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Abstract
This thesis proposes some of the reasons why the cult of St Katherine

of Alexandria attained such a prominent placein the devotions of the laity
in late-medieval England. It argues that although she was a powerful
intercessor, an extremely important part of her appeal was her status as a
role model. The texts of her life offer paradigms of religious, spiritual, social
and cultural conduct. Using an interdisciplinary methodology this thesis
argues that St Katherine was presented as a model of the ideal lay Christian,
and explores whether the laity perceived her to be relevant and validating
or extrinsic and unattainable. The projected lay readings of St Katherine
which this thesis presents have been obtained by considering the setting
within which texts of her life and other material relating to her cult would
have been encountered by her devotees. St Katherine embodied no one
essential meaning but served a variety of functions and had a number of

cultural roles assigned to her.

Chapter 1 introduces the various sources upon which the subsequent
analysis is based. Chapter 2 provides an account of the early cult of St
Katherine, in order to establish the basis for its status in late-medieval
England. This chapter also explores the nature of her sanctity. Chapters 3
and 4 consider some possible meanings and functions of the cult within the

parish and the household respectively. Chapter 5 explores the relevance of
ot Katherine for lay women in particular, seeking to establish whether she

was a patron and exemplar of positive value to them. By this approach this
thesis seeks to demonstrate the value of saints’ cults not only for what they

can tell us about devotion to individual saints, but for the light they can
shed on the societies in which they flourish.



‘Than kynge Coste hir Fader had so gret ioy of pe wisdom of his
doughter pat he ordeyned hir a toure in his paleys wyth diuerse
studyes and chambres pat she myght be at hir oune leyser in hir
studye and noon to lette hire bot whanne hir liste’.

For making similarly invaluable provision for my own studies
and for the endless support that has allowed me to continue with
them I dedicate this thesis with love and thanks to my parents.
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A Note on the Texts

E.E.T.S.-- Early English Text Society

0.s.-- Original Series
E.S5.— Extra Series
5.5.-- Special Series

For ease of reference I shall use the following abbreviations to refer to the
various Middle English lives of St Katherine. Page references will then be
given within the body of the text.

SEL- The life of St Katherine contained in the South English Legendary,
volume 2, edited by Charlotte D’Evelyn and Anna J. Mill, E.E.T.S. o.s. 236
(1956), pp. 533-543.

NHC- The life contained in the Northern Homily Cycle, edited by Carl

Horstmann, Altenglische Legenden, Neue Folge (Heilbronn, 1881), pp. 165-
171.

oScL- The life contained in the Scottish legendary, edited by W.M. Metcalf,

The Legends of the Saints in the Scottish Dialect of the Fourteenth Century
4, Scottish Text Society 25 (1891), pp. 442-447.

A- The life contained in the Auchinleck Manuscript, edited by Horstmann,
Altenglische Legenden, pp. 242-258.

(C- The life contained in Cambridge, Caius College 175, edited by
Horstmann, Altenglische Legenden, pp. 242-259.

CUL- The life contained in Oxford, Bodleian Library 14528 (Rawlinson Poet
34) and Cambridge, University Library Ff.2.38, edited by Horstmann,
Altenglische Legenden, pp.260-264.

RBB- The life contained in Longleat House 62 55, transcribed by Jacqueline
Jenkins.

C- John Capgrave’s Life of St Katherine, edited by Carl Horstmann, E.E.T.S.
o.s. 100 (1893).

H W- Life contained in Osbern Bokenham’s Legendys of Hooly Wummen,
edited by Mary J. Serjeantson, E.E.T.S. 0.5.206 (1938), pp. 172-201.

F- Life contained in John Mirk’s Festial, edited by Theodor Erbe, E.E.T.S. E.S.
96 (1905), pp. 275-277.

SS- Life contained in the Speculum Sacerdotale, edited by E.H. Weatherly,



E.E.T.S. o.s. 200 (1935), pp. 243-244.

The prose life- Life of St Katherine excerpted from the Gilte Legende.

a refers to the first recension edited by Auvo Kurvinen, ‘The life of St
Catharine of Alexandria in Middle English prose’, unpublished DPhil
thesis, University of Oxford (1960), pp. 221-343.

d refers to the latest recension edited by H.H. Gibbs, The Life and

Martyrdom of St Katherine of Alexandria, Virgin and Martyr (London,
1884).

Cx- William Caxton’s life of St Katherine, contained in his Golden Legend,

edited by F.S. Ellis, The Golden Legend or Lives of the Saints as Englished
by William Caxton 7 (London, 1900), pp. 1-30.



Preface

The life of St Katherine, written in the 1280s by Jacobus de Voragine
as part of the Legenda Aurea, ends with a posthumous episode which
highlights the perceived intimacy of the relationship between the saint and
her devotee.

...a man who had beendevoted to St Katherine and often called upon her for
help became careless in the course of time, lost his devotion, and no longer
prayed to her. Then one time when he was at prayer, he saw in a vision a
procession of virgins going by, and among them was one who seemed more
resplendent than the rest. As this virgin came closer to him, she covered her
face and sopassed in front of him with her face veiled. Being deeply impressed
by her beauty he asked who she was, and one of the virgins answered: ‘That is
Katherine, whomyou used to know, but now, when youdo notseem to know her,

she has passed you by with her face veiled as one unknown to you'.!

The text of the Legenda Aurea ends the story rather abruptly at this point
and presumably the audience would be left to draw the moral that is made
explicit in other texts, namely that despite having upset Katherine thus, the
devotee can still regain her affection. John Mirk’s version of the story, as

preserved in a fifteenth-century manuscript changes the sex of the devotee
from male to female and concludes:

...Then this woman repentyd and turned azeyne to hyr deuocyon pat scho had don

befor, and was a trew seruand to Kateryn euer aftyr, and had Pe blysse of Heuen
to hyr mede [F, p. 277]

That this epilogue was added to the life of St Katherine rather than to that
of any other saint is testimony to Katherine’s great popularity in the later
Middle Ages. Her favour is represented as particularly desirable and
something not to be taken lightly. Similar issues may have been at work in
the actions of the Lollard knight Sir John Montagu. In about 1387 he had all
of the images removed from the chapel of his manor at Shenley in
Hertfordshire and hidden away, ‘allowing only one, an image of St
Katherine, the privilege of being taken to the bakehouse, because many
people were fond of it according to the chronicler Thomas Walsingham.’
Such evidence indicates St Katherine’s popularity in the later Middle
Ages. The purpose of this thesis is to explore that popularity and suggest

' Jacobusde Voragine, The Golden Legend: Readings on the Saints 2, translated by
William Granger Ryan (Princeton, 1993), p. 339.

2 Margaret Aston, England’s Iconoclasts 1: Laws Against Images (Oxford, 1988), pp. 134-
135.



some of the processes by which the cult of St Katherine came to have such a
prominent place in the devotions of English lay people.

During the later Middle Ages the religious and devotional life of the
laity underwent something of a transformation. Following the Fourth
Lateran Council of 1215 the Church made a concerted effort to improve the
pastoral education of the laity. In the wake of this initiative there was a
renewed emphasis on knowledge as part of the ideal Christian’s spiritual
identity. In addition, the growth of affective Christo-centric piety and the
developing ethos of the Mixed Life offered those who were unable to
pursue a regular life the opportunity to imbue their daily routine with a
spiritual structure. This development constituted a rehabilitation of lay
religiosity, a recognition that just because one could not withdraw from the
world did not indicate a lack of devotion or spirituality.

This phenomenon provides the backdrop for this thesis, which

argues that St Katherine, although popular throughout the Middle Ages,
took on a new significance and relevance for the laity during the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries. The following chapters investigate the proposition
that St Katherine functioned as a model of the ideal lay Christian and it is
for this reason that I have focused on lay responses to her cult.

This thesis does not provide a strictly chronological survey of this
development. Instead it identifies certain narrative themes which seem to
have been of particular importance to the appropriation of St Katherine as
the ideal lay person, in particular the issue of her education and intellectual
ability, and the descriptions of her mystical marriage. These episodes were
elaborated upon during the course of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,
becoming an increasingly significant part of her legend. No other saint’s
life in Middle English underwent such elaborate development. This thesis
therefore examines whether this development can be attributed to St
Katherine’s flourishing status as a model for the ideal lay person.

In some instances St Katherine’s appeal, whether intercessory or
exemplary, may have been particularly strong for virgins or young women,
but it was more wide ranging than this, as the prologue to the d recension
of the prose life indicates:

Here in this lyf and passion of Seynt Kateryne virgyn and martir lerneth ze alle
virgyns and maydens to despyse and flee alle wordly vanyte lerneth myghtly

2



and treuly to loue oure lord iesucrist. And lerneth to be persueraunt in hys loue

vnto the deeth trustynge to that greet counfort and reward that he 3eueth to
hys louers lerneth ze alle cristen puple to be strong and stable in the feyth of
crist. lerneth to haue loue and deuocion to seynt Kateryne And lerneth to knowe

what help 3e may gete by hire inalle nedes 3yf 3e worscehp hir faythfully and
do hir seruyse Amen [p. 65]

The author initially addresses himself to ‘virgyns’ and ‘maydens’. By
"’maydensi"r he could mean chaste young women who may or may not
remain virgins, depending on their marriage or vocational prospects. Then
he opens his address out to encompass ‘alle cristen puple’, implicitly female
or male. The title quote ‘rule of lyf alle folke to sewe’ (d, p. 67) suggests that

everyone could learn from St Katherine, and she apparently had many
lessons to teach, as this thesis will show.



Chapter 1

The cult of St Katherine of Alexandria in late-medieval England:

an introduction

This thesis proposes that the figure of St Katherine embodied a
variety of roles, both religious and cultural, for her lay devotees. These
projected roles have been extrapolated from carefully contextualised
readings of the extant literary and visual narratives of her life as well as
from documentary evidence of various kinds. The following chapters
suggest some of the ways in which St Katherine was presented as an
exemplar or role-model to lay people in late-medieval England and
explores the ways in which the laity appropriated her example.

1300 seemed the best date to start this interdisciplinary study. Most of
the documentary evidence survives from after this date, so it is only from
the fourteenth century that I have the resources to attempt a truly
interdisciplinary approach. This study is taken up to 1530, to the eve of the
Reformation, because it seems that St Katherine remained extremely
popular up to (and indeed beyond) this date. However, it will avoid
becoming embroiled in the debates and controversies of the 1530s and
beyond. This thesis does not provide a chronological survey of the cult
between these dates. Instead it focuses on certain themes and issues which

seem to account for the importance of St Katherine to the laity.
Much of the work on saints and their cults which has been carried

out in the past has focused on literary sources. Historically based research
on saints tends to focus on those who actually lived in the period.! This
thesis is therefore fairly unusual both in attempting an interdisciplinary
study of a saint’s cult and in carrying out historically based research into a

' E.g. Donald Weinstein and Rudolph Bell, Saints and Society: The Two Worlds of
Western Christendom 1000-1700 (Chicago and London, 1982); Richard Kieckhefer, Ungiet
Souls: Fourteenth Century Saints and their Religious Milieu (Chicago, 1984).

4



Chapter 1

non-historical saint’s cult in later medieval England.? It is a reflection of
this phenomenon that while several scholars have undertaken doctoral or
masters theses on St Katherine before, all but one are largely concerned
with the literary dimension of her cult’ The work of these scholars

provided an invaluable starting point for my own research, but this thesis
adds the dimensions of documentary and visual sources in order to present
an interpretation of the cult, rather than solely the life of St Katherine.

