THE ROLE AND SYMBOLISM OF THE DRAGON

IN VERNACULAR SAINTS' LEGENDS, 1200-1500

BY

PATRICIA BROWN

A thesis submitted to the Faculty of Arts
of the University of Birmingham
for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

School of English
Faculty of Arts
The University of Birmingham

July 1998



UNIVERSITYOF
BIRMINGHAM

University of Birmingham Research Archive

e-theses repository

This unpublished thesis/dissertation is copyright of the author and/or third
parties. The intellectual property rights of the author or third parties in respect
of this work are as defined by The Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988 or
as modified by any successor legislation.

Any use made of information contained in this thesis/dissertation must be in
accordance with that legislation and must be properly acknowledged. Further
distribution or reproduction in any format is prohibited without the permission
of the copyright holder.



ABSTRACT

This thesis looks at the role and function of the dragon in the saint's encounter with the
monster in hagiographic texts, written primarily in the vernacular, between 1200 and 1500.
Those connotations accrued by the dragon which are relevant to this thesis are traced from their
earliest beginnings. Although by the middle ages the multi-valency of the dragon is reduced to
one primary symbolic valency, that of evil and significantly, the evil of paganism, the dragon
never loses completely its ancient associations and they help to colour its function within the
narrative. The symbolic use of the dragon in vernacular saints' lives is generally consistent,
although allowing for different didactic emphases. However, the two legends on which this thesis
concentrates are those of St George from Caxton's Golden Legend and St Margaret from the
Katherine Group. Each reveals tensions within the text when the dragon's role departs from the
familiar hagiographic topos. Firstly, the role of the hagiographic dragon is identified by a
comparison with that of the dragon in romance. Allowing for cross-fertilization, this thesis
focuses on the significance of the hero's dragon-fight and the saint's dragon encounter to
differentiate between the ethos of the romance and hagiographic genres respectively. Tensions
are created in the hagiographic text when the romance topos of the dragon-fight is used in
conjunction with the hagiographic dragon encounter, as in the iegend of St George. Finally, in
the legend of St Margaret, the dragon's appearance unbalances and unsettles the perspective

of the narrative when its role and function are deployed in the promulgation of virginity.
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CHAPTER 1 - DRAGON LORE AND THE DRAGON

| begin this examination of dragon-lore with a description from Diodorus Siculus'
Bibliotheca Historica'. Recorded as a real event, the description of the capture of this immense
serpent-like dragon for King Ptolemy reveals the main characteristics of this monster, its huge
physical size and its aggression and hostility towards any living creature which it can kill in a
variety of ways: 'This serpent was o cubites of length and was accustumed euermore to lye by
the waters side knyttyng and rollyng hym-self all vppon an hepe as though it had bene a thyng
immoble; and when any other beste came toward the watre for to drynke, anon he wold stert vp
at oones, and either he wolde bite theym, orrelies wynde hym-self about theire legges enviroun,
and so styng theym vnto dethe and fynally distroy theym, fedyng hym-self vppon theym for his
repaste.’ It also shows that such creatures were not categorised as 'fabulous’ or the product of
a vivid imagination and so by contrast it illuminates the use made of the dragon in romance and
hagiography, subjects of later chapters. Although the hyperbolic account suggests the author
had his audience very much in mind in his intent to frighten and excite, the graphic description
does emphasise the dangers and the problems of capturing such a powerful and deadly beast
but nevertheless it js subdued successfully by ordinary labouring men, simply becuse there are
enough of them,; significantly there is no single-handed attempt to deal with the dragon. This
sets it apart from the hagiographic and romance topos in which the dragon is subdued by one
person, the hero or saint respectively, whose superhuman powers make the protagonist
especially fitted for the task. After capture, the dragon is shown as a sad and sorry creature with
broken teeth and it is deliberately starved into submission. At first Diodorus's dragon is awesome
for it possesses death-dealing attributes which recall the dragon of the scriptures and romance

but it is diminished in this account by its ignominious end.

! Diodorus Siculus, Bibliotheca Historica, trans. John Skelton, eds. F.M. Salter and H.L.R. Edwards,
EETS, OS, 233 (1956), Liber Quartus, pp.260-262, (p.261). Skelton's transiation is a translation of a
translation. The original History of the World was written in Greek in the first century BC; the work was
then translated into Latin before the middle of the fifteenth century by Poggio Bracciolini. It was this
version which Skelton translated into English towards the end of the fifteenth century.



2

For the God-fearing Christian, the creature called the ‘dragon' assumes a more ominous,
supernatural presence for its close association with evil and death ensures it has a long-
established symbolic significance for mankind. Diodorus's dragon may overawe the reader by its
sheer physical might and size but it lacks the portentous presence of the scriptural dragon, the
dragon of the bestiary and of romance.? Clearly, the episode is meant to be regarded as a
historical fact, an authentic account of an actual capture, historically documented. That the
capture is motivated by King Ptolemy who resides in Alexandria heips to substantiate its
authenticity, although it would appear that in general the attributes of crocodile and snake have
been conflated here to create a rare creature. The serpent, thirty cubits in length, is described
as lying by the water coiling and uncoiling itself but ready to bite or to sting to death and then
eat any creature who comes to the water to drink. Although the capture is a dangerous task, with
money as an inducement, the hunters plan how they might cooperatively secure this ‘wilde
worme'.

It possesses the familiar attributes of a dragon and in many ways resembles the
description of Leviathan in Job 41: it is associated with fire, insofar as its eyes glow and flame
and its scales have the hardness of armour. It hisses like serpent yet, unlike a serpent, it has
tusks and bristles which suggests features of the wild boar. It also has the means to kill its
enemy by delivering a fatal sting as a snake might, aithough first winding itself around its victim
to immobilize it. Significantly, the medieval bestiaries recorded this characteristic of the dragon,
although the victim was suffocated by the dragon's strangle-hold grip. This monster is an
amaigam of repellent reptile and a feared and ferocious animal. Ptolemy’s dragon or serpent is
associated with water, as the dragon had been from the earliest times of its existence. As a
jealous withholder of life-giving water, the dragon's function is a destructive one but there is no

overt symbolic significance.

? The account of Diodorus Siculus also records that King Ptolemy liked collecting strange and huge
creatures and had what amounted to a zoo, including elephants which indicates that the dragon was
regarded as an extant animal, albeit unfamiliar and unusual.
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However, the emphasis of the account is on the action of capture, the securing of a
dragon for Ptolemy. 'But when it was so they approched nere vnto hym and sawe his glasyng
ien glowyng and flamyng like vnto fire, and how he lay likkyng his lippes with his towng, and the
horrible sharpenes and hardenes of his scales, as often as he moved theym how they sheverd
and ruskeled to-gedre like as it had bene hameis of plate, and his tuskes that stode out tusked
as a tentre-hoke, his lothely wide mouth discoloured vgly to behold, they were wondrely agast.
They set theire bestes with ropes, cheynes, and hokes to catche hym by the taile; but anon as
he feled it, he busked hym vp with his breme bristels makyng an hissyng terrible to here. And
when theire bestes stert bak for drede of the noise, he raught to the best that next hym stode,
and ravenously devoured hym and swalowed hym quyk, and cawght with his taile a felow that
wolde have fied, plukkyng hym harde vnto hym and stang hym to the dethe.’

The rest of the men run away but their greed makes them determined so they make a
strong net, stop up the hole of the serpent's den and a great force of archers, horsemen and
people with slings observe the dragon from afar off. No one is brave enough to go near it but
such is the noise, the serpent is so confused it is trapped by the net when it cannot take refuge.
Finally with broken teeth and bruised tail the serpent is taken to Ptolemy who feeds it little at first
until it is tamed, 'nurrished vp' and put on display.

By contrast, the modemn reader is likely to regard the dragon as a fabulous animal
conjured up in a stereotypical picture of a two-winged monster with a body covered in hard
scales. It has a developed snout, often an eagle-like head, a lashing tail and it exhales fire. This
is the monster killed by St George and celebrated also in countless artistic depictions as being
repulsive and hostile to man. For centuries European artists have employed these basic features
in paintings and drawings while creating their own individual interpretations, and emphasising
certain attributes, for example with regard to colouring and size. St George encountering and

kiling the dragon has been a popular subject for painting from medieval times onwards. in Paulo

> Diodorus Siculus, pp. 260-261 .
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Ucello's painting of St George dispatching the dragon, (c.1460), the vivid green dragon dwarfs
both saint and maiden. Its huge muscular limbs, of which the front two only are visible, have
clawed feet like those of some gigantic bird. Its eyes, set in a head covered with protuberances,
are wild, its ears cow-like and its mouth is wide open, displaying teeth, prominent fangs and a
long, thin pointed tongue. Its two wings are bird-like, yet webbed. On the outer and inner sides
are three pink and blue concentric rings respectively, like big deceptive eyes. Its tail is narrow
and elongated and looks like jointed armour. This is perhaps the oddest of dragons, its curious
proportions the result of Ucello's interest in perspective.

Whilst usually shown or described as a huge creature, in some depictions the dragon is
relatively small and resembles a large, fleshy snake. Sometimes it is much smaller in comparison
with Ucello's dragon: the dragon lying at the feet of St George in Mantegna's painting of the saint
(1460) resembles a large mastiff. Whatever the pictorial representation of the dragon, whether
large or small, it is a creature which inpires abhorrence and fear, a greater fear than that inspired
by a wild animal like the lion which is dangerous also. While the lion fights with claws and teeth,
the dragon can bring to bear a greater number of unusual weapons from which there is little
chance of escape: primarily fire and poison but aiso a lashing tail and a vast teeth-lined mouth.
More importantly, the dragon carries with it sinister connotations for it has also become an
embodiment of evil, a representation of Satan.

in medieval churches the dragon was often featured in the decoration of font, pillar and
misericord and in general it was given the shape and scaliness of a crocodile with the addition
of wings. However, the very earliest representations of dragons would not be recognised as
such today. Many were compounded of equine, avian, leonine or other animal parts in a variety
of permutations, often depending on the animals with which a particular race was familiar.
Between these very early dragons or composite beasts, and the later representations, there has
been a long evolutionary process, the image of the dragon and its significance developing and
changing with the different cultures in which it has featured.

In the East, the dragon has a more benign image than its European counterpart, aithough
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it can be bad-tempered and even malevolent. Some of the Chinese emperors claimed descent
from the dragon, indicating the reverence in which it has been held historically in the East. Most
usually wingless, it resembles more a flying serpent than the weightier beast we are accustomed
to call a dragon. Associated with mountains and more particularly with water, as are dragons in
general, the Chinese dragon has the capacity for metamorphosis, sometimes changing into
human shape. it has the power of speech but will not tolerate being looked squarely in the eye.
There does not appear to be a tradition of the dragon fight in Oriental dragon tales because it has
never been completely associated with evil, as it has been in Europe and what we now call the
Middle East. At first the European dragon had an ambivalent image for, as a symbol of water,
it could be regarded as beneficient when rain fell and guaranteed the fertility of the crops but
when a lack of water brought drought or an excess of it caused flooding, death and destruction,
then the dragon was regarded as malevolent.

Although dragons the world over share certain basic characteristics which enable them
to be called 'dragons', they possess no fixed physical form or behavioural pattern. There is no
standard dragon and variations are to be found in the literature and art of different cultures
although, except for a very few occasions in folkiore, the Westermn dragon's primary characteristic
is malice towards mankind. So, like a palimpsest, varying kinds and shapes of dragon are
glimpsed, often only sketchily, from the earliest depictions in the Middle Eastern creation myths
to the later European representations but they are testimonies to the long and diverse process
of the accretion and evolution of dragon lore.

It is not the purpose of this chapter to trace or explore in detail the complexities of the
many and varied myths and legends which grew up around the monster we call the 'dragon’ but
it is necessary to trace those elements of dragon iore which, evolving over the centuries, are of
significance to a study of the function of the dragon in medieval hagiography in particular. The

Greek word ‘drakon’, Latin 'draco’, from which the English word 'dragon’ comes, means 'snake'
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and indeed 'dragon’ and the two words are often used interchangeably in the Christian tradition.*
Heinz Mode makes the point that the word 'dragon’ was not a word which existed in pre-Hellenic
times and he says it cannot be found before this time in the descriptions of monsters in the
writings from Mesopotamia, Egypt, India or China for example.® However, it is in the Middle East
that the first 'dragon’ appears, in the myths which seek to explain the beginnings of the worid
both on a cosmic and human scale. The Babylonian Bwma elis is such a myth and recognised

as an important starting point in dragon lore.

EARLY MIDDLE EASTERN ENUMA ELIS.

What distinguishes the type of monster we refer to as a ‘dragon’ from other monsters,
equally prevalent in legend and myth, is its close association and originally its identification with
the seas and primeval waters. However, its physical characteristics, as depicted in art, depend
on the imagination and interpretation of the artist in these early cultures. The dragon first
appeared in what we now call the Middle East, in the creation myths, like the Babylonian epic of
creation called Bruma elis of about the eighth century B.C., in which the female dragon Tiamat
fights her son Marduk. The title of the myth comes from the opening words: "When sky before
the earth was formed.’ It recounts how Marduk eventually subdues his mother in order to allow
for the creation of the universe. Order and stability are established out of primeval chaos so that
the salt seas, the element of Tiamat and the meaning of her name, are constrained, and land can
emerge on which newly-created man, the servant of the gods, may live. This conflict clearly
showed that the concept of evil was closely associated with destructiveness and disorder and
the frustration of a stable universe in which each element had its appointed place. Although the

description of the god Marduk includes mention of his specific weapons, like the winds, a bow

* Both the Anglo-Saxon and Middle English dictionaries equate the dragon with the serpent: The
Anglo-Saxon Dictionary, eds. Joseph Bosworth and Northcote Toller (Oxford, 1882) and The Middle
English Dictionary, eds. Shermann M. Kuhn and John Reidy (Michigan, 1965).

* Heinz Mode, Fabulous Beasts and Demons (London, 1975), p.116.



7
and arrows and a mace, the cosmic scale of the description recalls the divine champion of the
Israelite creation poetry, (see below). Creation's future depended on the keeping in check of
those forces of chaos, the engulfing seas, represented above all by the sea-monster.

G. Elliot Smith draws attention to the widely divergent depictions of these early dragons
by reproducing two diagrammatic drawings, one from a cylinder-seal from Susa which Elliot
Smith claims shows the earliest picture of a dragon composed of the fore-part of the falcon of
the Egyptian solar god, Horus, united with the hindpart of the lioness of Hathor, in her destructive
aspect of Sekhet and also incorporating the qualities of the water-god, Osiris.® The fight between
Horus and the evil Set, who has murdered his brother, Osiris, is a myth of confrontation, the
opposing sides representing light, fertility and creation, on the one hand, and darkness, drought
and death on the other. However, the student of modern heraldry would not regard the
composite beast of the Susa seal as a 'dragon’ but possibly an early type of gryphon or griffin,”
thus reinforcing the underlying impossibility of determining what was the earliest depiction of a
dragon. ltis quite different from the adjacent illustration of Tiamat taken from a Babylonian seal,
now in the British Museum, which Elliot Smith believes to be the earliest representation of the
dragon, Tiamat. She has two wings, a scaly body, four legs and a longish neck and she has a
resemblance to the popular concept of the Loch Ness monster. It was not until the Middle Ages
with the development of heraldry and heraldic devices that the stylised, stereotypical drawings
of composite monsters like the dragon, the griffin, the cockatrice and the wyvern for example
began to develop certain conventional attributes, aithough the dragon never acquired a
consistent and fixed appearance. Also, these other creatures did not capture the popular
imagination, nor the imagination of writers and painters, as much as the dragon did, largely

because the dragon carried with it so many evocative mythologies.

® G. Elliot Smith, The Evolution of the Dragon (Manchester, 1919), p.79.

7 In heraldry, the gryphon or griffin is distinguished from the dragon by its lion-like body and hind legs and
tail but it has an eagle's head and wings and while the bestiary says it will tear human-beings to pieces, the
children who are snatched by a griffin in Sir Torrent of Portyngale and other romances are found eventually
safe and sound.
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Because the heraldic dragon and griffin rampant can, at a quick glance, be mistaken for
each other does suggest that mythic monsters were created using a familiar pool of 'spare
parts'. Heinz Mode prefers to call them 'composite creatures’, rejecting the term ‘fabulous
creatures' when describing dragons because the former term suggests they were capable of
existence, each separate part being anatomicaily correct® and each component contributing to
the power and the awesomeness of the whole. However, although the parts might be
‘anatomically correct', these were then given properties which further demonstrated the
creature’s singularity and marvellousness: the dragon could exhale fire from its gigantic mouth,
while the horns of the yale could alter their position. These earliest myths reveal the dragon as
an aggressive monster, involved in conflict and the destruction of order and associated with
water in some form. Chronologically, the next culture which contributes to our perception of the

dragon and perpetuates it as a monster, inspiring wonder and fear, is Greek, ¢.1500 B.C.

GREEK MYTHOLOGY.

Classical Greek mythology and legends abound with monsters which must be overcome,
either by physical force, guile or by trickery, often with the help of a god or goddess. These
stories contain elements familiar to dragon lore, topoi which appear in the saints' legends and
the romances of the Middle Ages. The rescuing of a maiden from a monster by the hero is a
familiar romance topos. In the Greek legend, Hercules saved the princess Hesione who was to
be sacrificed to the dragon in order to prevent the destruction of the people from plague. More
particularly, the heroic dragon-slayer, Perseus would seem to have a direct influence on the
legend of St George. The Princess Andromeda, whom Perseus saved from a sea-serpent,
represents the archetypal sacrificial victim awaiting her fate, chained to the rocks near Joppa,

according to legend. The placating of the dragon with animal sacrifices and then, when these

® Heinz Mode, Fabulous Beasts and Demons, p.31. It would appear that in the Middle Ages there was no
feit need to question the existence of those animals we would call ‘fabulous', largely because the
accumulated store of animal lore had been passed down from antiquity and its authors were long-
established as scholars.
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fail, with human sacrifices is a familiar topos which reaches its apogee with the legend of St
George, who saved a princess from a similar fate by killing the dragon which threatened to
devour her. Significantly, St George's life-story was associated with Joppa, so it has been
suggested that the dragon encounter was an incorporation of the Perseus legend, the heroic
exploit of a Greek hero transposed to the life of a Christian saint.

Many other Greek heroes are celebrated for their successful slaying of huge snakes or
dragon-like monsters: Apolio killed the serpent Python, and Cadmus, the founder of Thebes,
dispatched the serpent of Mars, described in some detail by Ovid in his Metamorphoses, a much-
read text in the Middle Ages and a well-used source for medieval writers. Indeed, the creatures
slain by the Greek heroes resembled the serpent rather than the dragon; Ovid describes the
serpent of Mars as: ... a creature with a wonderful golden crest; fire flashed from its eyes,
its body was all puffed up with poison, and from its mouth, set with a triple row of teeth, flickered
a three-forked tongue......... the dark gleaming serpent put forth its head from the depths of the
cave, hissing horribly....' and it ‘coiled its scaly loops in writhing circles, then with a spring shot
up in a huge arc, raising more than half its length into the insubstantial air, till it looked down
upon the whole expanse of the forest.” This description contains those attributes usually
associated with the snake, like hissing, poison and the forked tongue, as well as the attribute of
fire associated with the dragon, demonstrating that dragon and snake qualities were often
amalgamated in the same monster. Like the account of Diodorus Siculus, the description is

~calculated to produce an effect on the reader, one of horror and fear, for the serpent kills those
who have stumbled upon it with its 'fangs, its constricting coils, and tainted poisonous breath’
The vastness of this creature 'lt was as huge as the Serpent that twines between the two Bears
in the sky, if its full length was uncoiled’ also contributes to a termifying picture.

However, in Hellenic mythology there is no indication of a cosmic and eternal struggle

between good and evil, order and disorder, as there is in Judaic mythology. The hero's reputation

? Ovid, Metamorphoses. This translation is by Mary M. Innes (Harmondsworth, 1855), p.75 11.31-43.
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is elevated by the slaying of a dragon or monster and his bravery and skill are celebrated. These
monstrous creatures were sometimes the offspring of gods and goddesses, like the Cyclops,
created by Poseidon, who was displeased when Odysseus injured the one-eyed monster. The
progeny of the gods and goddesses have been born from many different fathers and mothers,
some mortal, some immortal and the deities protect their own: they exercise no moral judgment
in acting as they do.

As there is is no demarcation between what is right and what is wrong in the portrayals
of the deeds of the gods and goddesses in Greek mythology, the reader is not asked to ally
himself or herself with the cosmic good, since that kind of Judaic-Christian, moral or religious
affiliation is outside the ethos of the narrative. The reader's interest is with the hero, whose
progress is followed, and so his monstrous foes are ours also because they are the obstacles
to the achievement of his reward. His success may be due to his daring, his cunning or indeed
to a special piece of armour or equipment. However, the hero who rescues the young, innocent
maiden from a vile monster, clearly has our sympathy for he shows compassion for her and her
purity, implied in her virgin state. This kind of story patently represents the heroic stand against
that which is ugly and destructive. The single hero, who seeks out and does battle with an evil,
preying monster is a topos which emerges in most genres of literature: legend, myth, romance,
saga and hagiography, for example. The hero requires a monster, an adversary built on a scale
commensurate with his daring, his prowess in fighting and his bravery: the monstrous dragon
provides a worthy opponent.

Larousse claims that the legendary Hellenistic heroes had a function which was to act as
intermediaries between the divinities and ordinary men and women. 'the heroes who were
idealised men, became demi-gods and in the hierarchy occupied a position midway between men
and the Olympians.’ interestingly, this invites a comparable evaluation of the status of saints in

'the hierarchy', who also become intermediaries between God and mankind, because their
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Christian valour demonstrated their pre-eminence among humankind.”

OLD TESTAMENT: Israelite poetry and Hebrew myth
THE NEW TESTAMENT: the dragon of the Apocalypse

The Babylonian creation myth, with which the exploration of this topic began, has affinities
with parts of the Old Testament which describe Leviathan, a sea-monster or dragon, whose
habitation is in a cosmic setting, in the primeval oceans. Unlike the Hellenic myths discussed
above, the fight between God and Leviathan involves the opposing supernatural forces of good
and of evil, of creation and destruction, of order and chaos. In addition, the dragon of the
Apocalypse and the serpent of Genesis make significant contributions to the connotations with
which the medieval dragon is imbued. Each kind of dragon has a different provenance and
different attributes which help to create a complex and multivalent beast, rich in symbolism.

