is able to heal through application of his washing water, 

which is taken without his knowledge. We are told this happens often, and five specific 

occasions are described, mostly involving blindness. He also heals a demonic woman by 

blessing her.
112

 The preface makes clear that miracles are of the utmost importance and that 

they are the proof of Geraldôs holiness that swings Odoôs view from one of doubt to 

conviction. 
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 In the Vita Gregorii, which is attributed to the final period in Odoôs life after his 

involvement in reform at Aurillac,
113

 his comments on miracles are of a different hue 

altogether. Odo takes up nearly half the preface to make the point that miracles (ósignsô) are 

unimportant, and even chastises those who put too much faith in them:  

 

If anyone requiring signs in the Jewish manner measures whatever saint by quantity of 

signs, what will he think of the blessed mother of God, or of the precursor of Joanna? ... 

on the terrible day, with many condemned who made signs, those who pursued works of 

justice will alone be assembled on the right hand of the heavenly Judge.
114

 

 

So adverse are miracles to Odoôs theology of salvation that he goes so far as to suggest that 

performing them may result in damnation; only óworks of justiceô are important. Gregory 

should be praised for his humility and deeds, even though miracles were not entirely lacking. 

Near the end of the same Life he repeats these sentiments in order to be clear.
115

 

 A certain consistency on this matter can be traced back to the Collationes, which was 

written before Odo became an abbot and before his time in and around Aurillac when he is 

believed to have written Geraldôs Life.
116

 Here, Odo explains that miracles were a necessity 

early in the Churchôs ministry to reinforce faith, but they are no longer required.
 
Then, 

spelling out his apocalyptic theology, he writes that in the period before the coming of the 

Antichrist ï which is now ï miracles are ceasing and that those who worship because of 

wonders alone will find themselves in the same condemned state as the miracle-working 

attendants of the Antichrist. Prefiguring almost precisely his comments in the Vita Gregorii, 

he is cautious to say that miracles among good people are not altogether lacking, but they will 
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seem like ófew or noneô in comparison to the productivity of such sinister characters.
117

 In his 

sermons too, Odo says that miracles only pertained to the early Church and that the faithful 

should not follow the Jewish example of trying to seek them out.
118

  

 Yet in VGb, in a perverse twist on his words elsewhere, Odo acknowledges that 

miracles ought to cease because the time of the Antichrist is imminent, but the Lord glorified 

Gerald with óa certain grace of healingô because of the Old Testament promise of ówho 

glorifies me, I shall glorify himô (1 Sam 2:30).
119

 This argument had precedent elsewhere but 

remains surprising in the context of Odoôs works.
120

 It provides an introduction to the 

miracles themselves, which are then described, some briefly, others in more detail. If Odo 

wrote this, it reads as if his principles have been compromised in order to fulfil the demands 

of this one commission, and the whole matter is quietly forgotten in later works (Gerald is 

never again mentioned by the abbot).  

 Another odd fact about VGb that has eluded comment is that it has no ending. It 

simply stops after one of Geraldôs healing miracles, its hero still alive. The reason for this 

may be that the copying process from the original was terminated early or was faulty in some 

other respect, leaving the extant versions incomplete, or that the original was not composed 

as a polished vita but was meant for a specific liturgical purpose: indeed, the earliest 

manuscript contains divisions of eight lessons for this reason.
121

 There was enough material 
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to cover a single important occasion. For a saintôs feast day, this would most likely be Matins 

when typically such passages were read; the early manuscripts of VGb are divided into either 

eight or twelve lessons, corresponding to the usual pattern of the nocturns during this 

office.
122

 In such a scenario, VGb may have been sufficient: there was certainly no lack of 

miracles, perhaps rendering the death scene with posthumous miracles less important.  

 Interestingly, the truncated nature of VGb is alluded to in a collection of Geraldôs 

miracles that has been edited only quite recently, which is presumably why this collection has 

been generally ignored or underestimated.
123

 This is a different collection from those which 

ended up as book IV of VGp. The miracles of book IV aside, the extra episodes now under 

discussion were recorded after the first known major turning point in Geraldôs cult, namely 

the consecration of the new abbey church at Aurillac in Geraldôs name in 972. The preface 

begins by acknowledging that the deeds Gerald carried out in life have only ópartlyô been 

recorded so far by a more learned pen (the reason they are incomplete, we are told, is their 

great abundance).
124

 After this, the title of the opening chapter announces that it will be about 

the first church to be built in honour of St Gerald, the event of its consecration, and miracles 

that occurred on that day.
125

 The text says that Gerald died but was buried in a place without 

the dignity due to a saint; yet his miracles grew and the inhabitants of Aurillac finally built a 

church for him and asked Bishop Stephen (II) of Clermont to consecrate it. It tells of the 

wonders that occurred on the day the bishop came and the translation of Gerald. In the next 

chapter, Stephen prays to Gerald when ill, despite being chastised for venerating this ósecular 

laymanô before all other saints.
126

 The writer claims that Stephen testified to his miraculous 

recovery under oath, leading Bultot-Verleysen, the textôs modern editor, sensibly to date this 
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first part of the text to 972-84, the latter being the date of the bishopôs death.
127

 Kuefler, 

wishing to focus the Gerald project post-VGb on one man, has attributed the whole text to 

Ademar of Chabannes, which is improbable given the early part of the textôs intimate 

association with Aurillac and the events of 972, and the fact that Ademar was not born until 

989.
128

 If, like Kuefler, we try to argue that Ademar wrote VGp, we cannot reconcile its 

complete ignorance of the history and geography of Aurillac with the detail given in this 

account of the dedication ceremony.
129

 

 Moreover, the miracles that immediately follow take place around Aurillac and the 

Auvergne. In chapter 4, the author refers to fulfilling a promise made earlier, at the end of a 

Life of Gerald (in finem libri uite ï it is not clear to what text he is referring) to write more 

miracles about óhow he [Gerald] carefully protects from enemies the possessions submitted to 

his authority, and what battles he wages against the princes of the land and their evil menô.
130

 

The priorities are in accordance with the turmoil we might expect of the latter part of the 

tenth century and the demands of the Peace of God movement. Thus, the next four stories are 

about vengeance on such evil men, and are sited in various localities south of Aurillac 

connected to the abbey. Then, in chapter 8, the setting moves away from these regions and 

tells of the church dedicated to St Gerald in Limoges.
131

 Bultot-Verleysen notes a change of 

tone from the author, whom she supposes to be a monk from Aurillac: óabandoning stories 

whose subject is respect for Geraldôs properties, he now focuses on miracles establishing a 
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direct relationship between the beneficiary, petitioner or óvictimô, and the saintô.
132

  However, 

it may make more sense to say that we are now in the hands of a different author, one who 

refers to óour communityô when he speaks about the confraternity between his monastery and 

Solignac, evidence that may be writing from Saint-Martial.
133

 From now on, too, there are 

overlaps between this text and elements of VGp (as well as, occasionally, VGb), so it would 

not be unreasonable to say that Ademar or his associates had a hand in this section.
134

 The 

two manuscripts used for the edition support the idea of different authors, as one of them (the 

earlier of the two, from San Benedetto Polirone in the eleventh century) only goes as far as 

chapter 5 before ending neatly.
135

  

 These miracles were written in stages which remain somewhat obscure, but it is fair to 

conclude from this that the cultôs first great public manifestation was in 972, and that 

subsequently it spread to Limoges where another church was built, which Ademar mentions 

as existing by 990.
136

 The dating of 972 comes from the abbey chronicle as well as an 

important and unusual ócharterô of Saint-Flour (which in fact contains a mix of different types 

of text) relating what occurred on that day, referring to Bishop Stephenôs ólove which he 

especially had for the blessed Gerald because of the miracles which he had seen while 

coming to dedicate the church and on the very day of the dedicationô ï miracles which were 

soon recorded in the collection just discussed.
137
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 The consecration of 972 was, if not the making, then the consolidation and official 

enhancement of the cult. It was an important local event, attended not only by Stephen but 

also the bishops of P®rigueux and Cahors as well as an óinnumerable multitudeô consisting of 

abbots, monks, clergy, and laypeople.
138

 Naturally, it would have required readings about 

Gerald to go with the liturgy; no doubt the ópartialô Life, referred to alongside the 

consecration in the miracle collection, was used. There is good reason to suppose that this 

was VGb, either as it has survived or some earlier version of it. We must recognise the 

possibility that VGb was composed for this event. Much could hinge upon a specific internal 

clue: after Gerald has bemoaned the dearth of monks and his empty monastery, he makes a 

prediction: óI would like you to know that this house will frequently be crammed with people 

flocking to it.ô
139

 The writer goes on to acknowledge that this is indeed what has happened:  

 

How he might have learned this, he did not say; but because it often happens as he said, 

that the house does not hold the gathering crowds, those who remember that Lord Gerald 

predicted this think that he knew it by divine revelation.
140

 

 

In truth, one might argue the significance of this either way. Those who wish to confirm that 

Odo of Cluny wrote VGb in around 930 might say that there is no indication here that the 

problem of overcrowding has yet been alleviated by the construction of the new church. 

Some time has clearly passed since Geraldôs death c.909 (but not so much that everyone who 

knew him is dead). According to the abbey chronicle, the new church was begun under 
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Adrald, Odoôs successor, and finished under the next abbot, called Gerald.
141

 The passage in 

the text ends up fitting Odoôs abbacy quite well, and the date of c.930 usually given to VGp. 

 Alternatively, one might suggest that the ógathering crowdsô allude to a later period, 

after the construction of the church and in the build-up to its consecration and Geraldôs 

translation. In the eyes of some, the events of 972 were of far-reaching importance: Christian 

Lauranson-Rosaz reads the Saint-Flour charter as evidence of a regional assembly presided 

over by bishops and local magnates, even as a form of early Peace council.
142

 Its allusions to 

miracles occurring, the innumerable numbers of clergy and people gathering, and the local 

relevance of, as he stresses, óthe first non-royal layman ever to become a saintô
143

 made it 

highly pertinent to the themes of later, more recognised Peace councils. óHow appropriate to 

launch a peace movement by exalting the abbey of that saint of peace par excellence.ô
144

  

The Peace of God clearly provides an important backdrop to the development of the 

cult from 972. While many scholars, like Lauranson-Rosaz, view it as a movement ï 

referring to the bishop-led councils that began in Aquitaine and proliferated between 975 and 

the 1030s when the Truce of God developed ï some, especially Dominique Barthélemy, have 

tried to downplay its significance while also holding reservations about any millennial, 

apocalyptic associations.
145

 However, even Barthélemy acknowledges that in this period 

churchmen, increasingly concerned by the behaviour they saw all around them, ówere calling 

back ñthe clergy and peopleò to good habits, i.e. respect for the Churchôs rituals and 
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prohibitionsô.
146

 Contemporaries stressed the universal aspect of this effort. According to 

Rodulfus Glaber, óthe most importantô oath sworn at the councils was óthat the peace should 

be preserved inviolate so that all men, lay and religious [literally: men of either condition], ... 

could now go about their business without fear and unarmed.ô
147

 This sentiment is directly 

echoed in passages such as this from VGp about Gerald: óHe therefore directed himself, 

according to widespread desire, to repress the insolence of the violent, taking care in the first 

place to promise peace and most easy reconciliation to his enemies.ô
148

 The bishops who 

convened the councils were encouraged by lay magnates, such as Duke William V (óthe 

Greatô, 995-1030): the relationship ran both ways. Magnates, clerical or lay, shared similar 

concerns, and managed to mobilise ócouncils of the whole people ... great, middling, and 

poorô.
149

 It was a collection of meetings, oaths, and writings which aimed to encompass all of 

society.
150

 

 If the ceremony of 972 that launched Gerald may be interpreted as a kind of 

óbeginningô of the Peace, with this violence-hating layman as its symbol, we can understand 

how the possibilities of the cult were quickly seized upon by those in Limoges who wished to 

promote it in their own locality and to their own ends. But where exactly does VGb fit in? 

There is as yet no convincing argument to show that it was not written c.930 by Odo of 

Cluny, but in this section some questions have been raised which could, perhaps, lead to 

novel answers with further research. VGb undoubtedly remains a strange saintôs Life, and in 

light of Kueflerôs findings about VGp, there is likely more to be said about the authenticity of 

its textual ancestor. 
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Rewriting the Transitus  

 

Soon after 972 the cult, along with its principal text at this stage, VGb, travelled to Limoges, 

where the ruling family had a special interest in Gerald. It was here, in the latter stages of the 

tenth century, that the motivation was born to tinker with and improve it. The composition of 

the death scene in particular ï the Transitus ï is a useful microcosm of the whole process that 

would culminate in VGp, and provides a snapshot of some of the priorities of those in 

Limoges who wished to promote the cult and give it a newly relevant message. In his analysis 

of the Transitus and Miracula (which became books III and IV of VGp), Kuefler shows that 

their style, word usage, and particular concerns (including a reference to Geraldôs possession 

of a tooth of St Martial) mirror to a large extent those of the rest of VGp, and were likely 

authored by the same person or persons (Ademar, as he argues).
151

  

However, this somewhat simplifies the true complexity of the rewriting process 

which, when further broken down, makes the scenario of Ademarôs single-handed, grand 

forgery less likely. In particular, Kuefler treats the Transitus as a static text, while admitting 

that certain manuscripts had chapters added or taken away. In fact it underwent considerable 

rewriting, beyond the simple addition of chapters. One of the two early manuscripts of VGb 

(Paris, BN lat. 5301) which was copied at Saint-Martial, Limoges sometime between the 980s 

and 1020s, contains a prototype version of the Transitus, here called T1, which has been 

edited by Vito Fumagalli.
152

 

Aside from the dozens of small edits, rephrased sentences, and elaborations (many 

substantial), what follows are some of the main differences in content between T1 and the 

Transitus (book III of VGp). First, VGp places Geraldôs admission that his monastery has no 

monks and his prediction that in the future it will be crowded into its book III. This material 
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is not in T1. In doing so, the author has cut and moved the passage from earlier in the Life 

(we would expect it in book II). This indicates that T1 was written to accompany VGb, where 

the same passage is in chapter 8, and that the later Transitus was written to accompany the 

new VGp. 

Two sentences in T1 stating that Gerald had his church consecrated and filled with the 

relics of saints have been greatly elaborated into a whole new chapter in VGp (III.4 [3]), in 

which he specifically places the tooth of St Martial and relics of SS Martin and Hilary in his 

church. In this new story, only Gerald is able to loosen the tooth from Martialôs jaw, and 

when the church is consecrated, a boy who takes the covering off the tooth is afflicted with 

violent pains and chronic skin flaking, and takes a long time to recover; the author also adds 

that Gerald handed the church over to the monks. In the next part of T1, Gerald hands 

property that has not gone to St Peter over to relations and friends, while offering freedom to 

serfs. However, VGp adds that Gerald took care that all his dependents would be óleft in 

peace, lest any occasion of strife should arise among themô.
153

 It also adds that Gerald gave 

property to serfs, and tells a short story of how he observed the law in the number of serfs he 

could set free, noting his adherence to temporal as well as divine precepts. 

Then Gerald summons a bishop and crowds begin to assemble in preparation for his 

death. In VGp, additional references to the saints are made, including Geraldôs frequent 

invocation, óHelp, ye saints of Godô.
154

 Among the other additions are laments among the 

crowd about the loss of Gerald, for example: óWho will be a father to orphans or the defender 

of widows? ... Most indulgent father, how kind, how gentle you always were!ô
155

 The 

universal trauma is further elaborated upon. VGp also adds that Gerald will be received in 
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heaven óin the love of the saintsô.
156

 When the time comes for Geraldôs death, VGp adds his 

use of the sign of the cross and a long passage on the way he earned his salvation compared 

to others who have not: óHow great is the difference between him and the Vedii, that is, the 

evil rich! ... They live their days in good things and have their consolation, as the gospel says, 

in this life. ... Of them it is said that in a moment they are brought down to hell.ô
157

 This is 

followed by an additional commentary in the next chapter concerning wickedness on earth. 

Finally, a chapter describing a miracle during the washing of Geraldôs corpse is unique to 

VGp.
158

 As if alive, Gerald suddenly covers his genitals with his right hand. Servants (one is 

named as Ragambert, in accordance with VGpôs use of detail to create verisimilitude) try to 

move it back to his chest but the hand returns, and again a third time. 

 These changes, additions, and embellishments turn the text into one that fits the rest of 

VGp, with its interest in relics, miracles, pervasive wickedness, and good lordship.
159

 

However, the original T1 does not really fit VGb either: it is far too long and elaborate in 

relation to that text, even if it would become more elaborate still in VGp. What we see, 

therefore, is a distinct and laboured process. Ademar of Chabannes may have been involved 

with the Transitus of VGp, but should we attribute T1 to him as well? It may be more realistic 

to think of multiple authors operating at different times during the decades around the 

millennium ï and perhaps different places too, as it is possible, even likely, that T1 was 

composed by monks at Aurillac to give the Life a proper ending, and then copied at Limoges. 

The suspicious reference to St Martial in the Transitus is not in the original T1.  
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T1 may have been composed for the events of 972, but the cult continued to be 

important at Aurillac after this, and there would have been motivation to work on the Life. 

Among the early meetings associated with the Peace, there was one in around 980 that took 

place in or very near Aurillac, at which jealousy erupted between the monks of Aurillac and 

Figeac over the latterôs miracles of St Vivian.
160

 Turning to Limoges, early figures such as 

Ademarôs uncle and tutor, Roger of Chabannes, who was cantor of Saint-Martial, may have 

been interested in adopting the Life for local purposes.
161

 There is also a mysterious, brief 

sermon on Gerald that sometimes travels with VGp and reflects the priorities of the óLimoges 

projectô.
162

 It is hard to say much else about authorship, except that more energy and 

rewriting was directed at the texts associated with Gerald than has been fully acknowledged. 

When we look at a very similar scenario in the Lives of St Martial, this picture of different 

authors writing over a relatively extended time will become more meaningful through 

comparison. 

 

 

The parallel project of St Martial 

 

The manufacture of the apostolic legend of St Martial at Limoges has been exposed and 

commented upon in some detail, wherein emphasis is often placed on the role of Ademar of 

Chabannes, the antihero of the scriptorium, and on how the story reaches a critical climax 

with his activities as a forger.
163

 The deeds of Martial, the third-century bishop who was 
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apparently from the East but was sent by the Church at Rome to evangelise Gaul, were 

originally sketched out by Gregory of Tours,
164

 but the first Life, known as the Vita Martialis 

antiquior (hereafter VMa), was not written until the first half of the ninth century.
165

 In it, 

Martialôs stature increases considerably as he is made a disciple of St Peter and the first 

bishop of Limoges, who is sent to the city by the prince of the apostles himself. He goes with 

two priests, one of whom dies on the road; he then returns to Rome where Peter hands him a 

baton which Martial uses to revive his deceased companion.
166

 Thus Martialôs special 

miracle-working abilities, which would be much exploited later on, become a key part of the 

legend. 

 Likewise, we meet the two secular characters in this Life who would each go on to 

become major figures in the Martial project. In this Carolingian text, however, they come and 

go only briefly. A noble girl called Valeria is betrothed to óa certain manô (quidam vir), but 

under the influence of Martial is baptised and gives herself to God instead, no longer wishing 

to marry; as a result she is murdered by her fianc®. (The word ómartyrô is not yet used.) The 

only other detail we are told is that before she died she gave her burial place, or a space 

within it (the text is unspecific), over to Martial for his own use.
167

 The implication seems to 
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be that she was buried there too. As for the fiancé, he remains mysterious. Neither layperson 

is especially revered in the text.  

Where did this rather tangential story of the doomed couple come from, which the 

author for some reason felt necessary to include? Their tale, which is told in just a few 

sentences, but in the context of this brief Life seems heavily significant, is qualified with 

reticent phrases equivalent to óas they sayô (ut aiunt, perhibetur, ut postea fertur, dicitur), 

reflecting the storyôs oral provenance as well as perhaps the authorôs own hesitancy or 

distaste. As Louis Duchesne suggested, the reason why Valeria and her fiancé were included 

could be because in the original crypt containing Martialôs tomb, apart from his priestly 

companions, there were two other mysterious burials: that of a woman and, separately, a 

man.
168

 This man is identified as óDuke Stephenô in a posthumous miracle story credited to 

Martial from around the same time, in which a thief hides in the saintôs crypt to escape 

detection. To ensure his concealment, the thief goes deeper into a section of the crypt ówhich 

is seen to hold the tomb of Duke Stephen to this dayô.
169

 This crypt and the little church by it 

became the focus of considerable donations as Martialôs cult grew, resulting in the formation 

of a monastery in 848 and the completion of a larger church (Saint-Sauveur) in 852, when the 

saintôs body was translated.
170

 The monks who honoured their saint in the lead up to these 

events must have wondered who was so important to be resting in tombs near his. Such 

figures demanded explanation. It seems the woman attracted particular attention; she may 

simply have been a pious donor, but a legend evolved and the author of VMa felt obliged to 

write it down, qualifying his statements with cautious remarks. Thus it would seem that the 

colourful story of the devoted laywoman Valeria began with little more than a physical tomb. 
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The next stage in the development of the Martial legend was the second, longer 

version of the Life, known as the Vita prolixior (hereafter VMp), which was fraudulently 

written under the name of Aurelian, the ósuccessorô to Martial as bishop of Limoges. In this 

story, Martial is further upgraded to become a follower of Christ rather than just Peter. It is 

not a static text but one that underwent a certain amount of rewriting over time, as the 

surviving manuscripts show; the outlines of the story remained fairly constant, however. 

Pending the publication of a new edition, the best attempt to trace this rewriting has been 

carried out by Richard Landes, who has identified three separate recensions. The earliest is 

seen in a manuscript from Saint-Martial, Limoges (Paris, BN lat. 5363) which is catalogued 

as a tenth-century work but which he dates to the late tenth or early eleventh century; we 

shall call this VMp1. Landes argues that this Life derives from popular legend that was 

stimulated by the early Peace councils of Charroux in 989 and, especially, Limoges in 994, 

where St Martial, elevated from his tomb, saved the people from ignis sacer ï holy fire or 

ergotism. He has dated the next version, VMp2, to the period 1025-9, and a final version, 

VMp3, to 1029.
171

 This last recension has become famous as the one written by Ademar 

which took the escalating legend to its logical, if controversial, conclusion and dared to call 

Martial an apostle of Christ at the time when the monks of Saint-Martial were bringing their 

claims to a peak with an ambitious new liturgy.
172

 However, the project overextended itself, 

Ademar was humiliated in an argument with the Italian monk Benedict of Chiusa, and an 
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apostolic liturgy was not embraced until the end of the eleventh century, well after Ademarôs 

death in 1034 on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem.
173

 

Connected to the development of the cult of Martial was, as we have seen, a growing 

interest in appealing to the laity at a time when the Peace of God was underway across 

Aquitaine, to whose councils ówere borne the bodies of many saints and innumerable caskets 

of holy relicsô for the purpose of óre-establishing peace and consolidating the holy faithô, in 

Glaberôs words, after a period of famine and natural disaster; all types of person came, the cry 

of óPeace!ô went up, and many were healed.
174

 Without doubt, the three prolixior versions of 

Martialôs vitae (collectively referred to as simply VMp) are a product of this movement. After 

the council of 994, Martial became, in the words of H. E. J. Cowdrey, óthe patron par 

excellence of peace in all its aspectsô.
175

 Barthélemy describes how St Martial was placed at 

the heart of an overarching Christian vision, of which the Peace of God was but one name.
176

 

On the new Life which accompanied this movement, Landes writes: 

 

... the most striking element of the Vita Prolixior is an atmosphere redolent of the Peace 

of God: the huge crowds óflowingô to hear Jesus in Palestine (chapter 1) and Martial in 

Gaul (chapters 11-12); the armyôs fervent embrace of a Christianity of self-restraint, 

remorse, and pilgrimage (chapter 15); the vast three-day gatherings of all the people, 

sheltered in pavilions and tents (chapter 22); the dukeôs promotion of a popular religious 

movement without any consultation with the nominal ruler; the enthusiastic populace, 

committed to the churchôs sacraments.
177

 

 

The duke referred to here is Stephen: an anonymous murderer in VMa, mentioned by chance 

in the early Miracula of St Martial, and now the second most important character in VMp 

after Martial himself, he is named as the fiancé responsible for Valeriaôs death. He has her 
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beheaded by his squire (armiger) in a fully narrated martyrdom (chapter 12 of VMp3).
178

 

Fully repentant, he becomes Martialôs right-hand layman who works tirelessly for the 

furtherance of the Church and the pursuit of justice throughout Gaul. Among his deeds, he 

goes on pilgrimage to Rome (chapter 14), is adept at controlling his soldiers to stop them 

looting (chapter 14), and as the most powerful person in Gaul sends out edicts enforcing 

proper religious practice and the abolition of paganism (chapter 16). Meanwhile he is 

attentive to secular justice as well as alms, fasting, and prayer, observing prescriptions such 

as abstaining from meat and drink on Wednesdays and Fridays: he is a ófather of Christians 

and most fierce persecutor of pagansô while also óstaying chaste in mind and bodyô.
179

 He is 

also, as has been pointed out, an idealisation of Duke William V, whom Ademar notably 

eulogises in his Chronicle,
 
and a model of how temporal and spiritual power ought to work 

together for the furtherance of peace, justice, and true religion.
180

 What is less often spelled 

out is that this is, in compressed form, almost the same model that Gerald of Aurillac 

represents. Geraldôs humility, chastity, sobriety, love of justice, devotion to prayer, 

almsgiving, endowments, abstinence from meat (three days a week: one better than 

Stephen),
181

 and pilgrimages to Rome are all echoed in Stephenôs deeds. They have their 

different emphases ï Stephen is regal and repentant whereas Gerald embodies an earthier, 

monastic sanctity ï but they stand out together as the products of a very particular culture. 