The value of studying a saint’s cult lies not only in what it can tell us
about the beliefs and practices associated with the veneration of the saint,
but in the light it sheds on a whole range of matters pertaining to the

society in which the cult flourishes.! St Katherine’s apparent omnipresence
on the late medieval English devotional scene makes her cult particularly

useful for such an investigation. In studying St Katherine this thesis
explores what the materials of her cult can tell us about religious, social and

cultural ideology and practicesin later medieval England, as well as such
issues as the dynamics of authority and gender. Saints’ cults are not just
about their lives, but also about the lives of their supplicants, whose
interpretations were crucial to their changing representations.’ That the life

* Some very good multidisciplinary anthologies comprising the research of scholars
drawn from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds have been published, e.g. Renate
Blumenfeld-Kosinski and Timea Szell, eds., Images of Sainthood in Medieval Europe
(Ithaca and London,1991); Stephen Wilson, ed., Saints and their Cults: Studies in Religious
Sociology, Folklore and History (Cambridge, 1983); Kathleen Ashley and Pamela
Sheingorn, eds., Interpreting Cultural Symbols: Saint Annein Late Medieval Society (Athens
and London,1990). S. J. E. Riches, ‘“The pot of oure hope”. The images of St Annein the late-
medieval world”, unpublished MA thesis, University of York (1991) provides a similiarly
interdisciplinary study of the cult of a particular saint.

* Jennifer Relvyn Bray, ‘The Legend of St Katherine in Later Middle English Literature’,
unpublished PhD thesis, Birkbeck College, University of London (1984); Robert W. J. Boykin,
‘The Life of St Katherine of Alexandria: A Study in Morphology Based on Medieval French
and English Texts’, unpublished PhD thesis, University of Rochester (1972); Catherine Batt,
‘“These olde appreved stories of holynesse”: literary inventiveness in the hagiographic
text’, unpublished MA thesis, University of Liverpool (1983); Auvo Kurvinen, ‘The Life of St
Catharine of Alexandria in Middle English Prose’, unpublished DPhil thesis, University of
Oxford (1960). Jaime K. Araujo, ‘MS Advocates 19.3.1: A woman’sbookin a woman’scontext?’,
unpublished MA thesis, University of York (1993) attempts to locate culturally one
particular text of St K's life.

‘ Stephen Wilson, ‘Introductiorn’, in his Saints and their Cults, pp. 1-53: p.1; Weinstein
and Bell, Saints and Society, p. 6.

® Gail MacMurray Gibson, ‘Saint Anne and the religion of childbed: some East Anglian

texts and talismans’, in Ashley and Sheingorn, Interpreting Cultural Symbols, pp. 95-110: p.
95.



Chapter 1

of St Katherine developed and became more complex during the course of
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, adding descriptions of her early life
and mystical marriage to the account of her martyrdom, illustrates its utility
in this respect.® A whole range of interests became incorporated into the
telling and retelling of the bare facts of the legend as the narratives were
affected by contemporary social and cultural practices as well as by literary
developments. One of the reasons why St Katherine remained so popular is
that she never became an outmoded or archaic symbol. Her cult remained a
constant part of the devotional landscape of late-medieval England because
it managed to incorporate and reflect developing trends.

Hagiographies of different kinds fulfilled a variety of functions. The
intention of those who wrote or commissioned a saint’s life may have been
to provide an example of piety and sanctity to the audience, to further the
interests of particular groups and institutions, to promote certain attitudes
and social behaviour, or to structure lay spirituality in certain ways.” Indeed,

the cult of particular saints could be a means by which a certain social order

was legitimised and/or sacralised. These texts could thus beseen in certain
contexts as instruments of social control.’

In the medieval period saints were frequently presented to the lay
audience as models of the ideal Christian, exemplary in both word and
deed. Martyrs provide particularly powerful examples, unswerving in their
faith, ready to defend it to the death and full of compassion for fellow men

and women. The prologue to Speculum Sacerdotale, an early-fifteenth

century collection of short saints’ lives in the form of sermons, explains
that saints’ days were instituted:

that we, the herers of here blessid commemoracions whiche benin tymes of here
festes redde and songen, my3t be stired for to folowe hem in the same wey.*

The prologue of the late-fourteenth century Scottish saints’ lives says that
saints:

° Magdalena Carrasco, ‘Spirituality and historicity in pictorial hagiography: two
miracles by St Albinus of Angers’, Art History 12 (1989), pp. 1-21, for the ramifications of
change and development in a hagiographic text. See also her ‘Sanctity and experience in
pictorial hagiography: two illustrated lives of saints from Romanesque France’, in
Blumenfeld-Kosinski and Szell, Images of Sainthood, pp. 33-66.

"Wilson, ‘Introduction’, p. 16.
*Ibid., p. 38.
*E.H. Weatherly, Speculum Sacerdotale, E.E.T.S. o.s. 200 (1935), p. 1.
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Chapter 1

...aS merroure ar vs to,

to kene ws how we suld do.
pare-fore, in lytil space here,
I wryt Pe lyf of sanctis sere,
how pat men ma ensample ta
for to serwe god, as did pai."

The opening of the early fifteenth-century sermon life of St Katherine

contained in the Red Book of Bath tells the audience

Ze schall a lessoun of helth be taw3t

how pat 3e schall heuene wynne

hurep & lernep and forzete hyt naw3zt

Of mayde & martyr Seynt Katerynne [RBB, p. 1]

By framing narratives in this way the clerical authors and deliverers of
saints’ lives sought to control audience response, to ensure that the correct
lessons were drawn from the text. These lessons were not only strictly

religious in nature, but had ramifications for social and moral conduct, as
well as for the relative status of men and women.

This is only one side of the phenomenon, however, telling us about
the attitudes of one of the groups involved, the group in charge of the
means of propagating the written facts of a saint’s life. There is often a gulf
between intended meaning and the perceptions of those who are its
recipients. Although the Church actively encouraged the status of saints as
exemplars there was always the danger that the example could be
misconstrued or taken too far. As Alcuin Blamires argues, these texts
provided ‘potentially disruptive hagiographic precedents’."” No matter how
strenuous the attempts of authors to circumscribe audience response, the
texts of St Katherine’s life are not hermetic. Caroline Walker Bynum writes:

...medieval hagiographers pointed out repeatedly that saints are not even

primarily ‘models’ for ordinary mortals; the saints are far too dangerous for
that.'

However, that hagiographers ‘pointed out repeatedly’ that saints were not
to be directly imitated surely indicates a defensive anxiety about the whole

issue. It suggests that people were going beyond viewing saints as models of

~ " W. M. Metcalfe, ed., Legends of the Saints in the Scottish Dialect of the Fourteenth
Century 1, Scottish Text Society 22 (1888), p. 1.

" Alcuin Blamires, ‘Women and preaching in medieval orthodoxy, heresy and saints’
lives’, Viator 26 (1995), pp. 135-152: p. 145.

'2 Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of
Food to Medieval Women (Berkeley, Los Angles and London, 1982), p. 7. Bynumdoes notcite
any specific examples in making this observation.

7




Chapter 1

the ideal Christian. Rather than internalising a- saint’s example in an
uncomplicated, one-way process, people also mapped elements of their own
lives and experiences onto hagiographic narratives’and were apparently
aware of the paradoxes that such an activity sometimes brought to light.
This is particularly evident in the case of female saints, such as St
Katherine, who were said to preach, something which no medieval woman
had official sanction to do. Blamires argues that the frequency with which
medieval theologians had to explain the special circumstances surrounding
the activities of preaching female saints suggests that ‘all such descriptions
were more fraught than we are accustomed to suppose’.”

It is with these observations in mind that this study approaches the
life and cult of St Katherine. In many ways her example is inherently
paradoxical. On the one hand she evidently provides a supreme example of
faith and fortitude. On the other there are many elements of her life, her
education and her mystical marriage, for example, which provide not only
opportunities for multiple readings but also potentially problematic models
of religious and social conduct, perhaps particularly for women. Although
this thesis does have some observations to make on the motives which
prompted some men to write and propagate lives of St Katherine, and
others to use her as an example in other discourses, it is more interested in

the ways in which lay people responded to her life, and remodelled it to fit
their own interests.”

The life of St Katherine

In order to explore these issues it is necessary to consider the
circumstances in which the lives of St Katherine would have been

encountered by the laity. The social context and reception of different

" Blamires, ‘Women and preaching’, p. 151.

" Only two womendefinitely wrote lives of St Katherine. Clemence of Barking wrote an
Anglo-Norman life of the saint in the late twelfth century, see Jocelyn Wogan-Browne and
Glynn S. Burgess, Virgin Lives and Holy Deaths: Two Exemplary Biographies for Anglo-
Norman Women (Londonand Vermont, 1996) for a modernEnglish translation. Christine de
Pisan included a life of St Katherine in her The Book of the City of Ladies, translated by
Earl Jeffrey Richards (New York, 1982), written in 1405. It seemslikely that most if not all
of the Middle English lives of St Katherine were written by male clerics.

8



Chapter 1

narratives of the life of St Katherine affect her representation and
meaning.” The basic facts of St Katherine’s life are extant in fourteen

Middle English legends and several visual cycles dating from the
thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.

Some of the lives of St Katherine which will be considered in this
study were composed as part of legendary collections: SEL, NHC, F, S5, ScL,
GL and Cx. All such collections ultimately derived from the Legenda Aurea,
which provided the paradigm for sanctorale collections all over Europe
from the thirteenth century up to the early sixteenth century and beyond.*
The life of St Katherine which it contains had its main source in the

eleventh-century Latin life of the saint known as the Vulgate.” The Vulgate
probably originated from Rouen, which was a very important centre of
devotion to the saint in Europe.” The Vulgate was an extremely popular
text; there are over one hundred copies of it extant in European libraries.” It

is found in English manuscripts from the twelfth to the early-sixteenth
centuries.” This text standardised those elements of the life of St Katherine
which had been circulating since the eighth century and it provided the
basis for all the medieval lives of the saint, either in its own right, or

through the medium of the Legenda Aurea. These two lives of the saint
provide a useful control for comparing the later Middle English versions,

in cases where authors have deviated from the standard account or made
additions to the narrative.

'* Kathleen Ashley, ‘Image and ideolo'gy: St Anne in late-medieval drama and
narrative,” in Ashley and Sheingorn, Interpreting Cultural Symbols, pp. 111-130, for the
application of this idea to three different texts of the life of St Anne.

'* For more on the history, transmission and influence of the Legenda Aurea, see Jacobus
de Voragine, The Golden Legend: Readings on the Saints 1, translated by William Granger
Ryan (Princeton, 1993), pp. xiii-xviil. | |

'7 The text of the Vulgate has beenedited by S.R.T.O. d’Ardenneand E.]. Dobson and is to
be foundin their Seinte Katerine: reedited from MS Bodley 34 and the other manuscripts,
E.E.T.S. S.S. 7 (1981), pp. 144-203. For a discussion of the text see Bray, ‘Legend of St
Katherine’, pp. 23-34. For the Legenda Aurea life of St Katherine see de Voragine, Golden
Legend 2, pp. 334-341. Ryan’s translation is based on the Latin text edited by T. Graesse,

Jacobi A Voragine, Legenda Aurea (originally published Leipzig, 1850; reprinted Osnabruck,
1969), pp. 789-797. See Bray, ibid., pp. 87-90.

'* Saara Nevalinna and Irma Taavitsainen, St Katherine of Alexandria: The Late
Middle English Prose Legend in Southwell Minster MS 7 (Cambridge, 1993), pp. 5-6.

'* &’ Ardenne and Dobson, Seinte Katerine, p. xvi.
Bray, ‘Legend of St Katherine’, p. 23.



