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The rich  literature  associated  with the Desert Fathers provides con- 

vincing  evidence o f  the important role played by charismatic figures in  the

transformation o f  Late Antiquity.'*' In  the West the L ife  o f  St  Martin by

Su lp ic ius  Severus and , even more e x p lic it ly , h is  Dialogues (Concerning St 

2
M artin) demonstrate how quickly  and completely this charismatic style 

in fected  the Latin-speaking western Empire, hardly a century after i t  had 

come to attract widespread attention in  the East . Several studies by Peter 

Brown have done much to c lar ify  the so cia l processes attested to in  this 

l it e r a tu r e , the r ise  o f the Holy Man in  Late A ntiq uity , and h is  function as 

a "v illa g e  p a t r o n ."^  Itiese great "fr iend s  o f God" served as the centres
4

around which the new Christian  so cia l order accreted , leading in  the East 

to a revival of the urban l if e  o f pagan antiquity  but in  the West to a new 

so c ia l  order —  essen tially  the social order o f  mediaeval Christendom —  

organized  around the cult  o f the s a in ts , now carefully  regulated by an 

episcopal e lite  largely  drawn from the old  Gallo-Roman aristocracy

For our knowledge of these processes in  later  Roman Gaul, we owe a 

special debt to the literature associated with  St Martin, to the w riting  o f 

Su lp ic ius  Severus which gives us in sig h t  into  the crucial formative period 

o f  this  cult  (ca . A .D . 400), and to the work o f  Gregory of Tours which presents 

to us a broad canvas depicting  most aspects o f l i f e  in  the sixth-century 

Regnum Francorum —  not least  the cult o f St M artin .^  I t  should be emphasized 

here that this p icture o f  M artin , in  my opinion , accurately represents the
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social reality  o f his cult —  however much Martin owes to his two inspired  

propagandists. In  fact , attention  to the detail which Gregory reports in  his  

four books about St Martin suggests that Brown’ s central thesis concerning 

the social function of the saint  as patron can be substantiated  much more 

completely. Both the language of the p articipants in  the cult o f Martin 

(technical vocabulary of Roman patrocinium ) and , even more s ig n ific a n tly , 

their  behaviour, as described by Gregory, belong to a r itu a l  o f appeal to the 

s a in t , modelled on appeals to secular patrons, in  which the circumstances 

and manner o f the appeal, as w ell as its  outcome, are prescribed  by custom. 

More important than the miraculous element in  the stories o f  h ealin g , exor­

cism, and helping which Gregory reports are what we might call the so cia l , 

or even p o l it ic a l , elements: strik in g  features of Gregory's  account are the 

weakness of the appellants , their  need for a strong patron, and the role o f  

the sa in t  in satisfy in g  that need, often through the bishop who was his 

formal representative in  this w o r ld .^

I t  is  to Gregory's hagiographie work that we owe this in sigh t  into  the 

functioning  of M artin ’s cult in  the later sixth  century. In  this respect 

the four books in  which Gregory collected  The Miraculous Deeds o f  St Martin 

simply exem plify the experience o f the Holy reflected  in  many of Gregory's
g

hagiographie works. But the VSM o f  Gregory of Tours is very far from con­

forming to the usual standards of ’’lit e r a r y ” hagiography (as evidenced

9
even in  Gregory's own w r it in g s ) . In  fact , the VSM is  a running collection  

in  four books, totalling  207 chapters, in  the manner o f a modem social 

w orker’ s case notes, concerning appeals made to St Martin and his  deeds in  

response to such appeals, as witnessed  by Gregory or carefully  collected  from 

eyewitnesses, for the most part over the twenty years o f Gregory’ s ep isco ­

pacy (A .D . 5 7 3 - 5 9 4 ) .^  This being  so , i t  is  the more remarkable that the 

appeals which Gregory reports f a l l  into a number o f clear categories and that 

this c lass ific a tio n  remains remarkably consistent over the twenty-plus years 

in which the appeals were recorded. By the mid sixth  century at lea st , i f  we 

can believe  Gregory's account, there was already a wide social consensus as 

to the nature and e ffec t  o f the praesentium signorum munera, as Gregory calls  

them (VSM I ,  1 ) . The cult o f the saint  was not something subject  to being 

"developed" in  one way or another by the bishop responsible for its  super­

v is io n ; rather, the bishop him self p articipated  in the established  relatio n ­

sh ip , as Gregory's frequent reports of his  own appeals amply attest . This 

does not prevent us from recognizing  Gregory as an able propagandist, but 

nothing en titles  us to suppose that the cult o f St Martin was a literary  

a r t i f a c t .^



Yet an examination o f  Gregory's hagiographie work as a whole makes i t  

clear that he was working w ithin  a clearly  defined  literary  context, drawing 

on o lder  hagiographie works and in fluencing  his successors in  turn. Beyond 

this  obvious observation nothing must be assumed. Rather, we must examine 

the context in  which Gregory worked: what were tne various influences which 

shaped h is  w rit in g , esp ecia lly  h is  hagiographie works? Here we must include 

not only litera ry  in fluences  but also oral trad itio ns , liturg y , and cult .