Stephen serves as much more than a prop for the apostolic claims being made for Martial: he 

is a rounded exemplar for the times, a powerful layman with weaknesses who comes to 

achieve self-control in the service of society and religion. 
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Valeria, meanwhile, is a model of personal piety (chapter 12 of VMp3), who learns 

from Martial the gospel story of the young, rich man who wanted to know how to achieve 

eternal life (Matthew 19: 16-26). VMp gives its own abbreviated version of the story for our 

benefit: Jesus tells the man not to kill, steal, or make false testimony. The man replies that he 

has been doing these things. He is told that if he wants to be perfect, however, he must sell all 

his possessions and give the money to the poor. Whereas the man disregarded this advice, 

Valeria follows it wholeheartedly and discards all of her personal items. As for her lands and 

servants, Valeria and her mother, also a follower of the bishop, óhad long ago conceded them 

to St Martial, so that after his death, her holy body would be buried in that placeô,
182

 that is, in 

his church: her endowment had assured her a burial place near the saint. Now therefore, in 

this longer, much more elaborate version of the Life, the womanôs tomb in the crypt that the 

author of VMa struggled to explain has been given a full and edifying explanation, and the 

opportunity has been taken to preach some teaching useful to the Peace movement. 

Meanwhile the promotion of these models of lay piety in the shape of Valeria and Stephen 

are integrated quite elegantly into the greater framework of the deeds of St Martial, wherein 

the orders come together to meet common aims relevant to all society. 

 In studies of Ademar, with all the excitement they generate around this interesting 

figure, the impression is sometimes given ï or mistakenly inferred by readers ï that he was 

responsible for much of the creativity witnessed in the Martial legend. This is not the case.
183

 

In particular, the new story of Valeria and Stephen seen in the prolixior versions of the Vita 

Martialis was not his invention, nor even that of the monks of Saint-Martial in the 1020s. 

Ademar and the monks of his generation refined material that was already there, and created 
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liturgies to go with it.
184

 My examination of VMp1 in BN lat. 5363, which was written in the 

years around the millennium, shows the story of Valeria and Stephen to be substantially the 

same as that in VMp3.
185

 Unfortunately the manuscript cuts off during the equivalent of 

chapter 16 (out of 28 in VMp3), so we must assume that the Life continued in the same vein. 

By this stage, however, the life and martyrdom of Valeria has been fully told and Stephenôs 

grand but repentant character has been developed, just as in later versions. Apart from the 

later apostolic aggrandisement of Martialôs status, the significant difference is stylistic.
186

 

VMp1ôs Latin prose is simple and concise in comparison to later efforts to finesse and 

embellish it and, as Landes has shown, hardly a sentence would go untouched in the VMp2 

rewrite. The differences between VMp2 and VMp3 are relatively minor and focused on 

further promoting Martialôs status.
187

  

 These long versions of the Life of Martial are of relevance to this study in the way 

they more or less ósanctifyô aspects of lay society in the urge to create appropriate models, 

most strikingly in the case of Duke Stephen who, while not a saint, is given recognition in an 

extensive biography that presents him as practising the highest forms of piety and service 

available to a nobleman, short of entering orders. Ademar, clearly taken by this character, 

inflated him in his liturgical writings, going so far as to call him ókingô.
188

 Unlike Gerald of 

Aurillac, no known cult developed around Stephen; his legend, however, was not entirely 

confined to writings about Martial. 

                                                 
184

 On liturgies see Grier, Musical World, esp. pp. 25-34. Ademar composed new offices for Valeria and 

Austriclinian, for example, before the apostolic liturgy for Martial: ibid., p. 27. 
185

 Paris, BN lat. 5363, fos. 123r-138v. 
186

 A typical example, from c. 14, concerning Stephenôs good management of the army and harsh penalties for 

those who steal, is originally written in VMp1 (BN lat. 5363, f. 133r) thus: óSicque pergerent stabilita omnibus 

bonis ut nullis aliquot indigeret aut raperet. Statuitque decretum ut si quis aliquot raperet, capitalem sententiam 

subiret.ô In VMp3 it is rewritten with the same sense as follows: óSicque praecepit ut pergerent ditati 

facultatibus, ut nullus aliquo indigeret aut raperet, taliterque sanc[t]iens proposuit decretum, ut si quis aliquid 

raperet capitalem subiret sententiam.ô 
187

 Landes, Relics, pp. 71 (and n. 98), 216-17. 
188

 Ademar of Chabannes, Versus de sancto Marciale, ed. P. Hooreman, óSaint-Martial de Limoges au temps de 

lôabb® Odolric (1025-1040)ô, Revue Belge de Musicologie, 3:1 (1949), pp. 5-36, at 36: óregem Stephanumô. 

VMp3 stops just short of this, describing him as princeps of the Gauls (ch. 14) but effectively king in all but 

name: óRex tamen non vocabatur, licet rex potentissimus Galliarum essetô (ch. 16). 
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 To see this, we turn to the cult of the ill-fated Valeria herself, which flourished after 

her translation from Saint-Martial to Chambon-sur-Voueize in the later tenth century. The 

earliest Life of Valeria is contained within a coherent, late-tenth-century sermo written for 

her feast day, in which the ódearest brothersô of the monastery of Sainte-Valérie at Chambon 

are addressed, her life and some posthumous miracles are recounted, and the work is finished 

off with a brief ósermon of exhortationô that reminds the monks of their obligations and 

commandments.
189

 The single manuscript was heavily revised by Ademar in 1029 to promote 

the cultôs links with Martial, upgrade Martialôs own status to apostle, change the one date 

mentioned from 985 to 885 (giving his other ócorrectionsô the authority of an earlier age), and 

expand the role of Stephen, affirming Ademarôs interest in this powerful layman.
190

 A crucial 

difference with VMp remains, however, attesting to the textôs reliance on an earlier tradition 

such as we saw in VMa: the murder is carried out by Stephen himself. After explaining to her 

ódearest young manô (carissime juvenis) why she will not marry him, and suggesting he 

follow her pious example, óthe raging young man could not bear the blessed virginôs speech 

to go on any longer; but with sword drawn, he struck her neck and severed her head in one 

blow, and made her a martyr of Christ.ô
191

 Her soul was then received by angels but her body 

rose up and, with its own hands, carried the head to St Martialôs church. In VMp ï even in its 

first recension ï her soul departs for heaven in similar, albeit elaborated, fashion; her lifeless 

body, however, performs no extraordinary head-carrying feats.
192

 Finally, it should also be 

noted that the Valeria of Chambon has nothing to say about the laypersonôs path to heaven or 

                                                 
189

 Sermo in festivitate sanctae Valeriae virginis et martyris, from a tenth-century manuscript: see the Vita in 

Cat. Paris. I, pp. 196-8, while the preface and Miracula are edited in óMiracula sanctae Valeriae martyris 

Lemovicensisô, Analecta Bollandiana, 8 (1889), pp. 278-84. There are referred to here as Vita Valeriae and 

Miracula Valeriae respectively. For references to the ódearest brothersô (ófratres carissimiô), see Miracula 

Valeriae, pp. 278, 283-4; for the ósermon of exhortationô (óexhortationis ... sermonemô): p. 283. 
190

 Landes, Relics, p. 224 (and n. 53). 
191

 Vita Valeriae, 7, p. 197: óNon passus est insanis juvenis prolixiorem beatae virgini facere sermonem; sed 

mucrone educto, cervicem illius percussit atque uno ictu caput ejus amputavit et Christi martyrem fecit.ô 
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 BN lat. 5363, ff. 131r-v. 
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the repudiation of wealth, unlike the Valeria of VMp, who knows Christôs teaching on 

salvation.
193

 

 This Vita Valeriae, written at Chambon after 985, amounts to a relatively 

straightforward martyrdom story, and betrays little of the interest in the laity that would come 

in the prolixior versions of the Vita Martialis, confirming that VMp1 represents the first 

occasion in the Martial-Valeria nexus of cults that such an interest would emerge. Landesô 

suggestion that we might link this first version of the Vita Martialis prolixior to the aftermath 

of the Peace council at Limoges of 994 is therefore a sensible one. The atmosphere of the 

time must have inspired some ambitious thinking. Landes posits:  

 

the text was composed in crude Latin by a monk (or two ï the dictator and the scribe) 

filled with enthusiasm for the Aurelian legend, by self-appointed mediators between the 

oral and popular culture of the pilgrims and the literate and learned culture of the 

scriptorium.
194
  

 

It was composed in an old-fashioned hand for its time.
195

 By Ademarôs day, a new generation 

had taken over, ambitious and clever enough to try to elevate their monastery to new heights. 

But that crucial spark of creativity mixed with religious fervour, which saw fit to idealise the 

laity in the quest to apply Christôs teaching to everyone including the most powerful, was 

ignited well before, at around the same time that the short Life of Gerald was being recrafted 

into its longer version. 
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 For the passage in VMp1: ibid., ff. 130r-v. 
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 Landes, Relics, p. 70. 
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Conclusion 

 

These dual projects, which aggrandise two saints from obscure origins into major cultic 

figures, appear to have developed as follows. First, the short Life of Gerald was composed, 

seemingly by Odo of Cluny in around 930; however, it sits awkwardly in his oeuvre and its 

unusual content and truncated format make further research desirable. It is not yet possible to 

suggest alternative scenarios with any conviction, but it would not be at all surprising if the 

text we possess, or at least its preface, had been tinkered with, probably after the dedication 

ceremony at Aurillac in 972 (at least one if not both of its early manuscripts come from Saint-

Martial, Limoges where forged attribution, as witnessed in the first Vita Martialis prolixior, 

was practised in the late tenth century). It is notable that the miracles associated with 972 

mention a vita but not Odoôs authorship. Given how central the forged attribution of Odo 

would become to the longer Life ï where it was reinforced by additions to Ademarôs 

Chronicle ï monks at Limoges may have first appended his name to the short Life in the late 

tenth century at the same time that they were claiming Bishop Aurelianôs ancient authorship 

of VMp1. Much remains necessarily speculative, but Kueflerôs brilliant solution to the 

problems of the long Life has now made it possible to consider such scenarios.  

Furthermore, I have argued that at Limoges, miracles concerning Gerald were added 

to a collection that originally pertained to 972. One likely context to much of this literary 

activity ï the new Life of Martial, Geraldôs miracles, and (perhaps) a new short Life of 

Gerald ï is the council of 994, when the frenzy of the Peace reached a peak in the city: the 

cult of St Martial was dramatically resurrected with the removal of his body to Montjovis 

outside the city, and people were healed of sacer ignis. The Peace was under way, and strong 

lay leadership was desired that embraced Christian teaching and respected the Churchôs 

property. Models were provided in the shape of Duke Stephen and Gerald of Aurillac. 



Lay sanctity in Aquitaine 

 

71 

 

Eventually, Ademar in the late 1020s thought he could improve on them, and the final 

versions of the Vita Martialis and Vita Geraldi came into being, assuming Kuefler is right 

about the latter.  

However, it has been emphasised that both went through rewrites before this, as 

witnessed in VMp2 and the first version of Geraldôs Transitus (T1) analysed above, and here I 

diverge from Kuefler. This version of the Transitus was written in order to finish the short 

Life, and is therefore more likely to be a product of the late tenth century than the pen of 

Ademar of Chabannes decades later. We must remember that there was a church of St Gerald 

in Limoges by 990, well before Ademar became interested in the cult. Apart from activity at 

Aurillac itself, such as the dedication of its church and early Peace meetings, the dedication 

of the church at Limoges would have been another critical moment to stimulate literary 

production. A further possible period was the episcopacy of Gerald (1014-22), who seems to 

have taken an interest in this ófamily saintô and oversaw the translation of relics from Aurillac 

to Limoges in 1021. The fact that there are different versions of texts, as well as various 

historical scenarios that predate Ademarôs involvement, should make us extremely cautious 

about attribution. 

Moreover, when we look at Ademarôs itinerary, the timeframe for an extended 

programme of forgery becomes rather narrow. Ademar in fact spent a very limited period at 

Limoges.
196

 He was an oblate at Saint-Cybard, Angoulême and first experienced Saint-

Martial, Limoges when sent there for further education in his late teens or early twenties; he 

was certainly there in 1010, aged twenty-one. He studied under his uncle, Roger of 

Chabannes, during this time and before long returned to Saint-Cybard. In 1027, he was 

passed over for promotion to abbot by the count of Angoulême and, devastated, sought refuge 

that summer at Saint-Martial again, where he began to contribute to the monasteryôs liturgical 
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programme. (We note how Gerald of Aurillac, the model abbatial lord who insists on free 

elections at his monastery, was no mere theoretical ideal but grounded in the bitter human 

experience of contemporaries such as Ademar who had experienced electoral óabusesô.) 

Ademar returned to Saint-Cybard for a few months in early 1028, where there was 

some turmoil after the death of the count, but was back at work in Saint-Martialôs scriptorium 

that summer. A new basilica was dedicated on 18 November 1028 in an atmosphere of great 

enthusiasm for Martialôs cult. From this time until 3 August 1029, Ademar was writing 

liturgies for Valeria, Austriclinian, and then the apostolic cult of Martial. On 3 August, the 

day of the inauguration of the new liturgies, Benedict of Chiusa suddenly argued against the 

apostolic campaign as part of a cathedral conspiracy. Ademar lost the debate and returned to 

Angoulême the next day. There he continued to write sermons, liturgical works, and other 

material ï much of it dedicated to Martial and the apostolic claim ï before leaving his 

manuscripts at Saint-Martial and embarking on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 1033, from 

which he never returned. 

In sum, Ademar spent a period of his advanced education at Saint-Martial, and then 

returned for two years, during which time he was exceptionally busy on compositions related 

to the abbeyôs patron, which he continued after he left. In terms of saints, James Grierôs 

studies of Ademar reveal that the monk personally worked on or wrote liturgical 

compositions for Cybard, Justinian (the forty-day-old saint), Valeria, Martial, and the latterôs 

companions Alpinian and Austriclinian.
197

 He also wrote a Life of St Amantius of Boixe.
198

 

He continued to use the model of Duke Stephen, for example in antiphons and responsaries 

for Valeria.
199

 Among all this there are barely any traces of St Gerald.
200

 If Ademar involved 
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 Ibid.; idem, óHoaxô, p. 68. 
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 G. Pon, óLa culture dôAd®mar de Chabannes ¨ la lumi¯re de sa Vie de saint Amant de Boixeô, in Andrault-

Schmitt, Saint-Martial de Limoges, pp. 391-410. 
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 Grier, Musical World, pp. 327-35. 
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 In an unedited sermon of post-1029, Ademar refers to the presence of Gerald and Valeriaôs relics at the 

consecration of Saint-Martialôs basilica: Landes, Relics, p. 199 and n. 13. 
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himself in the cult of Gerald, it is unlikely he took on the whole project related to the Vita 

prolixior, with all the rewriting and composition of extra miracles that required a close 

knowledge of Aurillac (which the author of the long Life evidently did not have). Kueflerôs 

best argument in favour of Ademar stems from the monkôs references in his other writings to 

the longer Life of Gerald, to Odoôs authorship of it, and to details of Gerald himself, bearing 

in mind his own family links to Turpio and Aimo, to whom both versions of the Life are 

dedicated (Kueflerôs other arguments are largely circumstantial).
201

 These facts support 

Ademarôs involvement in a later stage of the project, but not all of it post-VGb. 

While it would be unwise to propose an alternative scheme based on uncertain 

evidence, I have demonstrated the complexity of the writings of the two cults and placed their 

development over a period of decades rather than in single bursts of creativity. We have also 

seen how both Lives were rewritten to accommodate contemporary matters of concern to 

ecclesiastical authorities who believed it necessary to cajole the clergy and the laity into 

higher standards of behaviour and responsibility. This was a development of the period 

around the year 1000. The parallel comparison proves that the cult of Gerald did not manifest 

in a vacuum but as part of the profound changes related to the Peace of God in Aquitaine. 

There are, of course, numerous differences between the two cults, but it is the parallels that 

are most revealing and help us to construct a bigger and richer picture of lay sanctity. The 

cultsô provenance, subject matter, and comparable maturation at Limoges in the period 

around the first millennium now make it almost impossible to discuss one without reference 

to the other.  

Much more discussion will ensue. In the meantime, it is salutary to remember that just 

over a decade ago one eminent scholar questioned, quite sensibly it seemed for the time, the 
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 Kuefler, óDatingô, pp. 73-6. 
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point of writing anything more about Gerald of Aurillac.
202

 Now old certainties are left 

behind, and we must begin to see Gerald as part of a larger picture of change at a defining 

period in the development of lay sanctity. 
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Chapter 2 

 

 Bovo of Voghera and storytelling networks between the Rhône and the Po 

 

There are similarities between Bovo (or Bobo) of Voghera and Gerald of Aurillac: they both 

came from the arms-bearing aristocracy of southern France, remained laymen, exhibited 

dedicated piety, and went on pilgrimage to Rome. But where Gerald preached peace, Bovo 

sought war. Because Provence was the scene of his deeds, rather than Geraldôs Auvergne and 

Limousin, in the place of local bullies his enemies were invading Saracens from Spain. Bovo 

defeated the Saracens, making him a hero first; only then, after devoting himself to 

pilgrimage, could he óbecomeô a saint. The emphasis on heroic exploits in the Life of Bovo 

creates a fusion of genres that takes us beyond pure hagiography and into the territory of epic, 

an interesting overlap that was once the focus of intense debate but has been little explored 

The Rhône and Po valleys, with a selection of places referred to in the chapter 
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recently.
1
 At around the time of the First Crusade, storytelling was becoming a multifaceted 

and creative enterprise, not only in the French chansons de geste but in Latin chronicles too. 

This chapter will place Bovo in that very context while exploring a principal dynamic that 

drove creative storytelling in this period, namely roadways and their attendant networks of 

pilgrims, merchants, clerics, jongleurs,
2
 and the legends they exchanged. óStorytelling 

networksô is a phrase used to explain the oral and written transmission of legends along 

established pilgrimage routes, and to conceptualise a mixed culture that was of interest to 

monks and clerics as well as laypeople, and which exhibited creative content suitable to both 

orders. The principal setting for these networks will be the vibrant crossroads of the western 

Alps, within a broad Italo-Provençal zone whose western border was the river Rhône rather 

than the mountains. The identity of this region, as Patrick Geary has argued, is traceable back 

                                                 
1
 The Life of Bovo is in De s. Bobone seu Bovo, AASS Maii, V, pp. 184-91. The principal analyses, which do 

not explore this overlap (apart from the first briefly), are: C. Carozzi, óLa Vita Boboni, un jalon vers une 

mentalit® de croisadeô, Publications du Centre Europ®en dôEtudes Bourguignonnes, 11 (1969), pp. 30-35; idem, 

óLa vie de saint Bobon: un mod¯le clunisien de saintet® laµqueô, in M. Lauwers (ed.), Guerriers et moines: 

conversion et saintet® aristocratiques dans l'occident m®di®val, IXe-XIIe si¯cle (Antibes, 2002), pp. 467-91; M. 

A. Casagrande Mazzoli, óLa tradizione testuale della Vita Sancti Bobonisô, Annali di storia pavese, 16-17 

(1988), pp. 21-6; and for a more devotional but still scholarly perspective, D. Clerico, Vita di San Bovo 

(Voghera, 1985 [orig. 1946]).  

The influence of epics on hagiography and vice versa was explored in Joseph B®dierôs classic study Les 

légendes épiques: recherches sur la formation des chansons de geste, 4 vols., 3rd edn. (Paris, 1926-9), a work 

which had no knowledge of the Life of Bovo; cf. F. Lot, ó£tudes sur les l®gendes ®piques fran­aises, IV: le cycle 

de Guillaume dôOrangeô, Romania, 53 (1927), pp. 449-73 = idem, Études sur les légendes épiques françaises 

(Paris, 1958), pp. 239-59, published alongside other relevant essays; useful commentary includes E. Healy, óThe 

views of Ferdinand Lot on the origins of the Old French epicô, Studies in Philology, 36 (1939), pp. 433-465; and 

U. T. Holmes, óThe post-Bédier theories on the origins of the chansons de gesteô, Speculum, 30:1 (1955), pp. 

72-81. See also (in the mould of Bédier) I. Siciliano, Les chansons de geste et lô®pop®e: mythes, histoire, 

po¯mes (Turin, 1968), and for more recent comments, K. A. Smith, War and the Making of Medieval Monastic 

Culture (Woodbridge, 2011), pp. 159-66; P. Geary, Phantoms of Remembrance: Memory and Oblivion at the 

End of the First Millennium (Princeton, 1994), p. 120; J. J. Duggan, óMedieval epic and history in the romance 

literaturesô, in D. Konstan and K. A. Raaflaub (eds.), Epic and History (Oxford, 2010), pp. 280-92; M.-A. 

Bossy, óRolandôs migration from Anglo-Norman epic to royal French chronicle historyô, in ibid., pp. 293-309; 

D. Boutet, óRoute de Saint-Jacques ou conqu°te de lôEspagne? Chroniques et chansons de geste (XIIe-début du 

XIVe si¯cles)ô, in E. C. D²az (ed.), In marsupiis peregrinorum: circulaci·n de textos e im§genes alrededor del 

Camino de Santiago en la edad media (Florence, 2010), pp. 243-60, among other essays in the same volume. 
2
 This word for professional performers, which derives from the Latin ioculator or iocularis, is discussed in M. 

Richter, The Oral Tradition in the Early Middle Ages, Typologie des sources du Moyen Âge occidental, 71 

(Turnhout, 1994), pp. 45-56; and idem, The Formation of the Medieval West: Studies in the Oral Culture of the 

Barbarians (Dublin, 1994), pp. 160-72. 
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to the ancient Ligurians, whose coastal territory stretched well into todayôs French littoral: 

óthe Alps did not so much divide as unite the two sides of their slopesô.
3
 

According to his succinct vita, Bovo died on a pilgrimage to Rome at the northern 

Italian town of Voghera, which venerates him on 22 May as its patron saint. The year of his 

death is thought to be 986 following a deduction by Godfrey Henschen, the early Bollandist, 

in his edition of the anonymous Life for the Acta sanctorum.
4
 This suggestion fits well with 

the expulsion of the Saracens from Provence during 972 and the period immediately after, 

which is the campaign that appears to provide the historical background to the story. 

Henschenôs edition claims to be based on three different sources, one of which is the large 

collection of saintsô Lives called the Sanctuarium made around 1477 by the Italian humanist 

Mombritius.
5
 The other two are late manuscript copies: one is from Henschenôs own time in 

the seventeenth century and the other from the late fifteenth century.
6 
It has now been clearly 

demonstrated, however, that these were simply taken from the Sanctuarium, which leaves it 

as the only real source.
7
 (A further manuscript from Naples of 1470 has recently been brought 

to light but, despite some different readings, it does not reflect a separate tradition.)
8
 Despite 

the necessity of relying on the Sanctuarium, it is considered to be of high quality, based on a 

range of manuscripts, and carefully made.
9
 I have compared its version of the Life of Bovo to 

that of the Acta sanctorum and found that they are all but the same, with minor changes of 

                                                 
3
 Geary, Phantoms, pp. 30-5, quote at 30; J. E. Tyler, The Alpine Passes: The Middle Ages (962-1250) (Oxford, 

1930), pp. 48-73. On Liguriaôs changing boundaries, see R. Balzaretti, Dark Age Liguria: Regional Identity and 

Local Power, c.400-1020 (London, 2013), pp. 3-4, 63-79. 
4
 De s. Bobone, pp. 184-5, based on Bovoôs death on 22 May, which originally fell on the eve of Pentecost (óXI 

Kalend. Junii sancto Sabbatho Pentecostesô, p. 187). The other possible year is 975, which is deemed less likely. 