Chapter 1

Both the structure of the Legenda Aurea and the material it contains
had a profound effect on hagiographic composition in England over the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Its author drew on over a hundred
sources for his compendium and thus his dense and informed narratives

assumed the status of model compositions for anyone attempting to

compose a saint’s life, whether in Latin or the vernacular.” Hence the
Legenda Aurea life almost definitely influenced those versions of the life of
St Katherine which were apparently composed outside of a legendary
framework: A, CC, CUL, RBB, C and HW. The popularity and influence of
the Legenda Aurea necessitates a brief examination of the circumstances of
its composition.

The Legenda Aurea was written in about 1260 by Jacobus de Voragine,
a member of the Dominican order of Friars Preachers, who became
Archbishop of Genoa in 1292, a few years before his death.” It comprises a
collection of Latin saints’ lives (and some temporale material) arranged in
calendar order for use throughout the church year. Its popularity is evinced
in the number of manuscripts in which it is to be found. There are over a
thousand extant manuscripts and hundreds of printed editions.” It appears
that this hagiographic handbook was originally intended to be used by
preachers and teachers of preaching, providing them with a comprehensive
source of material for sermons to clergy and laity.” The fact that the
collection was written in Latin contributed to its utility and its swift
dissemination throughout Europe. Translations of the collection into all
the major vernaculars are also extant.

The earliest extant manuscript of the Legenda Aurea to be found in
England, Cambridge, University Library Ff.5.31, dates from 1299 and
originally came from Christchurch, Canterbury.” John Mirk, writing in the
late-fourteenth century acknowledges his debt to de Voragine in the Festial,
with such comments as ‘I tell you thys pat I fynde wrytton yn “Legenda
~ 2 de Voragine, Golden Legend 1, p. xiii; Bray, ‘Legend of St Katherine’, pp. 87-90.

2 de Voragine, ibid.
= Ibid.

#1bid., pp. xvii-xviii.

s Manfred Gorlach, The Textual Tradition of the South English Legendary (Leeds, 1974),
p. 22.
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Chapter 1

Aurea”’ and ‘I tell you Pys ensaumpull pat I fynde wrytton yn “Legenda
Aurea”’ ” Similarly Osbern Bokenham makes several explicit references to
the Legenda Aurea, demonstrably a major source for his Legendys of Hooly
Wummen, written in the 1440s: “‘More-ouyr as I doo wretyn fynde, In a
book clepyd the goldene legende’.” In the prologue to the life of St
Katherine Bokenham says that ‘in pe goldene legende seyth Ianuence’” with
reference to the etymology of ‘Katherine” (HW, p. 172).* As stated above, it
is likely that all the lives of St Katherine here considered were influenced to
some degreeby the Legenda Aurea account.” The Gilte Legende, containing
the prose life, was completed by 1438, the date given in the colophon to the
collection in Oxford, Bodleian Library 21947 (Douce 372). This constitutes
the first complete translation of the Legenda Aurea into English.* Caxton’s
Golden Legend was printed in 1483, indicating the continued popularity of

the work and its status as private reading matter.” The Legenda Aurea life
of St Katherine, or some Middle English version of it, would also have

provided the source for the visual narratives of her life to be found in the

form of wall paintings, stained glass windows, alabasters, manuscript
1lluminations and so on.

Reading and interpreting St Katherine

The narrative of the life provides the basis for the cultural roles that
were assigned to St Katherine. Some of these roles, such as her patronage of
education and scholars, are directly linked to the narrative of her life.

~ #Theodor Erbe, ed. Mirk’s Festial: A Collection of Homilies by Johannes Mirkus, E.E.T.S.
E.S. 96 (1905), pp. 267, p. 278.

*’Mary S. Serjeantson, ed., Legendys of Hooly Wummen, ed., E.E.T.S. o.s. 206 (1938), p. 8.
®Ibid., pp. xxii-xxxii, for the influence of the Legenda Aurea on each individual life.

* Weatherly judgesthat the Legenda Aurea was used as source material for forty-seven
out of seventy chapters of Speculum Sacerdotale, see pp. xxvii-xxxii.

% See Charlotte D’Evelyn, ‘English translations of the Legenda Aurea’, in ]J. Burke
Severs, ed., A Manual of Writings in Middle English: 1050-1500, 2 (Connecticut, 1970), pp.

430-439: pp. 432-435. For more on the composition and date of the Gilte Legende, see
Kurvinen, ‘Life of St Catharine’, pp. 214-216.

' D’Evelyn, ‘English translations of the Legenda Aurea’, pp. 436-439; N. F. Blake, Caxton
and His World (London,1969), pp. 111-123. For moreonthe relationship between Caxton'’s
Golden Legend and the Gilte Legende see Auvo Kurvinen, ‘Caxton’s Golden Legend and the
manuscripts of the Gilte Legende’, Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 60 (1959), pp. 353-375.
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Others, such as her patronage of young women, work on a more
associative, even metaphorical level. It is important to try and discern the
readings and reactions of those who read, heard, or saw these narratives, in
order to ascertain whether any of the anxieties noted above were at work.
The concept of ‘reading’ St Katherine is very important to this thesis, and is

used to signify the ways in which an audience makes sense of a visual
narrative, or responds to the aural delivery of a sermon, as well as referring,
more literally, to the ability to read a written narrative.

The briefest narrative of all is that provided by the iconic image of St
Katherine, which usually depicts her with a fragment of wheel and a sword.
This would have been the most common representation of the saint
encountered by the laity and provided the most important focus of
devotion to her. Even if a church did not possess a cycle of the life of St

Katherine it would almost certainly possess a three-dimensional image of
her. It is a symbol of her intercessory power, but it also functions as a

mnemonic device, triggering the mental reiteration of the events of St
Katherine’s passion.

I have considered a variety of approaches to the issue of reading St
Katherine, including literary and art-historical reader-response theories, as

well as film theory. I understand ‘reading’ in terms of a dynamic interaction
between text and reader which may be complicit or resistant in nature.” By

‘text” without further qualification'I mean both literary and visual

2 For some useful approaches to reading both literary and visual narratives see Ian
Maclean, ‘Reading and interpretation’, in Ann Jefferson and David Robey, eds., Modern
Literary Theory: A Comparative Introduction, 2nd edition (London, 1986), pp. 122-144;
Roberta L. Kruger, Women Readers and the Ideology of Gender in Old French Romance
(Cambridge, 1993); Hans Belting, The Image and Its Public in the Middle Ages: Form and
Function of Early Paintings of the Passion, translated by Mark Bartusis and Raymond Meyer
(New Rochelle and New York, 1990); Judith Fetterley, ‘Introduction: on the politics of
literature’, in Robyn R. Warhol and Diane Price Herndl, eds., Feminisms: An Anthology of
Literary Theory and Criticism (New Brunswick, 1991), pp. 492-501; Jonathan Culler,
‘Reading as a womarn’, ibid., pp. 509-524; Janice Radway, Reading the Romance: Women,
Patriarchy and Popular Literature (Londonand New York, 1984); Susan Schibanoff, ‘“Taking
the gold out of Egypt”: the art of reading as a woman’, in Ruth Evans and Lesley Johnson,
eds., Feminist Readings in Middle English Literature: The Wife of Bath and All Her Sect
(London and New York, 1994), pp. 221-245; Carol Clover, Men,Women and Chainsaws:

Gender in the Modern Horror Film (Princeton, 1992); Teresa de Lauretis, “Technology of
gender’, in her Technologies of Gender: Essays on Theory, Film and Fiction (London,1987), pp.

1-30; Randi S. Koppen, ‘“The furtive event”: theorizing feminist spectatorship’, Modern
Drama 35/3 (1992), pp. 378-394.
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narratives throughout. A single representation of St Katherine, visual or
literary, would have served a variety of different functions and been subject
to a variety of different readings,” according to the status, experience and
knowledge of their readers.” This thesis will consider the ways in which
devotion to St Katherine could be part of the construction of certain
identities: the construction of oneself as authoritative, knowledgeable,
devout, marriageable or virginal.

I will take the texts which informed St Katherine’s devotees about
her life and powers as a starting point and try to identify themes within
them which may have found resonance with those who had access to them,
in their various forms within the parish church and the household, all the
while considering whether the form of the narrative affects its function.
The devotion to St Katherine exhibited in such sources as wills and gild

returns reveals' the identity of individuals and groups who have thus

responded in some way to the figure of St Katherine. They can be related to
the projected audiences of the texts to draw conclusions about devotional
patterns determined by such factors as geography, class and gender. In this
way the evidence from different disciplines can be combined to enhance the
picture of devotion to St Katherine. This facilitates an investigation of the
relationship between the material reality presented by documentary sources
and the representation provided by literary and visual ones, thinking of
visual representations as interpretations rather than reflections of reality.”

Therefore the first chapter of the thesis is devoted to introducing the
various sources, literary, documentary and visual, upon which the

subsequent analysis is based. This will encompass an investigation of the
nature of these sources and the light they can shed on the cult of St

m as Insight: Visual Understanding in Western Christianity
and Secular Culture (Boston, 1985), pp. 6-11.

** 1 have found Miri Rubin’s work onreceptions of the Eucharist in Corpus Christi: The
Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture (Cambridge, 1991), very stimulating in my examination
of this issue.See especially p. 288, ‘We will find eucharistic interpretations in very different

contexts, determined by aspects of experience, gender, region, age, occupation, but never in
predictable or univocal ways’.

% Penny Schine Gold, The Lady and the Virgin: Image, Attitude and Experience in
Twelfth Century France (Chicago, 1985), provides a valuable model of interdisciplinarity, in
particular the Preface in which she outlines her methodological approach for examining
how representations of medieval women relate to their actual experiences, pp. xv-xxi.
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Katherine. Chapter 2 provides an account of the early cult of St Katherine
and its introduction into England, in order to establish the basis for its
status in later medieval England. This chapter also explores the model of
sanctity represented by virgin martyrs and St Katherine’s place within this
class of saint.

Chapter 3 considers some possible meanings and functions of the cult
of St Katherine within the parish. Chapter 4 undertakes the same exercise
within the setting of the household. This division into parish and
household is not intended to construct a dichotomy between the two
environments, but it does provide a useful framework for an investigation
of the cult. Many of the extant sources, such as sermons or manuscript
miscellanies, can be located in one or other of these settings. In this way it
may be possible to ascertain how far different settings affect the waysin
which the laity read and appropriated St Katherine. The division provided
by these two chapters also has the merit of allowing me, as far as possible, to
consider men and women drawn from different levels of society.

The majority of evidence for the “Household’ chapter (the conduct of
religion within the home, manuscripts, devotional objects) relates to people
of gentry or mercantile status and above, but not to those of the highest
noble, or royal status. It is far more difficult to draw any conclusions about
people of lower status as they have not left comparable kinds of evidence
about their religious beliefs and practices. However, working with the
premise that churches were the books of the illiterate, which had great
currency in the Middle Ages,” the ‘Parish’ chapter examines the various
lives of St Katherine which were ‘read’ (heard or seen) within a parochial
context, combined with testamentary evidence. The latter is invaluable for a
consideration of the interior decoration of churches when virtually all the
three-dimensional images which were found therein have been lost and
very little remains in the way of wall and panel paintings. This is not to

ms origin to Gregory the Great. See LawrenceG. Duggan,‘Was
art really “the book of the illiterate”?’ Word and Image 5 (1989), pp. 227-251; Celia M.

