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2011 has been a good year for saints in the English-speaking world, and 

in Britain in particular. Indeed saints’ cults have been the subject of 

renewed interest in recent years from both scholars and the wider public. 

Events such as the progress of St Thérèse de Lisieux’s leg around 

England and Wales in late 2009, as part of its world tour (it visited 

Ireland in 2001), and the exhibition Treasures of Heaven (which opened 

in Cleveland in 2010, before travelling to Baltimore and London) have 

made saints’ relics and reliquaries, both medieval and modern, visible in 

a culture which, following the Reformation of the sixteenth century, had 

literally lost sight of them. The exhibition is accompanied by a typically 

well illustrated catalogue, containing short essays that present elements 

of recent scholarship on objects associated with saints’ cults (Martina 

Bagnoli, Holger A. Klein, C. Griffith Mann, and James Robinson (eds), 

Treasures of Heaven: saints, relics and devotion in medieval Europe 

(London: British Museum Press, 2011). This catalogue makes a major 

contribution to the documentation of objects associated with saints from 

Europe and beyond, and will serve as an important resource for their 

future study.  

A growing interest in some of the traditionally less familiar 

elements of medieval religion for post-Reformation cultures, along with 

an acknowledgement of the importance of religious belief and practice for 

the production of texts, buildings and objects, is also indicated by the 

dedication of the meetings of the Ecclesiastical History Society in 2009– 

2010 to the theme of ‘Saints and Sanctity’. Some of the work presented 

in this forum has now been published in the latest volume of Studies in 

Church History, which continues the tradition of bringing together work 
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by established and younger scholars in a collection of thirty-two essays. 

As in the Treasures of Heaven catalogue, the papers presented here 

address elements of the cult of saints across a very broad time period, 

from late antiquity to the present day.  

The book underlines the importance of collections of focused 

essays for academic scholarship, presenting a series of detailed (though 

usually short) discussions of particular topics, rather than aiming for 

comprehensive coverage. Some geographical regions and time periods are 

thus better represented than others, but the topics are probed in depth 

and readers are allowed to find links for themselves between saints and 

related practices — from desert hermits and early medieval Northumbria 

to twenty-first-century Australia. Whilst the essays are presented in 

broadly chronological order, reading the whole volume reveals many 

recurring themes. Thus despite the acknowledgement in the introduction 

that ‘no general message emerges from these papers’, the book as a 

whole showcases the richness of a field in which much more research 

remains to be done. It provides a range of perspectives on material 

associated with saints’ cults although, as one would expect, studies of 

texts predominate. These, however, make use of a range of approaches to 

the material to produce a stimulating collection of papers with, of course, 

some great stories of marvels, monsters, triumph and tragedy, and a 

sprinkling of sex and violence along the way.  

The importance of Peter Brown’s work is evident in many of the 

essays collected here, and forms the starting point for Andrew Louth’s 

presidential address with which the book opens. Louth raises 

fundamental questions about the nature of sainthood and the holy in the 

early Church in his discussion of monks and martyrs. He stresses the 

complexity of Christian experience, which is amply demonstrated in the 

papers that follow. The cult of saints in the early Church is represented 

by four studies of elements of early texts. Pak-Wah Lai considers St John 
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Chrysostom’s presentation of monastic saints, identifying the ideal 

qualities for such figures that Chrysostom selected to instruct his 

readers. This study is balanced by Elena Martin’s work on martyrs in 

Augustine of Hippo’s writings. She draws attention to Augustine’s limited 

use of violent imagery, particularly in connection with female saints and, 

echoing Lai’s paper, considers the connections between individuals and 

their status as ideal figures. The relationship between the personal and 

the social is developed in Peter Turner’s essay which looks at a broader 

section of hagiographic writing. He addresses the role of the personal for 

readers of this material, and ends by raising the question of whether holy 

men recognized themselves as such. The last of the studies of early 

Christian writing, by Alexis Torrance, tackles the rather enigmatic figure 

of Mark the Monk and his teaching on the need for repentance. In the 

concept of repentance, as expounded by Mark, Torrance argues that 

Christian ascetics found a means of pursuing sanctity. Between the last 

two papers Alan Thacker offers a different approach to the study of 

sanctity in his study of the cult of the martyrs in northern Italy. Thacker 

skilfully brings together documents and archaeological evidence to 

examine the relationship between the development of cults and 

ecclesiastical structures and power, and demonstrates the benefits of 

examining a wide range of evidence. He stresses the importance of the 

potential for the reinvention of cults, which is echoed in many papers 

dealing with later periods.  