J.-P. Poly places Bovo at the end of the ninth century in his La Provence et la soci®t® f®odale (879-1166): 

contribution ¨ lô®tude des structures dites f®odales dans le Midi (Paris, 1976), pp. 6-8, 16-18; this unlikely 

scenario is discussed below. 
5
 B. Mombritius, Sanctuarium, seu vitae sanctorum, 2 vols. (Paris, 1910). 

6
 De s. Bobone, óCommentarius praeviusô, 3, p. 184. 

7
 Casagrande Mazzoli, óLa tradizione testualeô, pp. 21-3.  

8
 Ibid., pp. 23-5; Carozzi, óLa vie de saint Bobonô, p. 470. There is also an abbreviated report of the Life in the 

Liber notitiae sanctorum Mediolani, written in the early fourteenth century: Casagrande Mazzoli, óLa tradizione 

testualeô, pp. 25-6. 
9
 B. de Gaiffier, óAu sujet des sources du Sanctuarium de Mombritiusô, Mittellateinisches Jahrbuch, 14 (1979), 

pp. 278-81.  
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little or no consequence. The Acta version is more clearly presented with short chapter 

divisions and is easier to access, so I shall refer to it here; it also appears to have corrected a 

few oddities and errors.
10

  

  

 

An outline of the Life 

 

Bovo is born into high nobility as the son of Adelfred and Odilinde at Noyers (Noyers-sur-

Jabron, near Sisteron in the foothills of the Provençal Alps). He is brought up as a warrior but 

also pursues religious study; when not yet fifteen, he decides to follow a secular path but 

maintain his piety. He makes his name as a scourge of the pagans who come from Spain (they 

are never called Saracens in the text), as well as other brigands and thieves. The pagan 

stronghold in Provence, called Fraxinetum, is described as an impregnable peninsula: 

 

No one could enter it, except that the land had extended a thin tongue into the sea, which 

was joined with an island, which they had blocked by the fortification of a very strong 

tower. They stayed in this without any fear, as if in their own land.
11

 

 

                                                 
10

 Cf. Mombritius, Sanctuarium, I, pp. 251-6. There is already a comparison of the two texts in ibid., pp. 632-3, 

but it is not thorough; my own comparison found some 60 different readings, which are almost all insubstantial. 

Some of the more notable ones are as follows: on the Saracen occupation, Mombritius, p. 252, ll. 13-14: 

óPossidebant enim assidue audacis crudelitatis auxilium insulam quae Fraxinetum dicitur: quam ipsi 

praeocupauerant naturali munitione et maris amplexu munitamô; De s. Bobone, 2, p. 185: óPossidebant enim in 

suae audacis ... navali munitioneô. The reason why the Saracens wished to attack Bovo: Mombritius, p. 252, l. 

27: óut fortiore deuicto: acolas leuiores ocyus delinirentô; De s. Bobone, 2, p. 185: ó... ocius delerentô. Bovoôs 

prayers prevent the Saracens entering his fortress: Mombritius, p. 253, ll. 4-5: óPagani tamen montem 

preoccupantes ante portam manebant et ingredi non ualebant. O mira potentia saluatoris. Bobo adhuc obsentabat 

et precibus repugnabatô; De s. Bobone, 4, p. 186: óet ingredi non ualebatô is omitted, losing clarity, but óBobo 

adhuc obsecrabatô. A Saracen begs Bovo not to kill him because his death will please the devil: Mombritius, p. 

254, l. 9: óSi enim interfectionem distuleris suffocabo diabolumô; De s. Bobone, 7, p. 186: ó... suffocabis 

diabolumô. Among the Miracula, Mombritius, p. 255, ll. 25-8: óquidam caecus letus effectus ... [praying to 

Bovo] Exaudi in neccssitate [sic] laborantem...ô; De s. Bobone, 11, p. 187: omits the strange óletusô and has 

óExaudi in caecitate laborantemô. 
11

 De s. Bobone, 2, p. 185: óNullus in eam introitus habebatur, nisi quod tellus tenuem linguam in aequora 

porrexerat, quae cum insula jungebatur, quam ipsi firmissimae turris munitione obstruxerant: in hac absque 

omni timore, velut in propria patria, morabantur.ô 
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Fraxinetum has been connected with La Garde-Freinet and the area around the Gulf of St 

Tropez, where a Massif des Maures (after the óMoorsô) may still be found.
12

 From here, in the 

Life, the pagans raid the surrounding countryside with impunity: before the invasion 

fortifications were rare, with óeach rejoicing in his villaô.
13

 

 Discovering that he is to be attacked, Bovo builds a fortress on Pierre Impie, a peak 

identifiable today just north of Noyers. He makes a vow that if he is victorious over the 

enemy, he will lay down his arms, take care of orphans and widows, and go every year to the 

tombs of SS Peter and Paul at Rome. Later, he sees St Peter in a dream warning him that the 

pagans are heading for his new fortress. There is a dramatic chase after which the pagans 

arrive there first but, thanks to the efficacy of Bovoôs prayers, are prevented from entering. 

Bovo himself goes into the fortress with his men and rains down an attack on the pagans, who 

retreat. This, at the end of chapter 4, completes the first part of the story.  

 The author then takes the opportunity for a digression on the wickedness of the 

pagans, before progressing on to the destruction of Fraxinetum (chapters 5-6), whose king 

(rex) lusts after the wife of his gatekeeper (portitor), both of whom are anonymous. The 

gatekeeper will not be bribed so the king takes his wife by force. The gatekeeperôs revenge 

begins with a written entreaty to Bovo, sent via a messenger, in which he recognises the evils 

of his people and implores Bovo to destroy them, promising to give access to the stronghold 

and desiring to convert. Bovo seizes his chance, and with knights and footsoldiers (equites 

and pedites) gains entrance to the island once the gate is opened for him. The author is not 

shy about Bovoôs role in the bloodshed: óentering joyfully, they chopped the necks of those 

opposing them. With each [pagan] running away in different directions, he slaughtered 
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whomever he couldô.
14

 The king agrees to convert to Christianity rather than die. The victors 

set about destroying the island, sparing those who convert and killing those who refuse. The 

king and several of his people are baptised, and peace descends. 

 In the third part of the story (chapters 7-8), Bovo is confronted with one final 

challenge after someone (quidam) kills his brother, and he must face his violent urges: óthe 

athlete Bovo did battle more with himself than the enemy. For whenever he thought of the 

enemy, he was inflamed; but when he thought of the danger to his soul, he was calmed.ô
15

 He 

finally catches up with the killer and corners him (we never learn who this is). The man 

pleads for his life and Bovo grants him mercy. From then on, Bovo honours his vow and 

travels to Rome with a mule, on which he hardly ever sits, feeding and assisting the blind, 

lame, and poor along the way, and wearing down his body as a guard against vice. He stops 

at the house of a compatriot at Voghera and, foreseeing his end, disperses what he has to the 

poor, chooses a burial place, and dies.  

 The miracula (chapters 9-16) begin with an explanation that at first little happened 

and Bovoôs virtues órestedô; the implication is that some time passed.
16

 Then animals start 

dying when they pass over the burial place, so the locals build a wooden enclosure around it. 

After the first healing miracle ï in which a young man from Liguria comes on behalf of his 

blind and sick sister ï Bovoôs body is raised and placed in a tomb in a new church containing 

three altars: the central one is dedicated to the Virgin Mary, St Nicholas, and Bovo; one is to 

St Bartholomew; and the third to the Archangel Michael and St Benedict. Several further 

miracles are recorded. Finally, it should be noted that there are occasional snatches of poetry 

in both the vita and miracula, with verses of either two or three lines of dactylic hexameter, 
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 Ibid., 6, p. 186: ógratanter intrantes, repugnantium colla caedebant. Unusquisque vero circumquaque 
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in the manner of Virgil and other epic poets, interrupting the prose on several occasions.
17

 

For instance, when St Peter appears to Bovo in a dream, he says: 

 

Take courage, Bovo, God is with you, be valiant 

And not afraid, but scorn the threats which the destructive enemy 

Now threatens to carry out with terrible deeds.
18

 

 

 

Composition and dating 

 

Whereas the Bollandists did not attempt to date the composition of the text, René Poupardin 

more than a century ago stated that its style indicated a date at the end of the eleventh or start 

of the twelfth century.
19

 The only ample discussion of the matter is by Claude Carozzi, who 

originally posited a primitive version of the Life dating to the late tenth or early eleventh 

century (specifically before 1030), with a later ócompilationô ï the extant version including 

the miracles ï created in the twelfth century. Much of this dating depends upon the absence 

of the word miles from the core part of the Life, with the word appearing in the supposedly 

later miracles.
 
This early date is also suggested by the strong Roman and Petrine themes ï in 

the pilgrimages and St Peterôs personal appearance to Bovo ï which Carozzi judges to 

originate from a similar period, echoing accounts of William V of Aquitaine, Maiolus of 

Cluny, and St Adelrad, along with the emphases of the chroniclers Flodoard, Liudprand, and 

the monk of Novalesa abbey, all writing before Compostella and Jerusalem displaced Romeôs 

                                                 
17

 Ibid., 1-3, p. 185; 7, p. 186; 12, 14, p. 188. In the last of these there is a line of pentameter between two 

hexameters. 
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 Ibid., 3, p. 185: óConfortare Bobo, tecum Deus, esto robustus: / Nec timeas, sed sperne minas quas pestifer 
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pre-eminence on the pilgrim trail.
20

 More recently, and broadly in keeping with this view, 

Carozzi has read the text in a loosely Cluniac context in the era of Abbot Odilo (999-1049).
21

 

 One source that may assist any dating attempt is the recently uncovered Naples 

manuscript of 1470, which is the only version to contain a prologue.
22

 Unfortunately this is 

generic and vague. It says that óvarious different things are told because of the time that has 

elapsedô.
23

 The author makes unspecific generalisations about his sources rather than saying 

he had information from those who knew Bovo. He confesses he knew little about his subject 

at first, and emphasises the importance of the posthumous miracles: he at least had testimony 

of these, and prefers to highlight their importance rather than Bovoôs achievements in life. 

There is the undeniable impression of a writer who had little to go on except the nascent cult 

of an obscure figure and its associated miracles ï he would not, of course, be the first 

hagiographer in such a quandary. Nevertheless, the prologue hardly prepares the reader for 

the extraordinary story that follows. The writer touches on his motivation in the final 

sentence; unfortunately the Latin here is vague, but it implies that he is being urged to write 

the Life by some people present, though this too is generic.
24

 He has probably been tasked by 

his superiors to write the Life of a saint about whom there is little information, in order to 

satisfy some current demand. 

 If the prologue is genuine (and in the absence of earlier manuscripts we cannot say), 

the emphasis on posthumous miracles refutes Carozziôs theory that they were inserted later 

by a ócompilerô; they must have been part of an original, coherent work, even if, perhaps, one 

or two were tacked on to the end at a later date (indeed, the story containing the milites, 

which Carozzi considers anachronistic, comes at the very end of the miracle collection, 
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 Carozzi, óLa Vita Boboniô, pp. 31, 33-4. 
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 Carozzi, óLa vie de saint Bobonô, pp. 484-90. 
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allowing for just such a later addition).
25

 Furthermore, the brief prologue to the miracles 

themselves (which is included in the editions) might suggest that the same writer, using the 

first person plural, is continuing the work: 

 

Now that we have written sufficiently about his praiseworthy deeds, in which he was 

involved while still confined within bodily form, [my] pen should not delay to set out the 

things which the Lord wished to carry out through him after the material of his body had 

been dissolved.
26

 

 

There are also stylistic similarities between the miracula and the vita. One is the frequent use 

of the imperfect where the perfect tense might be expected.
27

 Another is the consistent use of 

unusual expressions such as festinus adito (to go in haste),
28

 and unusquisque (each person) 

where omnes (everyone) may be more appropriate.
29

 Likewise, the occasional verses of 

poetry are present in both sections until before the penultimate miracle. Meanwhile, there do 

not appear to be any particular stylistic differences between the parts which might indicate a 

second author. 

 So far we seem to have a coherent text written long after the event, as indicated in the 

prologue to the vita; a date of pre-1030 is possible, but likely to be too early as this period 

would be largely within living memory of the expulsion of the Saracens in the 970s. The text 

was almost certainly written at Voghera: the references to this town as Bovoôs resting place 
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and origin of his cult would make for a peculiarity if it were written anywhere else, and the 

repeated motif in the miracles of sick people from the region coming to be cured at Voghera 

must mean the writer had a direct interest in the cult based upon that town, and nowhere else.  

The miracles mention the construction of a church with an altar dedicated to Bovo; 

the first reference to a church connected to the saint is from 1119, in a charter concerning a 

mill at Voghera which is described as sitting on the river Staffora (a tributary of the Po that 

runs past the town), ónear the church of San Bovoô.
30

 Assuming this is the new church to 

which the author of the miracles refers, 1119 represents if not a terminus ante quem for the 

text, at least a date by which the cult was established, meaning the text is unlikely to have 

followed much later. Apart from the Virgin Mary, the other saint to share the central altar, 

according to the miracles, is St Nicholas, the Byzantine saint whose cult took off in Italy after 

the translation of his relics from Myra to Bari in 1087. A dramatic increase in churches 

dedicated to him all over Italy follows this date. Previously, there are a handful of Italian 

references (from Rome and Naples) to the saint outside Bari, as well as a church in Pisa and a 

cloister in Venice (like Bari, both had the advantage of being ports with trading links to the 

East).
31

 It is unlikely, therefore, that the altar built at the inland town of Voghera was 

constructed before 1087. A date for the composition of the text of the late eleventh or early 

twelfth century therefore seems sensible. As well as giving the same result as Poupardinôs 

judgement of the workôs style, this also has the merit of being long enough after the Saracen 

expulsion to render its personalities and events potentially more legendary than historical 

(which may account for the sheepish tone of the prologue). However, the best evidence for 

assigning this dating range rather than an earlier one has yet to be explored: it comes from the 

Lifeôs crossover into the emerging genre of heroic legends epitomised in the chansons de 

geste. How Bovo fits in to this literature is explored in the next two sections. 
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History and legend in the Life 

 

Poupardin stated that the Life of Bovo holds no interest other than to show the legends that 

form around an invasion such as that of the Saracens in Provence.
32

 This may seem an 

unfairly dismissive view of such a rich text; certainly Jean-Pierre Poly attempted to demolish 

it in his later contribution to Provençal and ófeudalô history by placing Bovo in a precise 

historical setting while using the Life as evidence for feudal change. According to Polyôs 

theory, Bovo lived at the end of the ninth century, abandoned his lands to settle in Italy, and 

founded a religious community at Voghera, which he held as a benefice from King Berengar, 

and the Life was written soon after the departure of the Saracens from Provence.
33

 This 

hypothesis is openly speculative and based on little evidence (and at one point a misreading 

of the Life).
34

 We would do better to accept some degree of legendary storytelling and see 

how Bovoôs tale fits into the facts we do know about. 

 Saracen raiding and settlement in the south of France is well chronicled by 

contemporaries and much discussed by modern historians. After a period of some decades of 

attacking the coast, the establishment of Fraxinetum in the 880s by the Arabs marked a 

serious setback for the locals, whose civil strife allowed the Saracens to spread into the Alps. 

The base at Fraxinetum, which means óash woodô (after the ash tree, fraxinus),
35

 stood for the 

best part of a century until 972, when forces led by William of Provence set out to destroy the 

threat soon after the Saracensô infamous kidnapping and ransom of Abbot Maiolus of Cluny. 

Certainly by 975 this obliteration was achieved; we do not know exactly how but it is 

unlikely to have been through a single engagement. Liudprand of Cremonaôs Antapodosis 
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and Flodoard of Reimsô Annals provide useful contemporary chronicles of much of the 

period (not, however, up to the final stages), and there are also accounts from a little later in 

the Chronicle of Novalesa, Rodolfus Glaberôs Histories, and the hagiography of Maiolus, 

among various other texts including charters.
36

 

The world of Liudprand (c.922-72) was Italian, German, and Byzantine, so it might 

seem odd that he had a special interest in the Saracens of Provence. But his priorities reflect 

the fears of those from the Lombard plains: born in Pavia and later bishop of Cremona, his 

homeland was the Po valley. Although Hungarian incursions were under way from the east, 

we can only guess the alarm generated in the 930s, the time of his youth, when the Saracens 

came down from the western Alps and 

 

quite thoroughly devastated those upper parts of Italy close to them; to such an extent 

that, having depopulated many cities, they reached Acqui, which is a city some 40 miles 

from Pavia .... Such great fear had filled everyone that there was no one who would await 

their arrival unless in very heavily defended places.
37

 

 

The Saracensô ability to threaten the wealthy towns of Italy is essential to understanding how 

knowledge and fear of this menace, even after its destruction, filtered down through local 

memory to remain a strong theme in the Life of Bovo. Voghera itself was directly threatened, 

lying vulnerable between Pavia and the luckless city of Acqui. 
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 The ways in which Liudprand describes the Saracens and their base are echoed in the 

Life of Bovo. All within a few lines he calls Fraxinetum an op[p]idum, villula, and villa óon 

the border of the Italians and Proven­alsô
38

 without mentioning a peninsula, but the same idea 

is carried by his description of an impenetrable place, defended by the sea on one side and 

thick bushes of thorny plants on the other, accessible only by a very narrow path (which 

Flodoard also alludes to).
39

 Likewise, Provence is a fruitful land,
40

 and both accounts, 

although apparently referring to two separate periods in the tenth century, give the Saracens 

an especially evil and impious leader whom Liudprand calls Sagittus.
41

 The setting and 

background elements of the story are essentially the same, indicating that while the author of 

the Life of Bovo may not have known Liudprandôs work, he was working from a tradition in 

which certain salient details were common knowledge (óplainly exposed to allô, as Liudprand 

says on the subject).
42

 

 Maiolus, the fourth abbot of Cluny (954-994), was the subject of five Lives, the first 

and second of which ï the anonymous óshort Lifeô (Vita brevior) of c.1000 and Syrusôs Life 

of c.1010 ï are close to the events and give the Saracen abduction of Maiolus a primary place 

their accounts.
43

 In the Vita brevior, Maiolusôs capture, treatment, and finally release by the 

Saracens take centre stage.
44

 The Saracensô eventual defeat is painted in epoch-changing 

terms, for now the road to Rome is open and pilgrims can journey over the Alps to pray in the 

church of St Peter, whereas before, óscarcely anyone dared travel that road with 
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confidenceô.
45

 As in the Life of Bovo, St Peter is both a personal saviour and a symbol of 

Rome:  

 

For that key-bearer of heavenly inheritance, blessed Peter, Prince of the Apostles, has 

preserved the privilege of his special love for our lord Maiolus, while drawing the 

eagerness of good men, and the oblivion of the bad, through Maiolusôs most famous 

captivity.
46

 

 

The author of this text was very likely from Pavia, which was an important centre of Cluniac 

influence in Italy and, from 999, the home of the first monastery dedicated to St Maiolus (San 

Maiolo).
47

 Following in the vein of both Liudprand and Bovoôs hagiographer, therefore, 

another author from in or around Pavia in the Po valley devotes much of his ink to the 

dreaded Saracens. Syrusôs Life of Maiolus expands on the story but unfortunately, in 

common with its predecessor, is entirely vague about who defeated the Saracens.
48

  

 Rodulfus Glaber (c.980-c.1046), the chronicler who lived in several Cluny-influenced 

monasteries in Burgundy, including Cluny itself for a short time, tells the story of Maiolusôs 

capture in his Histories. He ends by stating that the enemy perished after being ósurrounded 

by the army of William, dux of Arles, in the place which is called Fraxinetusô ï William II of 

Provence, or Arles, was the recognised hero from this Cluniac point of view.
49

 Charters that 

mention or allude to the destruction of the Saracens in Provence seem to corroborate this, as 

scholars have shown, such as one of April 973 in which William gives land in Fréjus to one 
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of his men in order to repopulate the area now that the enemy has departed,
50

 or another of 

980 which was issued by William to compensate Gibellin de Grimaud with land around the 

Gulf of St Tropez for his help in expelling the Saracens ï the very land captured from them, 

as the text states.
51

 Further examples of c.990 and c.993 refer directly to Williamôs victory 

and recognise his subsequent authority over the region where he was called margrave, duke, 

and even ófounding fatherô or ófather of the countryô (pater patriae).
52

  

 The legend of Bovo, however, appears to emanate from a separate tradition. One of its 

most striking aspects is the detailed account of the treachery and apostasy of the pagan 

gatekeeper, who because of a personal grudge against the Saracen king, who took away his 

wife, lets Bovo and his men in to massacre his own countrymen. From the writerôs and 

audienceôs point of view, he plays the role of a selfless hero who recognises the superior 

qualities and religion of the Christian warriors. When we consider that the text was probably 

written in the late eleventh or early twelfth century, we cannot avoid reference to the siege of 

Antioch of 1097-8 which, according to early chronicles, was facilitated by a disgruntled 

Turkish insider.
53

 In the anonymous Gesta francorum, this man was a guard called Firuz, 

who exchanged messages with the Frankish leader Bohemond. Bohemond promised óthat he 

would willingly have Firuz christenedô and give him great riches in return for access to 

certain key towers that would allow the capture of the city.
54

 The story became popularised in 
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the Chanson dôAntioche, in which a Turk called Datien betrays Antioch for the Christian 

cause.
55

 

Before we assume that the author of the Life is implicitly celebrating the capture of 

Antioch in his work, we must bear in mind not only the realities of how some sieges 

occurred, but also that the story of a force holed up in some seemingly impregnable position, 

but outmanoeuvred with the aid of a local traitor, óis so commonplace and, in appearance, so 

worn that one is surprised to see so many military leaders taken in so easily and so cheaplyô, 

in the words of Félix Lecoy, who cites the demise of famous commanders such as Leonidas 

at Thermopylae and Desiderius at Pavia.
56

 This last siege, after Charlemagneôs advance 

across the Alps, was the Lombard kingôs final stand. As the legend goes, Desiderius was 

undone by two such local traitors. First, in return for a great reward of land, a Lombard 

jongleur led Charlemagne off the usual paths down from the Alps and around Desideriusôs 

major fortifications, forcing the king to retreat to Pavia. Then, with Pavia put to siege, the 

daughter of Desiderius wrote to Charlemagne promising to deliver the city in return for his 

hand in marriage. The Frankish king agreed, and she stole the cityôs keys and let him in at 

night (whereupon she was accidentally trampled by his horses). These legends, which grew 

up around the events of 773-4, appear in the eleventh-century Chronicle of Novalesa, which 

of all contemporaneous narratives, I will argue, offers the clearest reflection of the particular 

storytelling tradition witnessed in the legend of Bovo.
57

  

 The monastery of Novalesa was founded on the popular Mont Cenis pass through the 

Alps in 726, but after its destruction by the Saracens in the early tenth century, the monks 

were forced to flee, first to Turin then to Breme, which is not far from Pavia to the east and 
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Voghera to the south-east.
58

 Its chronicle was written during the original monasteryôs re-

emergence in the early eleventh century, though the monks still held the abbey at Breme 

(where the text may have been written, rather than at Novalesa itself). Its rich collection of 

stories and legends have created a complex debate about its role in the evolution of epic and 

romance, for example in its extensive use and continuation of the legend of Walter of 

Aquitaine, the hero of the ninth-century Waltharius by Ekkehard I of Saint-Gall.
59

 

The chronicle has a keen interest in the Saracens; indeed, the authorôs own great-uncle 

was captured and ransomed by them.
60

 Its version of their defeat goes as follows:
61

 the 

Saracens were at their fortification of Fraxinetum (in castro Frascenedello, as the author calls 

it), stealing and pillaging both people and animals. On one occasion when they were dividing 

their booty, a Saracen called Aimo was allotted a beautiful woman as part of his share. 

However, a stronger Saracen came and took the woman for himself. Aimo harboured a 

grudge over this and decided he wanted God to free the local people of his own countrymen. 

