
Basking in the Glow: Saint Veneration in Medieval Europe 
 
Modern Americans might have a hard time finding something in common with the 

parishioners of a medieval church. It is difficult to relate to foreign traditions, incomprehensible 
Latin, and obscure historical figures and it’s no wonder the images of stoic monks kneeling in 
prayer, foreboding cathedrals and ignorant peasants are seen as far removed from our 
technology-based society. However, as Michael Hollinger shows in his medieval farce, 
Incorruptible, the two worlds really aren’t so different. Despite widespread illiteracy and lack of 
instantaneous communication, there was a devotion to saints that rivaled our current obsession 
with celebrity. The cult of saintly relics that developed in the Middle Ages had some surprising 
similarities to Hollywood’s star making machine and cult of personality.  

Veneration of the saints arose from the belief that martyrs were received directly into 
heaven after suffering to the death for Christ. Because of their close proximity to God, they were 
thought to be effective intercessors for the living. To a medieval congregation, saints were not 
merely dead Christians providing a model for how to live, but idols that maintained a lifelike 
personality and could exercise free will and agency long after death. A saint’s mood might 
determine if a prayer went unanswered or why an illness was cured. Some saints were even 
reported to turn against worshippers that gave too small donations. 

Similar to how modern celebrities are categorized into groups of athletes, socialites, 
actors, etc., some medieval saints had “specialties” or were associated with certain ailments and 
troubles. There were patron saints for geographical areas, vocational groups, and social classes, 
as well as individual diseases or conditions. St. Foy, for instance, was a young woman from Gaul 
in the early 4th century. She was a popular saint with a shrine in Conques, France and was best 
known for her ability to cure blindness and free captives.  

A saint’s presence in a church was usually represented through some kind of relic – an 
item associated with Christ and the saints, or actual pieces of the their body. A handkerchief or 
piece of clothing, a remnant of the true cross, a piece of bone or even an entire skeleton might be 
displayed in an ornate church reliquary. It was thought that relics had healing powers and could 
cause miracles. The public would pay to visit or pray at the shrine and the relics of a prominent 
saint could bring huge fortunes to the lucky parish that owned them. But not every relic was 
created equal. Just as there are A-list celebrities now, some saints were in particularly high 
demand. The Virgin Mary was one of the most popular figures during the High Middle Ages and 
hundreds of shrines in her honor sprung up across Europe. 

Saint veneration reached a fever pitch in the 12th and 13th centuries. The crowds at major 
shrines like the one in Compostela, Spain were enormous and the behavior of some pilgrims 
when confronted with their favorite patron rivaled teen girls at the peak of Beatlemania. News of 
a miracle-working relic caused a public frenzy and crowds waited outside reliquaries for hours 
for a chance to bask in the glow of the sacred remains. Some economically savvy clerics noticed 
the trend and began faking relics for their chapels, creating a market for forgeries the way 
modern scalpers or knock-off merchants work today. 

The extremely devout, or perhaps desperate, Christian might even take a pilgrimage to a 
specific shrine or holy city. Pilgrims would sometimes help with chores at the church or offer to 
paint a mural of the saint to show their gratitude. At some pilgrimage sites, visitors were 
encouraged to make wax models representing the part of their body that had been healed. These 
wax statues acted as advertising for the church, proving all the miracles that had taken place at 



the shrine. At the cathedral in Canterbury, Henry of Maldon even hung his tapeworm on the altar 
as an offering of thanks. 

In the same way that sports aficionados seek out desirable autographs or keep ticket 
stubs, medieval pilgrims also brought home souvenirs. Visitors to Jerusalem or Constantinople 
might take a handful of dust from the Holy Land as a keepsake. Another option was to rub a 
piece of fabric on a sacred site or object in hopes that the holy properties were transferred to the 
cloth. Some pilgrims could buy medallions at their destinations and proudly displayed them on 
their clothing. An amulet from Canterbury, a scallop shell from Compostela, or keys from Rome 
were all coveted tokens that proved a person’s piety and extreme devotion. 

Those who stayed home still had ways to remember their favorite saint. By the 13th 
century, although a majority of peasants were still illiterate, books were commonly copied and 
circulated among the merchant and noble classes. The most popular ones were often hagiography 
– manuscripts that detailed the lives and works of saints and prominent church leaders. These 
biographies served a purpose similar to tabloid magazines or newspapers today. The narratives 
were sensationalized and the martyrs were described in language that elevated the saint almost to 
a deity. Not all the stories were rooted in truth and some saints were entirely made up, but the 
medium remained wildly popular. Like contemporary celebrities, the lives of saints were often 
filled with drama and tragedy and the detailed death scenes were especially graphic. St. Foy’s 
hagiography describes how she was burned to death on a red-hot grill and beheaded for refusing 
to sacrifice to pagan gods, while St. Cecilia was unsuccessfully boiled alive and partially 
decapitated before she finally died three days later.  

This kind of morbid fascination is still around, as evidenced by the hype surrounding the 
death of celebrities like Heath Ledger or Michael Jackson. These stars might not have died for 
religious reasons, but they are still put on a pedestal and idolized. The biggest difference between 
medieval icons and modern celebrities is that the medieval saints all reached their heyday after 
death. Aside from that, the boy band craze of the early 2000s is not so different from the 13th 
century cult of the Virgin Mary, and the current obsession with knowing each personal fact about 
Hollywood stars has its roots in religious hagiography. Significant cultural figures may not be 
religious anymore, but famous movie stars and athletes still have fans that look up to them with 
awe. 

Although Incorruptible is set in 1250, there is a decidedly contemporary feel to the 
characters. There are no Jonas Brothers and no Boston Red Sox, and yet the reverential way 
celebrities are viewed nowadays can be seen in the way the monks speak about saints and the 
Pope. The play might take place almost eight centuries ago, but audiences connect with it 
because they recognize part of their own culture within the rural French monastery. We 
religiously follow our favorite pop stars on Twitter or wear lucky team jerseys believing the 
small gesture will magically help our team win. If there is one thing to take away from 
Incorruptible, it’s that human nature doesn’t change much after all. 
 
 
--Jessie Baxter, October 2009 
 
For more information about the Middle Ages and Emerson’s production of Incorruptible, 
please visit our blog at http://blog.emerson.edu/incorruptible! 
 