Chazelle, ‘Pictures, books and the illiterate: Pope GregoryI’s letters to Serenus Marseilles’ ,
Word and Image 6 (1990), pp. 138-153; Emile Male, The Gothic Image: Religious Art in France

of the Thirteenth Century, 3rd edition, translated by Dora Nussey (London,1961), especially
pp. 1-22.
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suggest that the parish was an intrinsically low status space, most parish
churches encompassed congregations drawn from a variety of social
backgrounds. However, in the absence of any other sources relating directly
to lower status people, the evidence provided by parish churches and the
mechanics of saints’ cults within them is invaluable. For example,
information about the observance of feast days provides a very useful

indication of the relative popularity of saints for those who could not afford
to own books or make wills.

In both of these chapters I shall be concerned above all with the
investigation of St Katherine’s exemplary potential. The various texts of her
life which were encountered in each setting reveal the ways in which St
Katherine was constructed as a model. Documentary evidence provides a
means of ascertaining whether the laity responded to this aspect of the cult,
whether they followed St Katherine's lessons as prescribed by the texts, or

whether they went beyond them and reconstructed her as a model in their
own image, as one whose conduct and experiences could be directly related
to their own. Although the life of St Katherine presents her as a highly
educated sovereign queen, it may not be valid to assume that she held no
relevance to those who did not share these qualities.

The presentation of St Katherine as a role model involved the
conceptualisation of her as one; the selection of certain features of her
person and her life which best suited a certain setting, or the interests of a

particular individual or group.” It is for this reason that the descriptions of

St Katherine’s education and mystical marriage are central to chapters 3 and
4, as the elaboration of these elements seems to offer both men and women
opportunities for identification, emulation and validation. Chapter 5
continues this investigation of St Katherine as model, by examining the
ways in which she was presented as a paradigmatic young woman to lay
women, both in sermons and in courtesy literature. It seeks to establish
whether being told to model themselves on St Katherine involved
attempting to live up to unattainable standards of social and moral
perfection, or whether St Katherine would have been an exemplar and

*7 See Berenice Fisher, ‘Wandering in the wilderness: the search for womenrole models’,
Signs 13 (1988), pp. 211-233, especially pp. 219-221.
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patron of positive value to lay women.

St Katherine held no one essential meaning for her devotees, but
rather seems to have represented a range of properties and been subject to a
variety of readings, of which I can only hope to suggest a few. Much
invaluable material from medieval England relating to saints and their
cults has been irretrievably lost and these cults involve many complex
patterns of belief and behaviour, many of which remain partially
retrievable and then only by implication. Other interpretations of her life
are possible than these which I offer. Nevertheless by examining St
Katherine with an awareness of the variety of forms which observance of

devotion to her took, we can begin to gain access to the meanings embodied
in the saint and her symbolic functions for a wide range of social groups.

St Katherine: ‘soueryn of heygh de-gree’

John Capgrave begins his mid fifteenth-century Life of St Katherine

with a prayer to Christ the Crown of Maidens and describes a celestial
hierarchy ordered as follows:’

Right thus by ordre we wene thov ledest the davnce:
Thy moder folweth the nexte, as resoun is,

And after other, thei go ryght as her chavnce
Is shaped to hem of ioye that may not mys;
But next that lady a-bove alle other in blys

ffolweth this mayde whiche we clepe kataryne [C, p. 3]
St Katherine’s primacy among the saints, thus established, is further

confirmed by Capgrave’s narrative, centred as it is on her mystical marriage.
The addition of this episode to the account of her martydom established by
the Vulgate and Legenda Aurea took place during the course of the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in England.” This development served
to confirm her as the most powerful and important female saint, setting her
apart from even the most popular of the other virgin martyrs. Katherine
alone was worthy to be selected by the Virgin Mary as Christ’s bride.
Katherine’s suitability derives, in part, from her unique status as a highly
educated sovereign queen. Consequently her standing as the bride of Christ

can be seen either as a result of her matchless popularity, or as the

8 Kurvinen, ‘Life of St Catharine’, pp. 189-206.
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explanation for it.

However, if we return to the opening of Capgrave’s work, we can see
that St Katherine’s function as an important religious and cultural figure
was related to far more than the identity of her husband.

Thus wene we, lord, be-cavse that thov and thyne
have Zove to hir of grace so greet plente,

That alle thy pryuileges whiche been in other fovnde
Arn sette in hir as in soueryn of heygh de-gree

ffor in alle these rychely dooth she abounde-

Looke alle these seyntis that in this world so rounde
Leved here sumtyme, and in som spyce or kynde

here vertues shal er in this same mayde fynde [ibid., p. 3]

Capgrave goes on to explain how the special privileges that were
individually granted to five different saints , John the Evangelist, Nicholas,
Paul, Clement and Margaret (ibid., p. 4), were all granted to St Katherine, as
described in her legend. St Katherine is thus presented as a uniquely
favoured saint, one whose grace and protection is particularly desirable and
etfective. This presentation of St Katherine as ‘super saint’ is taken from
the Legenda Aurea, written before the mystical marriage had become a
customary addendum to the narrative of her life, an indication that her
saintly as well as her earthly properties were seen to have qualified her to

marry Christ, by those who wrote her life in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries.

The life of St Katherine composed by Capgrave suggests that St
Katherine was the most important saint in late-medieval England. This is

also suggested by literary and visual sources and is confirmed by other
evidence. A measure of St Katherine's popularity can be gained by a
comparison of numbers of extant Middle English lives of other saints.”

St Katherine 14

St Margaret 11

St Mary Magdalene 10
St John the Evangelist 9
St Peter 8

St John the Baptist 7

m"Evelyn and Frances A. Foster’s survey of Middle English
saints’ lives to provide a rough guide, A Manual of the Writings in Middle English 2, pp.561-
635. I have excluded the Virgin Mary from this analysis. Her enormous popularity,
proceeding from her status as the mother of God and her concomitant standing as intercessor
par excellence, sets her apart from all other saints.
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St Christina 7
Gt Paul 6

St Dorothy 6
St Anne 6

St Cecilia 6

St Agatha 5
St Anastasia 5
St Agnes 5

St Eugenia 5
St Ursula 5

By this standard St Katherine does not appear to be very much more

popular than any of the others. However, it should be noted that in the case
of all the saints noted above, at least half of the versions of their life are to
be found only as items in a legendary collection such as the South English

Legendary, the Northern Homily Cycle or Speculum Sacerdotale and not as
individual items independent of legendaries. | |

The popularity of St Katherine is confirmed by testamentary
evidence. [ have found 642 references to chapels, altars, images and lights of

Gt Katherine in late-medieval wills. The same documents contain the
following number of references to other female saints:

St Margaret 289 - . L,
St Anne 141 | |

St Mary Magdalene 114

St Sitha 41

Gt Barbara 21
St Ursula 10
Gt Helen 5

St Agnes and St Radegund 4 (each)
St Hilda and St Agatha 3 (each)
St Etheldreda and St Mildred 2 (each)

St Winifred, St Elizabeth, St Faith, St Clare, St Lucy, St Apollonia and St
Dorothy 1 (each) .

The wills suggest that St Katherine was more popular than any male saints
as well.”

St Katherine’s legend, as written by Capgrave and others, provides a

‘o [ cannot bedefinitive aboutthis deduction, but it is in keeping with evidence of other
sources in which St Katherine’s paramountcy is unambiguous.

18



Chapter 1

good example of a composite hagiographic creation: the discovery of a
mysterious body on Mount Sinai was superimposed onto the passio of the
virgin martyr St Katherine." There is no authentic St Katherine, indeed,
there is no need to search for one. The figure of St Katherine presented in
art and literature was a ‘real’ one for her devotees and she was remodelled
in the collective representation which they made for her.” Although St
Katherine is well known as the patron saint of education and scholars, she

represented a much wider range of functions and properties than this
attribution suggests. Indeed this is an essential factor in her great

popularity.”
Middle English lives of St Katherine

I have chosen to focus on Middle English lives of the saint because

this is the language with which the lay people with whom this study is
concerned would have been most familiar. Some of them may have
understood Latin or French, but for the majority English was the first and
only language and increasingly so in the fifteenth century. There are
fourteen Middle English lives of St Katherine extant* The so called

‘Katherine Group’ life does not form a part of this study because it was
composed in the late-twelfth or early-thirteenth century.” Of the remaining

“'See chapter 2.

* Pierre Delooz, “Towards a sociological study of canonised sainthood in the Catholic
Church’, translated by Jane Hodgkin, in Wilson, Saints and their Cults, pp. 189-216: p. 195.

This article makes a distinction between ‘real’” and ‘constructed’ saints, using St Katherine as
an example of the latter, see p. 196.

“ It is in this respect that one must be slightly wary of the lists of saints and their
patronal interests to be found in many dictionaries of saints. They provide a useful starting
point, but are misleading in their tendency to neatly compartmentalise saints, giving the
impression that each had one intrinsic function which holds forall times, all places and all
people.

“ Accordingto D’Evelyn and Foster’s survey of Middle English saints’ legends, A Manual
of Writings in Middle English 2, pp. 599-602 for St Katherine. See Bray, ‘Legend of St

Katherine’, pp.21-214 for a comprehensive survey of all extant medieval lives of the saint
written in England, those in Latin and Anglo-Norman as well as English.

“d’Ardenneand Dobson, Seinte Katerine, pp. xxxviii-xxxix; Bray, ‘Legend of St
Katherine’, pp. 69-75; Bella Millett and Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, Medieval English Prose for
Women: From the Katherine Group and Ancrene Wisse (Oxford, 1990), pp. xi-xxxviii for more
on the Katherine Group and associated works.
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thirteen some will be examined in more detail than others, for reasons
which are explained within the body of the thesis. Virtually all of them
have been published.”

Ten of these texts can be described as ‘unexpanded’ lives of St
Katherine.” SEL, NHC, ScL, A, CC, CUL, RBB, HW, F, SS are all passio
rather than vita legends, since they begin when Katherine the queen is
forced to defend her faith and her fellow Christians against the evil
Emperor Maxentius. It describes the confrontation between these two,
taking in along the way her defeat and conversion of the fifty Philosophers,
her conversion of the Empress and the captain of the imperial guard,
Porphirius, all of whom are martyred. It also describes the threat of the
spiked wheels, upon which she is not actually tortured, contrary to popular
belief: angels destroy them before they touch her. Katherine's decapitation
and the translation of her body to Mount Sinai (where it is believed to rest
to this day) provide the finale. This is the version of St Katherine’s life
which is related by the Vulgate and the Legenda Aurea.

The ‘expanded’ life of St Katherine, represented in this corpus by the
prose life, C and Cx, all of the fifteenth century, is a full vita as it adds
episodes describing Katherine’s genealogy, birth, early life, conversion and
mystical marriage, before turning to the more familar events outlined
above. No other saint’s life appears to have undergone such elaboration
during the Middle Ages and this development provides evidence of the
popularity of the cult.” Such a development indicates that the text was
responding to contemporary needs and concerns and continued to be
relevant both to readers and writers.

This investigation begins by asking under what circumstances each

**1 am indebted to Jacqueline Jenkins for allowing me to make use of her transcription of
RBB.

’In fact all of them except for the prose life, C and Cx.

‘¢ Perhaps the only other saint who undergoes a similar development, ortransformation,
is St Joseph. Throughout the Middle Ages his identity changed fromthat of a somewhat
marginalised old man, to a younger, more capable husband and father. Joseph came to befar
more involved both in the Nativity and in Christ’s upbringing as protector and educator. See

Wilson, ‘Introduction’, p. 7. This development has been linked to changing ideas about
family structure and gender roles within it, Pamela Sheingorn, ‘Appropriating the Holy
Kinship: gender and family history’, in Ashley and Sheingorn, Interpreting Cultural
Symbols, pp. 169-198.
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life of St Katherine would have been heard, and by whom? The second part
of that question will be answered in later chapters, but some salient facts
about each life will be introduced here.” As explained above, the material
has been categorised as fitting into a ‘parish’ or ‘household’ setting. This is
not to suggest that any of the lives examined here would never have been
read in any other setting, but some division was necessary in order to effect
an analysis of the cult and attempt to answer the basic question posed by its

popularity. The Middle English lives of St Katherine had a variety of
purposes, of which the first I shall examine is public use as sermons.