He went to Count Robald of Provence, decrying the wickedness of his fellow men and 

offering to help, urging him to keep their arrangement a secret, even from the countôs own 

wife; Robald promised him everything he wanted in return (exactly what is unspecified). The 

count brought together a group of fighting men, including one called Arduin, vaguely asking 

them to help him in some business (in quodam negocium), and they set off. To his 

companionsô annoyance, he kept the destination secret until the very end. Coming to the 

enemy castrum, 
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Robald said: óO brothers, fight for your souls, because you are in the land of the 

Saracens!ô Those brave men fought to the end and ravaged that place. This vengeance 

happened because of the deceit of Aimo, whose line still endures in our time.
62

 

 

There the story ends; but who are the Christian fighters? Arduin is not mentioned in the Life 

of Bovo, which prefers to focus its glory on one hero alone, but he is most likely Arduin 

Glaber, margrave of Turin (d. c.977), who plays an important role in the Chronicle of 

Novalesa and who established his march in the face of the Saracen threat.
63

 As for the 

identity of Robald (or Robold), his name matches the brother of William of Provence, and 

like William he was a count of that region. Consequently Arduin, William, and Robald, 

perhaps with other local leaders, are all thought to have taken part in the expedition of 972 

against Fraxinetum.
64

 A caveat, however, is that the wars against the Saracens endured for 

decades, even in Italy (Arduin had already fought them in the Susa valley, perhaps as far back 

as the 940s),
65

 so different episodes of fighting may have been amalgamated into a single 

story. 

Its history may be legendary, but from the Chronicle of Novalesa we can make a link 

to the Life of Bovo because their legend is the same in outline: the pillaging Saracens, the 

traitor who holds a grudge over a woman, the plea to the count, the heroôs assembly of an 

army, and the final massacre are elements common to both, though the version in the Life is 

extended by the baptism of some of the enemy, including the king, a figure not mentioned in 

the chronicle; yet Bovoôs story is truer to the chronicleôs account than to any other written 

source. Interestingly, while the chronicle sometimes calls the Saracens pagani, the Life does 

so exclusively, which may reflect a kind of popular motif, as paiens would become their 
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collective name in the emerging vernacular epics ï the chansons de geste ï beginning with 

the The Song of Roland in the late eleventh century.
66

 

William died in 993/4 and Robald outlived him into the next decade, succeeding to 

the title of margrave.
67

 If there is any historical nobleman who provided the basis for Bovo, 

this Robald is probably it.
68

 Their names appear to match too: Bovo, or Bobo in the original 

Latin, sounds very much like a shortened form of Robald (just as Bob is to Robert). On the 

other hand, thanks to the Bosonids, Boso was not an uncommon name in the region (William 

and Robaldôs father was a Boso), so it could be a derivation of that. But the link between 

Bovo and Robald remains suggestive based on their shared legend rather than onomastics. It 

is also notable that the Life of Bovo mentions the heroôs unnamed brother, who is 

mysteriously slain.
69

 As Robald outlived William, this part of the story may conceivably be 

based in fact, although there is nothing to say that William was killed in such a way. 

However, if the author intended to write a paean to Robald, he no doubt had reasons for not 

alluding too closely to the real count of Provence of c.1000 ï or the version told and 

chronicled at Novalesa ï not least because it might prove embarrassing to sanctify someone 

who may have had no particular claim to holiness.  

 

 

Storytelling networks and the chansons de geste 

 

One way of understanding Bovoôs mixed identity as a hero and a saint is to consider 

comparable texts within an emerging type of Latin chronicles and biographies whose heroes 
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overlapped with those of the vernacular epics. The Chronicle of Novalesa, which contains 

legends connected to Charlemagne that continued to be celebrated in popular verse, was the 

first.
70

 Perhaps the best known of this type is the Life of William of Gellone, which was 

composed in the 1120s.
71

 It tells the story of the count of Toulouse who converted to 

monasticism, founded Gellone (which became Saint-Guilhem-le-Désert), and died there in 

around 812. This figure is historical but by the time of the vita had been merged with a 

secular epic tradition surrounding the legendary William of Orange, one of the sons of 

Aymeri of Narbonne. For the monks of Gellone, and for subsequent writers of the William of 

Orange cycle of chansons de geste, which centres around six core poems, they were one and 

the same.
72

 

As Joseph Bédier showed a century ago in his influential work on the origins of the 

chansons, the writer of this vita appropriated content from existing epic legendary material 

that was being sung by jongleurs (even though no surviving poem on the subject predates the 

vita).
73

 In the prologue of the Life, there are direct references to this kind of storytelling about 

Williamôs military exploits: 

 

What choruses of youth, what meetings of people, especially knights and noblemen, what 

vigils of the saints do not sweetly resound and recite in singing voices what kind of man 

he was, and how great; how gloriously he fought under the magnificent Charlemagne; 

how boldly and victoriously he subdued and conquered the barbarians; how much he 

suffered from them and how much he fought back; and how often he threw them into 

confusion and finally drove them out, conquered and fleeing, from all the borders of the 

kingdom of the Franks? All these things and the multifarious story of his life, seeing that 
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they are still considered very well known in nearly every land, do not seem to pertain to 

this narrative in a necessary way...
74

 

 

Despite the intention not to make military adventures part of the Life, the author cannot help 

but briefly describe Williamôs ejection of the terrible Saracens from southern France along 

with their leader, óTheobaldô. He includes the capture of Orange, which William ótook easily 

and quickly with the invaders slaughtered and put to flightô before going on to win a long and 

bitter war.
75

 Scholars have since agreed with Bédier that this is a résumé of an existing 

song.
76

 Meanwhile it is especially interesting to note, at the beginning of this extract, the way 

the author integrates secular and clerical audiences into a larger ótextual communityô, to use 

Brian Stockôs term, whose members had a mutual interest in heroic and apparently unsaintly 

material.
77

 

 It is in this light that we should read the Life of Bovo, which appears to represent a 

précis of an oral tale, for a mixed audience, which also manifests in the Chonicle of Novalesa. 

Its cultural relatives were heroic songs rather than the epic saintsô lives of the Carolingian and 

post-Carolingian schools, whose recondite poetry cast prose vitae anew for a highly educated 

audience.
78

 As Michael Richter has shown, vernacular song and poetry for a broad-based 

audience of laypeople and clerics had a long pedigree: it was a feature of court life and 

beyond from the earliest Middle Ages ï and is especially well attested among Carolingian 
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writers ï even if certain stricter clerics found it distasteful.
79

 In the epics that came to be 

written down in Old French after 1100, there are, perhaps, surviving clues about Bovo 

himself. Bovo ï or rather, Beuve ï is identified as one of William of Orangeôs five brothers, 

which may be a further onomastic link reflecting the reality of another William ï William of 

Provence ï and his brother Robald.
80

 The name Beuve and its close derivatives come up 

again and again in various chansons,
81

 but this particular character ï called Beuves of 

Conmarchis ï was given the leading role in The Siege of Barbastre, which survives in a text 

of the late twelfth or early thirteenth century, and which was retold as Buevon de 

Conmarchis.
82

 But not every story became a fully-evolved epic, and any attempt to trace 

Bovo of Voghera in later literature is unlikely to make definitive conclusions (but there may 

be suggestive links: a Saracen turncoat plays a major role in Barbastre, for instance, though 

admittedly this was a common enough motif). 

 Bédier, having placed the Life of William of Gellone within a thriving culture of 

contemporary chansons, set out his theory that the epics emerged out of a collaboration 

between monks, clerics, and the minstrels who travelled the pilgrimage routes. This 

partnership aimed to exploit pilgrimsô love of a good story, and in this case the road was from 

Paris to Santiago de Compostela by the Via Tolosana through Toulouse. This road goes by 

Gellone, and the promotion of the heroic William in hagiography in the early twelfth century 

served the abbey not only in ongoing competition with the monastery of Aniane over 

questions of dependency and relics, but also in creating heightened interest around an 

increasingly important pilgrimage stop (the monksô efforts paid off in their shrineôs glowing 
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entry in The Pilgrimôs Guide to Compostela, written within a few decades of the Life of 

William).
83

 The argument about the cycle of William of Orange is developed in convincing 

detail over the entire first volume of B®dierôs four-volume opus.
84

 Despite some objections to 

the application of this model to all chansons, and arguments against the origins of certain 

epics in the eleventh-century cloister, the fundamental role of the road as a powerful dynamic 

in the birth and propagation of heroic literature has remained a convincing notion.
85

 

 In the twelfth-century Pilgrimôs Guide, the Via Tolosana is the southernmost route 

through France, traversing west from Arles and Saint-Gilles to Toulouse before scaling the 

Pyrenees and meeting the other main roads. It is known as the road taken by Italian, 

Provençal, and Languedocian pilgrims.
86

 However, Bédier also showed that it connected with 

northern France through the Massif Central and, by mining the place names and shrines in the 

chansons themselves, constructed a route based on Roman roads from Paris to Arles via 

Clermont-Ferrand, Brioude, and Le Puy.
87

 His research remains a warning to scholars not to 

become reliant on ótextbookô descriptions of pilgrimage routes, but rather recognise their 

flexibility as well as the changing potential of shrines to attract traffic.
88

 

 Bédier was not aware of the Life of Bovo but, had he been, it would have provided 

another interesting text to accompany his vision of dynamic storytelling. With this in mind, 

let us extend the Via Tolosana to the pilgrim route through northern Italy, the so-called Via 

Francigena, by following it east over the Alps and into the Po valley towards Voghera itself. 
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A traveller could go by the Montgenèvre pass (the southernmost of the three main routes 

through the western Alps, the others being Mont Cenis and the Great St Bernard), or perhaps 

take one of the minor passes further south (the Col de Tende or the Col de lôArgenti¯re, 

which is now called the Col de Larche or Maddalena Pass).
89

 Alternatively, there was the 

four-day voyage by sea from Marseilles to Genoa, which involved its own hazards and 

expenses.
90

 By far the most important and popular of these routes was the Montgenèvre pass 

which, on the French side, linked with Sisteron, next to the birthplace of Bovo at Noyers.
91

 In 

this area one may still find traces of the legend in the names of Castel Bevons, Tour de 

Bevons (Valbelle), and a chapel of Saint-Bevons.
92

 From the beginning of the twelfth 

century, a diffusion of charitable lodgings (domus) linking Provence with the Montgenèvre 

helped to reinforce communications along this route.
93

 On the Italian side, travellers came to 

Susa, which is where the roads from Montgenèvre and Mont Cenis meet. It is here that they 

mingled with the pilgrims who had just stayed at Novalesaôs hospice on Mont Cenis.
94

 

Together, they would have travelled on to Turin and into the Po valley, past Breme, the 

outpost of Novalesa. It is not hard to imagine the flow of stories and songs that would have 

accompanied them. 

 They would soon have come to Mortara, home of an intriguing hagiographic text that 

cannot be overlooked. The Life of ódearest friendsô Amicus and Amelius is another crossover 

work that has at its core a secular tale about two heroic companions whose adventures 

culminate in serving Charlemagne during his invasion of Lombardy in 773-4.
95

 It is dressed 
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up with narrative elements emphasising the heroesô piety and includes their eventual 

martyrdom in battle. It was written in the early twelfth century, and although the substance of 

the tale may have a long folkloric history, the concrete origins of its heroes can be traced no 

further back than two tombs at SantôAlbino, Mortara from the end of the eleventh century.
96

 

There is a distinct internationalism to the story, which follows a path through France and 

Italy: Amicus is the son of a German knight whose castle is at Bourges, in central France; 

Amelius is the son of a count of Auvergne; they first meet in childhood at Lucca on the way 

to be baptised at Rome; and the storyôs locations include not only Paris but also the Mont 

Cenis and Great St Bernard passes. By the end of the twelfth century, the heroes had their 

own Old French epic, Ami et Amile, in which they are not martyred but instead die at Mortara 

on their way back from a pilgrimage to Jerusalem.
97

 They also crop up in a number of other 

chansons such as La chevalerie Ogier.
98

 

Voghera is just the other side of the Po from Mortara. If Mortara could create its epic 

saints out of songs and roadways, so could Voghera. But how and why did its clerics come to 

promote their heroic pilgrim? In the next part we shall explore the importance of the cult of 

Bovo for the town, in an example of the demands of urban change during the dynamic twelfth 

century. In the meantime, however, it remains to be added that the Life of Bovo is further 

evidence of the complex interplay between orality and textuality in the central Middle Ages. 

If discussion about the origins of the French chansons is these days relatively subdued, 

debates over the wider relationship between the written and spoken word are not. Scholars 

are moving beyond the oral-textual dichotomy suggested by the opposing views of Michael 

Richter and Rosamond McKitterick, and in this period it may be more helpful to think of a 
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nuanced, symbiotic relationship between spoken and written forms.
99

 With saintsô Lives such 

as Bovoôs, it is not entirely clear how this occurred, but it may be said, at least, that these 

unusual Lives were the product of storytelling networks that were essentially oral but which 

could at times manifest in textual form. In Bovoôs case this transformation occurred first 

according to the exigencies of monastic chronicle writing, and second when it came time to 

create an appropriate context for a local cult a little way down the road. 

 

 

Voghera and the pilgrimage trail 

 

As we have seen, references to the church of San Bovo at Voghera begin in 1119. From 1158, 

we also have references to a hospital or hospice of San Bovo,
100

 while a monastery of San 

Bovo is documented from 1273.
101

 Their foundation dates are unknown and these dates 

should not be taken in lieu; documentation is sparse and it is hard to guess when the buildings 

were established or associated with the saint. They were built next to each other outside the 

walls of the town by the river Staffora. The hospital was a particular success, and supplanted 

all other charitable institutions in Voghera until the mid-thirteenth century, and was often 
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called simply the óhospital of Vogheraô (hospitale Viquerie).
102

 However, the monastery, like 

most religious houses in Lombardy, may have been extremely small, perhaps serving just two 

or three monks, which might account for its absence from documentation before 1273.
103

 The 

rise of the hospital most likely attests to the growing importance of Voghera as a pilgrimage 

route ï as pilgrims were among the principal beneficiaries of hospitals at this time
104

 ï and 

this section will show why Voghera wanted to attract pilgrims and the part Bovo played in 

ómarketingô the town. 

 At the time when the Life of Bovo was written, Voghera suffered from being just off 

the standard route to Rome, according to extant itineraries. Some pilgrims no doubt stopped 

there, but the evidence suggests that most did not. When Archbishop Sigeric of Canterbury 

journeyed to Rome in the 990s, and the Icelandic abbot Niklas of Munkathvera in the mid-

twelfth century, they crossed the Great St Bernard pass (since they were coming from north-

west Europe), travelled to Pavia, and crossed the Po at Piacenza, like almost everyone else 

did, regardless of which route they had taken over the western Alps.
105

 The ferry óportô at 

Piacenza, with its lucrative takings from pilgrims, is vividly evoked in the long Life of Gerald 

of Aurillac.
106

 The Life also describes the vibrant trading hub at Pavia.
107

 The twin magnets 

of Pavia and Piacenza diverted people from crossing the Po a little earlier and passing 

Voghera. A visit to Milan might be another reason to stay out of Vogheraôs way and keep 
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north, as Matthew Paris outlines in a route via Mont Cenis, as does another mid-thirteenth-

century itinerary in the Annales Stadenses.
108

  

 Yet Voghera was close enough to the traffic to try to attract pilgrims and reap the 

economic benefits. These included trade in food and drink and the provision of 

accommodation, as well as the sale of clothing items, medicinal supplies, and so on, not to 

mention offerings at sacred shrines.
109

 It is not easy to find Voghera in pilgrim accounts ï the 

journey of a mid-fourteenth-century merchant called Bartolomeo Bonis provides one of the 

rare exceptions
110

 ï but the success of its hospice suggests that they did come. The conditions 

were favourable. In the eleventh century, long-distance pilgrimage flourished as previously 

challenging destinations opened up. An overland route to Jerusalem was now available, 

Compostela could be freely accessed and, as we have seen, the Alpine passage to Rome was 

considerably less chancy with the demise of the Saracens.
111

 In the Alps a growing need for 

more hospices began to be met, as with St Bernard of Menthonôs famous foundation before 

1081 on Mont Joux, which would come to be called the Great St Bernard pass.
112

 

 Jerusalem and Compostela competed with Rome for pilgrims, but the prestige of St 

Peterôs city ensured a flow was maintained. The possibility of attracting pilgrims via Voghera 

came from the route that the merchant Bonis took: Aldo Settia has shown that despite the 

sourcesô preference for the road going north of the Po, from the Alps to Pavia, the alternative 

way (which he calls the óforgotten roadô) was in use from the ninth century. It was called a 

strata romea in documents from the twelfth century, and is clearly described in Voghera 
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charters.
113

 Bovo himself is proof that a pilgrim might at least come that way, likewise St 

Contardo, another noble pilgrim and a subject of hagiography who perished on that same 

road. Contardo, who was going in the opposite direction towards Compostela, died in 1249 at 

Broni, which is about halfway between Voghera and Piacenza.
114

 Pilgrim-saints originating 

from such towns would become a common feature of the Middle Ages.
115

 Voghera was 

always assured a measure of local importance in any case, being at a crossroads between 

Tortona (the episcopal seat) and Pavia (the capital) and was therefore well placed for the 

traffic of the Via Francigena, while another source of travellers was the old Via Emilia to 

Genoa. 

 In Lombardy, the twelfth century was a time of rebuilding, and bridges in particular 

often needed attention in order to cope with the flow of pilgrims on the old Roman roads.
116

 

Voghera, situated on the left bank of the Staffora, which runs north into the Po, was no 

exception. Travellers on the óforgotten roadô via Voghera needed a bridge in order to cross 

the Staffora and continue their journey either east or west on the Via Emilia. Grado Merloôs 

exposition of the means by which Voghera built its links with the outside world demonstrates 

how the process was communal, involving local authorities, just as much as ecclesiastical, 

with the involvement of religious foundations.
117

 The institutions of San Bovo would play an 

important role. Their positioning was crucial: the church, and then the hospital and 

monastery, were situated in a rural area called Gerbo outside the gate of San Pietro, to the 

north-east, and near the river and the Via Emilia, where animals grazed and pilgrims stopped. 

Other extramural activities went on there, such as executions of criminals and the 

quarantining of animals, many of which must have died. The association with deceased 
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animals sheds light on the beginning of Bovoôs miracula, in which the area of his burial had 

to be enclosed so that animals would cease walking on it and expiring.
118

 Merlo has shown 

how the ongoing process of building and maintaining the bridge there ï which was 

constructed in the 1140s but soon had to be rebuilt ï was carried out by officials of the 

hospital of San Bovo óin the name of the commune of Vogheraô as well as óin the name of the 

abbessô of Santa Maria del Senatore at Pavia.
119

 It was during this critical period for the cult 

in the twelfth century that Bovo was first made an official patron of Voghera.
120

 

 The connection with Santa Maria del Senatore, an important monastery in Pavia, 

created claims, counter-claims, and a situation of fraught rivalry for the rest of the Middle 

Ages, concerning both spiritual and temporal property. The origins appear to lie in the abbess 

of Senatoreôs claim to land around the church of San Bovo, at a time when Senatore was 

developing a powerful hold over this area south of the Po.
121

 The extent of this claim around 

Voghera would cause a long and serious dispute with the bishops of Tortona from 1165, 

specifically concerning jurisdictional powers over the bridge and hospital, which required the 

intervention of different popes; by 1195 Senatore, working with SantôIlario in Voghera, had 

defended its claim.
122

 Moreover, Pavia and Voghera fought over who hosted the true resting 

place of Bovo himself. We know more about the period when the rivalry came to a head in 

the later Middle Ages. In 1469, the discovery of the body at SantôApollinare, Pavia on 6 

February ï with accompanying celestial prodigies ï was matched only sixteen days later, on 

22 February, by a corresponding inventio at San Bovo, Voghera with its own recorded 
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miracles.
123

 This rivalry appears to stem from a translation that took place by the early 

thirteenth century from Voghera to Pavia (perhaps to protect the relics during the Guelf-

Ghibelline wars of the time). It seems the body was translated back and forth again after this, 

so it is no wonder that each side would make its own strident claims during the confusing 

winter of 1469.
124

 It was this context of competitive interest in Bovo that may have 

stimulated the production of the Naples manuscript and Bovoôs inclusion in the Sanctuarium. 

Based on the patchy evidence, it is at least clear that San Bovoôs property and relics, 

including control over its institutions, were under pressure from formidable ecclesiastical 

authorities based at Pavia from the twelfth century onwards. Whoever built the church of San 

Bovo, the hagiography of the cult makes a striking claim for the saint to be associated with 

Voghera and not Pavia. Despite the tussles that would continue through the Middle Ages, it 

had the desired result of anchoring Bovo to the smaller town and attaching him to its 

communal identity. Voghera needed Bovo for itself: not only to stake a claim over his relics 

and property, but as a symbol of the townôs emergence and, of course, as a draw for pilgrims. 

In this period, the sudden discovery of important relics, followed by shrewd publicity, could 

and did create thriving new pilgrimage destinations.
125

 In the absence of any evidence to 

suggest otherwise, we should understand the emergence of St Bovo in a similar fashion. 
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Conclusion 

 

The cult of St Bovo, which celebrates him as a warrior, pilgrim, and protector of animals (he 

is almost always pictured with an ox, in an echo of his name) became ï and to some extent 

still is ï widespread, especially in Piedmont and the Veneto. It even found its way back over 

the Alps in the nineteenth century in a neat return to the saintôs place of origin in Provence.
126

 

We have seen how the cult developed hand-in-hand with the emergence of Voghera as a 

political and spiritual force, especially as defined against its neighbour Pavia. We have also 

seen how the cult of Bovo had a strategic goal in attracting pilgrims (though the exploitation 

of pilgrims in this period should not be over-emphasised),
127

 and these would have included 

those coming from France who appreciated Bovoôs dual characteristic of pious dedication to 

Rome and heroic deeds in the context of a developing Old French repertoire of epic poetry. 

 It is this last aspect of the Life that has received little attention and about which this 

chapter has sought to find some useful connections. A return to the scholarship of Joseph 

Bédier has helped to provide the models and comparisons to contextualise the Life, which 

might otherwise seem like a strange anomaly in the field of hagiography rather than 

intriguing evidence for mixed networks of storytelling.
128

 These networks were neither 

secular nor spiritual but simply reflected a ónaturalô culture of pilgrims, jongleurs, and clerics 

who shared an interest in material about local heroes. They are witnessed in the hagiographic 

and epic compositions about Amicus and Amelius as well as, more famously, William of 

Gellone or Orange. These hagiographic texts bear a close resemblance in their mixed style to 
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the Life of Bovo, and together they show an appreciation for secular storytelling while 

attempting to sanctify their protagonists. To modern observers they may seem a messy 

compromise, but to the pilgrims and poets who visited their cult centres, which were 

strategically located on or near important roads, their tales vividly brought tombs and relics to 

life in a way appropriate to the heroic literary styles of the era of the First Crusade. 

A good story could evolve and be adapted in any way that its narrators saw fit. For 

example, in the final instalment of the William of Orange cycle, the Moniage Guillaume, in 

which the hero becomes a monk, all the details of Williamôs testing time at the monastery ï 

which include various burlesque elements ï appear in the Chronicle of Novalesa where 

Walter, the hero of the Waltharius, replaces William in the story. Jessie Crosland summarised 

the dizziness induced in the reader who attempts to trace these concordances: 

 

And so we find chronicles and poems, poems and chronicles, all dovetailing and 

overlapping until we sometimes hardly know which we are reading. The Novalese 

Chronicle could as easily be transformed into a chansons-de-geste as the Moniage 

Guillaume could be turned into an equally fabulous chronicle. It is useless to ask which 

derived from which. The dates are difficult to attribute with any certainty to the 

documents; the episodes may be attached to different heroes; and each served in turn to 

build up the sort of semi-historical narrative which we find in the more ambitious 

chronicles of that age.
129

 

 

Although I have sought to bring to light the historical and literary context for the Life of 

Bovo, this advice about the limits of our knowledge is a salutary reminder. However, I 

believe I have been able to show that the early cult of Bovo expressed the dynamism and 

importance of different networks in a thriving age of pilgrimage. Bovo himself was a pilgrim, 

his cult took advantage of nearby pilgrimage traffic, and his legend reflects a tradition of 

storytelling that travelled with the pilgrims themselves, past the monks of Novalesa, along 
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those propitious roads. It speaks of a close affinity between north-west Italy, the western 

Alps, and Provence, and reminds us how important the mountain passes were to the free 

exchange of people and ideas. Finally, it contributes another small part of the picture that sees 

the decades around the turn of the twelfth century as a flowering of creativity, stimulated by 

fresh connections, emerging hubs, and new journeys. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Davino and the óexoticô pilgrim cults of Lucca 

 

 

Lucca is notable among Italian towns for its promotion of the cult of the traveller. 