I t  is  also  necessary to review c r it ic a lly  Gregory's own work: are his  hagio ­

graphie works uniform, a ll  o f one piece? Or can we d istinguish  "sub-genres" 

w ithin  them? One important source o f in sight  must not be neglected : we must 

ask what was Gregory's own understanding o f  his  work? As it  happens, he 

g ives us some important clues in  a number o f  d igressions and passing  

remarks.

From these considerations arises our central question : what can we con­

clude regarding the relationship  or interaction  o f  text , b e l ie f ,  and social 

experience in  the hagiographie work of Gregory of Tours? To ask the question 

in  such a form is  already to anticipate  a conclusion: the interrelationship  

o f  text , b e l ie f ,  and experience is  probably much more dynamic than a tra d i­

tional approach to the study o f  the hagiographie literature  would allow . On 

the other hand, i t  may prove by no means so easy as is  often assumed to 

d istin g u ish  between "l it e r a tu r e " and " l i f e , "  between literary  stereotypes 

and patterns of behaviour. Fortunately, recent advances in  literary- critical 

theory have largely  d issolved  these conventional categories and replaced 

them with  a much more functional approach. I t  may w ell prove that modern 

views of the literary  process are actually  surprisingly  close to those of 

Gregory h im self: In  prin cip io  erat Verbum, et Verbum erat apud Deum et 

Deus erat Verbum . . . (John 1 :1  quoted IGM P r a e f .)  . I f  "the Word was 

made flesh  and dwelt among u s , "  perhaps hagiography continues the work of 

the Incarnation , that i s ,  re a liz in g  the Word in l i f e ,  bringing  the Word into 

l i f e .  In  this case i t  w ill  not be presumptuous to suggest that the work of 

the Redemption is  continued in  the hermeneutic process, as Gregory seems 

often  to suggest.

Let us now examine b r ie fly  the influences which helped shape Gregory's 

hagiographie works. Here , as o ften , h is  own words are our best guide . I f  

we compare what Gregory says to our own first-hand experience o f  extant 

hagiographie texts w ritten  in  Gregory's lifetim e or e a r l ie r , we can easily  

gain some idea  o f the general m ilieu  w ithin  which Gregory worked. The 

Apocryphal Acts o f  the Apostles are some o f  the most important and in flue ntia l  

o f early  C hristian  "hagiographie" w r it in g s . Although the genre continued



43 

to be popular for centuries, the most significant Apocryphal Acts were 

apparently written in the period ca. A.D. 150-300 and very widely diffused in 

many different versions in half a dozen languages.
12 

Some of the most 

colourful of these were well known to Gregory; the Acts of Thomas and the 

Acts of Andrew are explicitly cited in IGM 31/2 and 30 respectively. 

Gregory's work known under the title Liber de Miraculis B. Andreae Apostoli 

itself, as he tells in its Preface, is an epitome of a work which he had 

found, De Virtutibus S. Andreae Apostoli. He had eliminated certain passages 

which gave offense (presumably because of their heterodox theological content), 

but his words clearly indicate that he understood this text to belong to the 

s e ries of Apostolic Acts. In fact, Gregory's epitome has proven indispensable 

Lo the reconstruction of the original full form of the text, now no longer 

completelyextant.
13 

As for the Acts of Thomas, it has long been held that 

the standard Latin version is to be attributed to Gregory.14 Gregory no doubt 

knew other Apocryphal Acts; he certa~nly recognized their evangelical function 

and their theological interests which were often heterodox, as modern scholars 

have noted. Even a cursory reading of the Miracles of B. Andrew the Apostle 

will reveal how much this work has in common with the tradition on which it 

depends. It is the most consciously "literary," the most "novelistic" of 

Gregory's hagiographic works. 