Sermons

Hearing sermons was largely a Sunday occupation for most people.”
There were three services for the laity on Sundays: Matins, morning Mass

and Vespers or Evensong. Sermons would have been delivered during the
course of the morning Mass. Sermons on the saints were a recognised
alternative to preaching the Sunday lesson.” The prologue to Speculum
Sacerdotale gives precise guidance as to the point in the service at which

saints’ lives were to be delivered to the congregation:

Among alle other holy customesof holy churche the whiche oweth to be
worschipid with a souerayn deuocion, this semeth right comendableand to be
kepid with a good diligence and desire. That is tosay that in alle the chirches
of the worlde, the prested of hem whiche are sette to the gouernaunce of the

parishenus aftur the redyngof the gospel and of the offertorie at masse turne

“ It is not the purposeof this thesis to make a lengthy examination of each life. I refer
the reader to the work of Jennifer Bray fora comprehensive overview of the English lives of
St Katherine. The forthcoming PhD thesis of Jacqueline Jenkins will provide a far more
thorough analysis of RBB, Cand the prose life than any previous study: ‘“Such peple as be
not letterd in Scripture”: popular devotion and the legend of St Katherine of Alexandria in
late-medieval England’, unpublished PhD thesis, University of Western Ontario (1996). It
lends weight to this thesis to discover that despite different approaches we have drawn
some common conclusions about projected audiences and possible meanings.

 H. Leith Spencer, English Preaching in the Late Middle Ages (Oxford, 1993) provides
the most comprehensive and recent survey of English sermon literature. G. R. Owst,
Literature and Pulpit in Medieval England (Oxford, 1966), remains useful. See also L. ].
Bataillon, ‘Approaches to the study of medieval sermons’, Leeds Studies in English new
series 11 (1980), pp. 19-35, and Vincent Gillespie, ‘Doctrina and Predicacio: the designand
function of some pastoral manuscripts’, Leeds Studies in English newseries 11 (1980), pp. 36-
50. For Sunday sermons see Spencer, ibid., p. 31, also pp. 64-77, ‘Audiences and circumstances
of preaching’ and pp. 91-108, ‘Audiences’ opinions of sermons’.

*'Spencer, ibid., p. 31.
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hem vnto the peple and schewe openliche vnto hem alle the solempnitees and

festes whiche shall falle and be hadde in the weke folowynge... I haue here
disposyd and writen aftur my sympilnes of the solempnytees of all seyntes the
whiche schulden worshipfully eche Sonneday bescewid vn-to youre peple that
God may be glorified in youre chirches be the maters i-writen aftur, and
deuocionand wytt of the peple may be the more informyd to worscepynge and

gloryfyinge of him that is almyghty, here God.*
It seems likely that the announcement of imminent feast days would give

priests the perfect opportunity to preach saints’ sermons, thus a saint’s life
might not be heard only on her or his feast day. However, the feast of St
Katherine, the 25th of November, was a day of special obligation when
people were required to attend Mass. ® This is suggested by Mirk’s opening
to her life, “‘Good men and woymen, such a day N. ze schull haue Seynt
kateryns day. pe whiche day 3e schull come to fe chyrch, and worschyppe
God and thys holy mayden and martyr Seynt Kateryn’ (F, p. 275).

The South English Legendary, the Northern Homily Cycle, the
Festial and Speculum Sacerdotale all appear to have been originally
intended to be used by clerics for the public instruction of lay parishioners
and all contain lives of St Katherine, apparently for use on or near her feast
day. The South English Legendary is the earliest collection, probably
composed in the 1280s.” It has been argued that at least the second half of
the collection, which includes the life of St Katherine, was influenced by the
Legenda Aurea” All of the extant manuscripts of the South English
Legendary date from the very beginning of the fourteenth century or later.*

**Weatherly, Speculum Sacerdotale, pp. 2-3.

** For the regulation of feast days see: C. R. Cheney, ‘Rules for the observance of feast-
days in medieval England’, Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research 34 (1961), pp.

117-147, and Barbara Harvey, ‘Work and festa ferianda in medieval England’, Journal of
Ecclestastical History 23 (1971), pp. 289-308.

5 Gorlach, Textual Tradition, provides a study of the history and dissemination of the
South English Legendary and a survey of the extant manuscripts. See also Charlotte
D’Evelyn, ‘Collections of saints’ legends’, in A Manual of Writings in Middle English 2, pp.
413-429: pp. 413-418; Klaus P. Janofsky, ed., The South English Legendary: A Critical
Assessment (Tubingen, 1992); also his ‘Entertainment, edification and popular education in
the South English Legendary’, Journal of Popular Culture 11 (1977), pp. 707-715; Bella
Millett, ‘The audience of the saints’ lives of the Katherine Group’, Reading Medieval
Studies 16 (1990), pp. 127-148. For the SEL life of St Katherine see Bray, ‘Legend of St
Katherine’, pp. 91-99.

*Bray, ibid., p. 87. —

*® Gorlach has identified thirty-six major manuscripts of the South English Legendary.
See Textual Tradition p. 305 for a map detailing the provenance of each.
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Seventeen of these manuscripts contain the life of St Katherine. We know

very little about the circumstances of this work’s composition apart from
the evidence of the collection itself.” The Northern Homily Cycle

constitutes a northern counterpart to the South English Legendary written
in the last quarter of the fourteenth century.” This collection is extant in

two manuscripts, British Library Cotton Tiberius E: vii, which has been
dated to about 1400 and the fifteenth-century British Library Harley 4196.”

‘Although we know little about the circumstances of composition
surrounding both collections it seems likely that the authors embarked on

their work with much the same aims as de Voragine, although in some

respects authorial intention is largely irrelevant. The most important factis

that these saints’ lives were used as sermon material. However, the career
of John Mirk, the author of the Festial, provides a paradigm of the parochial

clerical hagiographer and his motives in composing and disseminating
saints’ lives.

Mirk was a member of the Augustinian Abbey of Lilleshall in
Shropshire,r where he was a canon regular and subsequently prior.” The
precise dates of his life are not known but it seems that he composed the
Festial in the late fourteenth century and had died by 1420 Mirk also

composed two other works for the use of parish priests, the Latin Manuale
Sacerdotale and the English Instructions for Parish Priests.” Mirk’s

authorship of the Festial is attested to by the colophon in British Library

°” For a summary of the various argumentsas to original author(s) of the collection and its
intended purpose see ibid., pp. 45-50.

°®Saara Nevalinna, The Northern Homily Cycle: The Expanded Version in MSS Harley
4196 and Cotton Tiberius E vii 1: from Advent to Septuagesima (Helsinki, 1972). Nevalinna
discusses the date, authorship and provenance of the manuscripts, pp. 124-137; see also
Thomas ]J. Heffernan, ‘Orthodoxies redux: the Northern Homily Cycle in the Vernon
Manuscripts and its textual affliliations’, in D. Pearsall, ed., Studies in the Vernon
Manuscript (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 75-87.

% For descriptions of the manuscripts see Nevalinna, ibid., pp.5-17. For the NHC life of
St Katherine see Bray, ‘Legend of St Katherine’, pp. 114-119.

* For Mirk’s biographical details see Gillis Kristensson, Jolin Mirk’s Instructions for

Parish Priests, edited from MS Cotton Claudius A 1l and other Manuscripts (Lund, 1974), pp.
10-11. See also Spencer, English Preaching, pp. 62.

' Alan J. Fletcher, ‘John Mirk and the Lollards’, Medium Aevum 56 (1987), pp. 217-224: p.
218; S. Powell, ‘A newdating of JohnMirk’s Festial’, Notes and Queries newseries 29 (1982),
pp. 487-489: p, 487.

®2 Kristensson, John Mirk’s Instructions, pp. 11-12.
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Cotton Claudius II which reads ‘Explicit tractatus qui dicitur Festial, per
Monasterii de Lulshul’.® Similarly the Jesus College, Cambridge manuscript
of the Manuale Sacerdotis contains the following colophon ‘Explicit libellus
dictus... secundum Johannem Marcus, priorem abathie de Liyshel’.” Using
the text of the life of St Alkmund as evidence, Fletcher posits that Mirk

originally wrote the Festial for a specific audience, the congregation of the
Church of St Alkmund in Shrewsbury.” This church was appropriated to
the abbey and canons from Lilleshall ‘occasionally served in the church.
Mirk himself may have had the responsibility of preaching there on more
than one occasion.” The life of St Katherine is to be found in fourteen of the
extant twenty six manuscripts of the Festial.” The popularity of this work is
attested to not only by the number of surviving manuscripts, but also by the

existence of nearly twenty early printed editions made by Caxton and his
successors between 1483 and 1532.%

The author of SS, which survives in a unique early fifteenth-century
manuscript, British Library Additional 36791, was probably a priest too.” He
claims to be writing for ‘serteyne prestes which ben dere and famyliare vn-
to me before alle other’, who have-asked him to provide them with a
vernacular collection to read out to their parishioners.” There is no firm

evidence to-identify the authors of the South English Legendary and the
Northern Homily Cycle, but several scholars have suggested that, like Mirk,
they were friars or canons who had responsibility for the pastoral care and

instruction of the laity and thus needed comprehensive vernacular

®Ibid., p. 11.
*1bid.

* Fletcher, ‘John Mirk’, pp. 220-221.
*Ibid.

* For descriptions of all the extant manuscripts see Martyn F. Wakelin, “The manuscripts
of John Mirk’s Festial’, Leeds Studies in English new series 1 (1967), pp. 93-118.

° Ibid., p.93. For the F life of St Katherine see Bray, ‘The Legendof St Katherine’, pp.
120-122.

°® Weatherly’s introduction to the E.E.T.S. edition of Speculum Sacerdotale provides
virtually the only study of this collection. See pp. xv-xliv. For the SS life of St Katherine
see Bray, ibid., pp. 128-130.

°Weatherly, ibid., pp. 2-3.
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collections upon which to draw.”

Whatever the precise identity of the authors or their intentions,
chapter 3 proceeds with the assumption that all four legendaries were
written for the public instruction of a lay audience within their parish
churches and that the lives of St Katherine which they contain are

essentially sermon narratives. The South English Legendary, the Northern
Homily Cycle, the Festial and Speculum Sacerdotale follow the basic
structure of the Legenda Aurea. The Northern Homily Cycle, the Festial
and Speculum Sacerdotale contain more strictly temporale material than
the Legenda Aurea (sermons for Septuagesima, Rogation Sunday and so
on) but all four are its vernacular counterparts. Part of the popularity of this
structure, apart from ease of reference, lies in its adaptability. Authors or
scribes could add or omit narratives according personal or local preferences,

or to suit the specific devotional interests or pastoral needs of a projected
audience.

The popularity of St Katherine and the suitability of her life for
purposes of public instruction are indicated by its inclusion in Speculum
Sacerdotale and the Festial which contain abbreviated forms of the most
important saints lives alone. So, for example, St Margaret is included in the
Festial but not in Speculum Sacerdotale, presumably because her day was
not usually considered to be a high day. Mary Magdalene is the only other
female saint to appear in Speculum Sacerdotale. Existing constitutions

usually assign high day status to her feast, and St Katherine’s day enjoyed

similar importance.”” The South English Legendary, and the Northern
Homily Cycle comprise more extensive collections, including such female
saints as Lucy, Agatha and Agnes, whose feasts occur in extant constitutions
as minor days.”