Strategically situated on the Via Francigena, it provided a major stopping point for pilgrims 

heading to Rome after the trek through the Apennines. Out of this fact emerged an example 

of lay sanctity in the shape of St Davino, though many of Luccaôs cults reflect the cityôs 

geography in the honour they bestow upon those who passed through it. Davino, the one non-

royal layman among these saints, will be the initial focus of this chapter, which will then go 

on to discuss other pilgrim cults. The purpose of this is to take advantage of Luccaôs rich 

hagiographic culture to provide the background to Davinoôs unusual cult, whose defining 

feature is pilgrimage; consideration of non-lay pilgrim cults within our period will provide 

illuminating points of comparison. While space restricts a discussion of every such pilgrim 

cult at Lucca, this chapter will demonstrate from what kind of beginnings lay sanctity was 

able to flourish.
1
 

The saints discussed below all came from far away, died in or near the city, and were 

venerated there or in its territory. In an effort to interrogate the appeal of these outsiders, the 

chapter will end by exploring the allure of the traveller from a spiritually óaestheticô point of 

view, and ask whether in Lucca, in certain circles, foreigners had a special cachet which came 

to be reflected in the number and importance of their cults. Luccaôs great crucifix, the Volto 
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Santo (Holy Face), carved out of wood in this period but, to contemporaries, thought to be an 

ancient memorial made at Jerusalem, became the defining symbol of this magnetism. The 

fitting word with which to approach this is óexoticismô, which is sometimes employed by 

historians and scholars of different periods for its useful descriptive and explanatory 

functions. I will argue that the aesthetics of foreign sanctity, through óexoticismô, were 

important and compelling in the eleventh century, and within this was intricately bound the 

success of Davinoôs lay pilgrim cult. 

 Before analysing his cult, however, it will be useful to consider the political 

background to the promotion of sanctity at Lucca, with its concern for religious reform, and 

how this relates to pilgrimage. From what can be gleaned from limited sources, it is at least 

clear that in the second half of the eleventh century, growing personal mobility became a 

pressing matter in the locality. Dozens of hospitals, which helped to house incoming 

travellers, sprang up all over the city and diocese; these were generally associated with 

houses of regular canons, as would become common elsewhere in Europe.
2
 Developments 

had been under way since the first half of the century, however, and Martino Giusti dates the 

entire era of expansion to 1027-1140.
3
 The act of founding communities of regular canons, or 

converting existing secular clergy into their regular counterparts, was the principal 

application of reform at Lucca, and in this it was a leading light; in the eleventh century, eight 

houses appeared in the city, and another eighteen in the diocese.
4
 This development was 

promoted by a series of three reforming bishops: John II (1023-56), Anselm I (1056-73; he 

was also Pope Alexander II from 1061), and his nephew St Anselm II (1073-80/1, when he 
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was expelled; he died in 1086). Anselm Iôs major contribution was to rebuild the cathedral of 

San Martino, which he filled with relics and consecrated in 1070. However, his tentative 

attempts (following Bishop Johnôs) to reform the cathedral clergy became a flashpoint in the 

Investiture Contest and a symbolic cause for the reform party under his successor Anselm II, 

who enforced the communal life of chastity and took a hard line over its interpretation 

(following the Augustinian Rule, he insisted that canonsô property should be held in common 

and that private benefices were forbidden ï a solution, in part, to the pressing problem of 

dwindling church resources). He pushed the cathedral canons and the conservative majority 

of local leading figures into rebelling and welcoming the forces of Henry IV into Lucca. This 

temporarily put an end to Countess Matilda of Canossaôs rule over the city, and Anselm II, 

Matildaôs closest spiritual advisor, fled to her court. Before her death in 1115, however, 

Matilda was able to restore her rule after finally defeating imperial forces, and Bishop 

Rangerius (1096-1112), one of Anselm IIôs biographers, continued her reforming mission. 

However, the city now had a charter of privileges that would soon evolve, on Matildaôs death, 

into the emergence of consuls and the trappings of self-governance.
5
  

The significant and interlocking features of this narrative that will recur in relation to 

the cults discussed below are those of pilgrimage and ecclesiastical reform, which was 

enabled by the lay overlordship of the Canossa family, though it is not always clear how far 

their influence went. Another dynamic to note is that throughout this period, saintsô cults 

were undergoing diversification as the cityôs liturgical emphasis expanded from an essentially 

Roman calendar to incorporate local preferences. This process allowed many new saints to be 
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venerated who came from outside Italy, and the cityôs worldview became distinctively 

cosmopolitan.
6
 As a result traditions changed, novelties were embraced, and even a layman 

could become a saint. 

 

 

Davino and the Armenians 

 

Among the half-dozen saints studied in this chapter, Davino is the only non-royal layman. 

Like all of them, he was aristocratic, and like all of them, he came from afar and found in 

Lucca a resting place that would accept him and consider him exceptional. Lucca was a 

chance discovery for these men: never the intended destination, it was a unique haven on the 

road that was eager to nurture and even venerate the high-born foreigner. With Davino, we 

see this tendency at its purest. All other indicators of sanctity, whether derived from royal or 

ecclesiastical status, are stripped away, leaving us to notice the true significance of this 

travelling noblemanôs personal dedication to peregrinatio. 

The Life of Davino is short and sparsely told, eschewing the live miracles, pious 

foundations, or diverting escapades we have seen in previous chapters.
7
 A short prologue 

mentions the miracles worked through Davino in the church of San Michele in Foro, which is 

situated in the centre of Lucca. The anonymous author tells us that he writes ófrom the telling 

of old men and especially of Catholicsô,
8
 who unlike imperial heretics, in the words of the 

contemporary chronicler Ekkehard of Aura, were óall those preserving loyalty and obedience 

by Christian law to St Peter and his successorsô, and the qualification aptly evokes the 

                                                 
6
 Changes through the eleventh and twelfth century can be charted in extant liturgical calendars: see Grégoire, 

óLiturgia ed agiografiaô, pp. 278-81; further calendars are discussed in Garrison, Studies, I, p. 130 (see also his 

comments on passionaries, p. 132). 
7
 De s. Davino, AASS Iunii, I, pp. 327-36.  

8
 Ibid., 1, pp. 329-30: órelatione antiquorum virorum et maxime Catholicorumô. 
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schismatic nature of Lucchese religion in the later eleventh century, as well as indicating on 

which side our author sits.
9
 

Davino, the story goes, was a wealthy nobleman from Armenia.
10

 As a youth, he takes 

to heart Christôs command to the rich man to go and sell all that he has, give to the poor, and 

follow the Lord to have treasure in heaven.
11

 Having followed through with this call to 

poverty, he takes inspiration from another gospel command to set out on an epic pilgrimage 

that will take him to Jerusalem and Rome: 

 

And since he was now stripped of all glory and worldly pomp, he did just as the Lord said 

in the gospel: óWhoever wishes to come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his 

cross, and follow me [Matthew 16:24; Mark 8:34].ô Therefore taking up the cross of the 

Lord, in this way he followed the Lord Redeemer. He left behind all his dearest family 

and neighbours, with all the household and his homeland, and set out abroad.
12

 

 

The stages of renunciation and exile are potent enough in themselves for this author without 

the necessity of his hero going through ecclesiastical vows or coming from royal stock; in 

other Lucchese texts, as we shall see, a saint may be vaguely alluded to as a prince or a king 

even if there was no genuine historical basis for a royal connection. At one point in the Life, 

Davino is at least compared to a king, namely the Israelite David: parallels are made between 

Davidôs victory over Goliath and the Philistines, and Davinoôs over the devil and his vice-

loving attendants through vigils, prayers, and fasts while on pilgrimage.
13

 In the end Davino, 

                                                 
9
 Ekkehard of Aura, Chronica, ed. F.-J. Schmale and I. Schmale-Ott (Darmstadt, 1972), III, p. 288, reporting the 

perception of Henry IV by Catholics: óa catholicis vero, id est cunctis beato Petro suisque successoribus fidem et 

obňdientiam lege christiana conservantibusô; among other things he was called archheretic (óheresiarchaô). 
10

 The implications of this are explored below. 
11

 De s. Davino, 2, p. 330: óSi vis perfectus esse, Vade et vende omnia quae habes, et da pauperibus, et veni 

sequere me, et habebis thesaurum in caelo.ô Cf. Matt. 19:21, Mark 10:21, Luke 18:22. 
12

 Ibid.: óCumque ita jam esset nudatus omni gloria et pompa seculi, fecit, sicut Dominus dicit in Euangelio; Qui 

vult venire post me, abneget semetipsum, et tollat Crucem suam, et sequatur me. Tollens itaque Crucem Domini, 

hoc modo secutus est Dominum Redemptorem. Reliquit omnes suos carissimos parentes et affines, cum omni 

familia et patria sua, et peregre profectus est.ô 
13

 Ibid., 3, p. 330. 
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like Bovo, purposefully ówore downô his body through self-denial,
14

 though at no point is 

either of them called a hermit or reported to spend any time in the ówildernessô. 

Davinoôs intention is to continue on to Santiago de Compostela but it proves a journey 

too far. Leaving Rome, óhe happened to arrive at a city of Tuscany which is called Lucca, 

shining among [all] other cities of Tuscanyô.
15

  He is put up at the house of a noblewoman 

called Atha. Falling ill, he foresees his impending death (on 3 June, traditionally 1050 or 

1051)
16

 and Atha has him buried with ceremony at her local church of San Michele in Foro. 

He rests ófor some timeô
17

 and people walk indecently over his grave. Davino then appears to 

one such woman and tells her to desist walking or sitting on it, and also heals her sickness. A 

vine grows up on the same ground whose fruits have the power of healing, and at night angels 

seem to burn incense above the tomb. In this way reverence grows among local clergy and 

laity towards a nascent cult, and the miracles occurring at the tomb reach the ear of óBishop 

Alexanderô who, the text tells us, afterwards would become pope; this refers to Bishop 

Anselm I, who became Pope Alexander II while keeping his episcopal seat at Lucca.
18

 The 

bishop has the body translated to a place next to the altar of St Luke within a chapel of the 

church of San Michele. A succession of posthumous miracles based around the tomb follows, 

beginning with the vivid exorcism of a female servant of the noblewoman Atha, and they 

remain strictly local in aspect (apart from one involving a peregrinus) and are often coloured 

with detail. There is also a story about óa certain canon of our churchô
19

 who tries to steal one 

of Davinoôs fingers in the middle of the night but is rendered immobile until he is absolved 

                                                 
14

 Ibid.: ómaceravitô; De s. Bobone seu Bovo, AASS Maii, V, pp. 184-91, at c. 8, p. 187: ómacerabatô. 
15

 De s. Davino, 4, p. 330: óad unam Tusciae civitatem, quae Luca dicitur, fulgens inter alias civitates Tusciae, 

accidit pervenireô. 
16

 Ibid., note f, p. 332; cf. P. Lazzarini, óDavino Armenoô, BS, IV, col. 520. 
17

 De s. Davino, 5, p. 330: óper aliquantum tempusô. 
18

 Ibid., 6, p. 330. Alexander II  is said to have canonized Davino, but this is most unlikely (and is not mentioned 

in the text). See Schmidt, Alexander II, p. 39, and De s. Davino, óCommentarius praeviusô, 5-6, pp. 328-9. 
19

 Ibid., 11, p. 330: óQuidam etiam Canonicus nostrae ecclesiaeô. 
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by the prayers of the congregation. The tale may stem from a need to persuade certain canons 

to show more respect for the cult. 

There are clues pointing to the origins of the work. First of all, the internal evidence in 

the Life clearly shows that it was written at the church of San Michele in Foro, most likely by 

a canon: both the vita and miracula are based around this church, which had been home to a 

community of regular canons since before 1023, making it one of the first groups of clergy to 

follow a canonical rule in Lucca.
20

 Within the walls of the city at this time, only the cathedral 

of San Martino ï where the clergy put up heavy resistance to the introduction of the regular 

life ï and Santa Reparata, the old cathedral, could claim to be such early adopters of this 

reforming practice.
21

  

It is likely that the whole text was written not long after the time of Alexander II, 

whose papacy is spoken of in the past tense.
22

 The presence of Athaôs servant among the 

posthumous miracles suggests that some or all of the miracula, with their detailed stories, 

were written down not long after the first translation, which must have happened, as the 

author tells us, before Alexander became pope (in 1061), but also after his accession to the 

see of Lucca in 1056.
23

 We can therefore conclude that the traditional date of 1050/1 for 

Davinoôs death is sensible, that the translation of his body into the church took place between 

1056 and 1061, and that the Life and miracles were written down not long after 1073 when 

Alexander died. When we recall that Davino heeded the call to ótake up his crossô, however, 

it may be necessary to place the textôs date not in the late eleventh century but in the early 

twelfth, when the assumption of the cross became closely connected with departures on 

                                                 
20

 Giusti, óLe canonicheô, pp. 339-40. 
21

 Ibid., pp. 329-37 (San Martino), 337-9 (Santa Reparata). 
22

 De s. Davino, 6, p. 330 (note óprňfuitô): óhaec tanta miracula ad aures Domini Episcopi Alexandri devenirent, 

qui postea Romanae et Apostolicae prňfuit Ecclesiae.ô  
23

 Ibid.: the translation occurred as a result of his ócommand and adviceô (ójussione et consilioô) when he was 

bishop. 
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general pilgrimage as well as armed crusade.
24

 The year 1142, when a second translation 

occurred which goes unmentioned, is a certain terminus ante quem.
25

 In any case, we may 

assume that a cult began relatively early, as a liturgical calendar from San Salvatore, written 

before 1070, lists Davino under 3 June.
26

 

The one surviving manuscript of the Life does not come from San Michele but from 

elsewhere in the locality.
27

 It is part of a giant ópassionaryô in two volumes, elaborately 

decorated and, based on its particular hagiology, clearly Lucchese in origin.
28

 It now rests in 

the Lateran archives (Codd. 79/81) in Rome, having been sent to the Lateran canons by 

fellow brothers at Lucca.
29

 Edward Garrison, who made a major study of the Lucchese 

passionaries and considered these two codices to be one work, dated it to the second quarter 

of the twelfth century (though some now believe the first quarter to be more accurate) and, 

following the Bollandists, deduced its provenance to be San Pantaleone on Monte Pisano, the 

hilly region just south of Lucca also known as Monti Pisani which has an ancient eremitic 

tradition.
30

 The Life of Davino itself is a late addition to the codices, copied at the end of the 

first codex in the late twelfth or early thirteenth century. There is a marginal note in the same 

volume under Davinoôs feast day, explaining that his Life has been added at the end, and that 

his feast is celebrated most solemnly in the manner of St Pantaleoneôs liturgy, at the latterôs 

                                                 
24

 C. Tyerman, The Invention of the Crusades (Basingstoke, 1998), pp. 21-3. 
25

 De s. Davino, óCommentarius praeviusô, 4, p. 328. 
26

 Gr®goire, óLiturgia ed agiografiaô, p. 279; on dating, see Garrison, Studies, I, p. 130. 
27

 In their edition the Bollandists also used a second (now lost) manuscript of a later date which was based on 

the earlier, surviving one: De s. Davino, óCommentarius praeviusô, 2, p. 328. 
28

 Garrison, Studies, I, pp. 177-8. The Lucchese collections are known as passionaries, though legendaries might 

be a better name as they are not only for martyrs. In general, see G. Philippart, Les légendiers latins et autres 

manuscrits hagiographiques, Typologie des sources du moyen âge occidental, 24-5 (Turnhout, 1977). 
29

 Rome, San Giovanni in Laterano, Archivio, Codd. A. 79/81; on their transfer from one canonical house to 

another, see De s. Davino, óCommentarius praeviusô, 2-3, p. 328. 
30

 Garrison, Studies, I, pp. 177-91, at 178, 191. On subsequent dating, see D. Dinelli, óUn Passionario lucchese 

del XII secolo: i manoscritti A. 79/81 dellôArchivio del Capitolo di S. Giovanni in Lateranoô, Rara volumina 

(1996:2), pp. 5-16, at 8; and A. Gransden, óAbbo of Fleuryôs Passio Sancti Eadmundiô, Revue Bénédictine, 105 

(1995), pp. 20-78, at 73 n. 320. Monte Pisano and its ancient hermitages are colourfully evoked in Margaret 

Stokesô travelogue, Six Months in the Apennines or A Pilgrimage in Search of Vestiges of the Irish Saints in 

Italy (London, 1892), pp. 50-62. 
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altar.
31

 More recently, Daniele Dinelli has noted that the passionary may also originate from 

San Frediano, Luccaôs most illustrious community of canons, or Santa Reparata, where 

Pantaleone was a co-patron of the church, but he acknowledges that the hagiological 

emphases of the work also fit well with the patrons of San Pantaleone.
32

  

 However we look at it, all the suggested places of origin of the passionary ï as well as 

the church where the cult originated ï were communities of regular canons. The passionary 

itself is laid out in the correct manner for canonical, as opposed to monastic, liturgy, with 

appropriate readings for the office (most of the texts are divided into nine readings, with a 

few into six readings and one into three; for the monastic office we would see many texts 

divided into twelve readings).
33

 As we have seen, internal evidence in the Life of Davino also 

betrays its canonical origins, and we can therefore expect its content to express a particular 

spirituality, especially in the context of the regular life which was becoming more important 

among Luccaôs clergy. 

An interesting aspect of this was regular canonsô potential influence on lay society. As 

Davinoôs cult seems to have been prompted by the efforts of a laywoman, Atha, this 

influence could evidently work the other way too. Nonetheless, various historians have 

argued that, compared with Benedictine monks, regular canons had a special interest in 

serving the world despite their adherence to a common life.
34

 Many communities of canons 

used the Rule of St Augustine in conjunction with a local rule; Maureen Miller has discussed 

the example of Santa Maria in Porto, at Ravenna, where the rule of Peter of Onesti (d. 1119) 

                                                 
31

 From f. 244v of Cod. A. 79, transcribed in Garrison, Studies, I, p. 178 n. 4: óVitam sci Davini conf. require in 

fine libri, tertio nonas junii, cuius festum devotissime consuevimus celebrare ad instar festivitatis beati 

Pantaleonis in officio et in pulcrioribus ornamentis, et eius officium fit in altari sancti Pantaleonis.ô 
32

 Dinelli, óUn Passionarioô, pp. 11-15.  
33

 Ibid., p. 9. 
34

 Recent examples include Montaubin, óLes chanoines r®guliersô; Touati, óñAime et faisòô. See also the classic 

essay by C. Walker Bynum, óSpirituality of regular canonsô. 
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was instituted at the end of the eleventh century.
35

 It exhorts its adherents to reject the world, 

but states: 

 

In addition, let them love fasting, let them comfort the poor, let them gather in guests, let 

them clothe the naked, let them visit the sick, let them bury the dead, let them serve the 

oppressed, let them console the sorrowful, let them weep with the weeping, rejoice with 

the joyful, let them not forsake charity, if possible let them have peace with allé
36

 

 

It goes on to speak of heavenly authority and the eternal life, love of Christ, obedience to 

earthly authority, and devotion to spiritual teachings, readings, psalms, hymns, and canticles, 

but as Miller notes, óthe very order of these exhortations is revealingô, as caring for the 

disadvantaged takes precedence over more monastic and liturgical preoccupations.
37

 This line 

of argument follows Caroline Walker Bynumôs findings that regular canons felt a greater 

responsibility towards service, and a more emotional and charitable commitment towards 

their neighbour, than monks.
38

 This outward-looking spirituality was therefore directed 

towards pilgrims ï who were sometimes categorised alongside the ópoor of Christô
39

 ï in a 

way that granted them a new respect. Regular canons, who comprised a key part of the 

religious reforms of the period, therefore tried to find ways to blend the active and 

contemplative lives. In the Life of Davino, the saintôs outward devotion to pilgrimage sits 

alongside his interior virtue of self-denial: this is an eremitic kind of juxtaposition even if he 

was not a hermit in fact, and contains a similar tension to that inherent in the role of the 

regular canon. Because of this tension, these monk-like clerics could arouse suspicion from 

                                                 
35

 M. C. Miller, The Formation of a Medieval Church: Ecclesiastical Change in Verona, 950-1150 (Ithaca, NY, 

1993), pp. 83-6. 
36

 Codex regularum monasticarum et canonicarum, ed. L. Holstenius, 6 vols. (Augsburg, 1759), II, p. 143: 

óAment praeterea jejunium, pauperes recreent, hospites colligant, nudos vestiant, infirmos visitent, mortuos 

sepeliant, tribulantibus subserviant, dolentes consolentur, cum flentibus fleant, cum gaudentibus gaudeant, 

charitatem non derelinquant, pacem, si fieri potest, cum omnibus habeantô; cited in Miller, Formation of a 

Medieval Church, p. 85 and n. 108 (a minor change has been made to the translation). 
37

 Ibid., p. 85. 
38

 C. Walker Bynum, óSpirituality of regular canonsô, pp. 50-3. 
39

 E.g. the description of the orders in the eleventh-century Vita Willihelmi abbatis Hirsaugiensis, ed. W. 

Wattenbach, MGH SS 12 (Hanover, 1856), pp. 209-25, at c. 21, p. 218. 



Davino and Lucca 

 

119 

 

monks themselves, who sometimes questioned, like Peter Abelard in this letter from the 

earlier part of the twelfth century, why they mingled with society regardless of their cloisters: 

 

Why, even you, newly called óregular canonsô by yourselves, just as you are newly arisen, 

do you not remain separated from the enticements and temptations of the world, hedging 

your cloisters about with a great circumference of walls in the manner of monks? é the 

advice is surely to avoid all temptations to the extent that we can, especially if we should 

choose that [monastic] life which both is of greater merit and lies less open to 

temptation.
40

 

  

Among efforts to find novel ways of life in the eleventh century, the objectives of 

hermits and regular canons were often related. Indeed, as has been acknowledged at least 

since Charles Dereineôs work on regular canons, these religious, with their strict adherence to 

the common life, arose from the same fresh impulse to live according to an ancient apostolic 

ideal that saw the widespread reform of institutions and the multiplication of hermitages and 

hospitals which served men and women striving to find a purer mode of piety in their lives.
41

 

The new enthusiasm for eschewing the secular life, in the manner of monks, was seen at the 

same community of San Pantaleone where Davino came to be venerated. It was founded in 

1042 in the solitude of Monte Pisano, which was tellingly known as Mons Heremitae, by 

three priests, a cleric, and a layman, who despaired of the evils of the world and wanted to 

live óseparated far from secular menô.
42

 To do this they agreed to live óaccording to the 

canonical ruleô,
43

 but apart from this what was to separate them from monks or hermits? It is 

                                                 
40

 Peter Abelard, Epistola XII, PL 178, cols. 343-52, at 351A-B: óCur et vos ipsi canonici regulares a vobis ipsis 

noviter appellati, sicut et noviter exorti, magno ambitu murorum claustra vestra sepientes, more monachorum, 

ab illecebris et tentationibus saeculi manetis divisi? é profecto consilium est omnia tentamenta, quoad 

possumus, evitare, praesertim si eam eligamus vitam, quae et majoris sit meriti, et minus pateat tentationi.ô 

Trans. J. M. Ziolkowski, The Letters of Peter Abelard: Beyond the Personal (Washington, DC, 2008),  pp. 171-

2, with minor changes here. 
41

 C. Dereine, Les chanoines réguliers au diocèse de Liège avant Saint Norbert, Universit® de Louvain: Recueil 

de travaux dôhistoire et de philologie, 3:44 (Louvain, 1952), pp. 19-22. See works cited in nn. 44-5, below, and 

also ch. 6 for further discussion. 
42

 Raccolta di documenti per servire alla storia ecclesiastica lucchese, ed. D. Barsocchini, 5 vols. (Lucca, 1818-

41), V, 3, no. 1787, p. 658: óa secularibus hominibus longe separatiô. 
43

 Ibid., p. 659: ósecundum regulam canonicamô. 
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not surprising that the first houses of regular canons which took root in Italy at this time have 

been linked to earlier eremitic communities, from which they grew.
44

 There was ambiguity in 

their nature, which was evident in the inconsistent naming of such groups, as is well known.
45

 

In an era when new forms of solitude were sought, whether at Camaldoli, Fonte Avellana, 

Chartreuse, or among the hills of Lucca, anyone seeking withdrawal from the world might 

fall into one of several categories, while peregrinatio in some form was often practised by 

such ascetics.
46

 

 Davino was not the only Armenian venerated at Lucca: Biagio, an Armenian bishop 

and martyr of the early church, gained a special following there despite having a widely 

diffused cult.
47

 However, another Armenian, Simeon of Polirone, was near-contemporary to 

Davino and bears important similarities. According to the Life written shortly after his death, 

which was on 26 July 1016, Simeon is motivated to depart his homeland by two gospel 

commands, one which exhorts him to abandon óhouses, brothers, sisters, father, mother, wife, 

children, landsô (Matthew 19:29) and another which orders him to órenounce everythingô in 

order to be a disciple (Luke 14:33).
48

 He travels to Jerusalem, Rome, through northern Italy 

                                                 
44

 Dickinson, Origins of the Austin Canons, p. 38. 
45

 Ibid., pp. 197-223; J. Becquet, óLô®r®mitisme cl®rical et laµc dans lôouest de la Franceô, in Lôeremitismo in 

Occidente nei secoli XI e XII (Milan, 1965), pp. 182-211, at 185-6; E. Delaruelle, óLes ermites et la spiritualit® 

populaireô, in ibid., pp. 212-47, at 215; A.-M. Helv®tius, óErmites ou moines: solitude et cénobitisme du Ve au 

Xe si¯cle (principalement en Gaule du Nord)ô, in A. Vauchez (ed.), Ermites de France et dôItalie (XIe-XVe 

si¯cle) (Rome, 2003), pp. 1-27, at 26; H. Leyser, Hermits and the New Monasticism: A Study of Religious 

Communities in Western Europe 1000-1150 (London, 1984), pp. 19-21; C. N. L. Brooke, óMonk and canon: 

some patterns in the religious life of the twelfth centuryô, in W. J. Sheils (ed.), Monks, Hermits and the Ascetic 

Tradition, Studies in Church History, 22 (Oxford, 1985), pp. 109-29; C. Walker Bynum, óThe spirituality of 

regular canons in the twelfth centuryô, in eadem, Jesus as Mother: Studies in the Spirituality of the High Middle 

Ages (Berkeley, CA, 1982), pp. 22-58, at 32; G. Constable, The Reformation of the Twelfth Century 

(Cambridge, 1996), pp. 54-6. 
46

 Further commentary specifically on pilgrimage includes P. G. Jestice, Wayward Monks and the Religious 

Revolution of the Eleventh Century (Leiden, 1997), pp. 100-1, 129-36; Leyser, Hermits, pp. 23, 39. Traditional 

Benedictines, however, opposed pilgrimage: G. Constable, óOpposition to pilgrimage in the Middle Agesô, in 

idem, Religious Life and Thought (11
th
ï12

th
 Centuries) (London, 1979), ch. 4. See chs. 5 and 6, below, for 

further discussion of pilgrimage and hermits. 
47

 G. D. Gordini, óBiagioô, BS, 3, cols. 157-60; Garrison, Studies, I, p. 137. 
48

 The Life and posthumous miracles are edited by P. Golinelli in óLa ñVitaò di s. Simeone monacoô, Studi 

medievali, 3
rd
 ser., 20 (1979), pp. 709-88, at 745-86; see c. 1, p. 751 for the gospel commands. There is an 

earlier edition in De s. Simeone monacho et eremita, AASS Iulii, VI, pp. 319-37. Golinelli and others date the 

Life to between 1016 and 1024, which seems likely, but J. Howe argues for the mid-eleventh century in óThe 
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(stopping to cure many sick at Lucca),
49

 France, Spain, and even Britain, before attaching 

himself as a hermit to the monastery of San Benedetto Po, which had just been founded by 

Tedald of Canossa in the territory of Mantua. After his death he was quickly honoured by 

Pope Benedict VIII at the instigation of Tedaldôs successor Boniface, and both this monastery 

and the cult of St Simeon remained of crucial political and spiritual importance throughout 

the rule of the lay margrave and that of his daughter Matilda.
50

 Simeonôs cult spread to Lucca 

in the eleventh century where it is attested in liturgical calendars, and his Life was written up 

in all three of the extant Lucchese passionaries from the first half of the twelfth century (as 

well as later ones), indicating its special importance in our period.
51

 The patronage of reform-

minded magnates, pilgrimage, and the eremitic way of life intersect in Simeonôs cult in a way 

that is evidenced, in varying degrees, in the other Lucchese cults discussed here. 