John Day examines the conflict between Leviathan, the dragon, and God (Yaweh) in the
Old Testament and concludes that the conflict had its origin in Canganite mythology and does
not come from Babylonian sources, like that of Enuma elis. Day shows that the various names
used to describe the sea-monster: 'Leviathan', 'Rahab'’ or 'Tanin' refer, in Israelite poetry, to the
nature of this monster meaning: 'the twisting serpent' or 'the crooked serpent’, and 'twisting one'.
(Isaiah 27 v 1; 51 v.9; Jeremiah 51 v. 34; Psalm 87 v.4). While Rahab is an alternative name for
'Leviathan’, 'Tanin’ may be translated as ‘dragon'."! God's control of the sea and the dragon
therein is supreme and mirrors his control over creation:

Tu confirmasti in virtute tua mare; Contribulasti capita draconum in aquis. Tu confregisti

capita draconis; Dedisti eum escam populis Aethiopum (Psaim 73 (74) w. 13-14, BV). Also: Tu

' Larousse, Encylopedia of Mythology (London, 1960), p.192.

' John Day, God's Conflict with the Dragon and the Sea: Echoes of the Canaanite Myth in the Old
Testament (Cambridge, 1985), p. 66, p.179.
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dominaris potestati maris, Motum autem fluctuum eius mitigas, Tu humiliasti, sicut vulneratum,
superbum; In brachio virtutis tuae dispersisti inimicos tuos. (Psalm 88 (89) w.10-11, BV) A
similar picture is found in the Book of Job 26 wv. 12-13: In fortitudine illius repente maria
congregata sunt, Et prudentia eius percussit superbum. Spiritus eius omavit caelos, Et
obstetricante manu eius, eductus est coluber tortuosus. (BV)

Likewise Isaiah 51 v 9 shows a warrior God in combat with the dragon: Consurge,
consurge, induere fortitudinem, Brachium Domini! Consurge sicut in diebus antiquis, In
generationibus saeculorum. Numquid non tu percussisti superbum, Vulnerasti draconem? (BV)

The dragon or sea-monster functions as a means by which God's omnipotence may be
emphasised, since God alone can vanquish it. God protects his ordered creation and therefore
it is a wise man who trusts in Him alone and obeys his commands. The prevailing imagery in
which the antagonism between God and the destructive powers of evil is described is of battle.
This is also a recurrent motif in medieval hagiography and in other literary genres of fhe period
and one which will be explored at a iater stage. God is the great and stern warrior with an
invincible strength in his arm, who hacks the dragon to pieces and puts chaos to rout. The
surging seas, a cbsmic setting to this battle, are a reminder of the primeval waters of the
creation. '

In the Book of Job 41 w. 4-25, there is a lengthy description of Leviathan, which has been
equated with the crocodile, but the detailed listing of its behaviour and attributes demonstrates
emphatically the mythological nature of this water monster, a view upheld by Day. Though
unmistakeable crocodilian attributes feature in its composition, Leviathan can be captured by

God, alone."” The water monster cannot be caught by man as was the Nile crocodile which

12 Many dragons in European and Chinese legend are also associated closely with water, not cosmic
seas or oceans but nevertheless local wells, springs and rivers, which are the habitats of these
creatures and which they guard jealously. it would seem likely that a powerful creature, like a water
serpent or dragon, would be invented as an explanation for the swirling, serpentine movement of the
currents and tides and the meanderings of a river.

13 John Day, God's Conflict with the Dragon, p.83. The author makes the point that Leviathan was a
mythological sea-monster and therefore neither whale, crocodile or other living sea-creature, although
he says that the writer of Job may well have believed in Leviathan's existence.
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was successfully hunted in Egypt. That God only can subdue it creates a graphic impression of
size and elemental power in keeping with its cosmic significance. Certain aftributes of the
Leviathan distinguish it from other creatures like the crocodile and also are shared by the dragon
of Western folkiore. The Leviathan in Job can exhale fire and stress is placed on the flames and
sparks which issue from it. This description from the Book of Job 41 vv 4-35 which follows
appears to celebrate the magnificent strength of this water monster:

Quis revelabit faciem indumenti eius? Et in medium oris eius quis intrabit? Portas vuftus
eius quis aperiet? Per gyrum dentium eius formido. Corpus illius quasi scuta fusilia, compactum
squamis se prementibus. Una uni coniungitur, Et ne spiraculum quidem incedit per eas. Una
alteri adhaerebit, et tenentes se nequaquam seperabuntur. Sternutatio eius splendor ignis, Et
oculi eius ut palpebrae diluculi. De ore eius lampades procedunt, Sicut taedae ignis accensae.
De naribus eius procedit fumus, sicut ollae succensae atque ferventis. Halitus eius prunas ardere
facit, Et flamma de ore eius egreditur. In collo eius morabitur fortitudo, Et faciem eius praecedit
egestas. Membra camium eius cohaerentia sibi; Mittet contra eum fulmina et ad locum alium non
ferentur. Cor eius indurabitur tanquam lapis, Et stringetur quasi malleatoris incus, Cum sublatus
fuerit, timebunt angeli, Et temiti purgabuntur. Cum apprehenderit eum gladius, subsistere non
poterit, Neque hasta, neque thorax; Reputabit enim quasi paleas ferrum, Et quasi lignum
putridum aes. Non fugabit eumn vir sagittarius; In stipulam versi sunt ei lapides fundae. Quasi
stipulam aestimabit malleum, Et deridebit vibrantem hastam. Sub ipso erunt radii solis, Et stemet
sibi aurum quasi lutum. Fervescere faciet quasi ollam profundum mare, Et ponet quasi cum
unguenta bulliunt. Post eum lucebit semita; Aestimabit abyssum quasi senescentem. Non est
super terram potestas quae comparetur ei, Qui factus est ut nullum timeret. Omne sublime videt:
Ipse est rex super universos filios superbiae. (BV)

The Leviathan's immensity and its fiercesomeness are awe-inspiring. It is conjured up
in a series of images which recall the battlefield, for weapons cannot pierce its hide which is
referred to as if it were a strong and invuinerable suit of armour. Also, the description is another

reminder of the elemental surges of the oceans, kept in control by the superior might of God only.
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Its renown is such that it is an object of terror, of nightmarish, archetypal chaos. Again the
images of the dragon and the divine power of God reflect the theme of order and disorder and
the establishment of God's supremacy over creation. Neil Forsyth stresses, however, that the
dragon not only represented disorder but, in other Canaanite versions, it stood for death because
water flooding the crops also threatened the survival of a community which depended on growing
its own food.™"

By contrast, the serpent or snake of Genesis seems a different beast from the dragon or
sea-monster of Israelite poetry. It does not live in or come from the sea; it does not appear to
have that physical strength or size which is the mark of the ever-threatening Leviathan, controlied
only by divine might. The Leviathan is an instantly recognisable destructive and evil force on a
cosmic scale, and yet by contrast the power of the serpent of Genesis is proved to be as great,
in a different way from that of the sea-monster. Both these depictions of evil forces contribute
their own significant connotations to the development of the image of the dragon as it is featured
in hagiography.” Eve is tempted by the serpent and by taking a fruit from the Tree of
Knowledge, which she and Adam eat, the introduction of evil into the world is signified as well
as the concomitant disorder, pain and death that this act brings. The serpent of Genesis is
sometimes represented pictorially as a snake with a woman's head, so making a visual
connection between evil and woman. This is evil with a fair aspect but God's words to the
serpent ensure its establishment as the traditional enemy of mankind: Quia fecisti hoc,
Maledictus es inter omnia animantia, et bestias terrae. Super pectus tuum gradieris, et terram
comedes cunctis diebus vitae tuae. [nimicitias ponam inter te et mulierem, Et semen tuum et

semen illius...... (Genesis 3 w. 14-15 BV)

'* Neil Forsyth, The Old Enemy: Satan and the Combat Myth (Princeton, 1987), p.60.

3 The development of Satan as an embodiment of evil is too complex and of peripheral significance
to be dealt with in this thesis. Nevertheless, his role as the adversary of God is not equated in
Canaanite-Judaic writings with the dragon of the Old Testament and neither does he represent chaos.
This concept emerges in the later apocryphal books. Forsyth points to Revelation 12 as furnishing the
seminal imagery of the war in heaven where the dragon's description recalls Old Testament references
to the dragon, like Psalm 74; Forsyth aiso recognizes the influence of Greek mythology on the
developing concept of the dragon. op. cit. pp.252-254.
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Unlike the dragon, the serpent can speak and does so with guile and persuasion. The
sword and the spear are useless against an adversary which tempts mankind to greed, lust and
temporal power. Although there are differences between the ways in which the two creatures
function within scripture, some of the connotations which have grown up around the serpent of
the Garden of Eden have become subsumed into dragon iore. Also, some of the earlier
ecclesiastical depictions of St George show him fighting a dragon which resembles a python-like
snake or serpent, perhaps reflecting this conflation.'® It may also be a deliberate means of
emphasising the strength and power of the good over evil by showing the dragon reduced to a
quivering corpse but more probably this indicates that the local school of ecclesiastical sculptors
of the time represented the dragon as a snake-like creature because it could be accommodated
more easily in a limited space, like a small tympanum.'” One of the panels of the late twelfth
century cathedral doors at Ravello also shows St George attacking a fish-like dragon indicating
that in visual art, the dragon of the twelfth century was not always portrayed as large and
threatening. (See Plate 2)

Leviathan, the monster of the primeval waters, the tempter from Genesis and the dragon
from the Book of Revelation are depicted as being the destroyers of good and a threat to God's
created worid and to mankind.'® Although they have their own connotations, coming as they do
from different provenances and although the basic symbolic equation of snake/dragon with evil

is a fundamental and simple assumption, the different ways in which these creatures function

16 See the church of St John the Baptist, Ruardean, Gloucestershire where, scuipted on a twelfth
century tympanum above the south porch, St George attacks the dragon with his lance. The dragon's
body is segmented and snake-like. Its appearance does not conform to our modern perception of the
dragon. (See Plate 1).

"7 Another twelfth century tympanum over the south porch of St George's Church, Brinsop,
Herefordshire, depicts a dragon with vestigial wings which creeps sinuously along the ground. Clearly,
the similarity of both Brinsop and Ruardean's sculpted depictions suggests the work of the
Herefordshire/Gloucestershire school of sculptors.

*® Interestingly, this symbolism is not confined to Judaic and Christian cultures but can be found also
in the Mithraic tauroctones which feature a serpent attempting to destroy the act of creation as Mithras
slays thq byl| tp bring fertility to the earth. The tauroctone under the foundations of the St Clement's
basilica lm ome shows this mythic event (See Plate 3.)

o
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within the Bible occasion the creation of a number of different templates: situational, figurative
and didactic, used recurrently in the hagiographic genre by medieval writers.

For instance the story of Daniel, Bel and the Snake'® in the Vulgate provides a topos
familiar to the legends of the martyrs. Daniel's refusal to worship a Babylonian dragon ensures
his imprisonment in the lions' den and prefigures the later hagiographic topos of the saint's
denunciation of the Roman idols and his/her subsequent imprisonment. God's intervention in
Daniel's plight recalls the intervention of Christ in the mitigation of his saints' sufferings. The
interpretation placed on the snake/dragon by the Franciscan theologian, Nicholas de Lyra,
(c.1270-1340) reflects the fusion of their attributes and reinforces the medieval perception of the
dragon as being a creature of deceit and guile, a depiction found in the medieval bestiary, to be
discussed later in the chapter.?’ However, by contrast, the portrayal of the archetypal dragon in
hagiography and romance shows its reliance on its strength and viciousness.

The dragon and its subduer, St Michael, appear dramatically in the New Testament, in
the Book of Revelation. The dragon is presented in some symbolic detail, St John's personal
vision of evil and the cataclysmic struggle necessary to vanquish it reveals the extent to which
the connotations surrounding the dragon have been extended and developed. Allowing for the
many biblical commentaries on the complex symbolism of this last New Testament book, what
emerges from chapters 12 and 13, in particular, is that the evil the dragon embodies is ancient,
powerful and malevolent towards those who worship Christ. Again Nicholas de Lyra's ‘moraliter
provides relevant comment. In Apocalypsis or Revelation 12 v.1 he glosses the draco magnus
rufus as 'diabolus superbus & maliciosus'. In Revelation 12 v.9, the old dragon is referred to as

serpens antiquus qui vocatur diabolus and Satanas qui seducit universam orbem'. (BV) The

' The account of Daniel, Bel, and the Snake is to be found in the Vulgate, Daniel 14. In the Engiish
Bible this is the Apocrypal book of Bel and the Dragon.

% Per draconem, de quo dicit Aug. in sermone quodam (lec aperts irascitur, draco occulte insidiatur)
fraus & malicia designatur: & ideo draconem colunt; illi qui per fraudem & malitiam veritatem sebuertere
quaerunt cuiusmodisunt detractores, adultores, advocati cupidi, & iudices iniqui & consimiles. Per
sapientiam autem Danielis draco fuit interfectus, ficut dicitur infra. See Nicholas de Lyra, Biblia Sacra
cum Glossa Ordinaria, 1617 edition, vol iv, Danielis Cap. XIill.
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significant connection with Genesis 3 is made and developed when the enraged dragon goes to
wage war on woman's progeny because Michael is victorious over him and the dragon is cast
out of heaven. This battle, described in the last book of the New Testament, is described in
martial terms, St John's vision reflecting the age-old images of Hebrew literature, the battle
between God and mutinpus evil. The fight of St Michael provided a theological source for the
hagiographic topos of the encounter between saint and dragon. In medieval iconography, he is
dressed in armour with the sign of the cross on his tunic and he brandishes a sword, while
triumphantly trampling the devil into the ground. His angel's wings alone differentiate him from
St George who is seen depicted in stained glass and on rood screen often in the same stance.”
The visionary imagery from Revelation provides many of the seminal influences on the medieval,
and indeed modern, perception of the dragon.

The battle-lines are drawn between God and those who rebel against him and this cosmic
war epitomizes the sublunary battle between saint and dragon, between the Christian faith and
idolatry: Et datum est ei os loquens magna et blasphemias: et data est ei potestas facere
menses quadraginta duos. Et aperuit os suum in blasphemias ad Deum, blasphemare nomen
eius, et e0s qui in caelo habitant. (Rev.13 w. 5-7 BV) The great, red dragon which has seven
heads, ten homs and seven diadems on its heads emerges from the sea and by so doing
establishes a significant connection with Leviathan of the Oid Testament (Rev. 12 w.3-4). It
stands in readiness to devour the infant, about to be born of the woman, but the child, who
represents Christ, will rule the nations with authority, a rod of iron, (Rev.13 v.5). The red
dragon's seven heads have been seen as symbolic of the Roman empire whose pantheon of
gods threatened the true religion, although Nicholas de Lyra glosses them as subordinate

demons: ‘inferiorum daemonum uniuersitas’ .2 Thus, a strong connection between paganism and

®!For example, St Michael is portrayed on the fifteenth century rood screen of Ranworth church,
Norfolk, in the same pose; his garments of feathers and his wings are the features which distinguish him
from St George. (See Plates 4 and 5.)

2 Nicholas de Lyra, Biblia Sacra, vol. vi, Apocalypsis Cap. XIl.
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the dragon is established in this apocalyptic vision. In addition, there is clear encouragement to
those who refuse to bow down before these monsters. The saints' testimony to Christ in their
refusal to worship pagan gods ensures that they are received into the bliss of heaven: Et vidi
sedes, et sederunt super eas et iudicium datum est illis: et animas decollatorum propter
tastimonium lesu, et propter verbum Dei, et qui non adoraverunt bestiam, neque imaginem eius,
nec acceperunt characterem eius in frontibus, aut in manibus suis, et vixerunt, et regnaverunt
cum Christo mille annis. (Revelation 20 v 4 BV)

The dragon is regarded by twentieth century readers as a creature of folk-lore and legend
but for the people of the Middle Ages the dragon could be accepted as a real creature. Since
man's advent on earth his relationship with animais has been invested with a significance beyond
the provision of their flesh for food and their skins for clothing. Observation of and interest in
their appearance and their behaviour clearly provoked many distinguished writers from early
cultures and civilizations to record information and to attempt to give reasons for what appeared
to be mystifying aspects of natural history. Sources of animal lore from classical times included
Herodotus, (fifth century B.C.) whose works contained many observations about animals,
Aristotle's Historia Animalium (fourth century B.C.), Aelian's De Natura Animalium (third century
B.C.) and Pliny, the Elder, whose major work, Historia Naturalis, (first century A.D.) owed much
to Aristotie. Pliny's work was still being used as a text book in the seventeenth century, an
indication of this strong tradition. The Bible too, was a formative influence on our ancestors'
perceptions and concepts of animals: the ant symbolized the worker whom the lazy person was
encouraged to emulate and the wolf was referred to in derogatory terms as being treacherous
and vicious in contrast to the lamb, associated with the sacrificiaf 'lamb of God.'

However, the single most influential work to be considered as having a profound influence
on the development of the Christian's perception of the natural world was Physiologus which may

be regarded as the ancestor of the medieval bestiary.
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PHYSIOLOGUS

Physiologus marked an important stage in the evolution and preservation of medieval
animal lore; its title, meaning the 'naturalist’, refers to the author who is unknown. It was
essentially a compilation of knowiedge about animals made during the second or third centuries
AD. in Alexandria, although, as has been seen above, individual influential writings on animals
were in existence from classical times. Physiologus was translated from the Greek into Latin
about the time Isidore of Seville was compiling his Etymologiae in the seventh century, (see
below). What differentiated Physiologus from other earlier works on animals was the use made
of the animal kingdom for the promotion of the Christian doctrine and morality. It was a collection
of tales featuring animals and was initially drawn from early civilizations; these stories were then
absorbed into Greek and Roman folklore and art and subsequently were used to incuicate
Christian doctrine by the addition of allegorical interpretation. Michael Curley, in his introduction
to his translation, concludes that the Greek text was being widely read by 'the last quarter of the
fourth century’ and the earliest Latin transiation could have been also read, 'sometime in the
fourth century.' # He says: 'The anonymous author of Physiologus infused these venerable
pagan tales with the spirit of Christian moral and mystical teaching, and thereafter they occupied
a place of special importance in the symbolism of the Christian world. Both directly and through
numerous intermediaries Physiologus became an established source of Medieval sacred
iconography and didactic poetry and was used in the preaching manuals and religious textbooks
of the later Middle Ages.' 2 interestingly, Chaucer's Nun's Priest's Tale contains a reference to
the work, which, it seems, would have been familiar to medieval readers or listeners for it merits
no introduction:

‘and Chauntecleer so free

® Pnysiologus, transiated and with an introduction by Michael Curley (Austin and London, 1979),
Introduction, pp.xix-x¢ The text the translator uses is based on two editions of the Latin Physiologus,
both prepared by Frances Carmody and referred to as the y-version and the b-version. Curley has used
predominantly the former as it is closer to the Greek original.

% Pnysiologus, Introduction p.ix.
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Soong murier than the mermayde in the see

(For Phisiologus seith sikerly

How that they syngen wel and myrily)."  (Il. 3269-3272)*

The created world was likened to a mirror in which God's purpose could be seen, for it
was the means by which mankind could glimpse God and the heavenly kingdom. Michael Curley
quotes from Book 3 of Origen's Commentary on the Song of Songs in order to explain the
anagogical structure of nature which underlies Christianity's perceptions of the universe and the
extract also reveals the way in which the animal lore in Physiologus was used didactically:

"The apostle Paul teaches us that the invisible things of God may be known through the
visible (invisibilia Dei ex visibilibus intelligantur ), and things which are not seen may be
contemplated by reason of and likeness to those things which are seen. He shows by this that
this visible world may teach about the invisible and that earth may contain patterns of things
heavenly, so that we may rise from lower to higher things (ut ab his, quae deorsum sunt, ad ea,
quae sursum sunt, possimus adscendere) and out of those we see on earth perceive and know
those which are in the heavens. As a certain likeness of these, the Creator has given a likeness
of creatures which are on earth, by which the differences more easily might be gathered and
perceived. And perhaps just as God made man in his own image and likeness, so also did he
make the remaining creatures after certain other heavenly images as a likeness. And perhaps
every single thing on earth has something of an image and likeness (habent aliquid imaginis et
similitudinis in caelestibus) in heavenly things, to such a degree that even the grain of mustard
which is the smallest of all seeds may have something of an image and likeness in heaven.”

This Christian perception of the created world is one which Alan of Lille also explores in
his work. A monk, preacher and scholar and associated with the Chartrians, he died at the

beginning of the thirteenth century. He was interested in the relationship between the natural

® Geoffrey Chaucer, The Riverside Chaucer, ed. L.D. Benson et al, third edition (Oxford, 1989) Vil B?
p.259.

% Physiologus, Introduction pp.ii-xiv.
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world of flora and fauna and God and the following extract from his Anticlaudianus (ll. 1182- 83)
reflects this exegetical approach:

'omnis mundi creatura

quasi liber et pictura

nobis est in speculum;

nostrae vitae,nostrae mortis,

nostri status,nostrae sortis

fidele signaculum.' ¥

| want now to look at entries in Physiologus relevant to the serpent and to dragon lore
particularly. Although there is a lengthy section on the serpent in Physiologus, there is no
specific entry for the dragon. That the dragon is a recognised creature is, however, evident from
the mention of it in various other entries where, in the descriptions of the elephant and the
panther respectively, it is equated quite simply with evil, over which Christ has complete control.
Alonger reference is made to the dragon in the short entry on the echinemon, which, we are told,
is hostile to it: 'if he encounters a dragon, he goes against him and besmears himself with mud
and covers his nostrils with his tail, hiding himself and inflating himself, and thus stands against
the dragon until he kills it.’ The interpretation follows: 'Thus also did our Savior, taking on from
the earth the substance of a body, that is, the body which he received from Mary, stand until he
slew the intelligible dragon Pharaoh (that is, the devil), who sits by the rivers of Egypt (Ez. 29:3).'as

Significantly, the use of 'intelligible' indicates the influence of Origen, referred to above, and

the correspondences he had in mind between the perceived created being and its divine
archetype. Here the dragon clearly functions as a symbol for the devil (an established image)
and for the evil Egyptian king, a powerful historical reminder of the suffering of the Israelites

under the Egyptians.

7 Patrologia Latina, 210 579a.

% Physiologus, Section XL, p.54.
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The stag in Physiologus is also 'an enemy of the dragon', which flees from the beast,
escaping into the cracks of the earth. Clearly, the dragon here is a serpent or snake which is
drawn out from its hiding-place when the stag spews water it has been drinking into the crack.
The stag kills the emerging snake by stamping on it. 'Thus did our Lord kill the huge dragon, the
devil, with heavenly waters of indescribable wisdom. The dragon cannot bear water, and the devil
cannot bear heavenly words. If you aiso have intelligible dragons hidden in your heart, call upon
Christ in the Gospels with prayers and he will kill the dragon...' ® The ‘intelligible dragons' are
equated in this quotation with inner, spiritual evil. Curiously, it is said that the dragon hates water
whereas some hagiographic dragons live in or near water as do dragons from folk-lore.