Very different were the Vitae and the Passiones which Gregory drew on 

much more commonly. The IGM provides a good example of his method. In this 

survey of martyrs it is natural that Gregory should make use of historiae 

passionum, the official accounts of the sufferings of the martyrs, the 

reading of which was the central act of the annual liturgical re-enactment 

of their martyrdom. He often explicitly cites the relevant passio (e.g. IGM 

34 Bartholemew, 35 Clement Martyr, 37 Crisantus and Daria, 56 Amarandus, 

57 Eugenius). Often, too, he explicitly notes that non passio had been 

handed down (IGM 39 Martyrs at Rome); he remained hopeful, however, that some 

might turn up (IGM 43: nondum ad nos historia passionis advenit, cf. 55). 

M1at of the numerous other cases in IGM in which no sources are explicitly 

cited? Here the editors have often been able to identify a written source 

of one sort or another: Theodosius' work on the Holy Land is apparently 

used for stor~es set ~n that context (IGM 6, 8, 16, 17, 26); Rufinus' Latin 

version of Eusebius is another such source (IGM 16, 20, 27, 31, 34). Other 

similar instances could be adduced. But it is clear that Gregory here often 

draws on oral tradition, his own experiences, or accounts of witnesses. On 

one occasion, for instance, he describes some dramatic manifestations of 
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M artin ’ s virtus which took place at a ceremony over which he was presiding  

(IGM 14) : even in  that case he introduces further information with his 

customary formula: Ferunt . . . .  Such reports clearly  often  come from the 

general stock o f  oral tradition  (IGM 37, 6 2 , 7 5 , 9 5 ) .  Sometimes a sp ecific  

informant is mentioned by name {IGM 1 8 , 87) .

Even this b r ie f  survey of the IGM makes it  clear that Gregory's accounts 

o f  the martyrs are not literary  hagiography in the same sense as his work 

on Andrew. And the same observation applies to his account o f the 

Miraculous Deeds o f  St  Julian  ; the passio provides the starting  po int ; it  

is supplemented by other literary  sources, by accounts o f  eyewitnesses, and 

by Gregory's own experience. But the passio  it s e l f  is by no means a work 

o f  literary  hagiography comparable to the Apocryphal Acts from which 

Gregory's account o f St  Andrew is drawn. The passio  is  prim arily a l it u r g i­

cal text , essen tial to the establishment o f  a cult , as Brown has n o ted ,^  

and thus perhaps somewhat closer to the concerns o f  the average b e liev er , 

somewhat less subject  to literary  development than were the Apocryphal A c t s . 

The same could be sa id  o f  saints who did  not enjoy the privilege  o f  having 

been martyred.

Together with  vitae and passiones as important documents o f a less 

consciously litera ry  character associated with  the cult o f the saints are 

the v ir tu te s , the collections o f "Miraculous Deeds" which form such a large 

part o f  a ll  Gregory 's  work. Even in  the case of Andrew, as we have seen, 

Gregory has stripped  away much literary  m aterial o f  a theological or 

evangelical import in  order to concentrate on Andrew 's miraculous deeds, 

and he has r e t it le d  the work accordingly . In  h is  survey o f  famous martyrs 

(IGM) ,  virtutes play  a dominant p art : Gregory is  concerned to present the 

saints as a l iv in g  force m anifesting themselves through miraculous deeds at 

their tombs, or even more commonly, through relics  which did  not suffer  from 

the same im m obility. These martyrs, even the most remote o f  them, are no 

mere literary  constructs; they are presented as persons functioning as 

patrons (and the same can be sa id  o f  the confessors recorded in  IGC) .  These 

martyrs and confessors continue to live through their  c u lt . This being  so , 

i t  is not surprising  that the two figures who dominate in  Gregory's hagio­

graphie work are saints  in  whose cult Gregory had a close personal interest  

as Bishop o f  Tours, namely Julian  and Martin —  but pre-eminently Martin.

What were the materials which Gregory had to hand when he came to 

assemble these two collections of v irtutes? As I have already noted, the 

ancient passio  provides Gregory with his starting  point  for the Miraculous



Deeds o f  St  Ju lia n ; i t  is supplemented by other literary  sources, by accounts 

of eyewitnesses, and by Gregory's own experience. A few d eta ils  w il l  su ffice  

to characterize the context o f  his  work. The f ir s t  chapter o f  the VSJ reviews 

J u l ia n ’s l i f e  and martyrdom. I t  is clear that Gregory is  here drawing on 

the ancient Passio S .  Ju lian i (see editor ad l o c . ) .  This p a s s io , however 

fam iliar , is  a literary  document. As Gregory notes , it  must be confirmed 

from experience: Quod ne cuiquam fortassis  videatur in c r e d ib il is  esse 

n arra tio , quae audivi gesta f id e l it e r  prodam. And indeed the bulk o f  VSJ 

is drawn from reports or personal experiences. But before he comes to these 

experiences, Gregory searches out whatever records he can f in d : the verses 

on the tomb of Julian  and Ferreolus at Vienne (supplemented, o f course, by 

the oral tradition  preserved by the aedituus at the s h r in e ) . A letter  of 

Sidonius is also quoted in  support of the account which he has given ( V I I , 1 ) . 