 Finally, it is worth reflecting that the Armenian origins of these saints has a probable 

basis in historical reality. Armenian travellers were not uncommon in western Europe 

(though more common in the Byzantine empire), and in the eleventh century St Gregory of 

Pithiviers, Katholikos Gregory II, and a handful of Armenian bishops are all attested in 

Western sources. Rome in particular saw a fairly constant stream of Armenian activity.
52

 In 

the tenth and eleventh centuries, up until 1064, Byzantine attacks on Armenia resulted in 

considerable emigration west, usually into the heart of the Byzantine empire where many 

assimilated. But the final catastrophe for the kingdoms of Armenia was the invasion of Seljuk 

Turks who defeated the Byzantines in 1071.
53

 Davino fits rather well into this chronology, if 

we assume he left his homeland in, say, the 1040s and continued further west rather than 

                                                                                                                                                        
true date of the ñLifeò and ñMiraclesò of St. Symeon of Polironeô, Studi medievali, 3rd ser., 25 (1984), pp. 291-
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 Golinelli, óLa ñVitaò di s. Simeoneô, 9, pp. 763-4. 
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 P. Golinelli, óCulto dei santi e monasteri nella politica dei Canossa nella pianura padanaô, in Studi Matildici 

(Modena, 1978), pp. 427-44, at 434-8. On the canonization: Golinelli, óLa ñVitaò di s. Simeoneô, Miracula, 13, 

p. 786; E. W. Kemp, Canonization and Authority in the Western Church (London, 1948), pp. 1, 58, 163-4. 
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 Gr®goire, óLiturgia ed agiografiaô, pp. 278-81; Garrison, Studies, I, p. 134. 
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 A. E. Redgate, The Armenians (Oxford, 1998), pp. 231-3. 
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stopping in Byzantium. One historian has suggested that his name may be associated with the 

Armenian city of Dvin, an ancient capital.
54

 Dvin did indeed see struggles in the 1040s 

between Byzantines and Turks, making it likely that nobility emigrated.
55

 This is as far as we 

can go, but it is enough to counter any idea that Davinoôs origins are necessarily fictitious or 

generic. Much more important is why this seemingly marginal figure was elevated to a 

position of sanctity by Lucchese canons. To understand this, we shall turn to some other, 

similar cults that shed light on the matter.  

 

 

Three Irish pilgrims 

 

Excellent examples of how qualities associated with pilgrimage and self-denial evolved to 

become virtues of prime importance in reformist houses of the eleventh century are found in 

the Lucchese cults of the (supposedly) Irish saints Frediano, Silao, and Pellegrino.
56

 Frediano, 

a bishop of Lucca, is the earliest of Luccaôs pilgrim saints, and remains one of the most 

important saints of the city after its patron St Martin, while his church is second only to the 

cathedral.
57

 He is first mentioned in Gregory the Greatôs Dialogues, where he miraculously 
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Perspectives (Yerevan, 2004), pp. 548-58, at 551. 
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 Armenia and the Crusades: Tenth to Twelfth Centuries: The Chronicle of Matthew of Edessa, trans. A. E. 

Dostourian (Lanham, MD), pp. 73-5. 
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 On the wider phenomenon of Irish saints in Italy, see A. M. Tommasini, Irish Saints in Italy, trans. J. F. 
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diverts the course of the river Auser (todayôs Serchio) around the city.
58

 An early Life of 

Frediano (who is also known as Fridian or Frigidian), written before the eighth century, 

contains much the same information. Two more recensions follow, one from the ninth or 

tenth century and another from the eleventh century (probably the first half); recently edited 

by Gabriele Zaccagnini, they permit a useful case study of how the priorities of a cult can 

change over time.
59

  

 The legend grew from humble beginnings through these three textual recensions (and 

continued further in an Epitome metrica). The second recension adds an interesting detail 

which would become central: Frediano is given his Irish origins, whereas previously they 

went unmentioned.
60

 The author states that he is reporting óCatholicô tradition, passing on a 

feature of the story which is judged authoritative.
61

 The addition of Fredianoôs Celtic 

background aligns him with the large collection of Irish missionaries and pilgrims such as St 

Columbanus who made their way into Italy.  

After this, the third recension, which was composed at the canonical community of 

San Frediano at Lucca, states the following: 

 

Instructed in the sacred heights from a young age, and carrying that gospel teaching in his 

heart ï ówhoever does not renounce all that he possesses cannot be my disciple [Luke 

14:33]ô ï he left behind everything and headed for the region of Tuscany. Once there, 

separated from all the pomp of this world, he led the life of a hermit.
62

 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
venerated at Lucca among other places, namely Cerbone and the saintly pair Giusto and Clemente: see S. De 

Paoli, óCerbonioô, BS, 3, cols. 1130-31; Garrison, Studies, I, pp. 135-6; S. Ferrali, óGiusto e Clementeô, BS, 7, 
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 Gregory the Great, Dialogues, ed. A. de Vogüé, French trans. P. Antin, 3 vols. (Paris, 1978-80), III.9, pp. 286-
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The most important new detail here, which would likewise become a salient feature of the 

cult, is Fredianoôs eremitism, which involved a sojourn on Monte Pisano before the populace 

demanded he descend and accept episcopal office, whereupon he led the city through a 

difficult period following the Lombard invasion. The other interesting new aspect to the 

saintôs motivation is the gospel teaching on poverty, which we witness echoed in Davinoôs 

legend, well before poverty became the characteristic we see so often prominent in twelfth-

century Italian saintsô Lives.
63

 By 1046 at the latest, the canonical regime was a considerable 

success at San Frediano, to which popes and emperors gave privileges and numerous 

churches were entrusted; indeed, its canons were responsible for bringing the regular life to 

the Lateran church at Rome in 1137.
64

 The legend of Frediano would go on to be fused with 

that of Finian of Moville, another Irishman, in the twelfth or thirteenth century;
65

 before this, 

however, one of Luccaôs most important saints had developed in the eleventh century into a 

characteristic epitome of the spiritually reformist impulses reflected with such clarity in 

Davinoôs Life. Nurtured by regular canons, in communities which the reforming parties 

would consider shining examples of the new spiritual direction, both saintsô legends highlight 

foreign origins, pilgrimage (or voluntary exile),
66

 poverty (with the shedding of worldly 

pompa), and self-denial.  

 In the later twelfth century, the cult of another journeying Irish bishop was promoted 

at Lucca when in 1180 the nuns of Santa Giustina elevated the body of St Silao (or Silaus), 

who had died in the late eleventh century or c.1100.
67

 The story goes that this former abbot of 

royal blood of the monastery of St Brendan, having heeded a similar call to poverty as we 
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have seen elsewhere,
68

 is elected to an Irish see and travels to Rome to be consecrated by 

Gregory VII. At around the same time, his sister Mingarda goes on pilgrimage to Rome, óas 

is the custom of her peopleô,
69

 but while stopping at Lucca finds herself the object of a local 

noblemanôs attentions. On her return from Rome, this nobleman imprisons her, and she ends 

up relenting and marrying him before retiring to Santa Giustina, where she dies. In the 

meantime, Silao returns to Rome on business, learns his sisterôs fate, and dies at Lucca on his 

way back, also at Santa Giustina. It would seem that Luccaôs ability to act as a kind of fateful 

nodal point, wherein foreigners are seen to perish before achieving sanctification, continued 

throughout the eleventh and twelfth centuries, when this special quality of the city gave rise 

to new cults as well as the resurrection of old ones. 

Eremitism was congruent with hilly terrain not only in the area south of Lucca, where 

Monte Pisano saw a tradition of withdrawal, but also north in the mountainous area of the 

Garfagnana and beyond, deep into the Apennines. It is in this region, on the road heading 

towards Modena, that a church and a hospital of St Pellegrino are mentioned in a charter of 

1110.
70

 The saint in question is known as Pellegrino delle Alpi in Garfagnana (or di 

Garfagnana) in order to distinguish him from the dozens of other saints called Pellegrino or 

Peregrinus (meaning óPilgrimô). A church in the city of Lucca in honour of a St Pellegrino, 

which is attested in 1078, may well refer to the same cult.
71

 Pellegrino of the Garfagnana was 

allegedly an Irish prince and pilgrim who, after a series of extraordinary adventures and 

ordeals, found himself in the Apennines where he died a hermit and where his church was 
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built. The charter of 1110 shows that a cult was in existence at around the time of Davinoôs, 

even if the legend was composed later.
72

 

 It is impossible to know quite how much of this legend bears a resemblance to stories 

that would have surrounded the original cult. When the obviously later or more fantastical 

elements of the vita are stripped away, however, certain salient details echo the other 

examples from this Lucchese corpus. The son of an Irish king,
73

 Pellegrino renounces the 

succession, choosing the immortal crown over the temporal, and commands his óbaronsô 

(barones) as follows: 

 

óBring me the crown and the gospel of Christ.ô When he opened the book, he found the 

place where the Lord says, óIf you wish to be perfect, go and sell all that you have, and 

give to the poor, and come and follow me.ô Hearing this, the blessed Pellegrino, in front 

of everyone placed the temporal crown under his feet; and whatever he had, he began to 

give it all to the poor, orphans, and widows. Once separated from such things, he retired 

into the silence of the night disguised in the dress of a pilgrim.
74

 

 

The gospel command is the same found in the Life of Davino, and is part of Christôs answer 

to the questions of the young, rich man who goes away sorry because he cannot live up to 

such demands. This, along with similar commands we have seen quoted, was the key 

authority behind the glorification of poverty and exile that is consistently witnessed in these 

texts. For as Jesus explains once the rich man has departed (as we saw in the Life of Simeon): 

óEveryone who has left houses, or brothers, or sisters, or father, or mother, or wife, or 
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children, or lands, for my nameôs sake will receive a hundredfold, and will possess life 

everlasting.ô
75

 The call to exile is above all a Christomimetic impulse, and part of a new 

dedication to gospel preaching. 

 The subsequent fabulous details of the Life of Pellegrino need not detain us for long; 

suffice it to say that his first destination is the Holy Land, where he spends forty years in the 

desert before making for Italy, via a disastrous mission at the court of a sultan where he 

endures tortures and burnings (in a kind of homage to the Franciscan legend). During the sea 

crossing to Ancona, he is thrown overboard but after reaching land by floating on his 

pilgrimôs robe he visits Rome, Bari, and Monte Gargano, before finally retreating into the 

Apennine forests. Further ordeals follow at the hands of demons and he eventually makes his 

home in a hollowed-out tree where he dies. A rivalry breaks out between the Tuscans and the 

Lombards over who should have his body, so it is strapped to a cart pulled by a pair of oxen 

who are tasked with making the decision; the oxen take the body to the border between the 

two territories, where the church is built and miracles are performed. Plenty of colourful 

detail has undoubtedly been added to this legend over time. In its essence, however, it is the 

story of a layman who goes on a journey and dies near Lucca: in this way it shares a similar 

typology to Davinoôs vita (though Pellegrino is allegedly royal). Frediano and Silao may have 

been clergymen, but all of them shed significant light on the local importance of renunciation 

and pilgrimage which dominate the values of the written texts and make clear the motivations 

behind Davinoôs own veneration. 
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Two English kings 

 

Lucca did not only develop its own pilgrim cults, but also imported them. Its position on the 

road to Rome made it susceptible to the liturgical, textual, and relic offerings of travelling 

abbots and bishops, and its citizensô willingness to embrace the trappings of foreign cults as 

their own allowed for a cosmopolitan openness to the possibility of sanctity. The cult of King 

Edmund of East Anglia, who was martyred by the Danes in 869, is not a ópilgrim cultô like 

the others discussed here, but it came to Lucca as a result of pilgrim traffic to Rome. As 

Antonia Gransden has pointed out, the Passio sancti Eadmundi by Abbo of Fleury, written 

c.987, gained remarkable popularity abroad that was unusual for an Anglo-Saxon saint.
76

 It 

made its way to various monasteries of northern Francia (as well as Arnstein, near 

Wiesbaden) but where the cult really seems to have found traction was at Lucca, the only 

southern European centre that embraced it. It was here, in the same giant passionary that 

contains the Life of Davino, that the Passio was first recorded in the city.
77

 It was most likely 

brought to Lucca by Abbot Baldwin of Bury St Edmunds on his way to Rome in 1071. 

Probably at the same time, a confraternity was established between the canons of San 

Martino and the monks of Bury, evidence of which exists in a necrology from the cathedral 

that names thirteen monks from the English house.
78

 The new cathedral of San Martino had 

only just been consecrated by Alexander II in 1070, and St Edmund was to have his own altar 

and relics within it; his popularity is reflected in the extant Lucchese calendars from the 

period.
79

 Hansmartin Schwarzmaier, for one, sees in this contact with the Anglo-Norman 
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world a moment of great significance for the city, when Lucca truly made its mark on the 

pilgrimage movement of the time.
80

 

 Gransden, who examined the Lucchese passionaries to trace Edmundôs cult therein, 

found the Passio extant in the major passionary mentioned (Codd. 79/81 in the Lateran 

archives), and very probably once a part of Cod. P+ in Luccaôs Biblioteca Capitolare (dated 

close by, to c.1100), as well as extant in Cod. F of the same library (dated to the third quarter 

of the twelfth century). The provenance of these manuscripts is particularly interesting. We 

have discussed Codd. 79/81, which probably came from San Pantaleone, or at least a similar 

house of reformist canons. Cod. P+ probably came from San Pantaleone too, while Cod. F is 

from San Pietro di Pozzeveri.
81

  

Pozzeveri, sited in a rural location to the east of the city, was converted into a 

canonical house in 1056.
82

 Both San Pantaleone and Pozzeveri were the result of small 

groups of clerics, laymen, and hermits coming together with aspirations to live the common 

life out of the city; both had noble patrons to help create the original foundation, and in the 

beginning the simple, ascetic life endured before it dissipated and was swallowed up by 

larger institutions (San Pantaleone had to be reformed by the canons of San Frediano in 1137 

and eventually became a Cistercian monastery, while Pozzeveri passed to Camaldoli before 

1105). The original pioneering tendency, as Schwarzmaier has stressed, is the real story of 

óreformô at Lucca. These two communities provide the best examples, but there were others 

too, and doubtless many which have gone undocumented because they never established an 

enduring rule.
83

 Several churches of Lucca began to call themselves canonical in the eleventh 

century,
84

 but some, like the cathedral, were not strict in their interpretation of the regular 
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life. St Edmundôs relics were deposited at the cathedral, but where we find the textual 

remains of the cult are the same places where we find most of the other new pilgrim-related 

saints: reformist houses of canons where, perhaps, the notion of geographical displacement 

was something to be celebrated rather than viewed with suspicion. 

San Frediano, as we have noted, was the leading house of regular canons at Lucca, 

and it was from here that the relics of a certain óKing Richardô of the Anglo-Saxons were 

taken to Eichstätt in Bavaria soon after 1150. The king is mythical, and the Lucchese cult 

falls out of our chronological remit, but he is mentioned as another example of the adoption 

of a cult whose legend, like most of the others, was anchored in Luccaôs burgeoning 

reputation as a source of exotic relics. He is of particular interest because he was originally 

based on an anonymous lay pilgrim, who was reimagined as a sainted king in the period up to 

1150. Veneration of this figure at Eichstätt seems to have had the consequence of heightening 

curiosity about the saint at Lucca itself, attesting to the communications between the two 

centres, and it was only after this that the cult gained importance in the Tuscan city.
85

  

Richardôs origins lie in the story of an eighth-century pilgrimage, the Hodoeporicon, 

which relates the Anglo-Saxon monk St Willibaldôs journey to the Holy Land, among other 

places, before he settled down at Eichstätt where he would be honoured as its founding 

bishop.
86

 His father became the sainted king, but in the original narrative, which is told first-

hand to the nun Hugeburc of Heidenheim, he is unnamed; he is introduced when Willibald 

wants to set out to Rome with his brother Winnebald (the future abbot of Heidenheim) and 

their father. To their father, who is reluctant to go abroad, Willibald spells out the perils and 
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rewards of exile, and elucidates the vital spiritual role that the layman may play alongside the 

monk: 

 

He invited him to share in this hazardous enterprise and to undertake this difficult mode 

of life, eager to detach him from the pleasures of the world, from the delights of earth and 

from the false prosperity of wealth. He asked him to enter, with the help of God, into the 

divine service and to enrol in the heavenly army, to abandon his native country and to 

accompany him as a pilgrim to foreign parts.
87

 

 

This early conception of pilgrimage would be somewhat suppressed as Benedictine 

monasticism gained a foothold throughout western Europe, encouraging stability along with 

disapproval or outright condemnation of monksô need to travel.
88

 In the eighth century, 

however, the monk and the layman could still share in such benefits. But to Willibald and his 

mediator Hugeberc, the father, a layman, was peripheral to the story: he was struck down 

with a sickness at Lucca, and  

 

as soon as the two brothers saw that their father was dead they wrapped his body in a fine 

shroud and with filial piety buried it in the church of Saint Frigidian [San Frediano] at 

Lucca, where it still rests. Immediately afterwards they set out on their way.
89

  

  

The suggestion that the family was from a royal line was not made until the late tenth century 

at Eichstätt, in an office of St Willibald.
90

 Gradually, and mysteriously, the father was given a 

name and decoupled from the renown of his sons, SS Willibald and Winnebald, as well as a 
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daughter, St Walburg. Sometime c.1150 his translation took place at Lucca, and the first 

mention of Richard as óking of the Englishô is from 1155/6, in a narrative about the reform of 

Heidenheim, the Relatio Adelberti abbatis Heidenheimensis, written after some of Richardôs 

relics had recently been brought there from Lucca.
91

 It appears that in some measure the cult 

was the result of travel between Bavarian monasteries and Rome, especially, as Maurice 

Coens showed, concerning the disputed reform of Heidenheim which required the 

intervention of the papacy.
92

 Moreover, it is evidence of Luccaôs growing reputation as a 

haven of sanctity. 

Coens also edited a vita, miracula, and Ex gestis beati Richardi regis et confessoris 

(which is a sort of commentary on the vita), all products of the new cult at Lucca centred 

around San Frediano, and written not long after the 1150s.
93

 In the vita, Richard is described 

as the nephew of Offa, and he rules the English with glory before ruefully reflecting on the 

two gospel sayings, ówhoever does not renounce all that he possesses cannot be my discipleô 

(Luke 14:33) and ówhoever gives up his house or lands because of me, will receive a 

hundredfold and will possess life everlastingô (paraphrasing Matt. 19:29) ï again, gospel 

teachings on poverty are the source of motivation, and again, the saint abandons all that he 

has and sets out abroad, this time with his sons.
94

 The paradigm of renunciation and exile, as 

far as we have witnessed it, has remained essentially unchanged at Lucca from the third 

recension of the Life of Frediano to the Life of King Richard, a period which spans the early 
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93

 Ibid., pp. 385-96; commentary on pp. 373-81. A later Life is edited in De s. Richardo rege, AASS Februarii, 

II, pp. 69-81. 
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 Vita sancti Richardi, 2, ed. Coens, óL®gende et miraclesô, pp. 385-6: órevolvens nichilominus in mente illud 

dominicum preceptum: ñNisi quis renuntiaverit omnibus que possidet, non potest meus esse discipulusò, et illud: 

ñQuicumque dimiserit domum aut agros propter me, centuplum accipiet et vitam eternam possidebitò, et regnum 
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eleventh century to the late twelfth. Throughout this era, reformed canons in particular saw fit 

to preach the values of poverty and pilgrimage, resulting in an unsettling time (as we shall 

see) for those who remained wedded to the claustral precepts of St Benedictôs Rule.  

 

 

Exoticism and the Volto Santo 

 

In surveying these cults, we have noticed some important features associated with 

óreformingô values that remain consistent in the texts associated with each saint. But there is a 

further factor that unites these examples, something that may be identified as óexoticismô, 

which is at least a sensation of óforeignnessô and strangeness; something óunfamiliarly 

beautiful and enticingô that deprives us of the stability of our usual surroundings.
95

 However 

precisely defined, the exotic is fundamentally a function of Otherness, and especially the 

Other that comes from far away, though this need not always be the case. While recognising 

potential objections to using such nomenclature in the postcolonial West, I propose to 

excavate the literary, aesthetic qualities of the word, as opposed to the political, as a useful 

tool to argue for a particular hagiological culture of difference at Lucca, in much the way 

certain historians and critics of the later Middle Ages and modern period have spoken of 

exoticism in their own contexts, despite the term not gaining currency until the nineteenth 

century.
96

 Victor Segalen (1878-1919), the French writer who described his profound 
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 D. M. Figueira, The Exotic: A Decadent Quest (Albany, NY, 1994), p. 1 (quote); C. Gaullier-Bougassas, óUn 

exotisme litt®raire m®di®val?ô, in eadem (ed.), Un exotisme littéraire médiéval? (Lille, 2008), pp. 7-20, at 11: 

óLôexotisme suppose donc un go¾t / un appel pour le lointain et lôautre, et pour les nouveaut®s que r®serve un 

déplacement spatial, pour la découverte de réalités qui étonnent, privent les auditeurs occidentaux de la stabilité 

de leurs rep¯res familiers...ô. I have paraphrased the last part. 
96

 For defences of exoticism since postcolonialism, see Figueira, The Exotic, esp. pp. 1-18; and some more 

recent comments in eadem, Otherwise Occupied: Pedagogies of Alterity and the Brahminization of Theory 

(Albany, NY, 2008), pp. 89-90; R. Shapiro, óIn defence of exoticism: rescuing the literary imaginationô, in I. 