The inclusion of the serpent in Physiologus is used to point out a succession of ways in
which the Christian should strive to put evil behind him.* The text is supported by frequent
scriptural references and quotations and each natural habit of the serpent is used as a didactic
symbol. For example as the serpent grows old and he wants to be renewed he must fast for forty
days and forty nights in order that his skin may become loose and he can slough it off by
squeezing between a crack in a rock. Then the moral is drawn, that it is necessary for the
Christian to, 'throw off for Christ the old man and his clothing through much abstinence and
tribulation’. Michael Curley points out where this Physiologus legend differs from a much earlier,
but very similar one, in Pliny and Aelian, for these authors do not state that the serpent fasts for
forty days and nights: Pliny refers simply to the hibernation of the serpent who can go for a year
without food if protected from freezing conditions.®' The use of the resonant scriptural reference
to Christ's fasting in the desert which occurs in the Gospel of St. Matthew, (4 v.2) demonstrates
the way in which the material is utilised and the emphasis changed in order to imbue it with

Christian meaning, and thus give it a greater scriptural authority.

* ibid. Section XLV, p.58.
% ibid. Section Xlll, p.16

3! ibid. Introduction, pp.odii-iv.
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Surprisingly, the serpent is not depicted as the symbol of evil here; this is not the biblical
creature responsible for tempting Eve but the generic serpent whose behaviour in the wild can
provide salutary lessons for the Christian. The entry begins: 'The Savior says, "Be wise like
serpents and mild like doves." ' (Matt.10 v.16)* These polarised symbolic values can obviously
be accounted for in their scriptural provenances, but the symbolic values given to animals are
not always fixed and constant. Nevertheless, the hagiographic dragon, as distinct from the
bestiary serpent, always represents malevoience and the forces of evil.

The description and exegesis of the whale is of interest as it also carries connotations
of evil, reminiscent of Leviathan.® It is called the 'aspidoceleon’ and it is a ‘figure of the devil'
since sailors, mistaking.it for land, anchor their ships to it and light fires on it to cook their meals,
whereupon the whale, feeling the heat, plunges to the depths of the sea, taking the ships with
it. The moral follows : 'You also, O man, if you fix and bind yourself to the hope of the devil, he
will plunge you along with himself into hell-fire.' The creature is also associated with guile and
St. Paul's words in 2 Corinthians, (2 v.11) are quoted and used to refer to the whale's deceiving
nature: 'We are not ignorant of his cunning', indicating that vigilance is needed to escape its giant
maw, which swallows the complacent and unwary. Guile, however, is not a quality associated
with the biblical Leviathan, but with the snake of Genesis. Rather, Leviathan's brute, primitive
strength is accentuated, suggesting it is an archetypal beast of cosmic mythology whom God
alone can subdue with physical might. It is curious that such an ocean creature as the
aspidoceleon should be used as a symbol of cunning, rather than of physical power, bearing in
mind its size and strength and its habitat, all reminiscent of Leviathan. This 'whale' is very
different from the ‘whale' or big fish which swallowed Jonah. Plainly, creatures which are little
seen and which are vast and powerful are selected to represent the awesome threat and sinister

nature of evil.

%2 ibid. Section, Xill, p.16.

% ibid. Section XXXI, pp. 45-6.
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These lessons, like many others in Physiologus, become part of an increasingly rich
storehouse of traditional animal lore; for example the description and symbolism of the serpent
is repeated almost word for word in the much later work of Hugh of St Victor, (see below). What
is also significant is that the depiction of evil as a monster draws on a multifarious input during
this evolutionary process from a great number of sources, including most importantly Greek
legend and Judaic and Christian literature. Therefore, the accretion over thousands of years of
connotations of evil which are embodied in a monstrous animal called a dragon belies a simple

perception and interpretation of it.

ISIDORE OF SEVILLE AND THE ETYMOLOGIAE.

The choice of noteworthy contributors to the evolution of the bestiary has to be, of
necessity, eclectic but there is a manifest link between Physiologus and the Latin bestiaries and
that is Isidore of Seville (c.560-636), Archbishop of Seville from the beginning of the seventh
century, an eminent theologian and scholar who founded both religious houses and schools. He
started to compile his major work, Efymologiae, in 623, but it was incomplete when he died in
636. It was an encyclopedic work, its information, both religious and secular, being classified
according to subject matter. This was used for both reference and source material by succeeding
generations of medieval writers and scholars. In Isidore's Etymologiae, thus called because it
contains etymological explanations, his classification of animals in Book X11, De Animalibus,
contained new additions to the entries of Physiologus. However, while the Physiologus entries
were lessons in morality, Isidore’s work was not didactic: it merely described the nature of
animals and did not use their behaviour as a means of making moral and theological points. The
section devoted to animals includes the different kinds of serpent, among which are the ‘anguis’,
the ‘coluber’, the 'draco’ and the 'basilicus'. The information Isidore selects is presented with an
objectivity which is that of the recorder of animal behaviour and in that way his work differs from
Physiologus which used the animal kingdom to reinforce Christian doctrine. Isidore writes about

the similarity of the ‘anguis' and the ‘coluber’ for they slide along the ground, twisting and winding
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as they go. The serpent covers the ground with 'the most minimal effort of its scaly body' and it
is poisonous. The 'draco’, or dragon, significantly included in this category, is the biggest of ali
the serpents ‘qui saepe a speluncis abstractus furtur in aerem, concitaturque propter eum aer.
Est autem cristatus, ore parvo, et arctis fistulis, per quas trahit spiritum, et linguam exerit. Vim
autem non in dentibus sed in cauda habet, et verbere potuis quam rictu nocet.' * (which is often
drawn from caves, and carried into the air, the air is stirred up on account of it. But it is crested,
small in mouth and with open tubes, through which it draws breath in and out and puts out its
tongue. It has strength not in its teeth, but in its tail, and it causes pain more from a blow than
from its mouth.)

In Isidore's description the dragon’s habitat is a cave and it is able to be carried into the
air, or presumably to fly. It is crested and its tail is more harmful than its teeth. Isidore goes on
to say the dragon is not poisonous because it does not kill in this way but it will kill an elephant
by tying its legs in knots,* so that the beast dies from suffocation when it falls to the ground. It
also comes from Ethiopia and India: ‘Gignitur autem in Aethiopia, et Indiia in ipso incendio jugis
aestus.’ (It arises in Ethiopia and India in the very heat of the fire of the mountain top.)

Interestingly, Isidore's dragon has features in common with Diodorus's serpent-dragon
for both can kill by winding themselves around their victims, the first in order to suffocate, the
latter to inflict a fatal sting.

Five hundred years separate the scholarship of isidore and the next author, Hugh of St
Victor, whose work on the categorisation of creation is chosen to illustrate his dependence on
his predecessor and also to show the unbroken line of scholarship which reiterated the patterns

of animal behaviour which were accepted as standard. Most importantly, uniike Isidore’s

3 patrologia Latina, 82, Lib. X!, Cap. IV.

¥ The extract from Diodorus Siculus, quoted at the beginning of this chapter, remarks on the dragon
winding itself round its prey, as do the Latin bestiaries, but this feature disappeared from the post-
medieval stereotypical dragon and indeed the dragon of medieval romance and hagiography killed by
other means, either by exhaling poisonous gases or by lashing its victims with its tail or by tearing its
adversary to bits.
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accounts of animals' behaviour, Hugh's descriptions are used to reinforce Christian faith and
morality. It is very apparent that the tradition of animal lore did not lose its authority as it was
passed down in an almost unaltered form from centuries before Isidore in the seventh century,

to the writers of the medieval bestiaries.

HUGH OF ST VICTOR.

Hugh of St Victor (d.1142), about whose life little is known, entered St. Victor, an
Augustinian house of canons in Paris, in the early twelfth century and he taught here until his
death. He was a scholar and revered theologian whose De Bestiis et Aliis Rebus, an appendix
to his Opera Dogmatica, contained classifications of the natural world. He lists the distinguishing
features of animals including the dragon and the different kinds of serpents, among the other
information on fauna. Although, he draws for the physical descriptions upon Isidore's work, the
interpretations of these creatures provide a significant contribution. The purpose of these
encyclopedic works was not merely the classification of the flora and fauna of the natural world
but more importantly the interpretation of the visible natural world as a means of reaching the
invisible world of the Godhead which lay behind it. The Christian morality to be derived from the
creation depended on its inherent symbolism which required interpretation. In his work the
Didascalicon de studio legendi, ( On the Study of Reading), c.1141, Hugh expounds the way in
which a text can be read allegorically: '....we shall demonstrate by a particularly short and clear
example. The Scripture says: "Watch, because your adversary the Devil goeth about as a
roaring lion." Here, if we should say that the lion stands for the Devil, we should mean by 'lion’
not the word but the thing. For if the two words 'devil' and 'lion' mean one and the same thing,
the likeness of that same thing to itself is not adequate. It remains, therefore, that the word ‘lion’
signifies the animal, but that the animal in turn designates the Devil. And all other things are to

be taken after this fashion, as when we say that worm, calf, stone, serpent, and other things of
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this sort signify Christ.' %

The exegetical tradition initiated in Physiologus was developed by the Church Fathers
who found in the Scriptures layers of meaning, initially a threefold and then later a fourfold
interpretation: historical, allegorical, anagogical and tropological. For Hugh of St. Victor, 'Nature'
was the expression of Divine Wisdom: 'It ought also to be known that in the divine utterance not
only words but even things have a meaning— a way of communicating not usually found to such
an extent in other writings. The philosopher knows only the significance of words, but the
significance of things is far more excellent than that of words because the latter was established
by usage, but Nature dictated the former. The latter is the voice of men, the former the voice of
God speaking to men.' ¥

Hugh begins the description of the dragon thus: 'Draco maximus est omnium serpentium
sive omnium animantium super terram' (The dragon is the greatest of all serpents, in fact of all
living things on the earth.) His physical description is drawn from Isidore and so it is his
‘interpretation’ of the dragon's behaviour which deserves our attention:

'Huic draconi assimilatur diabolus, qui est immanissimus serpens. Saepe in aerem a
spelunca sua concitatur, et lucet per eum aer, quia diabolus ab initio se erigens tranfigurat se in
angelum lucis, et decipit stultos spe falsae gloriae, laetitiaeque humanae. Cristatus esse dicitur,
quia ipse est rex superbiae. Venenum non in dentibus, sed in lingua habet, quia suis viribus
(juribus) perditis, mendacio decipit, quos ad se trahit. Circa semitas, per quas elephantes
gradiuntur, delitescit quia diabolus semper magnificos viros insequitur. Crura eorum caudae
nodis illigat, et si potest illaqueat, quia iter eorum ad coelum nodis peccatorum _illaqueat, ac
suffocando perimit, quia quisquis vinculo criminum irretitus monitur, sine dubio in infemum

damnatur' ® (The devil who is the most monstrous serpent resembles a dragon. He often stirs

* The Didascalicon of Hugh of St Victor, trans. Jerome Taylor (New York, 1961), p. 150.

37 ibid, p.150.

** Patrologia Latina, vol. 177 Appendix ‘De Bestiis et Aliis Rebus, Liber Tertius, Cap. XXIV.
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up the air from his cave and lights up the air around him because from the beginning, the devil
raised himself up and transformed himself into an angel of light and deceived the foolish with the
hope of glory and of human happiness. He is said to be crested because he is king of pride. He
has poison in his tongue not his teeth because once he has destroyed their strength in right
(thinking), he deceives into lying those whom he draws to himself. He wanders along the paths
where elephants walk, concealing himself, because the dragon always follows the mighty men.
He ties their legs with the knots of their tail, and if he can ensnare them because he ensnares
the sinner with knots on their journey to heaven and destroys them by suffocation, because
whoever is trapped in the chains of vices is damned forever in hell.)

This is an important first sentence since later Hugh makes clear that this immense
serpent, the dragon, is equated with the devil. Thus, its huge size indicates not only the power
of evil but gives it a monstrous and frightening aspect.>® Hugh describes the dragon as living in
a cave, where it stirs up the air and illumines it. This activity symbolises that of Lucifer, the devil,
who raised himself up and transformed himself into an angel of light, thereby deceiving the
foolish with the false hope of glory and happiness. This moralization concerns itself with
establishing the connection between the dragon and the pride of the fallen angel and warning
against vainglory. The dragon, concealing himself from the elephants in order to trap them by
tying their legs with the knots of his tail, is an allegory for the way in which the devil tries to
ensnare sinners on their journey to heaven and he finds greater satisfaction in bringing the
mighty down and ensuring their damnation. Interestingly, the features here more resemble those
of the serpent of Genesis, lying in wait for the unwary, than they do the dragon-monster who has
to be subdued by physical strength. Moreover, temptation and deception are not the weapons
of the archetypal dragon of Israelite poetry, medieval hagiography or romance.

Hugh of St Victor also describes the serpent, differentiating it from the dragon and firmly

* The grotesque appearance of the devil as part monster, part human-being was developed in visual
art in the twelfth century as a deterrant to sinners, just as the very nature and appearance of the
dragon was another fitting embodiment of the vileness and the power of evil.
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basing his account and exegesis on Physiologus, although the latter includes precise biblical
references for each major exegetical point, while these are excluded by Hugh. Christian truth is
drawn from its behaviour: when the serpent sloughs off its old skin by rubbing itself within a
narrow fissure of rock, it is an allegory for the renewal of a Christian's commitment to Christ
through difficulties and abstinence. When it drinks at the river's edge it leaves behind its poison,
signifying that the Christian must throw away worldly desires when embracing the faith and when
it sees a man naked, its fear inhibits it from attacking him whereas it will attack a clothed man.
The serpent did not attack Adam in Paradise because he was naked, signifying that he had not
sinned.

The 'natural history' of the serpent is used here to enforce the Christian way of life and
the accustomed connotations of mendacity and guile used to tempt man are absent. Indeed the
serpent is referred to as having good qualities, ‘in naturalibus bonis’. However, as has been
stated above, it is not uncommon for the same animal to be used as two different symbois,

representative of good and evil, although not at the same time.

LATIN BESTIARIES.

The Latin bestiaries, with which my exploration of animal-lore and in particular dragon-lore
continues, were texts which emerged in the twelfth century. They formed a stage in the the
exposition of animal-lore, building on the ancient traditions of animal behaviour as both Isidore
of Seville and Hugh of St Victor had done.

The two bestiaries to which | shall refer are those translated from the Latin by T.H.White®

and by Richard Barber.*' These texts are almost identical in their animal descriptions and

0 T H.White, The Book of Beasts, new edition (Stroud, 1992). White's translation is of a Latin prose
bestiary which was copied in the twelfth century, listed as li.4.26 in the Cambridge University Library.
Any references to this translation will be to CUL |i. 4. 26.

“! Richard Barber, Bestiary (Woodbridge, 1993). This is an English version of the Bodleian Library
manuscript, Bodley 764, based on a late twelfth century manuscript. It will be referred to as Bod.764.
Although from the same century as White's text, it is later.
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clearly owe a debt to those established traditions of animal behaviour recorded in the
Physiologus and Etymologiae for the information in the bestiaries varies little, if at all, from these
antecedent works. Indeed, the indebtedness to Physiologus of the writer of the bestiary
manuscript CUL li. 4. 26 is clear when he refers to Physiologus, the author, as an authority, in
the section on the panther: 'Physiologus says that the only animal which it considers as an
enemy is the Dragon.' ¥ The writer of the same also quotes Pliny's Natural History in the
description of the pard, showing that subsegent authors were content to accept the wisdom of
the ancient authorities. The influence on the bestiary of an established and observed tradition
is marked, not only in the content but also in the ordering of information. As in Physiologus,
distinguishing and remarkable attributes are followed by the moral lesson to be drawn. In many
respects the Latin bestiaries were expanded versions of that influential work, the original forty
or fifty legends forming a nucleus which increased to nearly three times as many, incorporating
more exotic and fabulous beasts, birds and reptiles. They were popular texts in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries particularly, and reached a wide audience in the Middle Ages whose
knowledge of animals, their appearance, behaviour, habitats and the etymology of their names
was fed from such sources. Many of the bestiaries were illustrated, some with elaborate and
colourful representations of the essential characteristics of the animals and birds.

Both bestiary texts follow, almost word for word, the accumulated wisdom of animal lore,
of Isidore of Seville and Hugh of St Victor and use their information on snakes, serpents and the
dragon. There is no additional information given and it is ordered in the same way. The serpent,
we are told, is a generic name and then the attributes are listed, following Isidore closely. The
progress of the "anguis’ along the ground is symbolic: 'they are angular and never straight', clearly
indicating the approach of the serpent of Genesis. '‘Coluber (another name for snake) is called
this because ‘colat umbras’ - it inhabits shady places— or else because it glides with serpentine

coils (colubrosus) into slippery courses... Serpens gets its name because it creeps (serpit) by

“ op. cit. CULli 4 26, p.14.
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secret approaches and not by open steps. It moves along by very small pressure of its scales...'+3
The author emphasizes the great variety within the species of serpent: 'Of these creatures how
many poisons there are, how many species, how many calamities, how many griefs, and what
a lot of different colours they have got!' “ The quotation amply reflects the variety of attributes
and connotations assaciated with snakes and indeed its conflated companion, the dragon who
appears next in both bestiaries.

Both descriptions of the dragon, allowing for minor differences of translation, are aimost
the same and follow the standard pattern of information set out by isidore but accompanied by
Hugh's moralization. Both describe its attributes and point out that the dragon's strength lies in
its tail and not in poison but that it inflicts death by suffocation, by winding itself round its victim.
The illustrations accompanying both bestiary texts are very similar. Both show an elephant
succumbing to a dragon whose body certainly is smaller than the elephant's but whose
elongated, serpentine neck can encompass the larger animal. The dragon has two talons and
a face like a hound. In the CUL li. 4. 26 manuscript it has talons, eagle-like wings and resembles
the griffin more than the four-legged dragon,bearing no resemblance to the stereotypical dragon
developed as a heraldic device,and reinforces the claim that visually the dragon did not at this
time have an appearance that was ‘fixed’. Rather, its appearance depended on the genre in
which it was featured or on the way it was interpreted in church decoration.

Although the transtation of the description of the dragon in Bodley Ms. 764 is very similar
to the transiation of the CUL li 4 26 manuscript, any reference to size is omitted. However, it
refers to the dragon as ‘fairest of all serpents’. The devil's association with a spurious, outward
beauty indicates deception, the cunning of the serpent who beguiled Eve. This paradox of the
repelient serpent with the word 'fairest' strikes a chilling note of danger. The strategy of evil to

catch the unwary is also prevalent and is much emphasised in Christian sermons, for evil may

“ ibid. p.165.

“ jbid. p.165.
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appear superficially attractive. Even a huge beast like the elephant is vuinerable, so no-one can
be complacent. The use of the word 'path' as a symbol for the journey through life is a familiar
image. The section on the dragon referred to above is full of connotation and familiar imagery
and it is no wonder that the bestiary was a much used resource for the medieval sermon writer,
who wished to thrust home the message of Christian morality and doctrine in an entertaining and
familiar way.

The dragon makes an appearance in other animal‘descriptions in the bestiaries. For
instance in the account of the panther we are told that the dragon is fearful of it and when it
hears the panther belch it flees and hides, remaining motionless: ‘The true Panther, Our Lord
Jesus Christ, snatched us from the power of the dragon-devil on descending from the heavens.
He associated us with himself as sons by his incamation, accepting all, and gave gifts to men,
leading captivity captive.' Christ is called the 'Panther-Christ' and the passage goes on to talk
of Christ's Passion: '‘Dying, he reposed in the den-tomb and descended into Hell, there binding
the Great Dragon.' ®* What is interesting here is that the dragon is capable of fear which is
contrary to the accustomed behaviour of the dragon in hagiography or romance. However, the
didactic point must be made that the dragon is subject to the power of Christ and this is done by
showing a weakness in the beast. While the dragon of the Book of Revelation is conquered by
St Michael, and St George dispatches the predatory dragon of Silene, the emphasis is on both
dragons' aggression and determination to fight to the death: they are creatures who inspire terror.
While physical might is an important feature in their armoury, in the saint's legend the supreme
power of the cross is sufficient to cause the dragon to cease fighting: it capitulates because it
recognizes a superior force.

The dragon also features in the section of the bestiary describing the Indian Perindeus
tree in which doves live, feeding off the fruit. The story illustrates that God's power is supreme.

The dragon kills any dove which it finds outside the shade of the tree. The lesson follows:

% jbid. p.15.
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'‘Understand that the tree is God the Father and the shade is God the Son.......The fruit of the tree
is heavenly wisdom, i.e. of the Lord. The dove is the Holy Ghost. Look to it, therefore, O Man,
lest before you can receive the Holy Ghost, which is the spiritual and heavenly dove descending
and abiding in you, you do not remain for eternity outside the Father, Son and Holy Ghost. Look
to it lest the Dragon destroy you, i.e. the Devil. Now if you have the Holy Ghost, the Dragon
cannot come nigh you....the serpent of old should seize you and gobbie you up....' * Once more,
these lines show the long-established usage of the dragon and the serpent as interchangeable
symbols for evil. They also reveal that the act of devouring was an established feature of the
dragon's behaviour, a symbolic representation of the voraciousness of sin, its mouth, the
gateway to hell. Every detail of the story is used to extract a symbolic, moralistic meaning, which
is clearly stated. Patently, the story emphasises that the dragon comes within God's power; it
is not an autonomous evil force which has emerged in God's creation, over which the Creator
has no control for while the opposing nature of good and evil is a frequently used image, the two
forces of light and darkness are not given equal powers. This theological issue, the place of evil
in creation and its relationship with the Godhead, is one which has a prime place in the works
of all Christian philosophers and thinkers and due emphasis is given in the bestiaries to asserting
that evil can be conquered by the devout Christian.

It is clear that evil, while it is a potent and omnipresent force, is always thwarted in the
divine scheme of things. The fallen, created world is flawed by wickedness and sin, and their
presence necessitates a continual struggle for the committed Christian. While it is in the nature
of the didacticism to view these bestiary accounts in terms of the simplistic confrontation
between good and evil, St. Augustine refutes the dualism of Manichaeism: 'To start with, then,
the Devil is the Lord's handiwork. For there is nothing in nature, even among the last and the

least of the little creatures, which is not brought into being by him, from whom comes all form,

* jbid. p.160-1. The symbolic swallowing by the dragon is featured in the legend of St Margaret but
the saint is preserved by her faith, symbolised by the cross.
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all shape, all order..' ¥

While the scriptural dragon may represent quite simply the forces of evil directed at God
through his creation, mankind, by extrapolation, the dragon carries also connotations of death,
the darkness of the grave and ignorance. The unrepentant sinner and the disbeliever are
condemned to the everlasting fires of hell, having rejected Christ's offer of eternal life. Thus,
associations are built up and developed from particular biblical sources. The dragon never
became a synthesis of its many and varied parts: as a monster, it developed by accretion. This
meant that the narrator could select from a rich storehouse of attributes and associations.
Nevertheless, certain dragon topoi became established: the dragon-fight of the romance hero,*
the dragon encounter of the saint,*® the dragon lying at the bottom of the ladder leading to
heaven,*® used in hagiography and homily. Not surprisingly, in conjunction with the prolific
accumulation of connotations attendant on the dragon, it possessed a multivalency which
reflected these associations. The bestiary exegesis referred to above demonstrates the
conflation of the serpent, the tempter of Eve, with the dragon of the Book of Revelation. This
conflation, effected in the scriptures themselves, makes a major contribution to the dragon's
multivalency, for each respective context enriches the image of the dragon and what he
represents and creates a complex resonance of associations. The dragon of the Apocalypse
represents the evils of paganism which threaten the Christian faith and yet also it is an
embodiment of the pride of the devil, the fallen angel, Lucifer, whom St Michael sent hurtling

from heaven, having confronted him in battle.®' It is the Book of Revelation which would appear

¥ St Augustine, City of God, (Dei Civitate) trans. Henry Bettenscn (Harmondsworth, 1984), p.447.