A fter  a b r ie f  description  o f the spring in which J u lia n 's  severed head was 

washed, and o f its  miraculous efficacy  Gregory turns from ’’liter a tu r e " to 

" l i f e , "  that i s ,  to accounts of eyewitnesses and personal experiences. He 

r e a lize s , however, that his  act o f  recording these experiences endows them 

with a literary  q uality ; he fears that his own literary  ineptitude makes him 

ill- equipped for the task to which, however, he is impelled by his  love for 

his patron (VSJ 4 ) . Later on, he warns his  readers against  undue scepticism  

( VSJ 7, c f . 2 8 ) . From this it  is  clear that Gregory understood his own 

p osition  as a hagiographer to l ie  somewhere on the continuum between l it e r a ­

ture and l i f e ,  between the literary  documents {Acts, V ita e , Passiones) by 

which he had been formed and the virtutes which he sought to transform into 

something not unworthy of their  predecessors and models.

This same picture emerges even more clearly  from a survey o f  the 

Miraculous Deeds o f  St M artin . The Preface o f the f ir s t  book e x p lic it ly  

attests to Gregory's understanding o f  h is  own ro le . And throughout the 

work i t  w ill  be noted that Gregory adduces contemporary experience o f  M artin 's  

virtutes as evidence authenticating  records from the p as t . Many had already 

recorded the miraculous deeds o f St Martin: Sulpicius Severus is  given the 

place o f  honour. Here , too, is  evidence for Gregory's literary  so ph istica ­

tion : in  a few well-chosen words he alludes to S u lp ic iu s ' account o f  the 

Desert Fathers and their deeds, reported by Sulpicius only to increase 

M artin 's  glory -- Martin was the equal o f them a ll  together (VSM I ,  1 ) . ^

There follows a long chapter with excerpts from Paulinus ' poetic  account o f 

St Martin. A passing reference to the sim ilar work of Gregory's contempor­

ary Fortunatus anticipates the long excerpts which tollow , recounting M artin 's



virtutes  in Italy  (VSM I ,  2 end; I ,  13-16) . The visions which Saints 

Severinus and Ambrose enjoyed at M artin 's  passing seem also to have come to 

Gregory in  literary  form (VSM I ,  4 & 5 ) . And it  is unlikely  that the account 

o f  the translation  of M artin 's  remains during the episcopacy of St Perpetuus 

came down to Gregory in  oral form alone, however much the tale o f angelic 

intervention  was subject to oral expansion (VSM I ,  6 ) .

The rest o f  this long work is  devoted to recounting miraculous deeds o f  

St Martin which Gregory e ither  experienced h im self, w itnessed , or gathered 

from witnesses and p artic ip an ts ; in  any case , as I have explained  elsewhere, 

these virtutes  almost without exception occurred shortly before Gregory 

became Bishop of Tours (VSM I ,  7-40) or during the years o f Gregory's ep is ­

copacy (A .D . 573- 594), being recorded as they happened and gathered into 

books o f  approximately equal length (VSM I I ,  1-60; I I I ,  1-60; IV , 1-47, cut 

short by Gregory's death? ) . ^  Here again , as with h is  account o f Ju lia n , 

the context o f Gregory’s own work clearly  appears as a continuum lin k in g  the 

daily  experience o f  ordinary believers with the already "c la s s ic "  texts in 

which M artin 's  l i f e  and deeds had f ir s t  been recorded. Gregory's own comments 

eloquently  attest  to h is  understanding of what was expected in  a hagiographer 

—  also  to his own anxiety that he might prove unworthy o f  those expectations . 

Such expressions o f unworthiness are themselves a literary  commonplace, in  

G regory 's  case sometimes moving, often amusing. But our reaction should not 

obscure their content. I f  we hope to appreciate the transforming action of 

the hagiographer*s work, there is no better  guide than Gregory h im self.