" The other life of St Katherine to which reference will be made in
chapter 3 is RBB. It is the only life identified as a sermon text which is not
part of a legendary collection. Very little work has been done on this life,

~ 7' Gorlach, Textual Tradition, pp- 45-50; Nevalinna, Northern Homily Cycle, pp. 128-
136; Heffernan, ‘Orthodoxies redux’, p. 81.

2Gee chapter 3 for further discussion of St Katherine’s day.

3 For the existing constitutions see Cheney, ‘Rules for the observance of feast days’,
passim.
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which is contained in Longleat House 62. 55 (The Red Book of Bath), which
Guddat-Figge dates to 1412-1428.* This manuscript contains a variety of

material, mostly in Latin and of a legal or historical nature, such as a copy of
the Magna Carta, two texts describing the assise of corn and bread, the
Statute of Coroners, a list of the nobles who came over with the Conqueror,

the shortened version of the Brut chronicle and alife of King Arthur. The
manuscript may have served as an oath book for jurors, since it also has the
unusual feature of a cavity in its cover where balances for weighing gold
were kept.” It certainly seems to have been a public, utilitarian manuscript.
The life of St Katherine which it contains also seems to have ‘been

intended for public delivery in a church. The life concludes thus:

Kateryn of maydes martyr & flour
we prayeD Pe be oure socour
In alle maner greuaunce

In worschupp of pe ys oure chapell
Curtoyse kateryn kepe vs well

fram descord & meschaunce [RBB, p. 22]
This life contains many specific addresses and exhortations to the audience

and also features some unique moralising passages concerning women'’s

appearance and demeanour which are to be found in contemporary
sermons.”

Both Jenkins and Bray posit that the manuscript was attached to a
specific chapel dedicated to St Katherine.” Bray suggests it may have been

the chapel of St Katherine in the church of St Mary de or atte Stalls in the
centre of Bath.” This is the parish church of what is now called the Abbey

parish and was the church in which the mayor and commuonalty were
sometimes expected to perform religious duties, which fits in with the
tenor of the manuscript’s other contents. This chapel is mentioned several

~ " Gisela Guddat-Figge, A Catalogue of Manuscripts containing Middle English Romances
(Munich, 1976), pp. 232-235 for a description of the manuscript. For Bray’s discussion of the
manuscript and its life of St Katherine see ‘Legend of St Katherine’, pp. 133-144. Jenkins,

‘Popular devotion and the legend of St Katherine’, will provide the first detailed
consideration of this life.

® Guddat-Figge, ibid., p. 234.
¢ Bray, ‘Legend of St Katherine’, pp. 134-140.

7 Ibid., pp. 133-134. Jenkinsis less sureabout the precise identity of the chapel than Bray
(private communication).

’s Bray, ibid., p. 134 for the following.
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times in fifteenth-century wills, where reference is also made to a gild
dedicated to the saint.” References to the chapel continue in the sixteenth
century indicating its continued importance.” Some wills make reference
simply to ‘the chapel of St Katherine in Bath’ and it seems likely that this is
the chapel in St Mary de Stalls, a further indication of its importance.®

It should be remembered that not all those who wished to attend a
service could; even on feast days servants had obligations and
responsibilities which could not be shirked.” As Spencer points out ‘sermon
audiences were composed of those who had leisure to hear them’.* Many
parishioners may not have been free at the times when they could have
heard about St Katherine in church. But at any time when they did have
the opportunity to visit their churches, wall paintings, stained glass,
narrative altar pieces and so on, would have been available to teach them

the history and tenets of Christianity, and in particular inform them about
the lives of the saints.

Gt Katherine in household manuscripts

Chapter 3 takes one possible approach to the cult of St Katherine,
identifying devotees in a specific, yet public context. Chapter 4 explores an
alternative, this time linked to those who could approach, indeed model
themselves on, St Katherine’s high social status and the learning which is a

mark of that status. The texts of St Katherine’s life with which this chapter

i1s concerned are to be found in sixteen manuscripts whose format and

contents suggest that they were created for and read within the lay
environment of the household. Just as the lives considered in chapter 3 can

* E.g. the wills of William Hoggekynsmade in 1455 and of Thomas Chaunceler (1496), F.
W. Weaver, Somerset MedievalWills, originally published by the Somerset Record Society
in three volumes (1901, 1903 and 1905), reprinted (Gloucester, 1983), pp. 166-167, p. 343 (1901
volume). Both were citizens of Bath

*E.g. the will of William Woodward made in 1513, ibid., p. 171 (1903 volume).

' E.g. the will of Robert Drew (citizen of Bath), made in 1450, leaves his best girdle ‘to
the chapel and fraternity of St Katherine in the said city’, ibid., p. 355 (1903 volume). Three
other wills refer to the chapel without naming its precise location.

®*Spencer, English Preaching, p. 73.
*Ibid., also pp. 70-72.
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be linked to the reformation of pastoral education and lay catechesis, so the
lives considered in chapter 4 can be located in addition within the context of
the rise of lay literacy and developments in vernacular theology.

Four of the lives considered in this chapter were apparently
composed individually, rather than as part of legendaries: A, CC, CUL and
C* It is impossible to tell whether they were written specifically for any of
the manuscripts in which they now appear, since none of these texts offer
any details about patrons or intended audience. The earliest life (A) is to be
found in the Auchinleck manuscript, which was probably made in the
1330s.” A revised version of A is in the early fifteenth century manuscript
Cambridge, Caius College 175 (CC).* Another version of the life is in two
late fifteenth-century manuscripts: Oxford, Bodleian Library 14528
(Rawlinson Poet 34) and Cambridge, University Library Ff.2.38 (CUL).”
Capgrave’s life of 5t Katherine is to be found in four manuscripts, two of
which may have been designed for a private lay readership: the fifteenth-

century British Library Arundel 168 and British Library Arundel 20 which is
of later fifteenth century date (C).*

len of the manuscripts in this corpus of sixteen contain the prose
lite. The prose life of St Katherine is extant in twenty-four manuscripts,

**They certainly seem to come from no extant legendary.

* A facsimile of this manuscript has been published: Derek Pearsall and I. C.
Cunningham, The Auchinleck MS: National Library of Scotland Advocates MS 19.2.1
(London, 1979). For a description of the manuscript see Guddat-Figge, Catalogue of
Manucripts, pp. 121-125. See also L. H. Loomis, ‘“The Auchinleck Manuscript and a possible
Londonbookshop of 1330-1340’, Publications of the Modern Language Association of America
57 (1924), pp. 595-627; Timothy A. Shonk, ‘A study of the Auchinleck Manuscript: bookmen

and bookmaking in the early fourteenth century’, Speculum 60 (1985), pp. 71-91. For the A life
of St Katherine see Bray, ‘Legend of St Katherine’, pp. 100-104.

** For a description of this manuscript see Guddat-Figge, ibid., pp. 82-83.

*" A facsimile of Ff.2.38 has also been published: Frances McSparran and P. R. Robinson,
Cambridge University Library MS Ff.2.38 (London,1979). See Guddat-Figge, ibid., pp. 94-99
for description of the manuscript and pp. 267-268 for Bodley 14528. For the CUL life of St
Katherine see Bray, ‘Legend of St Katherine’, pp. 107-113.

*® For descriptions of these manuscripts see J. Forshall, Catalogue of Manuscripts in the
British Museum. New Series 1,part 1: The Arundel Manuscripts (London,1834), p. 6 (Arundel
20), pp- 46-47 (Arundel 168). For Bray’s discussionof the life see ‘Legend of St Katherine’, pp.
174-187. See also Derek Pearsall, ‘John Capgrave’s Life of St Katherine and popular romance
style’, Medievalia et Humanistica newseries 6 (1975), pp. 121-137; Jane C. Fredeman, ‘Style
and characterisation inJohn Capgrave’s Life of St Katherine’, Bulletin of the John Rylands
Library 62 (1979), pp. 346-387.

28



Chapter 1

which indicates its great popularity.” It was probably the medium by which
the expanded version of St Katherine’s life, including the mystical
marriage, was disseminated to vernacular readers. It is therefore of great

value in an attempt to uncover the meanings attached to the development
of the mystical marriage.”

The English prose life of St Katherine was originally part of the 1438
Gilte Legende. The primary source for this collection was a French
translation of the Legenda Aurea, the Legende Doree, made c. 1333 by Jean
de Vignay at the request of Jeanne de Bourgoyne, queen of Phillippe of
Valois.” The name Gilte Legende, taken from the colophon to the collection
contained in Bodleian Library MS 21947 (Douce 372), was adopted by
Kurvinen to distinguish it from Caxton’s Golden Legend:

Here endith the lives of seintis that is callid in latynne Legenda Aurea and in
Englissh the Gilte Legende, the which is drawen out of Frenssche into Englisshe
the yere of oure Lorde MCCCC and xxxviij bi a synfulle wrecche.

It seems that the passio of St Katherine was taken from de Vignay and

expanded with an account of her early life, including the mystical marriage,
from a separate Latin source, to create the prose life.”

Kurvinen argues that the earliest recension of the prose life life (a)

was written in the first quarter of the fifteenth century, before 1420, because
before this date it was revised as b.* There are six manuscripts of a extant, all
of which are miscellanies of one sort of another. Five of these manuscripts

form part of our corpus: British Library Cotton Titus A xxvi (early-sixteenth
century), Manchester, Chetham’s Library 8009 (late-fifteenth century),

Edinburgh, National Library of Scotland Advocates 19.3.1 (second half of the
fifteenth century), Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales Porkington 10
(mid-fifteenth century), Oxford, Corpus Christi College 237 (second half of

° The primary source of information about the prose life of St Katherine is provided by
Kurvinen’s comprehensive survey, ‘The Life of St Catharine’, passim.

* For Bray’s discussionof the proselife see ‘Legend of St Katherine’, pp. 188-199. See also
Nevalinna and Taavitsainen, St Katherine of Alexandria, pp. 11-20, although apart from

discovering a new manuscript of the prose life most of their observations are based on
Kurvinen’s findings. 1

“ D’Evelyn, ‘English translations of the Legenda Aurea’, p. 435.

2 For a list of the Gilte Legende manuscripts see Nevalinna and Taavitsainen, St
Katherine of Alexandria, pp. xi-xii.

% For the following on the recensions see Kurvinen, “The Life of St Catharine’, pp. 1-6.
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the fifteenth century).”

There are thirteen manuscripts containing b. The life of St Katherine
is found as part of a legendary in six of these. The other seven manuscripts
in which b occurs are miscellanies, or contain only b. Three of these feature
in chapter 4: Cambridge, Corpus Christi College 142 (mid-fifteenth century),

Cambridge, Trinity College 0.1.9 (mid- to late-fifteenth century), Stonyhurst
Archives XLII (second half of the fifteenth century).”

The c recension survives only in British Library Harley 4012 dating
from the 1460s,-but which Kurvinen mistakenly assigned to the early

sixteenth century. ¢ is however based on a version of b and was perhaps

specifically composed for Anne Harling, for whom the manuscript was

probably originally written.” Although more strictly devotional in nature
than some of the other more eclectic household manuscripts, Harley 4012

still falls into this category because it was intended for use by a lay reader
within her domestic environment.