# See the romances of Guy of Warwick, Beues of Hamtoun, Sir Torrent of Portyngale,

# " In all chapters, the Roman numerical references to the 1483 folio version of Caxton's Golden
Legend appear first, followed by volume and page references to the 7 volume edition edited by F.S.
Ellis (London, 1900). See the legends of St Silvester (C ix; vol.ii p.197); St Donatus (CC ; vol.v p.200)
and St Martha (CC xoc vol.iv p.135).

> This image occurs in the Gesta Romanorum, story no. XXX which | discuss in more detail in Chapter
3 and also in the legend of St Saturnine in Caxton’s Golden Legend, also dealt with in Chapter 3.

5! The Book of Revelation 12 wv. 7-9.
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to provide the symbolic framework for the hagiographic topos in which St George fights the
dragon. The topos is ailso mirrored less militantly in other saints' face to face encounters with
dragons. However, the legend of St George may also have been influenced by the story of
Perseus who saved Andromeda from the dragon-like sea-monster and indeed the role of the
maiden would seem to support this. The legend of St George illustrates the way in which the
dragon and the topos of the dragon-fight resonates with echoes from different sources, religious
and secular. Clearly, over the thousands of years during which mythology relating to the dragon
established itself and continued to grow the dragon acquired multifarious attributes. These have
militated against the containment of the dragon's behaviour within any consistent and fixed
portrayal. However, in the West it has always been depicted as a monster of awesome physical
size and concomitant power which is used aggressively and malevolently.

By contrast, however, the traditional lore of the dragon, set down by Isidore and
perpetuated and interpreted by Hugh of St Victor and the bestiaries describes a dragon which,
though dangerous, relies on a kind of cunning to make a kill: it lies in wait to bring down the
victim by winding itself round the limbs. However, the guile of this type of dragon cannot be
compared to that of the serpent, reliant on the temptation of his victim. Certain of the dragon's
attributes have been discarded or side-lined in favour of others for this is not a dragon the
modern reader wouid recognise, just as Diodorus' serpent-like dragon more resembled the
monsters of classical Greek legend than the modem, stereotypical dragon. It is apparent that the
shape and attributes of the serpent have influenced the depiction of some of the earlier dragons.
Nevertheless, the romance genre and the saint's legend in most part dispensed with the
serpentine qualities and developed a monster which portrayed the dragon's crocodilean features.
Also, these two genres depicted the dragon which poisoned whole communities in order to
intimidate its citizens into providing it with food, often human beings, once all the livestock had
been eaten. The ravening maw of this dragon suggested all the terrors of being eaten alive so
the dragon which stung its victims fike a snake was not used but replaced by this more dramatic

creature, sometimes firebreathing with a lashing tail, which featured in attacks on the romance
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hero. This more robust creature, fuelled by an impersonal hatred was an adversary worthy of the
hero and the saint and one which would more effectively emphasize their respective superior
powers. The biblical conflation of the serpent of Genesis and the dragon of Revelation provides
the church with a powerful image of evil. Yet, even in saint's legend, sermon or homily, other
mythological connotations may be implicitly present in the text contributing to the complexity of
the image. The dragon is most commonly cast as the mighty opponent of Christianity and the
threat of the organized evil of paganism is captured most vividly in the stance taken by the angel
and warrior St Michael against a monster with a huge physical presence. Conflict, seen in terms
of single combat, is the hali-mark of the dragon topos which | will explore in subsequent chapters

in relation to both romance and hagiography.
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CHAPTER 2 - ROMANCE AND THE DRAGON-SLAYING HERO

The knight's quest is at the heart of medieval romance, forming the basis of the narrative.
The series of challenges which dominates the quest demonstrates the knight's honour and
bravery and it is the single combat which most effectively reveals his exceptional skill in arms and
singles him out as the chivalric hero. This kind of encounter has been long established as a
literary convention, recognised in folk-iore, fairy story and romance as a means of extolling the
bravery of one who will valiantly pit his limited size and physical resources against an opponent
whose superhuman physical advantages suggest the hero's task is impossible. In John Bunyan's
Pilgrim’s Progress, Greatheart fights Giant Maul, an allegorical contest which presents the
essence of the topos. The form of the single combat varies little from one romance to another:
the challenging knight, the wild boar, the giant or the dragon are all worthy opponents. Another
knight who challenges the romance hero will usually fight according to martial rituals which have
long been set up by the aristocratic society to which both belong but the hero's non-human
adversaries are essentially different; not only do they they possess a brutal and consummate
physical strength but it is unencumbered by the constraints of the chivalric code. In general
terms, the single combat valorizes the hero but each kind of adversary provides a means of
revealing different virtues and qualities of the knight.

The wild boar usually provides the least demanding of opponents. Supreme amongst
other boars, it will have acquired renown as a dangerous animal which has put other hunters to
flight or killed them. The heroic chivalric knight who is successful where others have failed
reveals himself as a skilled and fearless hunter. The boar hunt was a familiar part of court life
so the knight is shown in the context of this courtly tradition, emerging from this kind of encounter
with a reputation which was the aspiration of all young knights. The boar was most often the first
challenge that was presented to the romance hero but, uniike the other adversaries, the fight
would have a basis in reality, even allowing for the hyperbolic description of the boar's physical

appearance and the ensuing encounter. Interestingly, Bevis fights a boar which lives at ‘the
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devillus denne',' which might suggest the beast's synonymity with the devil; it carries a
symbolism which is at odds with the 'reality’ of the episode and so suggests an encounter which
is metaphysical— a conflict between good and evil. However, in spite of the allusion to the devil,
the text describes an animal which remains essentially a dangerous wild beast and there is no
further extension of the imagery. Historically it does not carry the connotations of evil which the
dragon does and neither does it inspire the intensity of dread which both the giant and dragon
do. We can assume that the diabolic epithet was applied in order to stress the destructiveness
and ferocity of an animal which had slaughtered many knights and eaten them.

The topos of the fight with the giant offers similarities and contrasts with other challenges
and provides another opponent popular with readers: the eponymous Sir Torrent fights about six
giants during his life and these form the majority of his challenges. However, he does kill a
dragon belonging to a giant who then seeks out Sir Torrent to avenge his death; significantly, the
giant and the dragon form a destructive and bellicose alliance. The giant's huge proportions, his
power of speech and his arming himself as a knight before a martial contest suggest he has
affinities with the human race although his monstrous size, savagery and unchivalric conduct set
him apart from it. However, the giant's sub-humanity serves by contrast to distinguish the hero
as the ideal of manhood and a model of 'gentillesse’. The knight's own reputation for chivalric
behaviour is enhanced and his status within a courtly society is made clear. Again, the proof of
the knight's worthiness lies not only in his valiant and victorious fight but importantly, he achieves
success by fair means, by fighting according to the chivalric code. The African giant Colbrand
will not lend Guy a weapon when his sword is broken® although a true knight would seek a fair
fight and attempt to restore the balance by giving a weapon to an enemy whose own had been

made useless. The Muslim refuses with the words:

' Sir Beues of Hamtoun ed. Eugen Kalbing, EETS, ES, 46, 48, 65 (London, 1885-1894), .633 from the
lower’ text, ie * v according to M, with the differing readings of L and o where extant....." See Introduction to
this edition, p.xii.

? Guy of Warwick, the Auchinleck and the Caius MS ed. Julius Zupitza, EETS, ES, 42, 49, 59 (1883-1891).
The fight is described in the Caius MS 1.10528-10769 and Colbrand's refusal in 1.10718-10719.
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Some helpe tormagaunte,

Wepon for me shalt thow none have,

But now shall | sle the with my staffe.'! (GW. Caius MS. I.10723-25)

However, before the combat takes place, Guy prays to God and the narrator makes clear
that this is also a fight between two antagonistic faiths and cultures and Guy becomes the means
of delivering a victory for Christianity.

Colbrand is the champion of the King of Denmark and Guy fights successfully against the
giant on behalf of King Athelstan of England so another aspect of Guy is presented: he is the
patriot who is influential in the development of the history of England which elevates his role as
romance hero from fiction to a kind of historical ‘reality’. He is the champion of England, a man
who will sacrifice his life, if need be, to preserve the land against invaders. This confrontation
with Colbrand is not merely another challenge, another episode to maintain the momentum of
the romance for, while it does serve the well-established function of celebrating the bravery of
Guy, it has other functions too. Because Guy is fighting as a pilgrim and anonymously it
demonstrates the conscious sacrifice of reputation which runs counter to the chivalric convention
and indicates Guy's determination to concentrate on fulfilling God's will and not his own. In some
ways this fight is atypical of the romance hero's encounters with dangerous beasts and giants,
not least because of Guy's renunciation of his career as a knight in order to do God's will. As in
many romances this topos functions firstly as a valorization of the chivalric knight but importantly
also illustrates aspects of the hero other than his valour.

Now | want to turn to the stereotypical confrontation of the chivalric knight with the dragon
whose function, like that of giant and wild boar, is largely, but not solely, to demonstrate the
hero's bravery and his prowess in arms. The dragon is usually presented as the most dangerous
opponent and thus the most worthy of a chivairic hero.® Sir Eglamour takes on the dragon as the

last and most testing of his designated challenges and he takes a year of nursing to recover from

® The dragon is usually male most probably because of its connotation with the devil. However, the dragon
fought by the chivalric hero in The Knight of Curtesy, a short verse romance, is female, The Oxford Book of
Late Medieval Verse and Prose, ed. Douglas Gray (Oxford, 1985), pp.185-199.
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his near-fatal wounds. However, | would argue that, while valorization is indeed a function of the
encounter with the dragon, there are underlying connotations which, derived from ancient dragon
lore, are carried by the dragon and are also inherent in the topos of the dragon-fight and may
cause unresolved tensions in the text.* These contribute to the reader's perception of the dragon
by endowing it with an awesomeness which goes beyond the conventional description of its grim
appearance and its aggressively energetic participation in combat for these connotations refiect
the archetypal dragon of the Old and also the New Testament. It is apparent these monsters are
not to be thought of as merely wild and dangerous and although these residual biblical
connotations may not be articulated, at times their latent significance will affect the perception
of the topos of the dragon-fight, conferring on it an implicit symbolism which may border at times
on the supernatural. While the dragon fight follows a basic formula, variations of descriptive
detail, emphasis and length will influence the significance of the dragon's role and concomitantly
the part of the chivalric knight. Firstly though, | want to outline the structure and the principal
elements of the convention of the romance dragon-fight.

Generally, the fight itself is an episode which is self-contained; like the other set-pieces
featuring fights with giants and wild animals, the encounter may be removed from the narrative
without disturbing the course of events. Sometimes, however, it leads on causally to subsequent
stages in the hero's quest as happens in Sir Degarré where the dragon-fight introduces the next
development in the plot. The eponymous hero saves the earl, and invited back to his house, is
offered a reward of treasure and land which Degarré refuses; he is then dubbed a knight. That
the dragon-fight is an accepted and familiar topos in the romance genre is demonstrated by a
similarity in the structuring of these conflicts and the language employed to describe both the
action and the physical appearance of the dragons.

The monster's reputation for widespread slaughter is stressed in order to emphasize the

superhuman success of the hero. The dragon's physical appearance is described, underlining

* These connotations have been explored in the first chapter where | have looked at the dragon as a
symbol of evil going back to the beginning of history. | have also shown how this symbolism informs Judaic-
Christian literature.
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its grotesqueness with epithets and phrases like 'grysly %, 'gastelich to sene' ¢, ‘fers and fell'.” The
measurements of its body and tail, stress the power vested in its size and its other attributes
underline its separation from the wild beast and the giant, like its obnoxious stench and its ability
to breathe fire or poison its victims. The description of Leviathan in Job is lengthy and detailed
and while most romance descriptions of the dragon are not as comprehensive as this, they
reflect the essential problem of the hero, the beast's invulnerability, fully delineated by the
emphasis placed on the impenetrable nature of its scales and its fiercesomeness. A
comparison of two short quotations from Job and then from Guy reveals the similarity: Cum
apprehenderit eumn gladius, subsistere non poterit, Neque hasta, neque thorax. (Job 41 v.17 BV)
and from Guy of Warwick:

'Pe smallest scale pat on him is

No wepen no may atame, y-wis.'

(GW Auchinleck MS Il. 7161-7162)

The romance dragon's gaping mouth, lined with sharp teeth, its impenetrable hide and
its long, thick tail which can deal a fatal blow underiine further its reputation for invincibility. Other
physical features of the colour and the length of parts of the beast's body vary from one text to
another and contribute to its exotic and awe-inspiring presence, not least it roars loudly: Bevis
and Ascopard hear the dragon's thunderous roars before they come across it and Ascopard
retreats from fear. ( BH. ll. 2737-2738) The challenge is so daunting that an established element
in the dragon-fight itself is the knight's prayer to God for help before undertaking or even during
the fight. When the combat is depicted in some detail, the lengthy and difficult ordeal is stressed;
the knight is barely able to protect himself against an onslaught in which the blows and

counterblows are recorded and in which the knight's armour and weapons are so badly damaged

® Sir Torrent of Portyngale, ed. E. Adam, EETS, ES, 51(1887), |. 524.
® Guy of Warwick, Auchinleck MS 1.7156.

7 Sir Eglamour of Artois, ed. Frances E. Richardson EETS, OS, 256 (1965), Cotton MS I. 698.
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he suffers severe wounds. Eventually, the exhausted hero manages, often unexpectedly, to
deliver a fatal blow, so bringing the fight abruptly to an end and he removes the head, or perhaps
the tongue, as a trophy and evidence of his success, after which there is much rejoicing of the
people who have suffered from the beast's depredations.

Initially the hero may be mounted but the horse is always killed, forcing the combat to be
conducted face to face, on the ground. What characterizes the fight is its physical action and its
description of strength pitted against strength in a constant movement which exhausts the
knight's energy and also makes demands on his martial skill and strategy. The chivalric hero
dispatches the dragon successfully, although in a few instances in so doing the knight is badly
wounded.

There are similarities with the giant fight topos, particularly in the handling of the action
which concentrates on the physicality of a struggle between unequal contenders. However, as
dragons do not speak, there is no verbal exchange between the hero and the dragon; the blows
inflicted on the participants form their only contact. In this way the dragon is distanced from the
hero in comparison with the attributes shared by the hero and the giant; also its exotic
appearance and its armoury of fire and poison create an impression of a fabulous animal, far
removed from the experience of ordinary men, although there is every reason to believe that
medieval man and woman believed in the existence of the dragon, usually in far-off corners of
the then-known world. When news is brought to King Athelstan and Guy of a violent monster
laying waste Northumberiand, the messenger's words indicate uncertainty because of the rarity
of this sight: ‘Men seyp pat it is a dragoun.' (GW Auchinieck MS [.7166) However, | want to argue
that the dragon is not perceived merely as an extraordinary ferocious monster and that even in
romance narratives it carries with it residual implications which hint that it belongs to the
metaphysical world as well as to the exotic animal kingdom.

Carol Fewster maintains that while Guy's fight against the dragon and against the giant
Colbrand have a basic similarity of matter and organisation, they are presented quite differently.

The distinction she draws is based on her perception of the Colbrand fight as being placed in a



43
specific historical and nationalistic context as the contest has bearing on the fortunes of England.
She maintains that by contrast the dragon-fight, in true romance tradition, is an incident slotted
into Guy's series of 'aventures': it has no consequences other than for Guy and his reputation.
The description of the dragon is presented in non-specific terms, comprised of 'a series of
comparitive statements’ and 'The force of the description is that of a set of superiatives— the
dragon is a very terrible opponent.' Guy's confrontation with Colbrand she says is 'precisely
quantifiable’ and 'real place-markers' are used 'to suggest a major and realistic threat.' ® She
sees the Colbrand fight as having a more serious function in the narrative but the dragon-fight
is regarded as no more than a familiar fiterary convention. Fewster aiso draws together the two
paralle! fights by suggesting that the dragon-fight intimates a growing piety on Guy's part
because he prays to God for help, realising that the dragon is a terrifying adversary but in the
Colbrand fight the ‘references to Christianity are used far more systematically’, giving the episode
a profounder Christian implication. It is, however, a familiar motif of the romance hero to pray to
God during a fight in which the opponent appears invincible and therefore to claim this shows
Guy's increased piety would be to give it a questionable significance. Fewster contends that the
Colbrand fight elevates Guy from the hero familiar to romance, to a devout Christian hero who
has as well national status. Although | would agree that the Colbrand fight has a greater
significance because it illumines Guy's developing function within the narrative, | believe that the
dragon is more than 'a very temible opponent'. Because the dragon carries with it the many and
varied biblical connotations associated with evil, with Leviathan and the apocalypse, its impact
is more than its description suggests. Superficially, it is the exotic monster, familiar to romance
but | would argue that its presence within the narrative does not become stale with use, rather
it leads the reader into another world of horror and nightmare. Although the chivalric hero has
learnt his martial skill and gained his experience on the battle-field or in the tournament, the

dragon-fight, by contrast, is undertaken in a private, claustrophobic arena in which the two

® Carol Fewster, Traditionality and Genre in Middle English Romance (Cambridge, 1987), pp.84-85.
Fewster uses the description of the dragon from the Auchinleck MS fl. 7165-7176.
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contestants confront each other. By comparison, the Coibrand fight is witnessed as a public
event and the outcome verified by the spectators. The solitariness of the dragon-fight provides
a sinister intensity and mystery and is contrasted with the public world of the community of
townsfolk into which the hero re-emerges as if from a supernatural world, suggestive of hell.

| have argued that each opponent has particular and special func:\tiir:ito perform in
relation to the presentation of diverse facets of the heroic knight's idealiseJ‘Esse'ntially, these
confrontations contribute to a more rounded and complex valorization of the knight but because
of the connotations associated with the dragon, the dragon-fight itself suggests a role for the
knight as the destroyer of a more sinister destructive force than that of his other adversaries.

Clearly, the hagiographic topos of the dragon encounter, to be explored in the next
chapter, concentrates on the dragon as an embodiment of evil, often a demon, a devil, or Satan
himself, and the fight represents the confrontation of the forces of evil, often in the form of
paganism, with those of Christianity. Yet, it is not unreasonable to suppose that the symbolism
of the dragon in hagiography and homiletic collections such as the Alphabet of Tales and
sermons would also have had some influence on the response of romance readers to their
perception of the monster. That the romance dragon was a different kind of monster, a physical,
energetic opponent which had to be overcome with weapons by a knight who sought fame is true
but nevertheless it cannot be isolated completely from its symbolic counterpart, the product of
a complex weaving of Christian and Judaic mythology.

The process of cross-fertilization in which generic conventions, topoi, rhetoric and indeed
devices of plot are adopted and also adapted for use in the romance and the saint's legend is
well-illustrated in the way in which the confrontation with a dragon has been taken from the
romance genre and adapted for use in saints' legends in the later Middle Ages. Indeed, it is this
exchange between the two genres which illustrates the close interrelation between them. Cross-
fertilization has enriched both genres but it has also contributed to the problem of defining
romance. In addition, the sheer kaleidoscopic variety of material found in the genre has

compounded the problem. However, the area where romance and hagiography overlap causes
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most dissent among critics. Hagiography provides an exemplary model in the saint who is the
vehicle for an overtly didactic emphasis on the Christian faith: he renounces this world and its
values in order to focus on the next. However, when the romance foregrounds the chivalric hero's
preoccupation with service to God and the state of his own soul, then both romance and
hagiography meet on middle-ground incorporating elements from both genres. Called variously,
the ‘hagiographic romance' , 'pious romance' , 'religious romance' or ' secular hagiography' it is
concerned with a depiction of the protagonist as a sinful knight who, made aware of his
shortcomings or wickedness, becomes preoccupied with the salvation of his soul through
penance.” The fallible knight is placed in a context familiar to romance and he encounters
marvels, fights the Saracens and travels extensively before being restored to his former place
in society. Clearly there are distinctions between the fallible or sinning knight, the knight who
pursues his quest for reputation or heritage or love and the saint who endures the temptations
of the flesh or the torture leading to martyrdom in order to reap a reward in heaven. The romance
hero and and the hagiographic protagonist have very different ideas of what makes up the good
life, even allowing for the professed Christian faith of the chivalric hero, while the hero of religious
romance goes through a process of reform but does not forgo those benefits familiar to the
successful knight.

in the next chapter, | shall be exploring in more detail the saint's role in the dragon
encounter although at this point a brief summary of the characteristics of the saint’s legend and
its protagonist are necessary in order to establish the simple but fundamental differences
between the two genres. The purpose of hagiography is to celebrate a man or a woman aiready
established as a saint because of exemplary self-abnegation and a submission to God's will.
The saint looks beyond the delights of this temporal world to reunion with God in heaven and his
or her religious identity is never compromised or ambivalent. The hagiographic conventions leave

the reader in no doubt as to the morat and religious goals pursued by the saint, even though

° For Andrea Hopkins a preoccupation with sin and penance informs what she terms the 'religious
romance'. Her book, The Sinful Knights (Oxford, 1990), includes studies of the knights Sir lsumbras, Guy
of Warwick, Sir Gowther and Robert of Sicily.
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romance topoi may be included. However, the presentation of the romance herc does not have
such tight constraints and it is the examination of the protagonist of romance in comparison with
the hero of the pious legend which has often been the critical starting point because once the
Christian faith of a knight is given an importance greater than the conventional lip-service that
most romance knights pay to Christianity, then the protagonist is shifted towards the middie-
ground, towards the overlap between romance and hagiography. In addition if the context in
which the hero is placed, even in part of the narrative, contains topoi which are at variance with
the stereotypical presentation of the knight, then generic tensions are created.