In  two places Gregory gives a b r ie f  account o f h is  work. At the end o f 

his H isto ry , completed probably early in A .D . 592 (History  X , 2 4 , c f . 26 , 30, 

a ll  recounting events to be dated to 591 ) , Gregory assembled b r ie f  biographies 

o f the Bishops o f  Tours, concluding with an account o f  h is  own episcopacy 

(History  X, 3 1 ) .  This allows him to survey his work: the "ten books of 

H is t o r y , "  which he has ju st  completed, take pride o f p lac e ; a fter  this he 

alludes to "seven books o f  M iracles and one on the Lives o f  the F ath ers ," 

concluding with a reference to his Psalm Commentary and h is  books on the 

O ff ic e s  o f  the Church. While Gregory seems to d istinguish  here between his 

h is t o r ic a l  and hagiographie works, we should note (before turning to the 

la tt e r , which most concerns us) that even Gregory’s History  has a sp iritual 

purpose, being an account o f  the working out o f the providential dispensation 

in  his own time; it  is  certainly  far removed from "sec u lar” history! Neither 

here nor elsewhere does Gregory l is t  two o f  his most "l it e r a r y " hagiographie 

works, the accounts o f St  Andrew and o f  the Seven Sleepers o f  Ephesus (but



cf. IGM 94 for an allusion  to the l a t t e r ) , to say nothing o f  h is  putative 

Latin  version o f the Acts o f  Thomas to which I have already a lluded . These 

omissions are the more strange inasmuch as Gregory takes care to review his 

hagiographie w ritings in some d e ta il .

In  his work in  honour o f the Confessors o f Gaul, Gregory begins with 

self- deprecation (IGC P re fa c e ); this introduces a review of h is  l i f e 's  work 

probably w ritten  in  his last  years (he includes reference to the fourth book 

of VSM in cluding  incidents from the years A .D . 588- 594 ). The Martyrs are 

mentioned in  f ir s t  p lace , followed by Julian  and Martin; the seventh book 

incorporates biographies o f some fe lic io s i  , presumably the Vitae Patrum, 

w hile in the eighth place is listed  the work to which this notice is  pre­

fix e d , in honour of the Confessors. Gregory seems to have reworked or added 

to most o f these Books o f  M iracles throughout the latter  part  of h is  l i f e ;  

perhaps only the book on Julian  was essentially  complete at an early date.

We have apparently no way of fix in g  a date for the reworking o f  the book on 

St Andrew. The translation  of the Seven Sleepers o f  Ephesus from the Syriac 

may have been early inasmuch as it  is alluded to in  a later  work (IGM 9 4 ) .

I t  seems to me s ig n ific a n t  that Gregory has obscured his more "l it e r a r y " 

hagiography. For i f  one sets aside the Lives o f  the Fathers {L V P ), which are 

somewhat h isto ric al  in  character, the seven remaining Books o f  M iracles are 

much of a p iece  and clearly  opposed to the works on St Andrew and the Seven 

Sleepers . And, o f these a l l ,  the clearest contrast is  evident between Martin 

and Andrew, M artin 's  m anifestation being prim arily contemporary and "l iv in g "  

for Gregory, w hile for Andrew the literary  influence is dominant. The books 

on the Martyrs and Confessors (and Julian) fa ll  somewhere between the two 

po les . One should, however, resist  the impulse to c lassify  these d ifferen t  

works into d is t in c t  sub-genres. Gregory's work is  very much o f  a p iece .

And even i f  he has deliberately  obscured his own more literary  hagiography, 

a close examination o f  Gregory's methods and attitudes should arm us against 

his assumed naivety . Gregory is  anything but a naive reporter o f  the 

miraculous deeds o f Martin and Ju lia n .

Ancient narratives o f  J u l ia n 's  l ife  and passion  are confirmed for 

Gregory, as we have seen , by recent experiences, just  as the verses on 

J u l ia n 's  tomb are supplemented by the oral tradition  preserved by the 

aeditu us . Literary  ineptitude may be d istressing ; love o f  h is  patron compels 

Gregory to give literary  form to J u lia n 's  deeds. Literature and l if e  thus 

interact to their mutual b en e fit ; Fedania 's  description  of her v is io n , as 

reported by those who heard her , conforms with the popular conception of



J u l ia n 's  appearance: unde multis non absurde videatur, ei beatum martyrum 

apparuisse ( VSJ 9) . Every account o f the m artyr's intervention must be 

d iligently  expounded, quo fa c il iu s  fides  d ic tis  adhibeatur (VSJ 1 3 ) .  