The final recension, d survives in three manuscripts. The late
fifteenth-century Cambridge, Gonville and Caius College 390/610 is the last
to be included within our corpus.” d was also based on b and was written,

according to the incipit in Gonville and Caius 390/610, during the reign of
Henry V. Kurvinen dates this recension to about 1420.® The earliest
manuscript copies of any of these recensions are British Library Additional
33410 and Harvard, University Library Richardson 44, both of which

contain d alone and have been dated to the second quarter of the fifteenth

** For descriptions of the manuscripts: Cotton Titus A xxvi, Kurvinen, ibid., pp. 16-24;
Chetham 8009, Guddat-Figge, Catalogue of Manuscripts, pp. 238-240; Advocates 19.3.1, ibid.,
pp. 127-130; Porkington 10, ibid., pp. 73-78; Corpus Christi 237, Henry Coxe, Catalogus
Codicum MSS Qui in Collegiis Aulisque Oxoniensibus 2 (Oxford, 1852), pp. 98-99.

** For descriptions of the manuscripts: Corpus Christi 142, M. R. James, A Descriptive
Catalogue of the Manuscripts in the Library of Corpus Christi College Cambridge 1
(Cambridge, 1912), pp. 327-329; Trinity College 0.9.1, M. R. James, The Western Manuscripts

in the Library of Trimity College Cambridge (Cambridge, 1902), pp. 439-441; Stonyhurst
XLIII, Kurvinen, ibid., pp. 110-120;

** As argued by Anne Dutton, ‘Harley 4012: piety, politics and patronage’, a paper given
at the Seventh York Manuscripts Conference, July 1994 (forthcoming in the conference
proceedings). I have worked from Dutton’s description of the manuscript.

” M. R. James, A Descriptive Catalogue of the Manuscripts in the Library of Gonville and
Caius College 2 (Cambridge, 1908), pp. 452-3.

*® Kurvinen, ‘Life of St Catharine’, p. 6.
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century.” The majority of manuscripts containing the prose life date from
the mid- to late-fifteenth century.

I have not included Osbern Bokenham’s life of St Katherine,
contained in Legendys of Hooly Wummen, written in the 1440s, in chapter
4. This is because although the text of the life itself may well have been

read in a lay domestic environment, and indeed, is explicitly addressed to
two lay women, the sole manuscript in which it is contained was compiled
for a nunnery in Cambridge by one of Bokenham’s male patrons, Thomas
Burgh.™ However, just as Mirk provided a paradigm of the hagiographer

writing for lay parishoners, perhaps what we know about the relationship
between Bokenham and his patrons can be taken as broadly representative
of the relationship between the anonymous authors or scribes of the
manuscripts considered in chapter 4 and those for whom they wrote.

Like Mirk and Capgrave, Osbern Bokenham (1392- after 1464) was an
Augustinian, a friar at the convent at Stoke Clare." He was elected vicar

general of the order in 1463, belying the assumption that he had died by the
time that the manuscript of Legendys of Hooly Wummen was compiled in
1447. Apart from Legendys of Hooly Wummen the only work of
Bokenham’s now extant is his Mappula Angliae, a prose translation of

Ralph Higden’s Polychronicon. In the first chapter of this work Bokenham
makes reference to an English translation of the Legenda Aurea which he

has made. Some scholars believe that this may be the Gilte Legende,
although others are not convinced.'®

Like Capgrave and Lydgate, Bokenham’s patrons were drawn from

=1

* Described by Kurvinen, ibid., pp. 13-15, p. 109.
% See Bray, ‘Legend of St Katherine’, pp. 145-151 for a discussion of this life.

9 Serjeantson, Legendys of Hooly Wummen, p. xv; D’Evelyn, ‘Collections of saints’
Legends’, pp. 422-426; A. S. G. Edwards, ‘The transmission and audience of Osbern
Bokenham's Legendys of Hooly Wummen’, in A. ]J. Minnis, ed., Late-Medieval Religious
Texts and their Transmission: Essays in Honour of A. I. Doyle (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 157-167,

argues that the lives probably circulated as individual texts before Burgh made his
compilation.

2 For the following biographical details see Serjeantson, ibid., pp. xiii-xxii; Bray,
‘Legend of St Katherine’, pp. 145-147.

% I’Evelyn, ‘English translations of the Legenda Aurea’, pp. 435. Interesting though it
would be to know whether Bokenham was the original author, it is irrelevant to this study.
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the ranks of the East Anglian gentry and nobility.™ Bokenham's detailed
prologues to several of his saints’ lives provide us with various reasons
why patrons such as Thomas Burgh, Isabel Bourchier, countess of Eu and
Elizabeth de Vere, countess of Oxford commissioned these lives from him.
The prologues also suggest why they were suitable for dedication to women
such as Katherines Howard and Denston, to whom the life of St Katherine
is dedicated, but who had apparently not commissioned it from him. At
work are processes of petition, gratitude, prestige, edification and
identification, among others. For example, Katherine Denston
commissioned a life of St Anne from Bokenham in the hope that she
would give birth to a son. Her only child was a daughter, Anne, and Gibson

suggests that Katherine also intended it to provide exemplary instruction
for her.””

An example of the prestige or other considerations associated with
public reputation which may have been at work in requesting a saint’s life
are to be found in ‘The prolocutorye in-to Marye Mawdelyns lyf.

Bokenham visits one of his patrons, the Countess of Eu, Isabel Bourchier.
The Countess asks Bokenham about the female saints’ lives which he is

writing. He tells her that he has completed seven lives and is currently
engaged with the legend of St Elizabeth, ‘At request of hyr to whom sey nay
I neyther kan, ne wyl, ne may’, namely Elizabeth de Vere, Countess of
Oxford.™ Isabel Bourchier announces that she has ‘of pure affeccyoun Ful

longe tym had a synguler deuocyoun’ to Mary Magdalene.'” She prevails
upon Bokenham to leave off his life of St Elizabeth and compose one of
Mary Magdalene for herself instead. Issues of personal prestige relating both
to herself and to her favourite saint were no doubt at work in Isabel’s wish
to have her text completed first.

Other individuals commissioned the lives of their name saints, or
for saints on whose feast days they were born. Capgrave wrote a life of St

"~ ™ Samuel Moore, ‘Patrons of letters in Norfolk and Suffolk, c. 1450, 2’, Publications of the
Modern Language Association of America(28) 1913, pp.79-105, provides a detailed survey of
the East Anglian literary and patronal network.

" Gibson, ‘Saint Anne and the religion of childbed’, pp. 104-107.
‘“Serjeantson, Legendys of Hooly Wummen, p. 138.
°7Ibid., p. 139.

32



Chapter 1

Augustine for ‘a gentill woman’ who ‘was browt forth in-to fis world in his
solempne feste’.' Bokenham himself was devoted to St Margaret because
she once rescued him from drowning in the Veneto.™

I do not wish to imply, through this approach, that texts did not
move between household and church. We can be sure that some of these

lives of St Katherine were originally intended for public delivery or private
reading. However, sermon texts were also being read by the laity for
personal edification by the fifteenth century, and the lives contained in
household manuscripts were probably also read aloud for the benefit of
whole familia in a manner not too dissimilar from that of a priest in
church. Nevertheless, the approach that I have taken allows us to

contextualise the cult of St Katherine in specific locations and among
specific groups.

Visual narratives and images™

Jeffrey Denton has written that to grasp the significance of visual
representations in medieval culture one has to understand the climate of
thought in which they were fashioned.! To turn Denton’s statement

around, it is equally true that to understand that climate of thought and
belief one must grasp the significance of visual representations within it.

For the medieval Church, art was a universal medium of
communication, the one way it could be sure of reaching all, regardless of
what language they spoke, or whether they had the ability to read.™

' Moore, ‘Patrons of letters’, p. 198.
" Serjeantson, Legendys of Hooly Wummen, p. 5.

"% Inthe medieval period ‘image’ (from the Latin imago) usually referred specifically to
a statue, or other iconic devotional representation, and it is in this sense that it is usedin
wills. There was a lack of precision in the use of this term even in the Middle Ages. See

Aston, England’s Iconoclasts, pp. 17-18. However, I use it in the specific sense of an iconic
devotional representation.

""" Jeffrey Denton, ‘Image and history’, in Johnathan Alexander and Paul Binski, eds., Age
of Chivalry: Art in Plantagenet England 1200-1400 (London, 1987), pp. 20-25: p. 20.

2 Michael Camille, ‘“The language of images in medieval England, 1200-1400°, in
Alexander and Binski, Age of Chivalry, pp.33-40, especially p. 33. See also his ‘Seeing and
reading: some visual implications for medieval literacy and illiteracy’, Art History 8(1985),
pp. 26-49, for more on the relationship between text and image in a multi-literate society.
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Imagery was ubiquitous and pervaded the lives of all classes of person in
the Middle Ages, not only through art, but through the liturgy and religious
drama as well. Visual representations were the central locus for the
individual to establish contact and a personal relationship with God, or

whomsoever might be depicted. Such a relationship was particularly
important in an age when the majority of people had only rare

participation in the sacraments.™ |

There were no ecclesiastical regulations controlling religious
devotion through iconography."* However, the pronouncements of
Gregory the Great on the matter, made in the late-sixth century became
almost canonical.'® Gregory’s primary concern was with the educative
value of visual representations and images, rather than seeing them as
having a direct relationship with the person they represented. However,
the Second Nicene Council of 787 asserted as a doctrine of the Church that

‘the honour shown to the image is transferred to the prototype, and
whoever honours the image honours the person represented by it’."* This

doctrine provides an explanation for the great devotion shown to images of

the saints in late-medieval wills. However, it seems that in the setting of

the late-medieval parish people did not necessarily make a distinction

between ‘image’ and ‘prototype’ as they were supposed to, but perceived that
there was some tangible, physical link between the two. The rational behind

honouring a particular saint, or saints, was that he or she had the ability to
intervene in earthly matters for the benefit of a devotee. Just as the saints

could materially affect people’s lives, so there was a sense that people could

reach the saints through their images, honouring them both with money
and with physical displays of devotion.

The following passage, from a fifteenth-century sermon, sheds light
on the actual practice of image worship:

alle thoo that, forany siknesse orsorwethat hem eileth, bihoteth and renneth
from cuntre to cuntreto ymage 3oten or graven with mannes hondes of gold or
sylver, of tree orof ston, wennyngand tristynge that ther beany dyvyne vertu in

5 Aston, England’s Teonoclasts, p. 20.
"“Denton, ‘History and image’, p. 20.
115 See works cited on p. 14 above.

"¢ Quoted by Clifford Davidson, Drama and Art: an introduction to the use of evidence
from visual arts from the study of early drama(Kalamazoo, 1977), p. 8.
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hem, or that thei moun any thyng helpen, or oon morethan an other, for any
maner affeccion or farinesse or coste... If thei seyen that hei billeeven notthat
" ther is any vertu therynne but oneli in god, that loveth more and worcheth inoo
place than in another, it wole seme [as] if it provyd that thei lien falseli.For if
men stele aweie that ymage that thei seche, thei wolencese of hire pilgrymage
in a schort tyme. And 3et is god as my3ti as he was, and the place there stille.
And thus thei proven bi hire deddis hire trist was in that ymage [my italics].'"

The highlighted passageindicates that official teaching on images was being
successfully disseminated. However, image worship stemmed not so much
from Church teaching, as from popular religious impulses. These
established a service of images, certain ritual ways of thinking about and
behaving towards them, which gathered a considerable devotional
apparatus.” The Church tried to control the use of images, but the sheer
amount of rhetoric expended on the subject indicates the impossibility of
ensuring that people offered the correct sort of veneration to images.