Diana Childress argues that what she terms 'secular legend' must be considered a genre
in its own right and not as an amaigam of romance and hagiography and she sees the disparity
between the hero of romance and the hero of secular legend respectively, in his 'management
of his environment'. Firstly, the superhuman romance hero relies on his own martial prowess:
‘When he kills a giant or a dragon......... he depends on his sword and lance, not on magical
incantations or supernatural aid. He uses "physical’ not "magical” means.' " She says that in
contrast, the hero of secular legend accomplishes his deeds through divine aid, the power of God
working through him. Broadly speaking this may be a valid distinction but it does demonstrate the
inherent problems of evaluating a narrative in terms of generalized opposites. The cross-
fertilization of topoi and other elements can create ambivalences which undermine this premiss.
For instance, as | argue in more detail later in the chapter, Bevis's successful fight against the
dragon can be viewed as a demonstration of his own prowess but viewed from another
perspective the holy well provides him with divine help when he is restored by its waters. While
Bevis cannot be regarded as a hero of hagiographic or pious romance, in this particular episode
the topoi contribute to a perception of the dragon-fight which hints at supernatural depths, at
odds with the narrative as a whole.

Furthermore, Childress draws distinctions between the moral states of the respective

" Diana T. Childress, 'Between Romance and Legend: "Secular Hagiography" in Middle English
Literature', Philological Quarterly, 57 (1978), 314.
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heroes, finding that the hero of secular legend changes from evil to good during the narrative
whereas the romance hero is an admirable chivalric knight from beginning to end. Again, while
these distinctions have a surface validity, they also reveal the fundamental and insoluble problem
of categorization, for there are always exceptions. This is exemplified in her citing of Guy of
Warwick whom she claims becomes a hero of secular legend by the end of the narrative.
However, even after Guy has renounced his chivalric career to become a pilgrim, the vicissitudes
of his life reflect much of the adventure and the combat he enjoyed as a chivalric hero whose
valiant, honourable conduct remains essentially unchanged untii the end.

Moreover, Childress says: ' the romance hero pursues his goals energeticaily, even
aggressively, but the protagonist of secular legend must patiently endure humiliation, deprivation
and suffering,’ "' the emphasis being on penance and passivity. Again there is a general truth
in her statement but Sir Isumbras's encounters with the Saracens show him fighting with great
ferocity in the pursuit of a particular religious goal. He is not like Chaucer's Custance, helplessly
adrift in a rudderless boat, totally dependent on the intervention of God. Although the hero of
secular legend may submit to God's will, it does not preclude him from taking the same initiative
as Bevis or Guy in fighting vigorously in the cause of right, honour and the Christian faith when
he sees an opportunity.

Childress's comparisons point to her perception of a fundamental difference between the
values of romance and those of secular legend. She makes this distinction: "The noble human
hero who actively pursues secular goals, whether to win love or to regain a kingdom, or to uphold
the honor of the Round Table or of Christendom, is glorified as an admirable example of human
valor, strength, courtesy and piety; but the hero who does penance for his sinfulness or who may
patiently undergo physical hardship and deprivation and who is rescued or rescues others by
divine miracles can only remind us of the spiritual priority of the other world.""?

The key words for Childress are 'the spiritual priority of the other world' which indicate that

" Childress, 'Between Romance and Legend..!, 317.

 Childress, 'Between Romance and Legend..!, 320.
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the hero of the secular legend possesses an awareness of the judgement day and therefore a
need to repent. However, if we were to talk of the 'spiritual priority of the other world' in relation
to hagiography there would be a different perception of its meaning. If hagiography celebrates
the saintly Christian who gives up worldly affairs and goods, who turns away from marriage and
family in order to die for the faith or devote himself to prayer or preaching, then secular
hagiography would appear to show how sinful man can achieve redemption through suffering and
yet eventually preserve the good things of this world; it is a recognition of both the values of this
world and of the next, and the possibility of having the best of both worlds. Indeed, while Sir
Amadace is made to suffer the reversals of fortune in order to expiate the sin of prodigality, his
story ends with his being crowned king 'Wyth gold so clure schinand' **

Childress's position regarding romance and 'secular hagiography' differs fundamentally
from that of Susan Crane who does not recognise the pious romance as a separate literary
group, simply because she considers that the values of the knight and the saint are quite
incompatible.™ She finds such polarized positions cannot overiap for even Sir Isumbras who,
after enduring great hardship and misery as penance for his pride, is reunited with his lost sons.
He thanks God and retums to the comforts of this world, a situation which contrasts with that of
the saint. Her definition of hagiography is rigorously applied: 'The saints of hagiography may
seem also to exemplify a kind of private achievement, but.....their surrender of identity and of will
to God as well as their transcendent goals divide them from heroes of romance."® She
substantiates this viewpoint by drawing on contemporary clerical contempt of entertainment in

general, to the minstrel, the juggler and romance, which recognises an unbridgeable chasm

** 'Sir Amadace' in Six Middle English Romances, ed. Maldwyn Mills(repr. London, 1988) 1.837.

' Susan Crane, Insular Romance: Politics, Faith and Culture in Anglo-Norman and Middle English
Literature (Berkeley, London, 1986). See Chapter 3, pp.92-117.

' ibid pp. 101-102.
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between the saint's story and romance." Crane deals with the appropriation by hagiography of
romance features like the 'fabulous, affective, and dramatic' with the rider that 'While tacitly
adopting these elements, religious literature overtly condemns the romances themselves.' '’ She
also maintains that the borrowing of religious elements by the romance genre is used largely to
enhance the military qualities of the romance hero and that his professed faith is not fully
integrated within a Christian way of life.

Between the opposing critical stances of Childress and Crane one may suggest a notion
of 'slippage’, for while the romance and hagiographic values which imbue these two genres
represent the mutually exclusive concerns of this world and the next respectively, in some
romances there is an attempt to delineate a less stereotypical knightly hero who is forced, by
divine intervention, to review his life in the light of that to come and yet, within these parameters,
there is the opportunity for the predictable adventures of romance to proceed, even if under the
guise of divine providence: the battle against the Infidel and the single combat. The hero's
acceptance of fallibility suggests a development in the portrayal of a hero, one who has
weaknesses and vices but who yet can still retain the reader's admiration because he both
proves himself in conventionally heroic action but also as a penitent who endures hardship, he
provides another pattern for imitation.

Fundamental to an assessment of these genres is the notion of an underlying system of
values. However, rarely in all romances is the system consistent and clear-cut. The divergent
critical discussion provoked by Amis and Amiloun testifies to the impossibility of forcing texts into
labelled categories. | would argue that this difficulty may be exacerbated by the way in which the
romance conventions are handled. If action, demonstrated in fighting, underpins the romance

genre's concern with validating the chivalric hero's courage, the priority of hagiography is the

® G.R. Owst, Literature and Pulpit in Medieval England, rev. edn. (Oxford,1966), p. 13. Owst quotes lines
from William of Nassington's Speculum Vitae in which he expresses his objection to romance because it
is a frivolous vanity. The quotation names several romances including Octovyanse, isambrase, Buys of
Hampton and Guy of Warwick, two of which might be termed 'hagiographic romances’ or ‘pious legends’
by some critics.

" Crane, Insular Romance, p.102.
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demonstration of Christ's power at work in the saint. This is seen in the way in which the
romance dragon-fight becomes the dragon encounter in hagiography. And yet this seemingly
clear-cut system of values residing in a romance, or a hagiographic convention, may be undercut
by ambivalence when a topos attempts to fuse elements both from romance and hagiography.
Such is the case | shall argue in Chapter 4 in the dicussion of St George's fight with the dragon.

Patently the dragon of the romance narratives cannot be regarded as synonymous with
the devil or with Satan, as is the hagiographic dragon; it does not function only as an
embodiment of evil, a symbol of the external force which has its origin in the rebellion of the
fallen angels against God. If it were regarded as such a symbol, then the ethos of the romance
would become problematic for, given that the bedrock of romance is the challenge by which the
knight is tested and tried, the symbolic dragon would undermine the physical encounter, essential
to the validation of the hero's knighthood. Also, if the romance dragon were to be interpreted as
a symbol, then not only the role of the knight becomes questionable but also the fight is affected
by a symbolic perspective, too. The knight might perhaps be regarded as the symbol of the
Christian soul fighting off an evil assault on the spirit but the dragon is not simply historically an
appropriate embodiment of spiritual evil. If the knight were to be interpreted as the faithful
Christian taking on the devil in order to subdue it, then contradictory values emerge for the
romance topos celebrates the knight's success and elevates his personal reputation as a man
of arms, albeit a Christian one. The eponymous hero Sir Eglamour, like many other chivalric
knights, is sent by a treacherous and evil ear! to fight a dragon as one of a number of tests of his
bravery and martial skill. As in this romance, the proving of a knight's worth enabled him to woo
the lady he loved. If the dragon becomes a symbol of evil, then other consequential changes
have to be made to the topos in order for it to function within the expectations of the genre.
Ironically, this concatenation would produce the hagiographic topos: the hero becomes the saint
whose power over evil (the dragon) is God-given, rendering weapons redundant and the fight
superfluous. In this confrontation Christianity is demonstrated as being victorious over the forces

of the devil. Thus, the adoption by hagiography of the topos of the dragon-fight necessitates the
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weakening of the romance dragon's physical presence by a much less detailed descripti
order that it functions effectively as a symbol.

However, the romance dragon does have a certain kinship with its hagiographic
counterpart for their shared attributes of poisonous breath, fire-breathing and its noxious stench
are clearly associated with the fires and noisomeness of hell. In some romance texts the
language which refers to the dragon intimates that it is to be associated with the darker forces,
with hell and its inhabitants, demons and fiends. The topos cannot support the equation of the
dragon with cosmic or demonic evil in unequivocal terms, but these references encourage a
perspective of the dragon-fight which exceeds the purely physical by hinting at the shadowy,
subterranean regions from which the monster comes.

Sir Eglamour of Artois follows the fortunes of a knight who must accomplish several feats
in order to win his lady. Sir Eglamour's third and most demanding challenge is a fight with the
dragon of Rome. This episode illustrates the way in which the dragon brings with it a hellish
provenance which is not stated as a fact but is alluded to by comparisons. The monster attacks
the knight with fire continuously 'As hyt walled owt of helle' (1.738 Cotton MS) and later when Sir
Eglamour has hacked away half of its tail 'The fend began to 3elle.' (1.741 Cotton MS) The word
fiend' to describe the dragon is used, as is 'devil' as a term for other adversaries, indicating that
any opponent of the Christian hero and knight is regarded as malevolent. When Guy of Warwick
faces Ameraunt he distinguishes between humanity and the demonic when he remarks to the
king:

"lesu,' quod sir Gye than,
Hit is the dewyll, it is no man.' " (GW Caius MS 11.8153-8154)

However, when attached to the dragon as it most often is, along with appropriate
supporting images, the inferences to be drawn are that this is a monster which has come from
hell implying that the foe and also the fight have an ominous significance for the knight himself.
Yet, the episode, while hinting at a challenge which is supernatural as well as physical, remains

within the romance genre simply because the hero's perception of what he is undertaking is
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limited to the corporeal and the material. It is the redactor who gives the reader a view of the
dragon which stems from the bestiary's equation of the monster with the evil of sin, but the
episode is not developed along these lines. Just as the redactor of Sir Eglamour’s fight has
effectively utilized the supernatural, the dragon-fight in Sir Degarré provides a contrast which
demonstrates how the dragon's sinister presence may be diminished by a mundane comparison.
The beast is described as being 'Ful of filth and venim..', an impression undermined by 'Pe
smoke com of his nose awai/ Ase fer out of a chimenai'."®

| want to examine closely the dragon-fight in the romance Sir Beues of Hamtoun because
it occupies a lengthy part of the narrative in comparison with other romance dragon-fights, even
when they themselves may be considered detailed.” It also transcends the standard romance
dragon-fight because it is the culmination of a long explanatory introduction about the
provenance of two dragons; in addition, it incorporates Bevis's dream of the poisoned young
knight which provides his motivation for what he is told is an impossible undertaking, a long
description of the dragon and of the fight with the additional feature of the holy well. The narrator
of Beues recounts the origin of the two dragons, one of which Bevis kills near Cologne. Once
there were two kings, of Apulia and of Calabria who were repeatedly cursed by their subjects
because they would not stop taking up arms against each other, so laying waste the land over
a period of twenty-four years:

'Pai hadde mani mannes kours,

Whar pours hii ferden wel pe wors;

Par fore hii deide in dedli sinne

And helle pine pai gan hem winne.! (BH . 2619-2622)

Having died in deadly sin, they were sent to hell where they became dragons but they still

*® Sir Degarré, eds. AV.C.Schmidt and Nicholas Jacobs in Medieval English Romances (London, 1980),
vol. ii, pp. 57-88, 1.348 and |. 354 respectively.

" Sir Beues of Hamtoun, 11.2597-2910 cover the complete episode from the explanation of the two dragons'
origins to Bevis's triumphant reception, having killed the dragon of Cologne. The central episode, the
description of Bevis's fight with the dragon, occupies |l. 2760-2888.
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continued to fight on earth for thirty-four years. A holy hermit begged Christ to stop them and the
prayer was answered, the dragons flying away, one first to Tuscany, the other to St Peter's
bridge in Rome where every seven years when it moved a dreadful stench and vapour gave the
people an incurable fever. The other dragon then flew on to Cologne where it lived under a cliff
and in a dream Bevis learns that this dragon has killed a young knight by poisoning him so that
his body swelled and his flesh rotted. It is this knight's death which Bevis sets out to avenge.

The clear association of the dragons with sin and hell suggests more than renowned,
dangerous monsters. Moreover, the supernatural is introduced when the kings are transformed
into dragons which are the embodiment of evil in hagiography. They are creatures from hell and,
as dragons, their continued destruction of the land shows that the evil they did in life continues
after their transformation. The hermit's successful prayer to Christ which ensured that the
dragons abandoned their native regions has similarities with the less usual hagiographic topos
when the saint ensures the dragon leaves the community it is preying on. The dragon is not killed
but is sent away or it slinks out of the town, unable to compete with the power of the saint. Then,
when Bevis takes on the dragon, he is saved from physical exhaustion and the effects of the
dragon's poison by a holy well into which he falls. He drinks the water whereupon he is revived
and his leprous body cured. Bevis's prayers to Christ and to the Virgin Mary before the renewal
of the fight is a romance convention but interestingly Bevis's prayer to Christ ' “Help," a seide,
"godes sone, / Pat pis dragoun wer ouer-come!" ' ( BH. 1.2861-2) mirrors that of the holy man
who first prayed that the people should be set free from the despoliation of the dragons. The
dragon flees 'ase he wer wod' (BH. 1.2870) when he hears the prayer and is pursued by Bevis
and slaughtered. That the dragon is afraid of the power of Christianity ensures its flight and so
protects Bevis from another onslaught.

The theme of the opposed worlds of heaven and hell echoes throughout this episode.
The dragon is shown to be an antagonist of Christianity but it is more than a fierce adversary for
it is placed in the narrative as an evil force in opposition to the divine will, its origin in hell

reinforcing this association. Interestingly, a variant text of Beues refers to St Michael in the
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familiar apocalyptic image as a dragon-slayer . Bevis asks whether anyone can slay the dragon:

""Lorde lesu Cryst," sayde Beuys tho,

"May no man that dragon slo?"

"Nay," they sayde," wythout fable,

Al crystendome were nat able;

But if Myghel from heuen come down,

Shal no man sle that dragon!"™

(BH II. 2379-2384)

St Michael as the heavenly warrior of the Book of Revelation who sends Satan tumbling
out of heaven and into hell is given a powerful presence dominating the war in heaven and as
the archetypal dragon-siayer he endows this version of the text with these biblical and
metaphysical overtones.

The introduction of the holy well appears to suggest further potentiai for a supernatural
interpretation of this episode for the well's water effects what appears to be a miracle cure for
Bevis and yet the significance of the well still remains ambivalent. How far the holy well may be
considered divine help, specifically arranged for Bevis, is problematic for he stumbles into the
well inadvertently and yet the existence of the well in the place of combat may be regarded as
providential.’’ Diana Childress maintains that the romance protagonist has to rely on his own
physical strength and use of weaponry, whereas the hero of secular hagiography is aided by God
who intervenes.? Bevis's expertise is a determining factor in his success but the well's waters
do save him from a death the young knight did not escape and so parts of the narrative deliver

opposing interpretations. Heroes of romances are also saved from death by magical means but

2 This text is printed beneath the leading Auchinieck text. See footnote 1, also Kélbing's introduction, p.
.

*!Eric Auerbach looks upon the knight's quest, not simply as a series of random adventures, but as
undertakings which are so contrived to provide each knight with the means of provipg himself. S_ee Chapter
6, 'The Knight Sets Forth', pp.123-142, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature.

2 Childress, 'Between Romance and Legend...,, 314
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magic can be discounted here, for this well is termed 'holi’

'Pat water was so holi,

bat pe dragoun, sikerli,

Ne dorste nese pe welle aboute

Be fourti fote, saundoute.' (BH 11.2807-2810)

Importantly, the emphasis is on the power of chastity to strengthen and heal, a virtue
given to the well by the virgin who bathed in it rather than on Christ's personal intervention in
Bevis's rescue. And yet, because the dragon cannot venture near the well because of the power
of its holiness an underlying antagonism between that which is evil and that which is holy and
virtuous is suggested which implies there is a supernatural significance to the fight. Importantly,
however, Bevis treats the dragon as a physical adversary to be vanquished with strength and
with weapons; although he knows of the origins of the two dragons, he does not refer to this
dragon as the embodiment of the evil spirit of one of the kings. Moreover, this dragon cannot be
regarded as symbolic of evil in general: its evil is related to the continual belligerence and hostility
of a specific king.

Within this self-contained narrative there are inclusions which hover between the topoi
of romance and those of hagiography. Ancient biblical connotations associated with the dragon
cannot be isolated from the romance dragon and the redactor of this narrative was very much
aware of them. He has created a dragon that is more than a physical adversary and yet has
managed to balance its ambivalent metaphysical attributes with a reality founded in the sublunary
world by giving it, and indeed the other dragon, a provenance: its own identity in a precisely
located place, during a stated time span.

'Par was a king in Poyle londe

And anoper in Calabre, ich vnderstonde;

Pis twe kinge fouste ifere

More pan foure and twenti sere.....' (BH 11.2611-2614)

Nevertheless, the dragons are placed in the romance tradition with the warring kings, the
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fallen knight and the dragons’ flight over many lands of Europe. In addition, the dragon-fight itself
parallels many others, as does the dragon's description, which dwells on details of its colour and
size.

The dragon has often been dismissed by critics who regard it as an exotic inclusion with
a limited role. Pamela Gradon speaks of the 'growth of interest in romantic wonders in the
narrative works of the period' (the eleventh and twelfth centuries). 'In these works, monsters and
marvels abound and the putative "wilderness of dragons"” of the Beowulf poet's world becomes
a reality. But while the dragon in Beowulf is there, so to speak, to be slain by the hero, the
dragons of romance exist in their own right to amaze and horrify the reader.”

Surely, the romance hero, like Beowulf, is given dragons to fight in order that his bravery
can be demonstrated. Also, if the function of the romance dragon is to provide mere
entertainment, we may ask why dragons feature so prominently and not basilisks or other
marvellous bestiary creatures. While the dragon-fight does give the narrator an opportunity for
a colourful description of a feat of arms, | maintain that there are more sinister implications
carried by the romance dragon: it cannot be looked upon in the same light as the monster and
dinosaur recreated in contemporary film and horror comic whose sole object is to astound and
thrill with physical terror. Literary and visual art reinforces the sinister image of the dragon as
emanating from hell, an underworld where horrifying creatures live and therefore its inclusion in
romance, hints at visions of hell and by extrapolation, even the possible destiny of the soul.

Carol Fewster maintains that the fantastic world created in romance with its magic,
grateful lions, dragons and giants and foolproof disguises is a 'distancing device', which
deliberately separates the reader from the real world.?* indeed, | would argue this is relevant
particularly to the romance dragon whose identity is not limited to the material worild and its

physical appearance. While it belongs to a world of the exotic marvel, it also has its being in a

# Pamela Gradon, Form and Style in Early English Literature (London, 1971), Chapter 4, The Romance
Mode', p. 228.

* Carol Fewster, Traditionality and Genre, ~ p.36.
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context which draws on a distant mythical heritage and a past rooted in religious symbolism.
Thus, its contribution to the romance challenge is endowed with an implicit profundity which, in
this case, belies Gradon's claim that 'The world of the romances, like the world of folk-tale, is
a world without depth...' *

Kathryn Hume also compares the use of the romance dragon with that in Beowulf:
'‘Romance giants and dragons are not terrifying, independent forces like Grendel or Beowulf's
final foe; rather, they appear in the hero's path like oversized rabbits pulled from the author's hat,
and really exist only for the period it takes the hero to dispatch them.' # This dismissal of the
giant and the dragon is based on a generalization which ignores the best examples of both topoi:
Guy’s fight with Colbrand and Bevis's with the dragon. Indeed, the very nature of romance is in
question here for Hume seems to want from the genre a more ‘realistic’ portrayal of the dragon,
an exploitation of the drama inherent in its physical size and belligerence but romance is not a
'realistic’ genre; it operates according to a stylized pattern. Therefore, the established convention
of the dragon-fight, like other romance conventions, should not be diminished by occurrence and
reoccurrence. The significance and the effect of the dragon lies in what it suggests and what it
represents for the reader.

Curiously and in contrast, John Stevens makes no mention of the dragon, while exploring
the ‘'marvellous' in romance although he does discuss the role of the giant which confronts Arthur
in Morte Arthure: the giant is an appropriate opponent to show off Arthur's feats of arms; he does
not carry any supernatural overtones. Stevens goes on to distinguish between the ‘experience
of the supernatural and the encounter with the marvellous’ ¥ and draws up categories of the
marvellous, the largest being that which may frighten and amaze the reader. Nevertheless, one

of the key-points of Stevens' argument is that ‘only the context of a particular romance.......can

* Pamela Gradon, Form and Style in Early English Literature, p.215.
% Kathryn Hume, The Formal Nature of Middle English Romance' Philological Quarterly, 53 (1974), 162.

¥ John Stevens, Medieval Romance: Themes and Approaches (London, 1973), pp. 98-99.
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determine for us how to take the marvels.' 2 | would suggest that while the dragon may feature
in a romance ostensibly to provide a fitting opponent for the hero, as does the giant, and, while
the overall context of the romance may appear to support this view of the monster, its long-
established identity with cosmic evil accords it a greater intensity of malignity. Thus, the dragon-
fight may, in isolation from the rest of the narrative, become enhanced as a marvel with a
supernatural significance derived from dragon lore.