Fortunately, re liab le  witnesses were to hand with the evidence o f  J u lia n 's  

v irtutes : Gregory's  uncle could point to a scar on his foot (VSJ 2 3 ) .  Who 

would doubt the word of Bishop Gallus? Who would doubt the word o f  an abbot, 

one o f  whose monks had benefitted  from J u l ia n ’s intervention (VSJ 28 )?

Gregory him self remembered v is it in g  J u l ia n ’s shrine at Brioude during the 

summer festiv al  (Aug. 28) with his whole family when he was s t i l l  very young; 

h is  brother Peter had been cured o f  a fever (VSJ 24) . Relics had spread the 

cult  o f Julian  far beyond his b a s il ic a  at Brioude (VSJ 3 2 ) . And i f  Julian *s  

relics  could reach the O r ien t , why be surprised that fa ith ful  brothers 

brought home accounts o f virtutes m anifest even there (VSJ 33 )?  A ll o f this 

had happened before Gregory's consecration in 573 . As Bishop o f  Tours, he 

had a special in terest  in  the church which some monks had b u ilt  there at 

Tours in  honour o f St Ju lia n  (VSJ 3 4 ) .

I t  seems lik e ly  that many of the remaining virtutes which Gregory reports 

were thus worked closer to home (VSJ 35 , 36 , 37- 40). Other miraculous deeds 

were reported by friends (VSJ 41-45, Arridius from Limoges) , or brought to 

the B ish o p 's  attention  by residents o f  Tours (VSJ 47- 49). But the incident 

which closes the collection  o f J u l ia n 's  virtutes is especially  instructive 

(VSJ 5 0 ) . There Gregory reports how the presence and cooperation of Julian  

and N icetius o f Lyons, invoked by the relics  with which a rural church in 

the territory  o f Tours had been consecrated, were confirmed by a cure in 

which the two saints  had cooperated (with reference to LVP 8 , 8 ) :  here the 

jo int  consecration enacted p ublicly  by Gregory is confirmed by a miraculous 

cure which validates  both h is  action in  so consecrating the church and the 

account which he has c irculated  of that action! He makes the purpose of 

this exercise clear in  a concluding remark: "From a ll  these m iracles the 

attentive reader may conclude that he can win salvation  only with the help o f 

the martyrs and other friends of God” (VSJ 50 end) . But Gregory him self 

does not stand apart from this transaction : in  his fin al words he prays to 

obtain  divine  mercy by the patrocinia  o f the martyr Ju lia n , so that with 

Julian  as h is  advocate in  court before the Lord, he may carry through his 

l i f e  to a worthy conclusion.

Gregory's methods and attitudes stand out s t i l l  more clearly  in  his 

work on St M artin. The substantial Preface to Bk. I  enunciates h is  p o sitio n : 

the miracles which God has deigned to work through Martin serve to confirm 

the fa ith  of b e lie v e r s . Present virtutes authenticate records o f miraculous



deeds from the p ast . But authentication requires that contemporary virtutes 

continue to be recorded. This posed Gregory with something of a problem. 

Admonished in visions to record the deeds o f St M artin, Gregory was seized  

with g r ie f  and terror —  g rief  at the thought of deeds remaining unrecorded, 

terror at his own r u s t ic ita s . He consoles him self with the thought that our 

Lord chose fisherm en, not philosophers: Martin him self w ill  endow his account 

with g lory . Gregory returns to these prefatory themes at the beginning o f 

each new book o f  the VSM. The Preface o f  Book I I  states it  c learly ; he has 

recounted the deeds o f  Martin ut non traderetur oblivioni quod Dominus 

exercere dignatus est in laudem a n testitis  s u i . He w ill  make up for his lack 

o f  s k ill  with  the sheer numbers o f deeds recorded (more accessible now that 

he is dealing  with events of his own ep isco p acy ). Perhaps it  is not fitt in g  

for him to begin Book I I I  with an account of his own cure. But fear seizes 

him again : to conceal even h is  own cure would be to cheat the s a in t , some­

thing the more offensive  given our obligation  to o ffer  reverent service to 

the "fr iend s  o f  God" (VSM IV  Preface citing  Psalms 1 3 8 :1 7 ; 1 4 :4  & 5 ) .  Every­

one renders honour to his own patron, the more so when he has been cured by 

his p atro n 's  virtus (c f . VSM I ,  32 , I I ,  4 0 ) .  But the honouring o f patrons 

who are friends o f God requires appropriate t a len ts : utinam ignavia mentis 

nostrae perm itteret eum sic  venerari, ut decet amicum Dei (VSM IV  P re fa c e ).