Santaolalla (ed.), óNewô Exoticisms: Changing Patterns in the Construction of Otherness (Amsterdam, 2000), 

pp. 41-9. Objections may stem from the legacy of E. Said, Orientalism (Harmondsworth, 1985), but among 

many responses (not specific to exoticism) see, e.g., J. M. MacKenzie, Orientalism: History, Theory and the 



Davino and Lucca 

 

134 

 

emotional and aesthetic responses to difference which were engendered by sojourns in the 

Far East, sketched a defining, yet unfinished Essai sur lôexotisme that remains the clearest 

statement on the emotional hold of the exotic over the individual.
97

 

 For Segalen, who hesitated to use that óbloated and compromisedô
98

 word, exoticism 

was broadly defined: óa single yet universal thing: the feeling which Diversity stirs in me; 

and, aesthetically, the practice of this very feeling; its pursuit, its play, its greatest freedom; 

its greatest intensity; finally, its most brilliant and profound beauty.ô
99

 Diversity comes from 

meditation on the past and the future as well as the present.
100

 He feared its demise at the 

hands of homogenising uniformity: óWhere are the martyrs? ... Where is the mystery? ï 

Where are the distances?ô
101

 In short, he put his finger on the seductive, living force of the 

Other, reapplying its power to a wide spectrum of instances beyond the already stale, óthe 

dreadful rubric of ñexotic literatureò, ñexotic impressionsòô:
102

  

 

Exoticism is therefore not that kaleidoscopic vision of the tourist or of the mediocre 

spectator, but the forceful and curious reaction to a shock felt by someone of strong 

individuality in response to some object whose distance from oneself he alone can 

perceive and savour. ... [It is] the keen and immediate perception of an eternal 

incomprehensibility.
103

 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
Arts (Manchester, 1995). The debate is summarised in J. Yee, óFrench theory and the exoticô, in C. Forsdick and 

D. Murphy (eds.), Postcolonial Thought in the French Speaking World (Liverpool, 2009), pp. 185-94. On 
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Taste for the Foreign: Worldly Knowledge and Literary Pleasure in Early Modern French Fiction (Newark, 

DE, 2011); G. S. Rousseau and R. Porter (eds.), Exoticism in the Enlightenment (Manchester, 1990). For 

changing terminology down to the nineteenth century: Gaullier-Bougassas, óUn exotismeô, pp. 7-9. 
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 V. Segalen, Essay on Exoticism: An Aesthetics of Diversity, ed. and trans. Y. R. Schlick (Durham, 2002). On 

Segalenôs life and works, see C. Forsdick, Victor Segalen and the Aesthetics of Diversity: Journeys between 

Cultures (Oxford, 2000); important criticism includes T. Todorov, On Human Diversity: Nationalism, Racism, 

and Exoticism in French Thought, trans. C. Porter (Cambridge, MA, 1993), pp. 323-38; and J. Clifford, The 

Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art (Cambridge, MA, 1988), pp. 152-

64. 
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 Segalen, Essay on Exoticism, p. 56. 
99

 Ibid., p. 57. 
100

 Ibid., e.g. pp. 18, 24. 
101

 Ibid., pp. 62-3. 
102

 Ibid., p. 68. 
103

 Ibid., pp. 20-21. 



Davino and Lucca 

 

135 

 

Segalen included the divine and mysterious in his scheme of diversity (and was much 

influenced by Hinduism).
104

 Although this aspect of his essay was not fleshed out when he 

died, his call to the aesthetic extremes of religion (ówhere are the martyrs?ô) betokens a wider 

appreciation of the exoticism manifested in spiritual symbolism.
105

 Meanwhile, the ópractice 

of feelingô ï the aesthetics he describes, with all their intensity ï is, if we choose, merely 

secular language for devotional zeal. What makes Segalen so useful for describing a spiritual 

sentiment is that he does not write in theorised abstractions but always from emotional 

experience. He ótravelledô all around the exotic, lived it, felt it as much as possible ï and in 

the end died by it.
106

 He speaks for the many exotes (as he calls them) who, on finding 

exoticism, óare capable of savouring it with raptureô.
107

 At this point in their quest, they must 

not come too close: total immersion in diversity leads to familiarity, when exoticism will 

perish. To remedy this, subject and object must always keep their distance.
108

  

 A local saintôs cult, like the spiritual impulse more generally, is already óexoticô by 

this definition (provided the individual is open to its alterity). The cult is divine and 

mysterious, and rarely banal, at least until its power may eventually fade. Its objects ï and 

consideration of the object is often the first step towards exoticism
109

 ï are powerful relics, 

separated and sealed, taboo. Its liturgy is occasional and special, and its sacred spaces few 
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 Ibid, pp. 67 (the divine etc.), 28 (Hinduism). 
105

 See also, for example, the following notes (ibid., p. 60): óSacrifice: considered as the positive Tasting of 

Diversity. In Debauchery, suddenly deny the flesh: tasting Debauchery. In chaste tranquillity, exalt in Erotic 

joys. Monastic practice: they were connoisseurs. In this instance, sacrifice is beautiful, that is, in relation to 

Diversity.ô 
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 He was found in mysterious circumstances, in a forest, with a bloodied foot and the Complete Works of 

Shakespeare by his side, opened at Hamlet: Forsdick, Victor Segalen, pp. 1, 7. 
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 Segalen, Essay on Exoticism, p. 15. 
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 Todorov, On Human Diversity, pp. 328-31. 
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 J. Baudrillard, The System of Objects, trans. J. Benedict (London, 1996), esp. pp. 79-80; S. R. Pucci, óThe 

discrete charms of the exotic: fictions of the harem in eighteenth-century Franceô, in Rousseau and Porter, 

Exoticism, pp. 145-76, at 146. 
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and exclusive; points of contact may thus be inferred between Segalenôs exoticism and 

Mircea Eliadeôs distinction between the sacred and the profane.
110

  

We might say that the exoticism of the saintôs cult is therefore rendered doubly exotic 

when the saint comes from afar ï in our cases, from the extremes of east and west, whence 

the exotic object, the relic, comes to rest at Lucca, where it radiates a strong gust of diversity 

enhanced by its special journey. The relics are sealed but their saintsô legends are impossibly 

far off. The lack of much direct knowledge of these figures only enhances their mystery. 

Their narratives provoke fantasies of other places, fantasies which are reinforced by the 

steady flow of unsettled (and therefore unfamiliar) exotic traffic through the city. Their cults 

are the purest expression of exotic sanctity, with Davinoôs the purest of all: for what has he to 

distinguish himself except for his Armenian origins? The point could be made without 

reference to Segalen, but it would be all the harder to convince on an aesthetic, emotional 

level that such cults could induce a special óraptureô, and even feed off each other as curious 

canons and bishops demanded more of this óeternal incomprehensibilityô. 

 One Lucchese object epitomises this local exoticism more than any other: the Volto 

Santo, or Holy Face. This substantial wooden sculpture of a robed, crucified Christ (245cm 

high by 280cm wide), still on display in the cathedral and processed through the streets every 

13 September, first appears in our sources from the late eleventh century. A list of altars of 

the cathedral of San Martino, written between 1065 and 1109, records one altar ante Vultum 

and another ante Crucem veterem: the distinction between being in front of óthe Faceô and 

óthe old Crossô has been taken to mean that this was the period when the new crucifix 

appeared and supplanted an older one, probably between the beginning of the cathedralôs 

reconstruction and its consecration (i.e. 1060-70). This would explain earlier references to 

merely a crux of Lucca, such as the one Abbot Leofstan of Bury St Edmunds had reproduced 
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 M. Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. W. R. Trask (New York, 1959): see, 

e.g., some relevant comments on p. 29. 
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for his own church after a pilgrimage to Rome in the middle of the century.
111

 We know that 

the new cross in the cathedral of Lucca was generally known as the Vultus because of the 

surprising fact that King William II of England used to swear by it, according to Eadmerôs 

Historia novorum. On the question of whether Anselm of Bec ought to become archbishop of 

Canterbury, Eadmer reports the kingôs outburst: óñBut by the Holy Face of Luccaò ï for such 

was his customary oath ï ñat present neither he nor anyone else shall be archbishop except 

myself.òô
112

 Later, rebuking a Jew for converting to Christianity against the wishes of his 

father, the unchristian monarch tells him to return to Judaism óor by the Face of Lucca I will 

have your eyes torn outô.
113

 

 It seems that there was something rather unusual about this Face, which had become 

famous even in England. Bishop Rangerius of Lucca appears to refer to it in the metrical Life 

of his predecessor, Anselm II. Discussing the recent decline of religion in the city (which in 

his scheme was merely the tail-end of decline through the ages), he notes how generous the 

people of Lucca used to be, how wealthy the city, and how óclergy with people, like mind 

united with body, strove to sanctify their own waysô.
114

 But now the city is no longer rich, 

and óforeign religion has grasped to possess the famous cross, [and] as happens, decency, 
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 R. Silva, óLa datazione del Volto Santo di Luccaô, in La santa croce di Lucca: il Volto Santo: storia, 

tradizioni, immagini (Florence, 2003), pp. 76-81, at 78-9. A description of the cross at Bury is quoted in The 

Life of St Anselm Archbishop of Caterbury by Eadmer, ed. and trans. R. W. Southern (London, 1962), p. 139 n. 
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 Eadmer, Historia novorum in Anglia, ed. M. Rule, Rolls Series, 81 (London, 1884), p. 30: óñSed, per 
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 Ibid., p. 101: óalioquin, per Vultum de Luca, faciam tibi oculos erui.ô Translations adapted from Eadmerôs 

History of Recent Events in England: Historia Novorum in Anglia, trans. G. Bosanquet (London, 1964), pp. 31, 

104. 
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 Rangerius of Lucca, Vita metrica s. Anselmi lucensis episcopi, ed. E. Sackur et al., MGH SS 30:2 (Hanover, 
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probity, and the holy order are perishing from those profiting out of power and libertyô. He 

then decries the ólay clothingô worn by the cleric of his day.
115

 

 Rangerius not only alludes to the pull of the cross on pilgrims ï an effect that he 

clearly disapproves of ï but also appears to sneer at óforeign religionô (peregrina religio), one 

of the deleterious new influences on the city. Along with this, there is a dangerous mixing of 

clergy and laity: an irresistible by-product, no doubt, of the growth in pilgrimage. In the past, 

there was no need for this profiteering from foreigners, and the orders worshipped in their 

own ways. In Rangeriusôs eyes, much is changing. SS Frediano, Regolo, and Martin, the 

great patrons of his see, seem challenged, and during the twelfth century the emerging feast 

of the Exaltation of the Cross (first mentioned in 1118) would be associated with the 

commune rather than the cityôs traditional hierarchies and, as historians have suggested, the 

Holy Face would become the symbol of Lucca and its people.
116

 Raffaele Savigni, who is 

among those who has put the cult of the Volto Santo at the heart of a shift in civic identity, 

reads its origins as canonical rather than episcopal, a likely scenario given Rangeriusôs 

critical stance.
117

 

 The Volto Santo is not unique; there is a similar carving at Sansepolcro, for example, 

dating to the eighth or ninth century, by which time such crucifixes were not uncommon in 

the Carolingian church.
118

 But its strange humanity, compounded by its large, lidded, and 

mournful eyes, had a profound effect on Luccaôs citizens and pilgrims, and aside from 
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 Ibid., p. 1249, ll. 4429-34: óAst ubi diviciis non est modus, et peregrina / Religio celebrem caepit habere 

crucem, / Ut solet, ex opibus et libertate fruendi / Et pudor et probitas et sacer ordo perit. / Ac primo vestem 
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Webb, óThe Holy Face of Luccaô, Anglo-Norman Studies, 9 (1986), pp. 227-37, at 232. 
116
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lucchese (sec. XI-XIV)ô, in La Santa Croce, pp. 131-72, at 137.  
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118
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becoming the cityôs centrepiece it influenced even French poetry.
119

 Its written legend, which 

dates to the twelfth century, is a gem of exotic nostalgia.
120

 Purporting to be by a deacon, 

óLeboinusô, writing in the eighth century near the time of the crossôs translation to Lucca, it 

tells of the discovery of the relic in Jerusalem by a Bishop Gualfredus who was on pilgrimage 

in the Holy Land. Guided by a vision, he finds where it has been hidden for centuries after 

being carved soon after the ascension of Christ. With poetic drama, the bishop and his friends 

place the cross inside an unmanned boat, which they adorn with lit candles and lamps and 

cover with tar, and entrust it to the waves and Providence.
121

 The boat reaches the Tuscan city 

of Luni, and there is a disagreement with the people of Lucca over who should have it. The 

cross indicates its own inclination for Lucca, and Bishop John completes the translation to 

San Martino (compensating the people of Luni with an ampoule of Christôs blood which was 

found on the spot): the year is given as 742, and accounts of miracles follow. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Pilgrimage and spiritual innovation mutually underscore everything that has been discussed 

in this chapter. First, we have seen that the cults of the pilgrim saints surveyed were built 

upon reformist notions of a purer religious practice that strongly valued the ascetic qualities 

of self-denial, poverty, and ï radically linked to them ï exile. This impulse came from 

people, whether they called themselves hermits, monks, or canons, who were not content 

with traditional divisions of secular and regular clergy but recognised that all, including the 

laity, could participate in their spiritual zeal. From these motives came the highly unusual 
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veneration of a layman such as Davino. Davino himself was one of the mix of new pilgrims 

flooding into the city, helping to revitalise the atmosphere of worship and startle 

traditionalists with the introduction of a novel peregrina religio. The pilgrim culture burst 

upon the scene, with the Volto Santo standing as its powerful emblem: an image of Christôs 

humanity ï therefore a fitting symbol of the new gospel teaching so prevalent in the saintsô 

legends ï and at the same time an exotic vision of devotion. This powerful religiosity, 

informed by an ideal of imitatio Christi, was made to thrive through the support of 

communities of regular canons who espoused such teaching and gave birth to the cults which 

represent their spirituality.  

This chapter has also explored the profound possibilities of exoticism as a way to 

suggest a visceral interpretation of local veneration: to help define a coherent milieu as well 

as to identify a mode of understanding or empathy towards the latent power of todayôs dry 

Latin texts and crumbling relics. The óaesthetics of diversityô help us to comprehend the lure 

of these remote, holy foreigners. In sum, we are left with an image and a feeling of an 

invigorated Lucca on the cusp of a new age, as old orders perished, new devotees arrived, and 

the city came alive with a fresh sense of movement that emerged among the canons and 

hermits, was supported by certain elites, and spread to the people, leaving itself indelible in 

the cityôs churches, its cults, and its cross. 
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Chapter 4 

 

Six lay saints 

 

 

This chapter will survey the remaining lay saints of the period, as far as I have discovered 

them, excluding martyrs and royalty as before. It will focus on some of the salient aspects of 

their Lives and cults before concluding with a discussion of the varieties of lay sanctity 

represented in their biographies. There are five male saints and one female, presented in 

chronological order. It is especially noteworthy that the male saints all shared a devotion to 

pilgrimage or exile; this aspect of their Lives provides a focus to the overviews below. In the 

next chapter, which is devoted to the theme of pilgrimage, there will be a full discussion of 

the consequences of this with regard to the meaning of lay sanctity, as well as a gendered 

explanation for the different model of virtue presented in the one female saint, Ida of 

Boulogne. 

 

 

Alexius 

 

Although of ancient origin, the story of St Alexius (or Alexis) exploded in popularity in the 

period around 1000, and because of the success of his cult, its themes would prove an 

important bellwether for changing spiritual attitudes and the sanctity of the laity, and perhaps, 

as one historian has argued, the rise of lay piety more generally.
1
 Simon of Crépy, for 

example, was admiringly compared to him later in the century when, still a layman, he 
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refused to consumate his marriage and in the bedchamber persuaded his bride to convert to 

monasticism.
2
 Peter Damian, meanwhile, called Alexius óa new and unusual type of martyrô 

who triumphed with óa new and nearly unheard of victoryô and whose óvirtue is more 

pleasing to the Church because of its unaccustomed noveltyô.
3
 

The story of Alexius, in its outlines, may be traced back to a fifth-century legend from 

Edessa; in terms of its development in the West, versions of the Latin Life began to appear in 

the late tenth century after the cult and relics were brought to Rome by Archbishop Sergius of 

Damascus and fellow monks. A Latin version was written in the last quarter of the tenth 

century at the monastery of Santi Bonifacio e Alessio on the Aventine, which added 

Alexiusôs patronage c.987 and would later become called simply SantôAlessio. This Life 

became extremely popular and was transmitted in more than a hundred manuscripts 

throughout Europe, of which about twenty are dateable to the eleventh century and show 

significant transmission on both sides of the Alps. Vernacular, poetic versions emerge from 

as early as the mid-eleventh century or c.1100.
4
 

 The principal features of the story resonate strongly with the growing eremitic 

movement and reformist, evangelical spirituality that took root in the West around the turn of 
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 Vita beati Simonis comitis Crespeiensis, PL 156, cols. 1211-23, at 1215B. See ch. 6, below, on Simon. 
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the millennium and whose beginnings are often represented by Romuald of Ravenna; its 

narrative of poverty and exile is especially relevant.
5
 Alexius, however, is a major exception 

to such hermits because he never joins a religious community or follows a rule, instead 

remaining an urban pauper. He is therefore a lay saint, though he does discard the symbols of 

his wordly life. The story, which is well known, is briefly summarised as follows, based on 

both the early, widespread Latin prose version and the Old French Life; these two provide us 

with a suitable sample of how it was heard and read in an eleventh-century religious context.
6
 

Alexius is born to late-imperial, pious nobility of Rome as a longed-for only son. When he is 

old enough, a suitable girl is chosen to be his bride, and they duly marry. But that night in the 

bedchamber Alexius, rather than consummate the marriage, explains to his bride the value of 

chastity, symbolically gives her his ring and sword-belt,
7
 and departs, boarding a ship for the 

eastern Mediterranean. The French version adds: óin the middle of the night he flees the 

landô, recalling the nocturnal escapes of various religious who volunteered for exile in this 

period, such as Stephen of Obazine and Adelelme of La Chaise-Dieu.
8
 

 Landing at Laodicea (Latakia in modern Syria) and then moving to Edessa (Urfa in 

Turkey), Alexius gives away all the riches he has brought with him, dresses in simple 

clothing, and lives among the poor for seventeen years after a nearly successful attempt to 

find him. The story dwells upon the misery of his wife and mother, who console each other 

back in Rome. Eventually an image of the Virgin tells Alexius that his soul is saved; as a 

result his fame spreads and he is forced to go back to Laodicea where he boards a ship to 

                                                 
5
 See ch. 6, below, on Romuald and other hermits. On the cultôs development in France coinciding with 

religious change, see Mºlk, óLa Chanson de saint Alexisô, esp. pp. 353-4. 
6
 The French version, sometimes called the Chanson de saint Alexis, is little more than a poetic retelling of the 

hagiographic legend and was suitable for devotional purposes. Storeyôs edition, for example (see n. 4, above), is 

based on the early-twelfth-century St Albans Psalter which was owned by Christina of Markyate: Vie de saint 

Alexis, pp. 24-5; see his comments on the poemôs liturgical use, p. 11; also R. Bullington, The Alexis in the Saint 

Albans Psalter: A Look into the Heart of the Matter (New York, NY, 1991). 
7
 The sword-belt: BHL 286, 15, p. 417: órendam, id est caput baltei quo cingebaturô; Vie de saint Alexis, 15, p. 

96: óles renges de sôespetheô (óthe straps of his swordô). 
8
 Vie de saint Alexis, 15, p. 96: óEnsur[e] nuit sôen fuit de la contrethe.ô See ch. 6, below, on Stephen and 

Adelelme. 
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make for Tarsus (in Turkey), but instead is blown off course all the way back to Rome. 

Confident that he will not be recognised, he finds his father in the streets of the city and begs 

mercy in the name of the son who is lost (i.e. himself): 

 

Servant of God, look at me and have mercy on me, because I am poor and a pilgrim, and 

order me to be received in your home, and I will be fed from the scraps that fall from your 

table, so that God will bless your years and have mercy on the one whom you believe to 

be travelling abroad.
9
 

 

Alexius self-identifies as a peregrinus, the one his father believes to be travelling abroad or 

on pilgrimage (in peregrinatione). The French version omits such allusions but does refer to 

Alexius as a pelerins later, after his death.
10

 Alexius ends up living in his family home for the 

next seventeen years (either in the entrance way or under the stairs, depending on the 

version)
11

 and is bullied by the servants. Before his death, he writes down the story of his life 

recounting óhow he was converted in peregrinationeô.
12

 A heavenly voice alerts the city to 

the existence of this holy man, who is soon dead, written testament in hand. A long section 

follows detailing the mourning and remorse of all, including Pope Innocent I and the two 

Roman emperors (Arcadius and Honorius, locating the story between 401 and 408 when all 

three reigned together), and the burial of the saint at San Bonifacio on the Aventine. Little 

raw emotion is spared in this harrowing tale ï remarkably for hagiography ï and the irony of 

the wife and familyôs situation, in which they are unwitting spectators to their loved oneôs 

suffering, gives the story an added piquancy which presumably only increased its popularity. 

                                                 
9
 BHL 286, 34, p. 423: óServe Dei, respice in me et fac mihi misericordiam, quia pauper sum et peregrinus, et 

iube me suscipi in domo tua, et pascar de micis quae cadunt de mensa tua, ut Deus benedicat annos tuos et ei, 

quem habes in peregrinatione, misereatur.ô 
10

 Vie de saint Alexis, 71, p. 111. 
11

 BHL 286, 36, p. 425: óin atrioô; Vie de saint Alexis, 50, p. 105: óSoz le degr®tô. 
12

 BHL 286, 44, p. 427: óqualiter conversatus fuerit in peregrinationeô. The French merely says óhow he left and 

how he came backô: Vie de saint Alexis, 57, p. 107: óCum sôen alat e cum il sôen revint.ô 
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But before commenting further on this model of sanctity, let us turn to the other lay saints 

whose veneration commenced in the West in the central Middle Ages. 

 

 

Burchard the Venerable 

 

Burchard the Venerable (who probably died in 1005)
13

 is alone among our lay saints for 

having been an important political personality attested in other sources. He was a close 

advisor to King Hugh Capet and was the count of Vendôme, Corbeil, Melun and Paris. His 

Life was written by Odo of Saint-Maur-des-Fossés, near Paris, in 1058. Odoôs aim seems 

fairly clear: at the time of writing, his monastery was under siege from rapacious and 

predatory lay lordship, and his sanctification of an exemplary steward or advocatus of this 

royal monastery, complete with detailed evidence of Burchardôs munificence, is designed to 

showcase a model of the ideal lay protector.
14

  

Burchard was, in fact, the kingôs closest and most loyal count (and with Bishop 

Arnulf of Orléans his most loyal counsellor),
15

 signalled in the royal gift of the county of 

Paris, the last time a king would alienate this important title.
16

 The author Odo recounts his 

                                                 
13

 O. Guillot, Le comte dôAnjou et son entourage au XIe si¯cle, 2 vols. (Paris, 1972), II, p. 35. 
14

 Odo of Saint-Maur-des-Fossés, Vie de Bouchard le Vénérable comte de Vendôme, de Corbeil, de Melun et de 

Paris (Xe et XIe siècles), ed. C. Bourel de la Roncière (Paris, 1892). The date of the Life is provided by Odo 

himself: ibid., 14, p. 31 and n. 2. See M. Lauwers, óLa ñVie du seigneur Bouchard, comte v®n®rableò: conflits 

dôavouerie, traditions carolingiennes et mod¯les de saintet® ¨ lôabbaye des Foss®s au XIe si¯cleô, in idem (ed.), 

Guerriers et moines: conversion et saintet® aristocratiques dans lôOccident m®di®val (Antibes, 2002), pp. 371-

418, for a thorough analysis. On the historical Burchard, see D. Barth®lemy, óSur les traces du comte Bouchard: 

dominations ch©telaines ¨ Vend¹me et en Francia vers lôan Milô, in M. Parisse and X. Barral i Altet (eds.), Le 

roi de France et son royaume autour de lôan Mil (Paris: Picard, 1992), pp. 99-109; D. Barthélemy, La soci®t® 

dans le comt® de Vend¹me: de lôan Mil au XIVe si¯cle (Paris, 1993), pp. 278-90; J. Flori, Lôessor de la 

chevalerie: XIe-XIIe siècles (Geneva, 1986), pp. 155-6; E. Dachowski, First Among Abbots: The Career of 

Abbo of Fleury (Washington, DC, 2008), pp. 120-1 (on Burchard and the council of Saint-Basle); and refs. in n. 