Northrop Frye examines the place of romance which he puts between myth and
‘naturalism'.  ‘Myth, then, is one extreme of literary design; naturalism is the other, and in
between lies the whole area of romance, using that term to mean, not the historical mode but the
tendency to displace myth in a human direction and yet, in contrast to 'realism’, to
conventionalize content in an idealized direction. The central principle of displacement is that
which can be metaphorically identified in a myth can only be linked in romance by some form of
simile: analogy, significant association, incidental accompanying imagery, and the like. in a myth
we can have a sun-god or a tree-god; in a romance we may have a person who is significantly
associated with the sun or trees.' ® This sums up the mechanics of the stereotypical dragon-
fight, carrying as it does connotations of evil but also accompanying images which reinforce them
like the kind of comparisons seen in the fight of Sir Eglamour, referred to earlier in the chapter.

The complete episode in Beues provides an important illustration of the way in which the
dragon is perceived as being more than the bestial enemy of a community. The dragon is
marked out from the beginning as a creature from hell, sent there as a result of its sins, (BH. il.
2621-2624). The dragon's origin raises the question of its role in the fight and the role of the
knight. Bevis is determined to undertake a seemingly impossible challenge to rid the region of
a dragon which he knows from his dream has an ominous, supematural identity, (BH. i1.2691-

2692) John Stevens includes in his list of the 'marvellous' discussed above, the category of the

2 jbid. p.99.

® Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton, 1973), pp. 136-7.
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‘'miraculous’ , 'that is to say, the marvellous controlled by God. Miracles are God's magic, his
supernatural interventions in the natural workings of the created world.' ** Vision and dream have
long been familiar literary devices for 'supernatural interventions.' Clearly, Bevis's dream fits into
this category: it can be called a somnium insofar that it brings the hero an idea of what the future
holds and more importantly, we may assume that it is sent by God. This kind of accretion of
detail from the beginning of the whole dragon episode reinforces its supernatural significance
and yet at times this is undercut by the conventional romance dragon-fight as | shall show in the
further exploration of this motif. The dragon has lived in hell and it carries with it a destructive evil
fuelled by hatred. Although Bevis tackles the dragon as a physical adversary and does not refer
to its provenance, it nevertheless colours the undertaking. Bevis faces not just a ferocious,
horrifying monster but a spirit from hell who is constrained by the force of holiness: it cannot
come near the well and flees on hearing Bevis's prayer. His fight implies more than the
antagonism between the chivalric knight and a dangerous opponent.

While Bevis's role throughout the romance is to take up arms against injustice and
wickedness, he does this largely by fighting against human adversaries. Susan Crane stresses
Bevis's active heroism: 'For the relation of hero to world is typically one of domination: he kills
dragons, abashes pagans, escapes prisons, tames lions, beheads adversaries, and converts or
marries princesses.' *' However, Crane also recognises a hagiographic tone which permeates
this episode: ‘Introducing an interpolated combat with a dragon, the poet ranks Bevis's
achievement with similar victories by the English Wade and Guy of Warwick. (BH. 11.2599-608)
Told in the manner of a saint's legend, the dragon-kiling extends the correspondences
suggested in Anglo-Norman between the hero and St George, patron saint of the English army

from the earliest Crusades.' 2 Indeed, Bevis's fight may suggest the archetypal fight of St George

¥ John Stevens, Medieval Romance, p.101.

% Crane, Insular Romance, p.80.

2 ibid. p.60.
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as a demonstration of heroic action in the name of Christianity, although the equation of Bevis
with the saint clearly cannot be made for the values of the saint and Bevis, the romance hero,
are incompatible. Yet the congruity between the two endows Bevis's fight with implications and
colours the reader's perception of it as being more than a physical contest. Even if Bevis were
aware of any supernatural threats in his introduction to the dragon through dream and popular
legend, he seems to have forgotten them during the fight itself. However, as | have reasoned
earlier, the romance dragon-fight cannot be viewed as a hagiographic feature, a symbolic
representation of the opposition of Christ's power with that of the devil and indeed Bevis's fight
is no exception. Bevis stands against the evil spirit of a particular man while St George faces the
very devil himself. Yet, that is not to diminish Bevis's role for he, too, is up against more powerful
forces than those of this world and he therefore reveals a greater spiritual courage than for
instance he does in tackling the boar which, although of extraordinary size and savagery with
a reputation for killing many knights, is stilt a known beast. However, a comparison of the night
Bevis experiences before the boar fight with the night before his confrontation wth the dragon
reveals a difference between the two episodes. He decides to seek out the boar by himself:

‘Beues lay in is bedde a ni3t

And pouste, a wolde kepen is mist

Vpon pat swin him self one,

bat noman scholde wip him gone.' (BH I1.751-754)

But before the dragon-fight, Bevis dreams he is wounded but revived by a virgin. The
dream is prophetic but disturbing, indicating that the dragon-fight carries with it an ominous
supernatural quality:

‘Whan he of is slepe abraid,

Of is sweuene he was afraid.’ (BH 11.2691-2692)

The dragon-fight validates Bevis's physical courage but at the same time suggests that
heroism embraces spiritual qualities too for Bevis is fearful he is undertaking more than combat

with a wild animal. It cannot be claimed that Bevis shows an awareness of the state of his own
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soul and neither does he develop in piety as Guy of Warwick does. However, the very nature of
the dragon and the concomitant circumstances of the fight endow Bevis's courage with an
implied spiritual dimension. Clearly, it is more terrifying and difficult to confront an embodied spirit
from helf than it is to dispatch a dragon, however monstrous. In addition Bevis is told that only
St Michael can kill the dragon. (BH Il. 2383-2384, lower text, see footnote 2)

In spite of the inbuilt generic ambivalences, there is no basic undermining of the overall
ethos of this topos and its place in the complete narrative. Bevis is the means by which the
romance topos is held together because clearly his values, those of the chivalric knight, remain
constant, as do his priorities which are of this world. After his victory Bevis is taken through the
town by joyful priests and people, in procession, reminding the reader that it is Bevis's valour and
prowess which is celebrated and his own reputation further enhanced. Prior to his coming across
the dragon whom he intended to fight with the help of Ascopard the giant, he says ' "Hadde we
pe dragoun wonne, / We hadde be feireste pris vnder sonne!" ' (BH 11.2745-6), words which
confirm the attitude of the questing knight, anxious to do good but also to establish further his
chivalric renown. Afterwards, he moves on to his next enterprise, the avenging of his father's
death, but there is no idea of spiritual progression: Bevis emerges from his experience unaltered.

Although Christian belief is fundamental to the chivalric knight and Christian elements are
introduced into the romance, the romance hero lives in a temporal world in which he exists
without questioning or doubting his own actions within it. Crane looks at Bevis, the Christian
knight who ‘brought up in a pagan kingdom, refuses to convert from Christianity and frequently
defeats pagan forces. Yet in all these cases, religious faith enhances a fundamentally political
and military heroism, rather than subsuming knighthood within a Christian system of life."*

As we have argued earlier, Bevis's quest is, unequivocally, a temporal one and therefore
the narrative must be categorized as romance; indeed, the ambivalences which emerge in the

dragon-fight occur independently of the hero insofar as any possible spiritual significance for

® jbid. p.104.
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Bevis is not articulated by the redactor or by Bevis himself who remains aloof from any spiritual
implication the event may suggest. Importantly, it does demonstrate the way in which it is
possible for hagiographic elements to disturb but not destroy the ethos of this romance and it
also shows how the dragon assumes an even greater significance when its religious and
mythological identity are reinforced by these elements.

While | have referred to the Christian context of romance which is closely associated with
the Christian faith of the hero, | want to look in more detail at the ways in which this is
demonstrated. What links the warrior heroes Bevis and Guy to Saint George is the concept of
the 'miles christi. Bevis and Guy are the stereotypical crusaders of romance, taking active parts
in battles against the Saracen. Although never a crusader but often popularly linked with taking
part in the Crusades, St. George was adopted as the patron saint of soldiers ever since he
inspired the flagging spirits of the besieging crusaders to retake Jerusalem when he appeared
to them on the walls of that city. This legendary reputation was brought back to England by the
crusaders and he was adopted as the patron saint of England. Also, by tradition he was a soldier
and is referred to as a 'knyght', both in the addition to his legend of the dragon episode and also
in his passion when he saw Christians leaving the faith because they were being forced to
sacrifice to idols.** We are told by Caxton that George abandoned his life as a soldier in order
to serve God. However, in visual art, St George is represented as the archetypal crusader, armed
with a sword and dressed in amour bearing the cross of Christ.*® His iconography has been fixed
thus ever since the twelfth century.

The topos of the soldier of Christ is much-used in romance, for it provides a means of
revealing the hero's prowess in arms and his bravery. His reputation is further enhanced when
he confronts the Saracen and defeats them, for the Crusades were considered to be a worthy

cause and their significance in the Europe of the eleventh, twelfth and thirteenth centuries is

*  GL folio C Ivii; GL vol.iii p.126.

f5 The central panel of the Valencia altarpiece shows St George, wearing the cross, armed, mounted and
in the thick of the fighting at the battie of Puig, against the Moors in 1237. (See Plates6and 7.)
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reflected in the frequency with which they feature in romance. Knights, ordinary soldiers and
mercenaries were exhorted to join the first Crusade by Pope Urban the Second in 1095. He not
only gave his blessing to the war to liberate Jerusalem and the Holy Land from the occupying
Musiim forces, the Seljuk Turks, but offered inducements to take part: indulgences were granted
and religious concessions made. The crusading knights adorned their armour with the cross of
Christ to signify that this was a Holy War and they were Christ's soldiers defending the true faith.

Chaucer's Prologue to the Canterbury Tales provides an idealised portrait of such a knight
who has fought in the most far-flung heathen lands as well as in christendom.* His 'worthynesse'
is the feature which is most often repeated. ‘Trouthe and honour, fredom and curteisie’, as well
as an aristocratic 'gentillesse’ seem to distance him from the brutalities of war. We are told that
his bearing is 'as meeke as is a mayde' which creates an image which conflicts with the
essentially masculine career of the combative knight and crusader. The impression the reader
is left with in the last part of his portrait is one of Christian goodness

' He nevere yet no vilenye ne sayde

In al his lyf unto no maner wight.' (1.70-1)

Bevis, also a chivalric knight and crusader, is very different from Chaucer’s character.
Bevis gains from a mythic reputation as a knight which is characterised by aggression, viclence
and belligerence. That he is a survivor of many frequent, bloody and long combats and battles
indicates his skill with a sword and also his bravery, especially when he confronts singlehandedly
thousands of London citizens and then, with the help of his sons, gains the victory, kiling 32,000.
The 'parfit gentil knight' and the aggressive warrior are both ideal depictions and are not mutually
exclusive, their differences representing some of the contradictions to be found in the concept
of the 'miles christi .

This issue did not present a real dilemma for the church; it saw no need to justify the

encouragement of men to kill in a rightful cause and Christine de Pisan (c. 1363-1431) lists the

®  The Riverside Chaucer, | A p. 24, 11.43-78.
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wars that are considered lawful, undertaken to sustain justice, against oppression and against
usurpation and those considered unlawful are undertaken simply for revenge and for
aggression.”” While some few churchmen were doubtful about the morality of war, the Church
saw an opportunity of hamessing military might to political erids as well as to spiritual ones. The
soldier saints, St George, St Martin, St Theodore and St Demetrius, are iconographic examples
of the way in which the Church justified war. Even Christ himself has been pictured at the head
of an armed force and | will argue below that this causes a conflict of images, the soldier leading
his men into battle with the crucified victim, Christ.

The true knight and Crusader was perceived as offering his life in the service of Christ,
as if to a feudal lord. In 1484 Caxton translated a work on chivalry by Ramon Lull from French
into English, encapsulating the religious aspect of the chivalric code: 'The offyce of a knyght is
to mayntene and deffende the holy feyth catholyque/ by whiche god the fader sente his sone in
to the world to take flesshe humayne in the gloryous vyrgyn oure lady saynt Mary/ And for to
honoure & multiplye the feythe suffryd in this world many traualles/despytes/ & anguysshous
deth....' ® Behind this thinking lies Augustine's acceptance of the just war as an integral part of
Christian life and practice. He writes in City of God, (De Civitate Dei) xix, 12 about mankind's
wish for peace: 'there is no man who does not wish for peace. indeed, even when men choose
war, their only wish is for victory; which shows that their desire in fighting is for peace with glory.'
% In this way war becomes the justified means of ensuring peace, which is something of a
contradiction in itself. War then can be a necessity if the harmony of God is to be restored. St
Augustine continues by saying that : ' a man who has learnt to prefer right to wrong and the

rightly ordered to the perverted, sees that the peace of the unjust, compared with the peace of

¥ Christine de Pisan, The Book of Fayttes of Armes and of Chyualrye, trans.William Caxton, ed. A.T. P.
Byles, EETS, OS, 189 (1932), Book 1 p.11.

% Ramén Lull, Le Libre de/ Orde de Cauayleria, trans. William Caxton as The Book of the Ordre of
Chyualry ed. AT. P.Byles, EETS, OS, 168 (1971), p.24.

% City of God (De Civitate Dei), p.866.
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the just, is not worthy even of the name of peace...'

In the light of such thinking, the knight's profession was considered to be a necessary and
worthy one, contributing to a stable, Christian society, just as did the two other estates, the clergy
and the 'laboratores'.

While hand-to-hand fighting was of necessity brutal and violent, for the élite, the
aristocratic knights who were engaged in warfare, there were rules of conduct laid down but
these did not extend to the ordinary soldiers of humble birth. The chivalric code was applied by
and to the knightly class so that while a noble might be taken a prisoner and ransomed, a foot-
soldier could be mercilessly killed and indeed whole communities of women and children could
share a similar fate. It is to be expected that in the heat of battle the discipline of the chivalric
code would be forgotten and barbarous and gratuitous acts of cruelty and treachery would be
perpetrated on both sides. John Barnie stresses that 'Chivairy was a complex and often
contradictory code and one of the ironies of the ideal is that its noblest virtues contain in potentia
the very vices it strove to overcome.' *'

At this point | want to lay alongside the chivalric, heroic convention, celebrated in those
romance heroes like Guy and Bevis who actively defend the faith, another alternative concept
of heroism and warfare which has its own contradictions, largely inherent in the imagery which
has been used to symbolise the relationship between good and evil, a refationship seen in
oppositional terms. Indeed, it is almost impossible to represent good in relationship with evil
without using the imagery of battle and attack, and this is the imagery which represents God's
relationship with Leviathan in the Old Testament. God is the great warrior whose fight is on a
cosmic scale. But it is in the New Testament that we find the image of the 'miles christi which
becomes an archetypal metaphor, quoted widely and frequently in sermons and religious

treatises. Under the sub-heading Christi militia, St Paul's letter to the Ephesians rouses them to

“ ibid. p.869.

“ John Barnie, War in Medieval Society: Social Values and the Hundred Years War, 1337-1399 (London,
1974), p.95.
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stand firm in the faith: /nduite vos armaturam Dei, ut possitis stare adversus insidias diaboli:
quoniam non est nobis colluctatio adversus camem et sanguinem: sed adversus principes, et
potestates, adversus mundi rectores tenebrarum harum, contra spiritualia nequitiae, in
caelestibus. Propterea accipite armaturam Dei, ut possitis resistere in die malo, et in omnibus
perfecti stare. State ergo succincti lumbos vestros in veritate, et induti loricam iustitiae, et
calceati pedes in praeparatione Evangelii pacis: in omnibus sumentes scutum fidei, in quo
possitis omnia tela nequissimi ignea extinguere: et galeam salutis assumite: et gladium spiritus
(quod est verbum Dei). (6 vv.11-17, BV) St Paul describes a spiritual fight against the evil of
everyday life and the required protection against the devil lies in the armour, the shield of faith,
the breastplate of righteousness and so on. The sword alone is a weapon and capable of
inflicting injury and death, even in self-defence but here it signifies the scriptures which can be
used to attack evil.

St Paul's imagery is replicated in St Aldhelm's writing on virginity (De Virginitate) in the
late seventh century. He addresses the abbess Hildelith and the nuns at a monastery at Barking.
‘Virgins of Christ and raw recruits of the Church must therefore fight with muscular energy
against the horrendous monster of Pride and at the same time against those seven wild beasts
of the virulent vices, who with rabid molars and venomous bicuspids strive to mangie violently
whoever is unarmed and despoiled of the breastplate of virginity and stripped of the shield of
modesty....." Significantly, evii is symbolized by the wild animal. He exhorts the nuns to put on
the whole armour of God, developing this image further, reminding the faithful that the fight is
a continuous one because evil is omnipresent. The nuns are to: ‘fight strenuously in the forefront
of the battie as rulers of the world or as the warriors of the Lord, steadfastly struggling with
steadfast foes, against the dominion of Leviathan and the powers of darkness.' ¥
There is a fundamental paradox in this imagery for while combat is urged, the victory is

to be gained, not by conventional retaliation, but by the strength of resistance and a reliance on

© Aldhelm: The Prose Works, trans. Michael Lapkige and Michael Herren (Ipswich and Totowa, NJ, 1978)
'De Virginitate', p 68.
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protective armour which stands for the Christian virtues. The battle is an inner, spiritual one
waged primarily against the temptations of Satan and yet the imagery reflects the external,
physical fight of the soldier who must attack to stay alive.

Prudentius' Psychomachia, (late-fourth century) describes in Pauline imagery the battle
between the vices and the virtues for possession of the human soul. Cyprian of Carthage (d.258
¢) also wrote of battle and the necessity of the human soul to withstand the onslaught of Satan's
armies but he viewed evil as an external force, its vices emanating from the world and not so
much as an inner, spiritual falling into sin. Prudentius’ work concentrated on this aspect of the
human soul under threat from those vices like lasciviousness, greed, jealousy and anger which
were within the human soul itself and which could subdue its virtue. The Psychomachia depicts
an inner, spiritual and moral struggle in which the virtues are given to mankind to fight the vices,
since original sin predisposes mankind to evil. Whereas Satan has his soldiers, Christ, of his
grace, armms the soul with virtues and these represent active attacking participants in the battle.

For Prudentius the scripturally-derived imagery of battle has specific relevance to the
state of the soul and yet the image cannot help but retain the association with the attacking
external enemy like that of paganism. The Pauline and Aldheimian use of the imagery of
weapons and armour further complicates the development of the image of warfare. Central to
the problem is the perception that warfare means active, physical engagement with the enemy
which requires an aggressive confrontational stance while the theological imagery of warfare
stresses the fight is an inner one against temptation, the fiery darts of the evil one'. To withstand
these necessitates determination of the will. The crusader warring against the Infidel uses his
sword to kill the opponents of the Christian faith and likewise the romance hero has no dilemma
in witnessing to Christianity; he perceives his fight to be an external one against idolaters and
like the saint he will not capitulate to another faith. Whereas the spilling of biood is undertaken
actively by the romance hero, the saint's stand against paganism lies in the shedding of his own
blood.

Running in parallel and at times counter to the image of the sword is that of the stand
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against evil taken by a suffering Christ on the cross which becomes a stronger force. The saints’
legends abound with examples of the effectiveness of the sign of the cross against the dragon
and the devil himself. Gerald of Wales gives an account of the saints Justina and Cyprian, the
latter being converted to the faith as a result of a practical demonstration of the devil's
inadequacy. Cyprian, before his conversion, unsuccessfully used the devil to try to persuade
Justina to become his spouse and he asks the devil : 'Tell me, what is this victory of hers?' The
devil replies “.....| saw the sign of the Crucified, and | was consumed and melted like wax before
fire." This knowledge forces Cyprian to realise the ineffectiveness of the devil and he says : ' "
Then the Crucified is greater than you." The devil replied: 'Yes greater than everyone, for through
him God has had mercy on the world." ' *

Christ is the merciful, sacrificial victim, the Lamb of God. The essence of the Christian
paradox is of the all-powerful God becoming flesh and therefore, like all mankind, subject to the
suffering of the body and ultimately death. But it is only by becoming man that Christ can defeat
the devil who will be deceived by this human disguise. The figure of the victorious Christ on the
cross gave way in the twelfth century to the broken man, hanging in agony, an image which
invited empathetic identification with his suffering and which also suggests the paradox at the
heart of Christ's death.

Piers Plowman reveals some of the contradictions which emerge when the imagery of
the fight against evil is used and in particular when Christ becomes the soldier or knight who is
at the heart of the struggle. Passus XVIII describes the entrance of Christ into Jerusalem,
barefoot, riding on an ass, unarmed and without spurs. The young knight is on his way to be
dubbed. The chivalric, unarmed knight described in Pauline imagery captures the essential
paradox of the crucifixion and the complexity of communicating to the faithful a Christ who is
simultaneously victor and vanquished. The image serves to show that while Christ is like a soldier

in that he will confront his enemy, the powers of darkness, he cannot take arms against the devil

“ Gerald of Wales, (Giraldus Cambrensis, 1146-1223) The Jewel of the Church, a translation by John J.
Hagen of Gemma Ecclesiastica, Davis Medieval Texts and Studies Series, Lugduni Batavorum, ed. E.J. Brill
(1979), p.75.
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because Christ's role is to suffer and not to attack.

As well as being called a knight, Christ is also referred to as a king and a conqueror; the
latter title is given to him because he overcame his foes and rose from the dead, after first
harrowing hell. Juxtaposed images of conquering hero, warfare and physical combat are
undercut by the image of the suffering son of God who does not meet his death as a warrior but,
by accepting the will of God, undertakes to die in the company of thieves. For the Christian the
sacrificial blood of Christ has a sacred significance celebrated in the Eucharist. Therefore, the
saint whose blood is shed for Christ in martyrdom mirrors his crucifixion and s/he goes straight
to heaven. The South English Legendary underscores the importance of Christ's blood watering
the seed of Christianity which gives life and hope to a ‘hard and luber' land, 4 (1.5) a sacrifice to
be imitated by the martyrs, beginning with St Stephen and the apostles, represented as 'oure
Louerdes knystes' (I.19) who battle to uphold Christendom. The military image is an extended
one, presenting Christ as a king leading his men into the fight, the paradox being that the fight
was conducted on the cross with Christ's shedding of blood. Thus, any involvement of the saint
in a violent spilling of blood of someone else's biood runs counter to the hagiographic topos
which reflects the act of submission in the crucifixion.