With Maureen C. Miller’s study of vestments from St Cuthbert’s 

tomb, the volume jumps to the tenth century. This paper is the first of 

many tackling Northumbrian subjects, a focus explained by the fact that 

one of the Ecclesiastical History Society meetings took place in Durham. 

The description of these objects as ‘St Cuthbert’s vestments’ raises the 

topic of the association of gifts and precious objects with saints’ remains. 

Miller explores the significance of the objects in their tenth-century 
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context, and the history of such material as gifts, sketching the many 

values that could be invested in such objects, often simultaneously. The 

complex webs of significance surrounding the bodies of saints are further 

explored in Katharine Sykes’s analysis of the different kinds of economic 

value credited to saints. Using Adam of Eynsham’s thirteenth-century 

Life of Saint Hugh as a case study, she explores the different kinds of 

capital that could be generated or invoked in connection with saints’ 

cults in an investigation that, as she notes, may have particular 

application for the study of failed cults. In particular, she raises 

questions about the often subtle interplay between symbolic and 

economic value. Placed between the last two papers, Bernard Hamilton 

presents a compelling thesis as to why so few crusader saints were 

adopted and celebrated. He argues that the political climate mitigated 

against the rulers of the Holy Land (who may have had most interest in 

promoting the cults of those involved in the crusades of the eleventh to 

the thirteenth centuries) in successfully establishing cults. Thus he 

explains why the majority of saints associated with the crusades are 

connected with religious orders.  

The theme of power and saints’ cults is the topic of Samantha 

Riches’s study of encounters with monsters in hagiography. Whereas 

other papers address the role of the cult of saints in generating political, 

social or economic power, here Riches turns to the power of saints 

themselves. She argues that although the monsters differed, the device in 

general allowed saints to demonstrate a power to overcome an opponent, 

and thus protect their devotees. In particular she concentrates on tales 

in which monsters are contained and managed, rather than destroyed, 

suggesting that this served to emphasize their enduring power. It may 

also have encouraged those whose own spiritual or physical troubles 

were ongoing. The relationship between earthly authority and that of the 

saints is then explored in Gesine Oppitz-Trotman’s discussion of the 
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miracles attributed to St Thomas Becket. Concentrating on stories 

involving penance, Oppitz-Trotman explores how worldly conflicts were 

resolved through demonstrations of Becket’s mercy, and how this helped 

to establish his authority as a saint, whilst simultaneously granting 

benefits to his detractors. In this it contributes to a growing body of 

literature that explores how Becket moved from being an opponent to a 

favourite saint (both favoured and favouring) of the royal family, and 

members of the secular and ecclesiastical elite. 

The next essay in the collection offers a fascinating study of 

blindness — both physical and spiritual — and sanctity. Although Joy 

Hawkins concentrates on the later Middle Ages, her work will find 

application across a much broader period. She addresses the conditions 

which produced multiple alternative readings for the state of blindness, 

which could be presented as either a curse or a blessing, depending on 

the context or motivation of the author. Her work reveals a rich 

interaction between cases of physical blindness and readings of theology, 

which led to the recording of incidents that were dramatic, profound, or 

absurd, and sometimes all three at once.  From the discussion of real 

sight the volume moves to visions, with Chris Wilson’s discussion of 

visions in the lives of St Fursa. He explores how different authors chose 

to handle the visions in line with contemporary taste. This essay is 

followed by another study of responses to hagiographic writing which 

concentrates on the thirteenth-century sermons of Gilbert of Tournai, in 

which Gilbert cites St Katherine of Alexandria as a source for his 

attitudes to female saints. Christine Walsh explores Gilbert’s 

construction of an ideal form of female sanctity in the context of his 

concerns about real women in the form of the contemporary beguines. 