15 below. On the office of advocatus, see S. Wood, The Proprietary Church in the Medieval West (Oxford, 

2006), pp. 328-38. 
15

 F. Lot, Études sur le règne de Hugues Capet et la fin du Xe siècle (Paris, 1903), p. 234; Y. Sassier, Hugues 

Capet (Paris, 1986), pp. 148-9, 168. 
16

 Odo, Vie de Bouchard, p. xiii; J. Dunbabin, France in the Making 843-1180 (Oxford, 1985), p. 163. 
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heroôs noble birth, his upbringing in the Robertian entourage,
17

 his marriage, enrichment in 

lands and possessions, and two episodes of bloody warfare against Count Odo I of Blois (in 

the second of which at Orsay, Burchard ófell upon the enemyô and took part in the bloody 

massacre).
18

 These are celebrated moments of secular splendour in the life of the vir 

nobilissimus and inclitus comes. At his death, Burchard, óhope and refuge of all knightsô,
19

 

was laid to rest at Saint-Maur, where Odo could glorify him half a century later. Most of the 

Life is taken up with (somewhat exaggerated) evidence gleaned from charters of Burchard 

and his associatesô largesse towards the monastery, which has been analysed in detail by 

Michel Lauwers.
20

 The reason for incorporating this evidence was that there had been 

ongoing problems since the 1040s concerning the depredation of Saint-Maur by its lords, 

most recently Count William of Corbeil, to the extent that Henry I had had to step in to set 

limits on a lay protectorôs permissable behaviour, even citing Count Burchardôs good 

example of stewardship in a charter of 1058, the same year as the Lifeôs composition, as the 

following extract from that charter shows: 

 

the aforesaid Count Burchard neither had nor held anything in the same place from our 

aforesaid grandfather Hugh except that he had the [right of] provision and defence against 

enemies of the holy church of God and invaders of the farms of the same place, and that 

he was permitted to raise up and enrich the same place with the benefits and possessions 

of his lands. Therefore by the same reasoning we concede to the aforesaid William [of 

Corbeil] that he is never permitted to do things more damaging, harmful or worse, but 

similar or even better to the same place loved by God.
21

 

                                                 
17

 The author Odo writes as if Burchard had been brought up at Hughôs court when the latter was king (which 

was not until 987, too late for Burchardôs youth), an anachronism somewhat typical of Odoôs historical 

accuracy: see Odo, Vie de Bouchard, 1, p. 5 and n. 1. 
18

 Odo, Vie de Bouchard, 7, pp. 18-20, quote at 19: ósuper hostes irruitô. The editor, Bourel de la Roncière, 

believed this to be Odo II of Blois and places the battle in 999 (see p. 18 n. 3 and p. 19 n. 1), however Lot, 

Études, p. 235 n. 1, asserts a date of 991x995, involving Odo I (d. 996). 
19

 Odo, Vie de Bouchard, 11, p. 27: ócunctorum militum spes et refugiumô. 
20

 Lauwers, óLa ñVie du Seigneur Bouchardòô: see pp. 393-4 for a summary of the Lifeôs use of charters; see 

also J. Favier, óLa fabrication dôun faux ¨ Saint-Maur-des-Fossés vers la fin du XIe siècleô, Bibliotèque de 

lô®cole des chartres, 119 (1961), pp. 233-241. 
21

 J. Boussard, óActes royaux et pontificaux des Xe et XIe si¯cles, du chartrier de Saint-Maur des Foss®sô, 

Journal des savants (1972), pp. 81-113, act of 29 June 1058, pp. 107-9, at 108: ójam dictus comes Burchardus 
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In general, Odo has little to say about Burchardôs piety beyond some formulaic 

remarks,
22

 at least up until the countôs entry into the monastery at the point of death (this 

practice is not to be confused with conversion earlier in life with the avowed intent of 

following a monastic rule: Burchardôs great rival, Odo of Blois, for example, entered the 

cloister to die, as did their contemporary William IV of Aquitaine).
23

 The text does not 

attempt to chart Burchardôs spiritual development towards sainthood in a satisfying, linear 

fashion, as its focus is the history of Saint-Maur just as much as its celebrated advocatus. It is 

notable, however, that the limited saintly narrative that there is revolves around an important 

journey. Aside from the countôs final entry into the cloister, and a single miracle, this journey 

provides an exception to the Lifeôs secular tone and stems from Burchardôs personal 

involvement in the reform of Saint-Maur. His resolution to bring about change at the 

monastery comes after being secretly advised by one of its monks that the house is in dire 

need of reform.
24

 He goes to King Hugh and asks to be granted this royal possession. Odo 

reports the conversation in direct speech: the king is unwilling to make a perpetual gift, 

fearing that Burchardôs successors will ruin it, but they settle on the countôs personal control 

for the purposes of restoration and rights of burial, and Burchard becomes the ófaithful 

supporter and defenderô of the house against its enemies.
25

 

                                                                                                                                                        
nil aliud ab avo nostro jam dicto Hugone de ipso loco habuit neque tenuit nisi ut providentiam atque 

defensionem adversus hostes et inimicos sancte Dei Ecclesie atque pervasores prediorum ipsius loci haberet et 

ut ipsum locum sublimare atque ditare terrarum suarum beneficiis atque possessionibus liceret. Eadem ergo 

ratione prescripto Guillňlmo concedimus ut numquam deteriora vel inutiliora aut pejora, sed similia aut certe 

meliora ipsi Deo dilecto loco facere liceat.ô See Lauwers, óLa ñVie du Seigneur Bouchardòô, pp. 374-6, for 

discussion of the monasteryôs problems in this period. 
22

 Odo, Vie de Bouchard, 1, p. 6: óFor he was a faithful defender of churches ... a giver of alms, consoler of the 

wretched, most pious supporter of monks, clerics, widows, and virginsô (óErat enim fidelis defensor ňcclesiarum 

... largitor elemosinarum, consolator miserorum, sublevator piissimus monachorum, clericorum, viduarum, 

atque virginumô). 
23

 Lot, Études, pp. 177-8, 180 n. 2. 
24

 Odo, Vie de Bouchard, 2, pp. 7-8. 
25

 Ibid., 2, p. 9: ósublevator fidelis atque defensorô. 
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The means of reform will be to import the methods and personnel of Cluny, in 

particular Abbot Maiolus. Burchard wastes no time: óand so having taken leave of the king, 

the count continued on to that holy manô.
26

 On arrival at the Burgundian house, he prostrates 

himself before Maiolus, whose polite curiosity is piqued: óhe carefully inquired after the 

reason for such an admirable display of humility and his [Burchardôs] arrival to him from a 

country so far awayô.
27

 In the conversation, there is considerable emphasis on the long 

journey, no doubt with justification (it is some 260 miles by todayôs road). Count Burchard 

speaks of óthe effort of so great a journeyô and being óso tired by the long journey to a 

country so far awayô,
28

 which he claims is all the more reason for the abbot to take seriously 

his request for help. Maiolus is sceptical, replying: 

 

It is very difficult for us to visit foreign and unknown regions, and leave behind our 

people and head for yours. Therefore this should be desired rather by your neighbours 

than by us, far off and unknown.
29

 

 

Burchard, in turn, becomes distressed that he has made ósuch a long journeyô
30

 for nothing, so 

prostrates himself at the holy manôs feet óagain and againô.
31

 Finally defeated, Maiolus agrees 

to return with him. The episode marks Burchardôs significant journey in the Life ï his 

historical journey to Rome and his pilgrimage to the tomb of Maiolus at Souvigny, both in 

the company of Hugh Capet, are ignored, no doubt through the authorôs ignorance
32

 ï and 

denotes his one moment of struggle to spiritual ends; this and the repeated emphasis on its 

                                                 
26

 Ibid., 3, p. 9: óAccepta itaque comes regis licentia ad eundem sanctum virum perrexit.ô 
27

 Ibid., 3, p. 10: ótam ammirabilem humilitatis exhibitionem adventusque ejus ad eum causam a tam longinqua 

patria inquirere studuitô. 
28

 Ibid.: óLaborem tanti itinerisô; ótam magno itinere fatigatus tam longinquam ... patriamô. 
29

 Ibid.: óValde enim laboriosum nobis est exteras atque incognitas adire regiones nostraque relinquere et vestra 

appetere. A vestris ergo hoc potius vicinis expetendum est quam a nobis longinquis et ignotis.ô 
30

 Ibid.: ótantum iterô. 
31

 Ibid.: óiterum ... atque iterumô. Cf. Robert the Piousôs prostration before Abbot Lezcelinus of Saint-Arnoul of 

Crépy: Helgaud of Fleury, Vie de Robert le Pieux, ed. and French trans. R.-H. Bautier and G. Labory (Paris, 

1965), p. 114. On prostration, see G. Koziol, Begging Pardon and Favor: Ritual and Political Order in Early 

Medieval France (Ithaca, NY, 1992), pp. 98-9. 
32

 Rome: Richer of Saint-Rémi, Histories, III.84, ed. and trans. J. Lake, 2 vols. (Cambridge, MA, 2011), II, p. 

142. Souvigny: Odilo of Cluny, Vita beati Maioli abbatis, PL 142, cols. 943-62, at col. 958B. 
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arduousness means we may read it as a pilgrimage, a difficult journey to a holy place and 

intense with acts of devotion and supplication.  

 Thenceforth the reform of Saint-Maur and its enlargement through various gifts are 

described. In the one miracle story, Burchard is asked by King Robert II the Pious to mobilise 

against Count Arnulf of Flanders, who has stolen the body of St Valery from its titular 

monastery. Having retrieved it peacefully, Burchard leads the relic through the parted waters 

of the Somme back to its proper resting place.
33

 This reference to the passage of the Israelites, 

combined with the significance of St Valery as a Capetian patron who prophesied that the 

line would endure for seven generations, makes this a political miracle or metaphor designed 

to put Burchard at the heart of the new dynasty, rather than an event to emphasise his 

personal sanctity.
34

  

Finally, with Burchard in articulo mortis at Saint-Maur, Odo uses direct speech once 

more to put pious words in his heroôs mouth as he reflects on his career and impending death: 

 

And when the brothers asked him why such a noble man, elevated with wordly dignity 

and now broken by the hardships of old age, was worthy to demean himself with humble 

acts, he replied: óIf I was raised with military honour and, as you say, surrounded by an 

army of knights, I glittered with the dignity of my comital rank, and I preferred in my 

hand a lamp for a mortal king than a candle for the needy, how much more now ought I 

serve the immortal emperor and reverently bring before him a burning candelabra in my 

hands with a show of humility.ô Saying and doing this, he displayed a great example of 

humility in himself to all those seeing and listening.
35

 

 

                                                 
33

 Odo, Vie de Bouchard, 10, pp. 24-6 
34

 On the crossing of the Red Sea and the Jordan: Exodus 14:22 and Joshua 3:17 respectively. On St Valery, see 

J. W. Baldwin, The Government of Philip Augustus: Foundations of French Royal Power in the Middle Ages 

(Berkeley, CA, 1986), p. 370; Lauwers, óLa ñVie du Seigneur Bouchardòô, p. 413. 
35

 Odo, Vie de Bouchard, 11, p. 29: óCumque ei a fratribus diceretur ut quid tam nobilis vir seculari dignitate 

prňcelsus et senectutis jam labore fractus, se humiliando affligere dignatur, ille respondebat: Si, inquit, cum 

militari honore sublimatus essem atque, ut dicitis, militum stipatus agmine, comitatus dignitate fulgerem, 

mortali regi lucerne indigenti cereum manu anteferebam, quanto magis nunc immortali imperatori debeo servire 

atque ante ipsum candelabra ardentia manibus cum exhibitione humilitatis reverenter ferre. Hoc dicens et agens, 

magnum de se humilitatis exemplum cunctis videntibus et audientibus proponebat.ô 
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The language of humility recalls Burchardôs earlier acts of submission before Abbot Maiolus, 

and provides an essential message about good lordship of monastic property. Overall, it is a 

curious Life, frequently overlapping with the genres of monastic chronicle and cartulary. In 

the end Odo beseeches his congregation to continue to celebrate the feast days of both 

Burchard and his wife Elisabeth (who is otherwise barely mentioned), and there is an 

understanding that their examples have taken on a special importance at the time of writing.
36

 

 

 

Walstan of Bawburgh 

 

In an argument developed by John Edward Damon, lay sanctity was emerging as a strong 

potential ethos in Anglo-Saxon society until the Norman Conquest put an end to it. In the 

Life of Oswald of Worcester, for example, there is a ódefinite senseô that the sainthood of the 

ealdorman Æthelwine of East Anglia (d. 992) is also being promoted.
37

 However, there seems 

little more tangible than this in England, though lay martyrdom was still possible, as in the 

case of Earl Waltheof of Northumbria, who rebelled against the Normans and was executed 

in 1075.
38

 Walstan of Bawburgh (d. 30 May 1016) appears to be an interesting exception to 

this dearth of lay saints. He has been the object of local veneration and pilgrimage activity in 

Norfolk since the late medieval period, but unfortunately we know little of his importance in 

the eleventh and twelfth centuries.
39

 For this reason he will be afforded tentative attention 

                                                 
36

 Ibid., 14, pp. 31-2. 
37

 J. E. Damon, óSanctifying Anglo-Saxon ealdormen: lay sainthood and the rise of the crusading idealô, in T. N. 

Hall (ed.), Via Crucis: Essays on Early Medieval Sources and Ideas in Memory of J. E. Cross (Morgantown, 

WV, 2002), pp. 185-209 (quote at 201). 
38

 Ibid., pp. 207-8. 
39

 E. Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England c.1400-c.1580, 2nd ed. (New Haven, 

CT, 2005), pp. 200-5; idem, óThe dynamics of pilgrimage in late medieval Englandô, in C. Morris and P. 

Roberts (eds.), Pilgrimage: The English Experience from Becket to Bunyan (Cambridge, 2002), pp. 164-77, at 

166-71; M. R. James, óLives of St Walstanô, Norfolk Archaeology, 19 (1917), pp. 238-67, at 238-43. Local 

evidence is collected in M. R. James, Suffolk and Norfolk (Bury St Edmunds, 1987); C. Twinch, In Search of St 
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here as we simply cannot know to what extent his legend was current in our period, yet he is 

included because he is a lay saint who supposedly falls within it. The earliest copy of a Latin 

legend comes from the Nova legenda Anglie, a collection first published in 1516; M. R. 

James, who republished it along with an English metrical version, plausibly believed that 

they both drew upon a lost Latin Life, and that the extant Latin text is an abridgement.
40

 Of 

interest is the fact that the Latin Life records Walstanôs date of death, but its origins are 

unknown.
41

 There is no good reason, as we shall see, to suppose it originates from later than 

the eleventh or twelfth century. The Latin prose and English verse versions are substantially 

similar in content but the latter alone contains posthumous miracles; it was composed in the 

period around 1500 and hung for pilgrims at the Bawburgh shrine.
42

  

A brief outline of Walstanôs story is as follows, according to the Latin text. As a 

prince of some sort born in Bawburgh (he is supposedly ófrom royal stockô but the phrase, 

which has no consequences for the rest of the legend, is generic and historically 

meaningless),
43

 he turns twelve and, motivated by Christôs warning to renounce all 

possessions (Luke 14:33), he gives up his old life and his claim to royal succession and heads 

to ónorthern partsô.
44

 This turns out to be Taverham, also in Norfolk. (In the English Life, he 

is born in Blythburgh, Suffolk and goes merely ónorthwardô.)
45

 He embarks on a hard life as 

an impoverished labourer in the service of a local man and his wife, giving his food, clothes, 

and shoes to the poor and sick. In a single miracle in vita, after he donates his shoes to a 

                                                                                                                                                        
Walstan: East Angliaôs Enduring Legend (Norwich, 1995); eadem, Saint with the Silver Shoes: The Continuing 

Search for St Walstan (Norwich, 2004). 
40

 James, óLivesô, p. 241, whose Latin version is from Nova legenda Anglie, ed. C. Horstman, 2 vols. (Oxford, 

1901), II, pp. 412-15. Jamesôs text (pp. 244-9) is cited hereafter as Latin Life of Walstan, and the English (pp. 

249-67) as English Life of Walstan. The Latin is trans. D. Rollason in Twinch, In Search, pp. 169-72, and 

reproduced in eadem, Saint, pp. 15-20 (which also includes differences to the English Life in footnotes). The 

Latin Life does not appear in any predecessor collections, and was published at the end of Nova legenda as one 

of fifteen newly discovered lives: Twinch, In Search, pp. 37, 40-3.  
41

 Latin Life of Walstan, 14, p. 249. 
42

 Duffy, óDynamics of pilgrimageô, p. 168; James, óLivesô, pp. 241-2. 
43

 Latin Life of Walstan, 1, p. 244: óex stirpe regiaô. 
44

 Ibid., 2, p. 244: ópartes aquilonaresô. 
45

 English Life of Walstan, p. 251. 
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pauper, his mistress maliciously sends him out to collect thorns and thistles but they do no 

harm to his bare feet; following this evidence of his holiness she is full of remorse. Walstan 

rejects his masterôs offer to become his heir and continues to work in the fields until the day 

of his death, which is foretold by an angel. When the day comes, he goes out to work and 

asks God that any labourers who come to his burial place because of illness, or anyone who 

comes on behalf of sick working animals, may receive healing. God grants his wish, and 

there is a claim of testimony from witnesses: 

 

Those who were present with St Walstan when he went up to heaven and left this world 

are most veracious witnesses to the fact that it was as if a dove whiter than snow came out 

of the mouth of the saint and flew up to heaven, disappearing on high on a shining 

cloud.
46

 

 

A pair of oxen, undirected by human hand, takes his body to the church at Bawburgh which 

would adopt his name, stopping twice on the way for miraculous springs to appear. 

 The story as we have it is written with pilgrims in mind, with care taken to include the 

healing springs and their locations (which may be later additions), and with the plea for 

effective intercession coming directly from the saintôs mouth. It ends by underscoring 

Walstanôs healing powers, and the English Life contains further motivation for pilgrims in the 

shape of posthumous miracles. It is at least clear from some of the differences between the 

versions that the Latin story was recorded considerably earlier. Only in the English version 

does Walstan give away his ógowne and vestureô when he renounces his birthright, and God 

then covers him so that he should not go naked;
47

 this apparent reference to St Francis is 

evidence that the Latin was written before such allusions became known in the thirteenth 

century. Moreover the English version appends various details, some spurious, such as the 

                                                 
46

 Latin Life of Walstan, 8, p. 247: óIlli quidem qui cum sancto Walstano personaliter fuerunt quando superna 

petiit et presentem mundum reliquit in hoc testes veracissimi extiterunt, quod quasi columba niue candidior ab 

ore eius sancto exiliens celi culmen ascendit et in superioribus clara nube euanuit.ô 
47

 English Life of Walstan, p. 251 
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bishop of Norwichôs involvement in the burial, when the see was still based at North Elmham 

in Walstanôs day.
48

 The modest scale of the story and the small distance involved ï which is 

smoothly covered up in the later English version by its vagueness about Walstanôs destination 

ï are likewise grounds for supposing the Latin Lifeôs authenticity and composition in the 

eleventh century or soon after, otherwise the promoters of the cult might have wished to give 

their saint a more ambitious mission. 

Walstan became a recognised patron of farmers and farm workers.
49

 A Spanish lay 

saint after our period, Isidore the Farmer (d. 1130), who was eventually canonized in 1622 

and made patron of Madrid, shows a similar typology of sanctity in action elsewhere. In this 

case we know that the earliest Life was written quite late (c.1275), but the cult goes back to 

the twelfth century, as his relics were translated in 1170.
50

 There are interesting similarities, 

however: Isidore is a pious labourer who shares what he has with the poor. He too moves 

away, and although he marries and works for different employers, like Walstan he patiently 

bears the trials of the working man that come his way.
51

 In Walstan, however, it would 

appear that we have an early and exceptional case of a labouring lay saint who was likely to 

appeal to a wide cross-section of ordinary faithful. 

 

 

Nicholas the Pilgrim 

 

Nicholas the Pilgrim in many ways takes after the first example in this chapter, Alexius. 

Nicholas, who came from the Greek province of Boeotia, was a product of Eastern 

Christianity like Alexius, but his sanctity manifested at Trani, the east-facing port of southern 
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Italy, where he died in 1094. Recently Byzantine, but technically part of Norman Italy by this 

time, the town was in effect independent as the dukes of Apulia could not claim control of the 

coastline.
52

 The cult was quickly recognised by the archbishop of Trani, Bisantius I, in 1098, 

and Pope Urban II approved of it, but the final decision over canonization was given to 

Bisantius.
53

 We have, therefore, a saint based in Eastern tradition but whose impact was felt 

at Rome and above all at Trani where, it should be stressed, the Latin rite had been followed 

since long before the Norman conquest, Latin was the written language, and the population, 

including clergy, was overwhelmingly Lombard, despite the presence of some Greeks with 

Greek names.
54

 Nicholasôs sanctity is of a different type to most of our Western examples, 

but his recognition falls within the Latin Church. 

Like Alexius, Nicholas moved between East and West, embracing the life of the 

destitute wanderer, and in this sense he was a real manifestation of the Alexius legend, with 

one major difference: he was considered insane. The first vita that deals thoroughly with 

Nicholasôs history, including his life in Greece, is by an anonymous author who has been 

informed by a certain Bartholomew, a monk and companion of the saint. It is early but may 

not even be the earliest.
55

 It narrates Nicholasôs impoverished, rural upbringing and his 

apparently mad behaviour which involves crying Kyrie eleison (óLord have mercyô) 

continuously from the age of eight. He is ejected from his house by his mother at the age of 

twelve, and a life of wandering begins. Amid his adventures, his dealings with the local 
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monks of Hosios Loukas stand out, beginning with his motherôs attempts to have him 

exorcised at the famous monastery (having finally decided to take some responsibility for 

him after all): 

 

Suspecting him to be possessed by a demon, she offered him to the monks living in the 

aforesaid monastery of St Luke [of Steiris, or Hosios Loukas] ... as is the custom, 

believing he would be freed by the virtue of the saints. There he was afflicted for a long 

time thanks to his treatment, and bore innumerable evils from these monks with acts of 

gratitude. What evils were not suffered by this noble athlete at the hands of the monks? 

For at first, suspecting him possessed by a demon, after many beatings and lashes, they 

expelled him from the church.
56

 

 

Nicholas stands outside, continuing to chant Kyrie eleison, so the monks try different means 

to lock him up or expel him but he always evades imprisonment and returns; finally they try 

to drown him in the sea, but he is rescued by a dolphin and saves the monks themselves from 

drowning by advising them to shout Kyrie eleison. His wanderings continue; his brother will 

not join him, despite his entreaties, so he progresses alone. Much of the section of the Life 

based in Greece centres around Hosios Loukas, contrasting Nicholasôs virtuous life of 

peregrination with the monksô wickedness. Nicholas tells the monasteryôs steward 

(dispensator), a monk named Maximus, that he should not treat his workers on the land so 

poorly; in return, Maximus beats him so badly that he breaks the saintôs legs and leaves him 

half-dead.
57

 The final straw for Nicholas is the monksô refusal to allow him communion on an 

important feast day at a nearby church.
58
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An interesting incident follows at another village. An attractive young girl prostrates 

herself before Nicholas, beseeching him with tears to give her the tonsure and allow her to 

join him, in monastic dress, óas a companion on his wanderingsô.
59

 Nicholas is surprised but 

excited, and a lesson in temptation begins (only later in Italy does he prove himself immune 

to feminine attractions).
60

 He briefly instructs her on his way of life, and sends her away. She 

changes her clothing and afterwards, in a nearby church, Nicholas cuts her hair óin the name 

of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, all watching over, which is said according to 

custom on the assumption of the monastic habitô.
61

 They continue on together, shouting Kyrie 

eleison, but the girl is recognised, the pair are seized, and she turns on Nicholas, calling him a 

seducer and deceiver, causing him to endure more floggings. But when the girl is asked by 

the local lord how she came to this way of life, she finally confesses that she was the cause of 

it.
62

 By now Nicholas is attracting a following, including Bartholomew, the narrative witness, 

and he crosses over to Italy, where his disciples grow in number and include both men and 

women. His life in southern Italy is a combination of continued abuse and increasing 

recognition, including of his many miracles. Falling ill, he makes his way to Trani, having 

been directed there earlier in a dream,
63

 and dies around the age of nineteen.
64

 

The story about the young girl raises interesting questions about Nicholasôs status or 

order. We must infer by her wishes concerning her hair and dress that Nicholas appeared in 

similar fashion, looking like a religious, yet the Life gives no indication that his prior 

miserable experience at Hosios Loukas was anything other than as a temporary guest, or that 

he took vows there. He lived the rest of his life moving between mountain caves and urban 

crowds. The end of the vita addresses the issue in a little epilogue, where we are told that 
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