The legend of St Martin, born into a military family, illustrates the hagiographic topos in
which sainthood is seen as incompatible with the active use of arms and the shedding of blood.
As a boy the saint had dedicated his life to God but was forced against his will to be a soldier.
Refusing to fight the invading barbarians, his words convey the contradiction of the soldier/knight
of Christ for whom fighting is untenable: 'l am a knyght of lhesu crist, it apperteyneth not to me
for to fyghte.! When accused of cowardice St Martin agrees to meet the enemy unarmed, his
sole protection being the sign of the cross and the episode ends: 'But on the morne the enemyes

sent messagers that they wold yelde them and their goddes, wherof hit is no doubte that by the

“ The South English Legendary eds. Charlotte D'Evelyn and Anna J. Mill, EETS, OS, i, 235, pp. 1-3, ii.236,
Pp.1-68 (1956).
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merytes of this hooly man that this vyctorye was hadde withoute shedynge of blood.' * It is the
heathen rulers who are associated with biood and violence, particularly in the torturing of the
saints. Moreover, Caxton's Life of St Demetrius records that Maximian went, as a spectator, to
view a battle that was about to take place because he much enjoyed seeing the spilling of human
blood. 4

Bernard Huppé has explored the problems of the presentation of the saint as a 'miles
christi’. He looks at Aelfric's life of St Oswald and his part in battle, concluding that the military
detail is not foregrounded: it is the power of the cross which ensures victory. Aspects of the
heroic genre are lacking: ‘The lack of development of the heroic motif of vengeance, in contrast
to its prominence in Beowulf and its important place in the Roland, suggests a deliberate
negation of the heroic possibilities in the battle for the purpose of stressing Oswald's saintly
character.' ” Clearly, there is a compromise to be found in the glossing over the saint's shedding
of blood, even in a worthy cause. In the legends of the later Middle Ages, as printed in the
Golden Legend, battles, in which the saint takes a prominent part, do not have a place.

I want now to look at the way in which Christianity and its values form an integral part of
romance. Romance is set against a background of the Christian faith: the knightly protagonist
is Christian and he usually, but not always, conforms to the chivalric code which is permeated
by Christian values. When the romance hero Bevis, as a young boy, is sold to the Muslim king,
Emin of Armenia, his staunch refusal to desert his Christian faith enables the plot to capitalize
on the conflict and enmity between Muslim and Christian. Bevis's upholding of his faith is
aggressive and militant, attacking those who come to worship the heathen idols. The romance
topos provides an effective contrast with the hagiographic topos when the saint is brought before

the Roman rulers. While St Theodore does set fire to the temple of Mars, having been ordered

“ GL folio CCC Ivi; GL vol. vi pp.143-144,
% GL folio CCC Ivi; GL vol vii p.183.
¥ Bernard F. Huppé, ‘The Concept of the Hero in the Early Middle Ages' in Concepts of the Hero in the

Middle Ages and the Renaissance, eds Norman T. Burns and Christopher Reagan (London, Sydney,
Auckland, Toronto, 1976) pp. 1-26.
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to sacrifice to the idols, the refusals of the saints to worship may be vociferous and adamant but,
almost without exception, there is no accompanying physical violence. Generally it is God who
avenges his saints. However, it is Bevis who takes the initiative in this episode:

'‘Out of a mameri a sai

Sarasins come gret foisoun,

bat hadde anoured here Mahoun.

Beues of is palfrei aliste

And ran to her mameri ful rizte

And slous here prest, pat per was in

And prew here godes in pe fen

And lous hem alle to scorn.’ (BH 11.1350-1357)

Generally, Bevis's faith is demonstrated by a befligerence towards the Muslim as he sees
his role as a protector of the true faith. Unlike the saint his actions do not provoke mass
conversions.

' "Ich 3elde me

To god, pat sit in trinite!

To non oper man i nel me selde,

While pat ich mai me wepne welde 1" ' (BH 11.4429-32)

The narrative testifies to Bevis's bravery in the defence of the true faith and this is
manifest in the power of weapons:

banne sire Beues and sire Gii

Al pe londe of Ermony

Hii made cristen wip dent of swerd...." (BH Il. 4017-4019)

It is the supreme pride in the rightness of their actions that typifies the romance heroes,
they are confident in their autonomy aithough Bevis does pray to Christ when in a difficuit
situation which threatens his life and even interpreting this as an automatic reaction, a desperate

plea for help, the outcome reinforces the efficacy of prayer and so Christ's approval of Bevis. He
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prays to him when lying in prison under the weight of a huge boulder which he cannot move and
in answer to his prayer the stone rolls off him, killing the gaoler so that Bevis can make his
escape. This episode is reminiscent of the help given to the imprisoned and tortured saints: in
one of the versions of the St George legend, Christ removes a crushing stone from the saint.
Although the effect appears to be a superficial narrative ploy to free the hero from an impossible
situation, it may be argued that there are times when the sword cannot provide the solution to
difficult situations and we are reminded of the limitations of human, and indeed superhuman
power and therefore of the importance of prayer.

Susan Crane looks at the Christian knight of romance and finds him to be an
unacceptable example of the tenets of Christianity. She examines the introduction of Christian
elements in Richard Coer de Lyon when 'the occasional interventions of God and St George on
Richard's behalf do not raise the tone of Richard's exploits so much as they implicate divinity
itself in the abasement of crusading ideals to human prejudice and bloodthirstiness.' *®

However, the intent of the romance is to demonstrate that the ‘miles christi’ is considered
to be a fitting hero, within the romance concept of what bein;; a Christian means, even if there
are inherent religious paradoxes concemned with the spilling of blood. Hagiography and romance
present the Christian faith in divergent ways in relation to the perception of what witnessing to
the faith means for the protagonist. The romance hero takes up arms against the Muslim and
celebrates the spilling of infidel blood whereas the saint submits to the shedding of his own blood
in imitation of Christ and demonstrates before the Roman rulers God's power to overcome by
suffering. Both protagonists, chivalric hero or saint, pray to achieve their goals, for the former,
the defeat of the muslim forces, or the dragon or giant and the saint, for help from God in
withstanding the temptations and tortures of the flesh. Importantly, Peter Brown points out that
it was not just the ability to withstand tortures which made the early martyrs Christian heroes, for

the Roman world was used to witnessing acts of bravery and cruel deaths in the gladiatorial

contests but he argues that the martyrs represented an élite, ' Far superior to their fellow men

®  Crane, Insular Romance, p.107.
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by reason of a special intimacy with the divine.' *° In the next chapter | want to turn to the saint's
dragon encounter in popular hagiographic legend and argue that, indeed, the saint is set apart

from his romance counterpart by virtue of the immanent presence of Christ.

“ Peter Brown, The Making of Late Antiquity (Harvard, 1881), pp. 55-56.
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CHAPTER 3 - HAGIOGRAPHY AND THE SAINT'S ENCOUNTER WITH

THE DRAGON

Aldhelm's De Virginitate, written towards the end of the seventh century, extolled those
saints whose lives had been dedicated to the virgin state. Among those were both male and
female saints who had vanquished dragons. Clearly, the dragon had become a hagiographic
feature in the writings of the early Christian church and encounters with dragons became a
popular episode in saints' lives in medieval legendaries like the Legenda Aurea. Jonathan D.
Evans in an article on the medieval dragon tradition also stresses the popularity of the dragon
in literature but draws a distinction between the Old Norse corpus of dragon lore and other
European medieval legends, the former being '...uncontaminated by the dragons in the St
George fegend and all the associated lore from the Physiologus, and related bestiaries,
allegories, commentaries, and natural histories invented from patristic sources....' ' While Evans
implies that these sources are a vitiating influence on dragon lore, in this chapter | want to argue
that the input from a variety of biblical and ecclesiastical sources, such as those listed above,
and in addition from ancient mythology, contributes to a richer and more complex image of the
dragon. By bringing with it multifarious connotations, our interpretation of the monster may be
complicated within a particular narrative so that it becomes a shifting, ambivalent symbol which
may even unsettle the established hagiographic ethos. Even when the hagiographic dragon is
used as a simple equation with a generalized evil, the symbol carries with it the residual echoes
from a variety of such sources. The representation of the dragon varies in intensity from the brief
mention of its existence to a more complex one involving its pernicious attributes which also can
be interpreted symbolically. | shall explore the role of the dragon as a symbol to show the variety
of nuances which accompany its use within the saint's legend particularly but aiso with reference

to moral tales.

' Jonathan D. Evans, 'Semiotics and Traditional Lore: The Medieval Dragon Tradition' Joumal of Folkiore
Research, 22 (May-Dec. 1985), 86.
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Because dragon encounters in late medieval saints' lives owe much to the romance
genre, | want to begin by making a comparison between the two genres, using a narrative
structure which has been devised by Evans. He applies it to Old English and Old Norse dragon-
slayer episodes which help to establish the hero within the epic. However, | believe an
examination of the building blocks of this narrative structure illuminate the medieval romance
topos. Evans maintains that: 'Old English and Old Norse dragon-slayer episodes, the chief
cuftural artifacts in which medieval dragon-lore is embodied.....' exhibit... 'this narrative structure:
preparation, travel, combat, sfaying and reward.' * He describes ‘preparation’ as the arming of
the hero and perhaps the additional precaution of acquiring magical charms; ‘trave!' refers to the
isolated and distant dragon's den and the hero's journey to it; the ‘combat’is the central focus
of the episode and this part can be as brief or as detailed as required; the 'slaying’ sees the
dramatic resolution of the combat which may be followed by the removal of a trophy like the
tongue or head as proof of victory; the ‘reward’ brings the episode to a conclusion with the hero
receiving money or land or the hand of the princess. Evans maintains that this pattern reinforces
the 'values of the heroic ethos' for in the Germanic tradition the slayer of a dragon is never the
villain but always the hero and the two combatants always have oppositional roles.

Not ail the elements Evans puts forward are used necessarily in each romance dragon
encounter, as can be seen in Sir Eglamour of Artois, but they are familiar features which
underpin the ethos of the genre and provide a contrast with the values inherent in the
hagiographic topos. Sir Eglamour illustrates this basic narrative structure. The knight is sent by
the earl on his third quest, namely to find and fight the dragon of Rome. His preparation does not
take the form of arming but of taking leave of his lover Cristabelle, to whom he gives a ring. He
travels from Artois to Rome to find the monster which he engages in combat and slays. The
Emperor and the people rejoice; the bells ring and the dragon is brought back to St Lawrence's

church. No reward is mentioned but the knight receives privileged treatment when he is taken

2 ibid. 95.
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home by the Emperor and his daughter tends his grave wounds. The dangerous enterprise is
undertaken far from home, alone, unaided and for love and there is public recognition of the
knight's bravery once the task is completed.

Although there are certain elements outlined by Evans which are common to both
romance and hagiography, there are omissions and significant amendments which point to a very
different use made of the encounter between saint and dragon. While there are female saints
who deal with dragons, their experiences are not always analogous to the romance hero's role
as is that of the male saint, therefore | shall refer in the first part of the chapter almost exclusively
to the male saint.

These five elements: ‘preparation’, ‘travel’, ‘combat’, ‘slaying’ and 'reward' concern the
romance hero at each stage and confirm his central position in the narrative. These stages build
up to a climax which is the idealization of the hero's bravery contributing to his renown. Thus,
they combine to make clear the knightly ethos. By contrast, the negation of the self-hood of the
hagiographic 'hero' stresses different values. He is God's vehicle for the demonstration of the
Christian faith and while he is central to the action his concem is to serve God. It is God who is
really at the centre of the text: he controls the action and it is God at whom the reader is invited
to marvel. Therefore, the saint does not need to undertake a personal quest in order to prove
himself to be brave and honourable.

'Preparation’ and ‘travel* provide the initial stages of the development of this romance
motif and it is the single combat to which they lead. By contrast, there is no such build-up to the
saint's encounter with the dragon. Clearly, there is no need for the saint's ‘preparation’ since that
implies a dependence on his own ability to foresee any dangerous eventuality; while the hero
trusts in a favourite or unique sword, the saint depends on the cross and allows God to take
’control of his life. Therefore, there is no careful selection of the best weapons to use nor, indeed,
is there any of the ritual donning of armour which belongs to the heroic and chivalric texts for
most saints subdue their dragons immediately they encounter them and they do not require

armour to do so for no physical combat is necessary. When the saint resolves the situation face
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to face with the dragon, he does so by making the sign of the cross, symbolizing that Christ
works through him to achieve victory over the monster. While the saintly hero's exploit is
diminished as a physical act of bravery and heroism, it gains from the exhibition of a miraculous
power which is seen to be speedily and overwhelming effective. The actuai slaying does not take
place until later and the dragon is led off, although a few dragons may be allowed to slip away,
thus escaping slaughter. Finally, when the dragon is killed, the populace usually effects the
killing and not the saint, although St George is an exception. The hagiographic dragon's dispatch
is a public event and the focus widens to embrace the last stage of the episode, which for the
knight of romance would be his reward. However, in the saint's legend, the ‘reward takes the
form of the conversion of the people who have been saved from the dragon and so in the
establishment of the Christian faith the saint reveals his reward is a spiritual one, namely the
saving of souls.

Having looked at the stages in the slaying of a dragon set out by Evans, it might be
argued that although this topos became a popular feature in the legends of the later Middle Ages
because it provided the kind of entertainment more often found in epic or romance, the saint's
dragon encounter becomes a pale imitation of the chivalric hero risking his life in vigorous
combat. Likewise, because the single, climactic combat and slaying do not take place, the
dramatic impact of the encounter is lost; indeed, there is no real danger for the saint and the thrill
and detail of these two elements are denied to the reader or audience.’

Nonetheless, | would argue that the hagiographic dragon encounter, although lacking the
more exciting aspects of the romance slaying, and very much underplaying the role of the ‘hero’,
gains from the implied contrast. Although the two kinds of dragon encounter are founded on
different values, cross-fertilization does take place, as | have pointed out in Chapter 2, when the
romance fight itself can hint at a more spiritual struggle between good and evil, between

Christianity and the devil. Nevertheless, tensions emerge between the actual physical fight and

*I have shown in Chapter 2 that the dragon-fight from romance can be colourful, fast moving and detailed
as is seen in Bevis and Guy.
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an inherent, but sometimes elusive, background symbolism. While | am not suggesting that a
conscious and deliberate comparison between the two topoi takes place whenever a saint
confronts a dragon, | would argue that there is a dichotomous relationship between the
hagiographic and the romance motif, the latter informing and giving increased significance to the
former, just as the former carries residual echoes of the latter.

The tensions between the dragon-fights of romance and hagiography manifest
themselves largely in the values which are intrinsic to the saint and the chivairic hero,
respectively. Paradoxically, the saint would appear to take on the role of hero and yet he cannot
become the brave knight associated with romance without compromising the Christian message.
The saintly hero parallels the suffering Christ whose crucifixion and subsequent victory over
death and evil is achieved, not by the sword but by faith, by a voluntary acceptance of the will of
God. Any elevation of the saint as a meritorious and autonomous individual would destroy the
unique relationship between the saint and Christ. The paradox of power and victory granted to
the weak and lowly is at the heart of the Christian faith and the essence of the saint's meeting
with the dragon serves as a reminder of this. The focus in the romance is on the death-dealing
soldier shown in physical action when his superhuman struggle with the monster is recorded,
often in some detail.

Within the familiar context of a dangerous dragon threatening a community, the saint is
presented as one who is set apart from ordinary people by his virtue and the grace of God and
is therefore an appropriate conduit for the love of Christ: he is not a triumphant individual
acclaimed for his bravery. Aldhelm's De Virginitate speaks of the glory of the saint's ‘spiritual
purity’ and his summaries of selected male and female saints’ lives emphasize this as being a
source of their great Christian power. Aldhelm's account of the legend of St Hilarion stresses that
it was his abstemiousness which gave him a spiritual strength, enabling him to effect miracles.
We are told that '........with the weaponry of prayer he killed a dragon, horrendous with its scaly
body, near Epidaurus, a town in Dalmatia, a dragon that they called 'boa' for the reason that it

was of such enormity that, siaying cattle with the poisonous teeth of its jaws, it is accustomed
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to swallow them whole with the greedy appetite of its stomach -and it not only gulps down cattle
and sheep, but also farmers and ploughmen and swineherds, drawn to it by the force of its
breath.' St Hilarion commands it with great authority to climb onto its own funeral pyre. He aiso
saves the citizens of Epidaurus from an inundation of the sea which stops and forms a huge wall
in front of the saint. Aldhelm rejoices: 'Oh how great is the force of virginity, which curbed the
insanity of a raging monster with a humble prayer........ so equalling the deed of the prophet
Daniel with regard to the dragon and those of (Moses) the law-giver in regard to the sea!' *

The physically active soldier who needs to inflict a mortal blow on the monster if he is to
gain honour and renown is replaced by a man whose own power to bring about the subjugation
of the dragon is dependent on his faith and so ultimately on his Saviour, Christ himself. The
saint's conquering of the dragon valorizes the saint insofar that his 'spiritual purity’ and Christian
faith is shown to empower him. However, the dragon-killing in romance is a means of
demonstrating the knight's martial skills and his bravery. The military might of both the romance
hero, Bevis, and the epic hero, Beowulf, demonstrated in their respective fights with the dragon,’
is a celebration of those masculine attributes associated with the chivalric or heroic code:
bravery, skill with weapons, resourcefuiness and tenacity. Power is thus vested largely in a man's
own right arm and he is dependent on himself alone for success. Qualities of personality help
to determine victory but these too exhibit the toughness of the soldier and are a reflection of
these masculine codes. It is to be expected that the exaltation of virtues which are essentially
masculine do not have a place in the saint's legend for that would give an importance to the
temporal at the expense of the spiritual and deny the saint's proper preoccupation which is with
the eternal. Resoluteness of faith and self-abnegation are built into the dragon topos in the

presentation of the saint as protagonist and in the way in which his power is exercised so that

* Aldhelm: The Prose Works, pp.88-89

® Bavis of Hamtoun (BH 11.2757-2910) and Beowulf and the Fight at Finnsburg, ed. F. Klaeber, third edition
(Boston, New York and London, 1950) 11.2538-2709.
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these spiritual values derive a greater significance because they provide an implicit contrast with
the familiar dragon-slaying of the secular genre. Thus, in the saint's dispatch of the dragon,
valour becomes of little importance and strength of faith is the sine qua non in the face of the
opponent. The effectiveness of this hagiographic convention lies in the reduced role of the saint
as an individual and the concomitant elevation of Christ as a power for good. It provides a
contrast with the celebration of the individual, autonomous hero of romance. Significantly, in
contrast to the secular topos, there are three participants in the hagiographic topos: Christ,
effectively present but invisible, whose supernatural power emanates through the saint and then
the saint himself and the dragon; in this way the fierce oppositional nature present in the
romance topos is dispersed between three, not two, participants.

Nevertheless, inherent in both conventions is the idea of battle and of conflict between
the good man and his destructive adversary, in order to establish supremacy. The difference is
that the secular hero literally arms himself and fights the dragon in a physical encounter, whereas
the hagiographic topos utilizes the Pauline metaphor of spiritual armour in which to clothe the
saint. The armour, of foremost importance, is the all-sufficient power of faith and spirituai worth.
The cross is a symbol of faith and provides a protection and a defence against evii over which
the latter has no power. The fundamental distinction between the hagiographic motif and its
counterpart in romance is its symbolism. While the romance dragon may be loosely described
as evil because it is wilfully destructive and antagonistic to human civilization, it does not carry
any theological connotations. However, the opposing forces of Christ and Satan are represented
respectively in the symbolism of the cross and the dragon and while the use of the dragon as an
embodiment of evil remains constant, the exact nature of the embodied evil may vary, depending
on the emphases of the narrative and the context in which the dragon appears. A major
contribution to this hagiographic topos has been the apocalyptic image of St Michael who sent
the fallen angels and the dragon, Lucifer, tumbling down into hell. (Revelation 12 v.8) However,
there is one significant difference and that is the way in which the dragon is overcome. St

Michael uses his spear or his lance, whereas the unarmed saint makes the sign of the cross and
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he has no protective armour; in contemprary painting, the arch-angel is clothed as a medieval
knight and spears the devil in the shape of a dragon or grotesque human being, trampled under
his feet. Thus, although St George is portrayed as a soldier in his legend, this militaristic image
is adapted in the majority of other vernacular legends to the demands made by the crucifixion
when the Christian concept of power and of valour is redefined by a suffering Christ on the cross,
encapsulated in the signing of the cross by the saint.

The apocalyptic combative role of St Michael is reinforced in his legend when he goes
to the aid of the people of Garganus and ensures that they triumph over their enemies so that:
".....vi. hundred of the aduersaries were kyllide what by enemyes and arrewes of heuene, and the
toper prouy vertue that they fonde in the archangel lefte and forsoke here erroure of ydolatrie and
safe hem to Cristen lyfe.' ® This physical fight over which the saint has control is in marked
contrast with the dragon encounter, also frequently used to bring about a mass conversion, for
the arch-angel himself appears to be the source of power and because of his depiction as a
fighter of metaphysical strength is able to intervene in the fortunes of two opposing forces and
determine the outcome of the battle as a demonstration of Christian might. Speculum
Sacerdotale also states clearly: 'Mizhell is callyd the bannerer of lhesu Crist, for he berep oueral
the signe of victorie of Crist' ’ and in addition that his power is more considerable than that of the
ordinary saint because of his relationship with God: '‘And of alle archéngelles and aungelles there
is noon that may do so as God but Mishel. And Mishel with his aungels is seide to feist azeynst
be deuel for holy chirche of God.'®

From the description of St Michael's battle in Revelation, it is clear that the dragon and
Satan have a symbolic parity but also, more specifically, there is a reference to those who, like
the saints, later were to overcome the dragon: Et ipsi vicerunt eum propter sanguinem Agni, et

propter verbum testimonii sui, et non dilexerunt animas suas usque ad mortem (Revelation 12

® Speculum Sacerdotale ed. E.H. Weatherly EETS, OS, 200 (1936), p.211 11.27-31.
7 ibid. p.212 11.31-32.

® ibid. p.212 1. 37-39.
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v.11 BV),In hagiography, the dragon is most often used as a specific symbol of paganism, a
subject of particular concern to the early Christian church. The undermining of faith by the
worship of idols, believed to be inhabited by demons and devils ready to seduce mankind away
from the true faith, is captured particularly in the passions of the martyrs who resist the threats
of the pagan ruler. The dragon, however, stands for an aggressive attack on Christian belief and
with its ravening maw suggests the determination of evil to appropriate humanity for itself. Its
infliction of plague on communities through its poisonous breath by which it intimidates a
populace to sacrifice its cattle and its citizens suggests an assauit on the ordered society. The
dragon also represents the condemnation of mankind to death with no hope of redemption. in
addition, it is used in the life of St Margaret to represent sexual temptation and the threat of rape
which is a subject | shall discusss separately in Chapter 5.