And when he has reviewed the work of h is  talented  predecessors, Gregory re­

turns to h is  theme: how d i f f ic u l t  it  is  to praise  Martin adequately; it  must 

suffice  to recount his story (h is t o r ia ) in straightforward fashion (VSM 1 , 5 ) .  

We are reminded of the d iff ic u lt ie s  o f G regory's position  every time he 

professes , as he often  does in  almost formulaic fashion , "We are unable to 

pass over this in s ile n c e” (VSM I ,  6 , 29 ; I I ,  1 0 , 14 ; IV , 3 2 ) . This theme 

finds eloquent expression when Gregory comes to recount how Martin raised  a 

child  from the dead (VSM I I ,  43) : Quid sile/nus? Quid occultamus p a u c i, 

quod populi déclamant multi? The hagiographer must be content to reflect  

popular fervour.

Thus we see that the d iffic u lty  of p rais in g  Martin adequately w il l  not 

serve Gregory as an excuse to avoid the task . But there were other problems 

facing the would-be hagiographer, some of them more intractable . F irst 

there were the great numbers of M artin 's  miraculous deeds. At the beginning 

o f his work Gregory had been impressed with the number o f  M artin ’ s virtutes 

reported from Italy  by his friend  Fortunatus: "They were so numerous that 

they could scarcely be gathered up in words once they had been dispersed , so 

unbounded that they could not be stored away on pages" (VSM I ,  1 6 ) . This 

may have been to some extent a commonplace; i t  is no surprise from an



e n th u siastic  b e lie v e r . There can be no doubt that Gregory is sin cere ; a 

rescue from attack by robbers prompts him to remark that the troubles and 

g riefs  from which Martin had saved him were so many that it  would be a task 

o f great length even to recount, much less to record them (VSM I ,  3 6 ) .  How 

much more is this so i f  every deed is to be recorded ( I I /  54 cf. I ,  4 0 ) ,  while 

Martin continues to m anifest him self on a d aily  basis  ( I I ,  6 0 , I I I ,  4 4 )!

There were s t i l l  more serious problems: many deeds were never recorded 

through simple negligence ( I ,  6 ) .  More scandalous was the idea that some 

people came to be cured and were cured but returned home secretly , so that 

they were seen by no one and their  names never recorded ( I I I ,  4 5 )!  Rumours 

would a r is e , none the le s s , that the saint  had manifested his v irtu s ; the 

custodians o f  the shrine would be summoned to be interrogated by Bishop 

Gregory; even so the names o f  individual appellants could not always be re­

covered ( I I I ,  4 5 ) . Surely we must fin d  such a situation  as thought provoking 

as Gregory did  I What does i t  s ig n ify  that many could obtain M artin 's  help 

who would never freely  acknowledge their  p etition ?  At the very least  it  

reminds us that we are dealing  with  a complex social phenomenon, not the 

litera ry  a rtifa c t  o f an ambitious bishop working in iso la tio n . I f  a ll  these 

secret virtutes  were to become p u b lic , as Gregory notes, not only books but 

even the world would not su ffic e  to contain them, as the evangelist has said  

o f the Lord ( I ,  39 with reference to John 2 1 :2 5 ) .  And yet Gregory prays to 

witness s t i l l  more miracles so that he may gather them up in  further books 

ut ea quae ostenduntur non oculi sed magis debeant populari ( I I I ,  6 0 ) .

For this addiction  the motive is  not far  to seek: hagiography was a 

redemptive activ ity  —  for the hagiographer inasmuch as the reading of the 

s a in t 's  deeds in  his honour might assure the one who had recorded them 

refrigerium  pro d e lic tis  ( I ,  40 c f . I I ,  6 0 ,  I I I ,  6 0 ) .  For the other fa ith fu l  

the co llectio n  and preservation o f  v irtutes was no less b e n e fic ia l : reciting  

the s a in t 's  deeds often  provided the occasion for a cure, the l ite r a l  re­

enactment o f  M artin 's  virtus ( I I ,  1 4 : a paralyzed  g ir l  was cured while 

Gregory was reading the contestationem de sancti domini v irtutibus —  here 

referring  to St  Martin) . This was a common experience i f  we may judge from 

the number o f  virtutes recorded on the occasion o f  one of M artin 's  festivals  

(e.g. I I ,  3 , 1 2 , 1 4 , 2 4 , 2 9 , 3 1 , 34 , 4 4 ,  4 6 , 47 , 49 with ex p lic it  reference 

to the reading  o f M artin rs L i f e ,  54-56; Books I I I  & IV  show a sim ilar 

frequency) . From this we begin  to form some idea of the social importance 

o f  the hagiographer and h is  work —  through his art he helped to create social 

r e a lit y . But this noble view of art as social creation should not surprise



the student of litera tu re , ancient or modern. I t  w ill  be appropriate to 

conclude with some reflections  on the creative power of the word, examined 

in the lig ht  of recent studies o f  the interaction  o f  text , b e l ie f , and social 

experience .