The sermon writer quoted above may have been a Lollard. Attacks on
the excesses of image worship are characteristic of this late-fourteenth
century heresy. Indeed, Mirk singles out Lollards’ opposition to images as
their distinctive error in the Festial."™ However, the dividing line between
‘heretical” and “orthodox’ opinion on images is often not very clearly drawn.
While records of the trials of Lollards tell us that there were those who
advocated the destruction of images, Wycliffe himself, and many of his
followers, récognised that there was a place for images in the practices of
religion, Wycliffe writing that ‘images may be made both well and ill’.® His

concern was that proper veneration should not become excessive and

""" Quoted by Owst, Literature and Pulpit, pp. 146-147.
""® Aston, England’s Iconoclasts, p. 22.

"® Fletcher, ‘John Mirk’, p. 219. For more on Lollardy and image worship see Aston,
England’s Iconoclasts, especially pp. 96-159; W..R. Jones,‘Lollards and images: the defence of
religious art in later-medieval England’, Journal of the History of Ideas 34 (1973), pp. 27-50;
J. P. H. Clark, ‘Walter Hilton in defence of the religious life and the veneration of images’,
Downside Review 103 (1985), pp. 2-25; Owst, Literature and Pulpit, pp. 135-148; T. A.
Heslop, ‘Attitudes to the visual arts: the evidence from written sources’,in Alexander and
Binski, Age of Chivalry, pp. 26-32; Lollardy was also characterised by its dissentient views
on the Eucharist and its deprecation of sacerdotal authority, Margaret Aston, ‘Lollard
women priests?’, Journal of Ecclesiastical History 31 (1980), pp. 441-461.

'29 Quoted by Aston, England’s Iconoclasts, p. 9. For Lollard iconoclasts see ibid., pp. 133-
143. |
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inappropriate worship, something of equal concern to orthodox writers.™
This demonstrates the ways in which the attitudes and behaviour of the
Lollards ‘rendered suspect aspirations which were in themselves laudably
reformist’.”

The value of imagery

Lollard attacks on images and visual representations in general led to
a backlash in their defence. Men who had some sort of involvement with
the laity, were much more aware of their needs and experiences than some
of the academic theologians who laid down the theoretical precepts of
image worship. Writers such as Mirk and the author of Dives and Pauper
recognised that some people could not do without images and that this was

not necessarily a bad thing.” Both Dives and Pauper and the Festial
proceed with the intention of answering and correcting Lollard objections

to images. Images could help people to retain the knowledge required of
them by the Fourth Lateran Council.” Theologians recognised that images
could inspire devotion in those who remained unaffected by merely
hearing of the deeds of the saints.” Visualisations of the events of a saint’s

life are bound to be much more memorable than verbal renderings and

something heard, such as a sermon, is memorised much more easily with

' Ibid., p. 99. Lollards were also dismayed at the amount of money which was spent on

images, money which they felt would better be spent onthe poor, a charge also brought by
orthodox writers, ibid., pp. 124-133.

“2Ibid., p. 157. :

'** In consideration of this issue it is appropriate to bear in mind Nicholas Watson's
distinction between ‘academic’ clerics, who lived in an intellectual Latin speaking
community, made up solely of other clerics, and ‘pastoral’ clerics who lived, or at least
worked among the laity and wrote in English for them. Nicholas Watson, ‘Censorship and
cultural change in late-medieval England: vernacular theology, the Oxford translation
debate and Arundel’s Constitutions of 1409°, Speculum 70 (1996), pp. 822-864: pp. 851-852.

' Owst, Literature and Pulpit, pp. 136-146. For more on the connections between
literature and art within the pastoral initiative see A. Caiger-Smith, English Medieval
Mural Paintings (Oxford, 1963), pp. 21-73; E. W. Tristram, English Wall Painting of the
Fourteenth Century (London, 1955), pp. 95-125, ‘The allegories and moralities’; Richard
Marks, Stained Glass in England During the Middle Ages (London, 1993), pp. 78-81.

25 This is the second of three points made by St Bonaventura to justify images, formingan
argument that became extremely influential; see Paul Binski, Medieval Craftsmen: Painters
(London, 1991), p. 35. For a Middle English version of these prescriptions see Priscilla Heath
Barnum, ed., Dives and Pauper 1 E.E.T.S. o.s. 274 (Oxford, 1976), p. 82.
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the help of pictures.™

People would be able to use visual narratives and iconic images as
triggers to recall whole reams of information, sacred history, doctrine and
so on.”” Herein lies the importance of the iconographic emblem which each
saint carries (figs. 3-8). Such an emblem can be read metonymically and it
also served as a starting point for the mental reiteration of the saint’s life. In

describing and explaining the image of St Katherine, Pauper provides a
summary of the central and visually defining episode of her life:

Seynt Katerine is peyntyd wyt a gheel in Ppe to hond in tokene of Pe horrible
gheelys gheche PHe tyraunt Maxence ordeynyd to rendyn here lyth fro lyth. But Be
aungel distroyid hem and slow manye thowsandys of pe hethene peple, and so

Ppey dedyn here noon harme. She hat3 a swerd in Pe tothyr hond in tokene Pat
here hed was smet of wyt a swerd for Cristys sake.'*’

Even if one could read (and especially if one could not) images had
the advantage of being far more readily available than books. This fact was
recognised and articulated by Reginald Pecock in his vociferous and

comprehensive dismissal of Lollard objection to imagery, contained in his
Repressor of Overmuch Blaming of Clergy.

Also here with al into the opensi3t of ymagis in open chirchs alle people (men
and wommen and children) mowecome whanne euere thei wolenin ech tyme of

the day, but somowe thei not comein to the vce of bokis to be delyuered to hem
neither to be red bifore hem.'*

The Book of Margery Kempe illustrates the proposition that the laity had
easy access to their churches. Margery’s visions usually occurred within St

***For a wider discussionof memory and memorisation see Mary J. Carruthers, The Book of

Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 221-257, ‘Memory
and the book'’.

**" For discussion of the ways in which medieval people were taught toread images see
the articles by Camille cited onp. 33 above; also Caiger-Smith, English Medieval Mural
Paintings, pp. 13-21; Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century
Italy, 2nd edition (Oxford and New York, 1988), pp. 40-56; Belting, The Image and Its Public,
pp- 41-64; Jeffrey Hamburger, ‘The visual and the visionary: the image in late-medieval
monastic devotions’, in Marion Glasscoe, ed., The Medieval Mystical Tradition in England
(Cambridge, 1988), pp. 161-206; Jeffrey Hamburger, “The useof images in the pastoral of nuns:
the case of Heinrich Suso and the Dominicans’, Ar¢t Bulletin 71 (1989), pp. 20-46; Elizabeth
Alvilda Petroff, Medieval Women’s Visionary Literature (New York and Oxford, 1986), pp.
9-11. Petroff asserts that ‘to a great extent devotional meditation was the only form of
meditative exercise apart from repetitive prayer that was taught to laypeople and nuns,to
tertiaries or beguines unable to read Latin’, p. 9.

'?® Barnum, Dives and Pauper, pp. 92-93.

12 Reginald Pecock, Repressor of Overmuch Blaming of Clergy 1, ed., Churchill Babington
(London, 1860), p. 214. For more on the life and work of Pecock see Aston, England’s
Iconoclasts, pp. 147-1%4.
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Margaret's, her parish church. Descriptions of them are prefixed with an
account of the part of the church in which she was praying at the time; in
the chapel of St John or of the Virgin, before the sacrament in the choir,
before an altar of the cross.” Margery’s experiences indicate strategies by
which it was possible for the laity to appropriate communal images and

spaces, in order to enjoy private meditation and communication with
Christ and the saints.™

It is difficult to draw firm conclusions about whether, or how far,
preachers would have referred to artistic representations of the saints and
other subjects while preaching. However, in Mirk’s sermon for St

Margaret’s day the description of the saint trampling the devil is given the
following coda:

Herfor margret ys ypayntyd opur coruen wher schoys wyth a dragonvndyr her
fete and a cros yn her hond."*

In his sermon on Corpus Christi he avows:

[ say boldly pat per benmony Pousand of pepul fat coup not ymagenin her hert
how Crist was don on Pe rood, but as pai lerne hit be sy3t of ymages and
payntours.'*

Mirk saw the benefits that could accrue from the contemplation of images
and visual narratives. Other homiletic sources such as Dives and Pauper

also describe images of the saints and provide keys to reading and
understanding their iconography. In chapter 6 Dives recognises that

imagery is a book to ‘lewyd peple’ and asks Pauper ‘teche me a lytyl betere to

knowe pis tokene and to redyn Bis book’.* By way of explanation Pauper
describes and explains the images of a few saints:

whos ymagys han dyuerse fygurys in her handys & ofer placys for dyuerse
vertues & martirdomys Pat Po seyntys suffredyn & haddyn in her lyfys.!**

Pauper picks five saints whose images would probably have been found in
some form in most parish churches: saints Peter, Paul, John the Baptist,

~ ™ Ganford Brown Meech and Hope Emily Allen, eds.,The Book of Margery Kempe,
E.E.T.S. o.s. 212 (1940), p. 16, p. 207, p. 169, p. 206.

! For an informative accountof this phenomenonin relation to women’sdevotional
practices see Anna Cheifetz, ‘“Spiritual mansions”:female space and the privatisation of
piety in late medieval England’, unpublished MA thesis, University of York (1992), pp. 26-
47, ‘Private body: public community”.

"“*Erbe, Festial, p. 201.
" Ibid., p. 171.

**Barnum, Dives and Pauper, p. 91.
' Ibid.
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Katherine (as seen above) and Margaret.

Many of the visual representations of the person and life of St
Katherine were on constant display to the worshipper, depending on their
form and location. Within churches saint’s lives could take the form of
wall paintings, stained glass windows, panel paintings, alabaster panels and
could be incorporated into the decoration of the vestments worn by priests
officiating at Mass.”™ Saints could also be encountered as iconic figures in
the same media and as three dimensional images made from stone, wood
or alabaster. These provided part of a wider framework for the liturgy.”
Individual churches would contain differing amounts of imagery
depending on size, location and the wealth and inclination of the
parishioners.

The architectural constitution of the church and the arrangement of

its decoration frequently formed a system of signs and symbols to be read by
the congregation.™ The cruciform shape of many churches served as a
reminder of Christ’s sacrifice and the Redemption. The convention of
placing certain artistic schemae in particular places within the interior, the
Last Judgment over the chancel arch, the figure of St Christopher over the
north entrance, or lives of the saints in the nave, served to incorporate

visually the events of sacred history into the communal observance of
religion.” The interior decoration of churches described the whole of

salvation history to the parishioners, beginning with the Creation, through
events of the Old Testament, to the lives of Mary and Christ, the
Crucifixion, Resurrection and-Last Judgment. Representations of these

" The best example of the latter is provided by the early- to mid-fourteenth century
Pienza Cope, which includes representations of the lives of saints Katherine and Margaret in
its decoration. See A. G.1. Christie, English Medieval Embroidery (Oxford, 1938), pp. 178-
183, plates 139-142. See also M. B. Freeman, ‘The legend of Saint Catherine told in
embroidery’, Metropolitan museum of Art Bulletin 13 (1955), pp. 281-293, for a general
introduction based largely on Continental examples.

7 See Peter Draper, ‘Architecture and liturgy’, in Alexander and Binski, Age of
Chivalry, pp. 83-91, and ‘The architectural setting of Gothic art’, in Nigel Saul, ed., Age of
Chivalry: Art and Society in Late Medieval England (London, 1992), pp. 60-75.

% Caiger-Smith, English Medieval Mural Painting, pp. 1-3.

" Ibid. C. E. Keyser’s, A List of Buildings in Great Britain and Ireland Having Mural and
Other Painted Decorations (London, 1883), is a useful sta<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>