Once again, therefore, this paper demonstrates that part of the 

popularity of hagiography lay in its richness, diversity and flexibility, 
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which provided elements that could be applied to a very varied set of 

circumstances.  

The balance between the general and the particular is also evident 

in Aude de Mézerac-Zanetti’s work, with which the volume arrives at the 

Reformation. This essay takes us back to northern England and sets the 

liturgical reforms in a precise local context. In documenting changes to a 

selection of liturgical manuscripts, she explores alterations to material 

about Ss William of York, Wilfred, Cuthbert and John of Beverley, in 

comparison with the well-known treatment of Thomas Becket. She 

argues that the treatment of these saints in the liturgy can be related to 

specific political events, notably the Pilgrimage of Grace of 1536. The 

essay thus adds to the recent body of work which has stressed the 

complexity of events in the 1530s and 1540s, rather than reading them 

as being part of an inevitable decline, or a largely standard consequence 

of royal policy. The local appropriation of particular saints is also the 

subject of Salvador Ryan’s paper, this time concentrating on the interest 

in early martyrs in fifteenth-century Ireland, and subsequent centuries, 

as demonstrated through references to saints in surviving manuscripts.  

From this point on, the book attempts to balance studies of saints 

in cultures where tradition remained largely stable and those with 

significant breaks. The next three papers concentrate on the former with 

discussions of late medieval and early modern sanctity in Italy, centred 

around the development of relatively new cults. Patrick Preston contrasts 

two very different sixteenth-century Dominican saints: Pius V and 

Caterina de Ricci. The richness of the available biographical information 

seems to mark a major departure from the tendency towards abstraction 

observed in the earliest hagiographic material, although Preston notes 

that the saints shared a conformity that may have been considered 

particularly valuable in the Counter-Reformation Church. The paper also 

raises the issue of formal recognition of saints through the process of 
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canonization, and the tension between the period of their life and that in 

which they were formally recognized. This topic is explored by Oliver 

Logan, who addresses the use of St Luigi Gonzaga as a model and focus 

for youth devotion. Luigi was another sixteenth-century saint, but (like 

Pius V and Caterina de Ricci) was not canonized until the eighteenth 

century, when he was declared to be a patron of students in Jesuit 

institutions, a role later stretched to include youth more generally. Logan 

thus argues that the process of canonization and associated hagiography 

came to play a major role in promoting Catholic values, and in shaping 

the presentations of particular saints.  

The re-writing of history appears in even more dramatic form in 

the next two papers, which provide a pair of intersecting case studies of 

the English writers Christopher Watson’s and Robert Hegge’s accounts of 

Northumbrian saints. Although half a century apart, both writers strove 

to use local saints to form a new version of history for the current climate 

and their own ends, albeit offering some different responses to the 

material. These papers thus resonate with Aude de Mézerac-Zanetti’s 

work on the previous century.  

Returning to more devout cultures, Frans Ciappara offers a 

fascinating study of disputed sanctity in Malta. His contribution sheds 

light on popular piety and practices in conflict with the Church, and 

allows insights into sanctity from the position of a range of social groups. 

Ciappara concentrates on the response of the clergy, ultimately in the 

form of the Inquisition, to what they demonstrated to be the threat of 

false claims of sanctity amongst lay women. Even here, however, a range 

of views is discernible, as one of the women’s sins was inappropriate 

relations with their confessors! In response to the question posed by 

Turner of the Early Middle Ages, this essay offers an example of holy 

women who seem to have been all too aware of their status, and thus 

again sheds light on issues of power and gender.   
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The importance of the involvement of a range of social groups in 

maintaining a cult is also suggested by Colin Haydon’s study of the cult 

of St Winifred at Holywell in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

He explores its survival as a centre of pilgrimage for Catholics, notably 

including King James II, and local Protestants, despite repeated attempts 

to suppress it. The relationship between the royal family and the site also 

led to its association with the Jacobite cause. The theme of royal 

patronage (with particular emphasis on assuring the succession of a 

dynasty) reappears in a very different context in Richard Price’s 

consideration of the canonization of Serafim of Sarov in early twentieth-

century Russia. Here again the saint was adopted by a ruler after the 

birth of an heir, but Price also explores other elements of his cult that 

may have appealed to Tsar Nicholas II and his wife, and in particular, 

mystical writings and experiences linked to the saint. Although the two 

studies are chronologically and geographically distinct, in both cases 

religious fervour is shown to have contributed to political disaster for the 

monarchs involved.  