The fame of Martin in  the mediaeval West cannot easily  be overstated .

Whether one resorts to the evidence o f church dedications , place names, or

literary  references , it  seems evident that the cult o f Martin spread very

widely over western Europe in a remarkably short time after  h is  death.

M artin 's  charismatic g ifts  had an immediate impact on popular consciousness,

no doubt; but much credit for the wider fame of Martin must go to Su lp ic ius

Severus in the first  place and a fter  him to Gregory of Tours. Bede finds it

unnecessary to say anything about Martin in  the entry for Nov. 11 in  his

martyrlogium: "His l i f e ,  h is  wondrous deeds and signs have been described

quite clearly  by Sulpicius  in  eloguent language; and Gregory . . . has

18
written  at great length about him in his  books of M ir a c le s ."  I t  is  tempt­

ing to argue, as I have tried  to do in  another p lace , that Martin may w ell 

have served as the model for some remarkable and charismatic early Anglo-

19
Saxon Holy Men; the case can , at lea st , be argued for Oswald and Cuthbert.

But the studies of this sort suggest a d if f ic u lt  and provoking question : 

what is the relationship  between literary  stereotypes of Holy Men and S a in ts , 

and their  actual social roles? Two extreme views are p o ssible : the obvious 

resemblance o f one hagiographie work to another reflects simply the literary  

dependence o f  hagiographers on the work of their predecessors. A ltern ativ e­

ly , the sim ilarity  o f s a in ts ' l iv e s , one to another, is to be explained  by 

independent description  of sim ilar  social phenomena. Both these extreme 

positions are dangerous, though the former is  perhaps the more common, given 

the fact that we work with literary  texts in  the f ir s t  p lace .

A middle view seems more sen sib le : b e l ie f , experience, and text a ll  

interact  in  some way, both in  literature  and in  l i f e .  B e lie f  and experience 

interact to produce the text , in  the way we have witnessed in  Gregory's 

work. But the text , in  turn , also becomes part of the b e lie f  system, 

conditioning  experience and the reflectio n  o f  experience in  further texts .

And this interactive  process, which we have witnessed in  Gregory's work, is 

remarkably sim ilar to the process which contemporary literary  theorists have 

described as acting w ithin  the "f ic t iv e  trian g le " o f myth, experience, and 

fic t io n , "f ic t io n " here denoting the text which arises from, and contributes 

to, the interaction  of b e l ie f  systems (myths in the fundamental sense) and

personal experience. A ll literary  activ ity  occurs within  this triangle  of

. . ^ . 20 
in te rac tio n .



Hagiography is a creative a c t iv ity : this should not be taken to imply 

that it  is  a r t if ic ia l  or arbitrary . Hagiographie texts w ill  carry conviction 

insofar  as they contribute to the meaningful structuring o f experience along 

mythic l in e s , ever constant, ever new. In  this hagiography is  no d ifferent  

from history  —  or from ’’f ic t io n " in  the common sense o f the word. Meaning 

arises from relatio nsh ip s ; it  is  embedded in  l i f e  and always dynamic. I t  is 

for this reason, sure ly , that Gregory in  the Preface to h is  stories o f  the 

martyrs quotes from the Gospel o f  John, as I have indicated  (John 1 :1- 3;

1 4 ) :  "In  the beginning  was the Word . . . And the Word was made flesh  and 

dwelt among us, and we saw His glory , glory as o f the Only Begotten o f  the 

Father, fu ll  o f  grace and t r u th ."  Only the knowledge o f  the Incarnate Word, 

so Gregory asserts , can validate our experience o f the miraculous deeds of 

the saints and reveal the stories o f  the pagans for what they are : tamquam 

super harenam locata et c ite  ru itu r a . Gregory understood from the beginning 

what we are only now learning anew: the text , a risin g  from myth and return­

ing to i t ,  is constitutive  o f experience, and only in  the second place is 

experience the standard by which we measure the text . This being so , hagio­

graphy participates  in the Incarnation  and the study o f  hagiography, as 

Gregory b eliev ed , is  surely redemptive.
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