Between the two studies of saints and rulers are three papers that 

explore elements of religious writing in England in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. The first two offer studies of William Stevens and 

Henry Robert Reynolds that identify ideal qualities associated with these 

men by contemporaries. Both papers are based on descriptions of the 

men that use language reminiscent of descriptions of saints, but neither 

probes the significance of the language and its use in any detail. This 

would be an interesting area for further study. In the same vein, but 

taking a broader approach, Martin Wellings addresses ideal values 

expressed about a group of Wesleyans in the late nineteenth century, 

paying particular attention to changing attitudes to money and education 

in this period.  
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With the study of Serafim of Sarov and the canonization processes 

of the Catholic Church the volume returns to a clearer definition of 

saints. Indeed the next paper illustrates the continuing importance of 

some of the earliest accounts of saints, in the form of the desert hermits, 

in Ariana Patey’s study of Charles de Foucauld, who lived as a hermit in 

North Africa in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Patey 

explores how Foucauld tried to discipline his own life in imitation of 

Christ with the aim of converting others through example rather than 

preaching, in a conscious response to a range of medieval (and 

subsequent) writing. In contrast to Foucauld’s attempts to shape his own 

life, Sophia L. Deboick explores how St Thérèse de Lisieux’s public image 

was posthumously shaped through images produced and manipulated 

by her sister Céline, and managed by her former convent. Her work 

demonstrates the tension between popular consumption of images and 

the approval of the Church hierarchy in an era of mass-reproduction. 

In the penultimate two papers the focus shifts to Australia, with 

Rowan Strong’s study of the Anglican saint, John Ramsden Wollaston, 

and Josephine Laffin’s exploration of the circumstances surrounding the 

canonization of Mary MacKillop by the Catholic Church in 2010. Both 

papers address contrasts between the lives of the individuals involved 

and the values placed on them at the time of their formal recognition, 

and thus resonate with the studies of the sixteenth-century Italian 

saints. These essays also point to the importance of saints as national 

figures, in an era of increasing globalization, where saints, relics and 

their devotees are, as in the Middle Ages, very much on the move. Finally 

Michael J. Walsh presents a study which draws together many of the 

themes explored in this book in his analysis of Pope John Paul II’s 

canonizations. He identifies particular patterns in the creation of saints 

during John Paul’s pontificate and explores the problems faced by those 

wishing to promote particular causes.  During this period he notes that 
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martyred missionaries, and particularly Jesuits and Franciscans, 

together with those on the Pope’s itinerary, stood a very good chance of 

recognition, and suggests that ordinary Catholics are now unlikely to be 

formally acknowledged as saints unless they are associated with such 

figures. In a very different context, the 11,000 anonymous companions of 

Saint Ursula, or at least those represented in the bones attributed to 

them, might have identified with this problem! 

The detailed research on saints and their particular contexts 

presented in this collection underlines the spuriousness of drawing 

broad comparisons such as one between St Ursula’s medieval 

companions and the modern canonizations of John Paul II. All the 

contributions consider examples of saints and sanctity in precise 

historical and social contexts, exemplifying the flexibility of sanctity. The 

diversity of this book is both its weakness and its strength. Not 

everything in it will interest everybody, and some topics are easier for 

non-specialists to access than others. However the rewards for 

perseverance are many, as each paper contributes to building a picture 

of saints and sanctity over two millennia. At £50.00 the volume will be 

beyond the budget of most students, but it will be an important addition 

to academic libraries, and should thus perhaps be entrusted to St 

Jerome, patron saint of libraries.     
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