At this point | want to look more closely at specific legends in which dragons appear in
order to explore in more detail the valency of the dragon's symbolism and its role within selected
narratives which will be taken largely, but not completely, from the Legenda Aurea and Caxton's
translation, the Golden Legend. | have stressed that the dragon often appears as a symbol of
paganism and the dispatching of the dragon is used as a public demonstration of Christian power
in competition and conflict with idolatry. Keith Thomas examines the way in which any new
religion has to establish itself by showing it is more supernaturally powerful than its predecessor.
This will mean that its 'magic’ must be seen as stronger and more successful. He writes: 'Nearly
every primitive religion is regarded by its adherents as a medium for obtaining supernatural
power. This does not prevent it from functioning as a system of explanation, a source of moral
injunctions, a symbol of social order, or a route to immortality; but it does mean that it also offers
the prospect of a supernatural means of control over man's earthiy environment. The history of
early Christianity offers no exception to this rule. Conversions to the new religion, whether in the
time of the primitive Church or under the auspices of the missionaries of more recent times, have
frequently been assisted by the view of converts that they are acquiring not just a means of

other-worldly salvation, but a new and more powerful magic. Just as the Hebrew priests of the
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Old Testament endeavoured to confound the devotees of Baal by chalienging them publicly to
perform supernatural acts, so the Apostles of the early Church attracted foliowers by working
miracles and performing supernatural cures. Both the New Testament and the literature of the
patristic period testify to the importance of these activities in the work of conversion; and the
ability to perform miracles soon became an indispensible test of sanctity.' ®

The submission of the dragon by the saint is presented as a miracle, one of many he may
perform in his life. The success of the power struggie between good and evil is dependent on
the saint's 'ability to perform miracles' with the aid of the cross, shown to be a 'new and more
powerful magic'. Yet, the patristic fathers warned against the reliance on amulets and other
magic charms exhorting the use of the name of Jesus and the sign of the cross, drawing a
distinction between miracles, derived from Christ, and magic. The cross has been depicted in
medieval paintings with the dragon lying defeated at its base showing how Christ, by his
crucifixion, overcame death as well as sin. Athanasius too emphasises the power of the cross
but specifically in its ultimate defeat of death: 'For that death is destroyed, and that the cross is
become the victory over it, and that it has no more power but is verily dead, this is no small proof,
or rather an evident warrant, that it is despised by all Christ's disciples, and that they all take the
aggressive against it and no longer fear it; but by the sign of the cross and by faith in Christ tread
it down as dead.’ '° This stresses that there is no real escape from God's invincible, immanent
power and that there is no effective challenge or alternative.

Now, | want to look briefly at the use made in hagiography of the beast or wild animal and
determine what it is that sets the dragon apart from other beasts so that it becomes the
archetypal representation of evil only repelled by the cross. The dragon's very size, ferocity and
grotesqueness make it a visible reminder of the monstrousness of evil; its ancient provenance

as an evil creature endows it with associations no other animal could emulate. While wild animais

° Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic (Harmondsworth, 1971), pp. 27-28.

** 'Athanasius: On the Incarnation of the Word' in Christology of the Later Fathers, vol. 111, ed. Edward
Rochie Hardy, trans. Archibald Robinson (London, 1954), p.81.
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have a role in hagiography as a means of showing the saint's spiritual strength, the dragon has
a more significant and powerful symbolic function. Lucille Guilbert has written about the
significance of the appearances of animals in hagiography: 'L'animal est I'un de ces moyens qui
montrent le saint dans sa puissance et dans sa gloire'"' and 'Le héros de la foi exerce un forte
autorité méme sur les bétes féroces qui s'apprivoisent et s'adoucissent en sa présence, et qui au
lieu de le dévorer le protegent et le servent.'? The taming of a fierce animal like a lion or a wolf
is included in a saint's life to exhibit his authority. Saint and animal can co-exist in a harmony
which mirrors the prelapsarian Eden and while the subjugation of a savage animal more befits
the strength of the male rather than the more passive female saint who is generally associated
with the gentle beasts like the lamb, the doe and the sheep, St Margaret and St Martha each
successfully stand up to a dragon. Guilbert's analysis deals predominantly with animals, both
wild and domesticated, which would be familiar to a medieval community: she does not embrace
in her commentary fabulous and monstrous animals like the dragon, even though they appear
in medieval bestiaries alongside such commonplace animals as the deer, the mouse and the lion.

Although one function of the dragon is used to reveal the power of the saint, its
monstrous nature places it outside the animal kingdom of sentient creatures which make up
God's creation: it is unlike other ferocious animals and while the legends of St Jerome and St
Francis demonstrate a sympathy for dumb creatures which allows them to be included, albeit in
a limited way, within the society of mankind, the symbolic use of the dragon effectively signals
that evil cannot be found a place within an ordered Christian society. its place is forever ‘outside’
and its exclusion mirrors that of the fallen angels, condemned to frequent the margins. Like the
progeny of Cain who were monsters siuch a¢ Grendel, dragons are often presented as being
outcasts and so they are to be found most often outside the city walls, signifying they are

excluded from a stable civilized society or at the bottom of a pit, suggesting the abyss of hell.

" Lucille Guilbert, ‘L'animal dans La Ldgende Dorée' in Legenda Aurea, Sept Siccles de Diffusion, Actes
de Colloque International sur la Legenda Aurea, 1983. Cahiers d'dudes mediévales, Cahier Spécial (2)
(Montreal, Paris, 1986), p.78.

2 jbid. p.82.
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This strong connotation with primeval evil enhances the ominousness of the monster in
comparison with that fought by the secular hero, for it becomes more than physically life-
threatening: it threatens the soul of mankind. For this reason, the hagiographic dragon cannot
be viewed in the same light as the romance monster since it is not just a foil for the hero, a
means of valorizing his chivalric worth.

The isolated position of the dragon can be contrasted with hagiographic depictions of
close relationships between man and animal which reveal in a small way the relationship
between God and his creatures. The exclusion of the dragon is emphasized if we consider the
inclusion of the lion within God's creation and man's juris&iction in the legend of St Jerome in
which the lian belongs within the community and becomes an important contributor to it. The lion
had been sent to the saint by God to be cured of its wounded paw but also for the 'profit' of the
brethren who live in harmony with the tamed lion because it is God's intention that there will be
mutual benefit for man and animal. Human-like, the lion feels shame when the ass, for which he
is responsible, is stolen when the lion falls asleep. Similarly, the life of St Francis presents the
animal world in a sympathetic light. He calls the beasts his 'brethren' and when he preaches to
the birds they listen, unafraid. Many medieval legends show a relationship between saint and
animal which is based on a mutual understanding: the animal is obedient to the saint and will not
attack, indicating that in a perfect state the wild animals would not possess predatory natures
and Isaiah's words would be fulfilled: Habitabit Jupus cum agno, Et pardus cum haedo accubabit;
Vitulus, et leo, et ovis, simul morabuntur, Et puer parvulus minabit eos.(Isaiah 11 v. 6 BV)

By contrast many legends contain another established hagiograhic convention: the exiling
of the wild animal, often found preying on a community. St Vedaste comes across a wolf in the
ruins of a church and commands it to leave and it is not sighted again. However, there are
occasions when the animal is not responsive to the command of the saint and such is the case
when St Theodora saves a man about to be torn to pieces by a wild animal. Her prayers,
followed by a cursing of the beast, ensure it falls down dead. Moreover, this saint is beset by

devils who appear in the form of wild beasts and once again her prayers are successful and the
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devils disappear. The use of the animal in saints' legends referred to above does serve as a
means of demonstrating the power, not only of the saint, but also of Christianity. Nevertheless,
the legend of St Theodora reminds us of the connotations which the words 'beast 'or ‘animal’
could carry, connotations of violence, an enmity towards mankind and predatoriness, which is
associated with the evil of the Fall and which may require Christian prayer as a protection. |
want to suggest that the role of the wild animal in the saints' legends referred to above is to
demonstrate the might of Christianity and also to show that these animals are included in God's
creation and in their relationships with human beings: they have a part to play. In like manner,
the dragon's role in the saints' legends demonstrates the power of Christianity working through
the saint but there the similarity ends. The dragon is not only huge and monstrous but unlike any
other animal it carries mythological and theological connotations which are archetypal and
atavistic; traditionally in bestiary and homiletic tale it is a symbol of the devil. its role is unique,
for it cannot be replaced by even the wildest and most feared of animals like the wolf, bear or
lion because it stands outside God's creation and yet, it is allowed by God to exist. In contrast
with the lion, sent by God to St Jerome who then tames its natural ferocity, there is no possibility
that the dragon can be put to comparable use for its essential nature cannnot be changed and
it is beyond redemption. The didactic lesson of the dragon encounters is that any appeasement
of the monster perpetuates its destructive force so that the Christian's duty is not to compromise
but to seek out the conflict and dispatch the evil if the good and ordered life is to be enjoyed.

David Williams argues that the monster in the Middle Ages symbolized that which was
anti-nature in its malevolent antagonism towards God's creation' and indeed, the concept of the
monstrous within God's creation occupied the Church Fathers. Urban Tigner Holmes draws
attention to the derivation of ‘monster from Latin 'monstrare’, {o show,and the theme of his article
is that the monster is a deviation from nature, allowed by God and used by him as an omen or

portent. Holmes quotes from St Augustine and Rabanus Maurus to support his claim that in

* David Williams Cain and Beowulf: a Study in Secular Allegory (Toronto, 1982), pp. 33-34. See
particularly Chapter 2, pp. 18-39. The monstrous giants of the Old Testament, the progeny of Cain,were
viewed as being responsible for paganism and social chaos.
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episodes from romance in which monsters feature 'there are meaningful warnings in the sense
established by St Augustine and others."* However, in this context ‘monster' refers to aberrant
human creatures such as dwarfs and giants like Calogrenant from Chre/tien's Yvain and it fails
to encompass the monstrous animal, the dragon, which does not have any affinity with the
natural world. Significantly, the dragon, commonly referred to as a 'monster’, occupies, at times,
an ambivalent representation as predominantly a symbol of paganism but also it is a visible
reality.

Within the saint's legend, the monster functions as a fierce physical opponent of the saint
and also the community it is determined to ravage by plague uniess appeased and, more
importantly, it symbolizes a spiritual threat. David Williams writes of the medieval perception of
the dragon as both symbol and reality: ' .....there are at least two major manifestations of the
monster in the Middle Ages: the symbolic and the literal....... it is not to be supposed that
medieval people conceived of the monster only in abstract terms, nor should it be supposed that
what has been called the "symbolic universe" of the medieval mind excluded the literal and the
concrete. On the contrary, the medieval manipulation of the grotesque would seem to indicate
a process in which the metaphorical and figurative is steadily concretized to produce the idea of
living races of monsters populating various remote corners of the worid.""* The depiction of the
dragon in hagiography accommodates both views, often simultaneously. | would agree that this
is evident in the prison where St Margaret is physically assaulted by a dragon which she knows
is the embodiment of evil but, more importantly, it also presents a spiritual threat to her.
However, for the townsfolk who witness the event from outside, the saint's danger is a physical
one alone." it would seem that while the saint, holding up the cross, recognises the dragon as

both a satanic symbol and also her imminent death, the populace sees the monster as a physical

“ Urban Tigner Holmes, The Monster in Medieval Literature: Studies in Honour of Alfred G. Engstrom, eds.
T. Cargo and E.H. Mickel (Chapel Hill, 1972), p.61.

** David Williams, Deformed Discourse: The Function of the Monster in Medieval Thought and Literature
(Exeter, 1996), p.11.

** Seinte Marherete ed. Frances M. Mack EETS, OS, 193 (1934), p.20 11.16-23.
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reality only.

The homily of The Man and the Honey in the Tree, in the Gesta Romanorum, a collection
of stories composed at the end of the twelfth and the beginning of the thirteenth centuries, uses
the dragon as a simple symbol of evil, unadorned with detail'’. The homily preaches the need to
turn from the world, the flesh and the devil, before it is too late and the explication of each of the
symbolic elements within each story ensures that the ‘'moralitee’ is clearly defined. The story tells
of an Emperor of Rome who, while out hunting, sees a man pursued by a unicorn. The man is
so frightened he falls into a ditch but clings to a tree in order to get out but then when he looks
down spies 'an hidowse pitte' and at the bottom: 'an orible’ dragon'® waiting with open mouth until
the man loses his grip and falls. ignoring the offer of a friend with a ladder, in an attempt to reach
some honey, the man falls to the bottom and into the mouth of the dragon who devours him. We
are told that the dragon is the devil and the pit where he lives represents hell. The honey is
delight in sin which distracts man from the serious state of his soul. The friend is Christ and the
ladder which offers hope is penance. Failure to turn from the world by doing penance for sin
results in being taken to hell by the devil who, by devouring the man, destroys his hope of
salvation and so his soul is lost. In this story, the dragon represents a generalized evil and hell,
its lair, at the bottom of a pit. Both are established images to be found in the legend of St
Silvester as well.

Also, in the Life of St. Satumine in the Golden Legend, the dragon waits for the erring to
fall.”® However, what it symbolizes is somewhat different. St. Perpetua, while imprisoned for her
faith, has a vision in which she sees a ladder made of gold, which was of ‘a meruaylous heyght'

and which reached up to heaven. The ladder was so narrow that people had to proceed singly

" The Early English Version of the Gesta Romanorum, ed. Sidney J.H. Herrtage, EETS, ES, 33 (1879),
pp.108-111.

' The epithet ‘orible’, *horible’ 'horrabul’ is often applied to the dragon. It had, in the Middle Ages, an
intensity of meaning now reduced.The MED list of meanings includes moral repuisiveness as well as
loathsomeness of appearance and interestingly the word can denote also that which is awe-inspiring.

'8 GL folio CCC boood ; GL vol.vii p.30.
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and, in addition, on the sides of the ladder were 'cultres and swerdes yron sharpe’ so that the
person who ascended had to look straight up to heaven to avoid falling off. At the foot of the
ladder there was 'a dragon of horryble grete fourme.' The dragon, far from being the aggressive
monster, is quiescent, biding its time and yet its presence had the effect of deterring people from
ascending the ladder because they were so frightened but Satyra, who was ascending the
ladder, encouraged those watching to climb up and join him, and told them to ignore the dragon.
The saints who were also in prison with St Perpetua, namely Revocata, Felicity and Saturnine
knew immediately what the vision meant: it was God calling them to martyrdom. The dragon at
the foot of the ladder symbolized the pagan worship which must be spurned by the saints and
the knives and swords represented the torture which must be endured if martyrdom were to be
achieved and the immediate reward of life in heaven with Christ to be secured. In symbolic terms
the topos of martyrdom is presented, showing there are no short cuts or alternative means of
reaching heaven. The dragon lies waiting at the bottom of the ladder, as it does at the bottom
of the pit in the story above. The two symbols in opposition here are the dragon whose habitat
is conventionally below and heaven situated above mankind. Clearly, the dragon in the above
passion is specifically associated with paganism and not with generalized evil. Interestingly, both
narratives referred to here use the image of the ladder as a way of gaining access to heaven,
as a means of moving between polarized states of being.

The dragon is further symbolized as the plague, an association also to be found in the
romance genre but usually without any symbolic meaning attached. The dragon's lair was
traditionally found in a river or lake and the noisome vapours given off from the water were
attributed to its antagonism to mankind. In the account of the origin of the Greater Litany
recorded in the Speculum Sacerdotale,® the dragon which frightens the Roman population
appears to be represented, like the plague, as a reality, a monstrous creature which appears

among ‘a gret multitude of serpentes’ and yet clearly it is also a symbol of evil and its snake

* Speculum Sacerdotale, pp.135-138.
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companions alert the reader to this inherent symbolism. Once more, the boundaries between the
reality of the dragon and what it stands for are quite separate at times and at others there is a
blending of the two. Williams highlights what he considers to be a special attribute of fantastic
creatures in general. Because their provenance was given as some far-flung corner of the world,
often India or Ethiopia, an indication that their existence was real, it was unlikely anyone would
be able to see them for themselves. Williams states: 'The India-Ethiopia complex is an example
of medieval sign-making at work in the field of teratological geography, where spatial semiotics
expresses the idea of the monster as simultaneously participating in the material and spiritual
worlds and thus forming a bridge between the two. It is in this sense that the Middle Ages
conceived of the monster as a being that really existed, but whose existence was highly
contingent: the monster existed, but far away, not here.' *'

The symbolism is conventional: the dragon is actively pursuing the inhabitants of the city
which is infected with the creature's breath, so causing plague. Many citizens die and the city
is almost empty; St Gregory, who becomes the new Pope, after the death by plague of Pope
Pelagius, exhorts penance as the only means of driving away the sickness. He says to the
people: 'Brepren, vs muste drede the sorowe and the turmentis of God that are to come and eke
that now are. And this sorowe may be an enterynge of oure conuersion, and the hardnes of oure
hertes may be lowsid, meltyd, and amended by this sorowe that we nowe haue, witnessynge the
prophete where he seip: "Peruenit gladius vsque ad animam. The penyschynge of God comep
vnto the sowle." ' Here, the function of the dragon is to explain the plague which, although evil,
seems strangely to be sent by 'the swerde of God' as a kind of punishment to encourage
conversion and penance for sin. Outbreaks of plague were interpreted as traditional signs of
divine displeasure so the saint recommends the archetypal response: ‘And let vs punysche oure-

self for oure wickydnes prous wepyng and syseynge, and let vs go a-fore the stroke of God by

# David Williams, Deformed Discourse, pp. 13-14.
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confessioun.' A penitential procession is arranged and the city is saved.?? interestingly, the
account of St Gregory's life in the Golden Legend narrates a similar story but much more
economically. In this account there is no dragon, but there is a plague which is dispersed by
prayer. By removing the symbol, the horror of the evil cause of the plague is not so clearly
emphasized. However, the choice of the dragon as a symbol of plague does create problems
in the Speculum Sacerdotale for the dragon's satanic association makes him a creature opposed
to the Godhead. While in the Bible, as in popular legend, God has customarily employed
suffering as a punishment to bring people back into the fold and also to test their faith, the image
of the dragon, representing evil, as it always does in hagiography, cannot easily be
accommodated within the narrative. While the legend suggests that God is using evil purposefully
to precipitate repentance, the evil suggested by the dragon topos is otherwise always depicted
as oppositional. Satan is used by God but usually as a tempter to test and refine faith: this role
for the dragon runs counter to its traditional antagonistic aggression to God, as depicted in the
seminal story of St Michael. The medieval church would have subscribed to the received doctrine
that God allowed the existence of evil on the earth and that it was ultimately within his control but
the symbolic use of the dragon in the Speculum Sacerdotale account suggests some collusion
of God with evil and certainly breaks away from the traditional use of the pestilential dragon of
the saints' legends.
ST SILVESTER ‘

The dragon's instigation of plague and the effect this has on a community frequently
provides the catalyst for the intervention of the saint (and indeed often the romance hero) who
responds to the pleas of the people. It is St Gregory who interprets the meaning of the
plague/dragon and knows what to do, suggesting that the saint has a clearer recognition and
understanding of evil than ordinary people.

Caxton's translation of the legend of St Silvester from the Legenda Aurea develops

2 Speculum Sacerdotale, p.136 1.18-38 and p. 137 ii.1-2.
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Jacobus De Voragine's account and gives a greater significance to the episode by including the
visionary presence of St Peter to whom the saint prays when he must rid the city of the dragon.?®
Thus, in effect, two saints are ranged against paganism, embodied in the evil dragon This legend
combines a number of different symbolic associations in its dragon, most importantly the plague
and paganism but this quite complex web of associations coheres successfully and succinctly.
The narrative describes St Silvester's encounter with a dragon which echoes with familiar images
in a more detailed symbolic context. The narrator also focuses on the death-dealing infection
caused by the dragon's breath but the evil is not inherent in the people as it is in the account of
the origins of the Greater Litany referred to above. The plague is used symbolically to express
the vengeful spirit of paganism, for the pagan bishops believe the plague is due to the
displeasure of the dragon because of the conversion to Christianity of the Emperor. In the
hagiographic convention, the populace calls on the saint for help and he responds to
Constantine’s plea to kill this poisonous dragon which lives in a deep pit.

The pagan bishops accuse the Emperor of bearing the responsibility of the deaths of
more than three hundred men daily because of his conversion. On the advice of St Peter, to
whom he prays, St Silvester repeats the creed and commands 'Sathanas' to wait in the pit unti
the Day of Judgement. This necessitates the descent of the saint into the bowels of the earth in
order to confront the dragon, effectively suggesting the descent of Christ into hell, before his
resurrection. The beast's mouth is bound with thread and is sealed with 'thenprynte of the
crosse’. The symbolism in this subjugation of the monster is reminiscent of other hagiographic
evil beings like devils and demons who are literally bound to stop their evil intervention.* The
poisonous breath represents a pervasive evil which must be contained and the binding of the
dragon’s mouth ensures this, while the seal, the imprint of the cross and the mark of Christ, is

a personal guarantee of the latter's permanent victory over evil. This success is accompanied

2 GL folio C ¢ GL vol.ii pp.203-204.

* See the legend of St Margaret in the Katherine Group where the black demon's hands are so
constrained, see Seinte Marherete ed. Frances Mack, EETS, OS, 193 (1934) p.24, 1.24.
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by the conversion of a vast crowd of people. Thus, we are told, not only is the city saved from
the pestilential breath of the dragon but also from paganism. There is a clearly stated
correspondence here between the dragon and the arch devil Satan, who stands in this account
for the evil of paganism which has permeated the city in poisonous clouds and will destroy it.
Paganism is, by inference, death-bringing, while the true faith offers eternal life. And yet, the
dragon appears as a physical beast which brings physical death, in large numbers, to those who
breathe in his venom, a situation shown in the Greater Litany, mentioned above. However, this
fairly brief episode in the saint's eventful life carries a meaning which transcends the literal. It
becomes an encapsulation of the bedrock of Christian belief and in imagery which recalls and
reiterates the significance of the crucifixion and the days afterwards, it demonstrates again in the
figure of the saint, the victory of Christ over evil and death, and his emergence unscathed from
the very depths of darkness and degradation into the light with the offer of redemptive life. The
pit itself is the entrance to hell, analogous to the vast mouth of hell in medieval drama.
Significantly two enchanters who check to see what the saint does are brought out barely alive
from the pit: they have aimost become denizens of hell. But just in time they are converted. Once
again the unique power of Christ is demonstrated as working through the saint and this power
exceeds the magic of the enchanters, associated in hagiographic legend with the spurious power
of superstition and idolatry. The lesson of this episode is clearly stated and yet there is a
successful fusion of the symbolic narrative with the surface narrative of the community
threatened by the venom of the dragon. The hagiographer recognises how the story works for
his listeners and so, perhaps fearing that the underlying symbolism may be lost on them if it is
not stressed, states the import of the story at the end of the episode: 'Thus was the cyte of Rome
delyured fro double deth, that was from the culture and the worshyppyng of false ydolles, and
from the venym of the dragon.’ 2 While the essential lesson is made clear, there are biblical
resonances at work here and underlying, symbolic meanings enrich the simple, standard topos.

Also, the inclusion of the creed which the saint must recite to the dragon: ' Our Lord Jhesu cryst

% GL folio C i, GL vol.ii p.204.
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whyche was born of the Virgyne Marye, crucyfyed, buryed and aroos, and now sitteth on the
right syde of the fader......' ® makes this a confrontation between the forces of evil and those
of God; it represents the struggle to overpower the devil. This image of confrontation of saint with
dragon is re-enacted throughout the hagiographic genre time and time again and this reiterates
the recurrent necessity of being ready to face up to ubiquitous evil.

The account of St Silvester's dispatch of the dragon, in common with other hagiographic
dragon topoi, represents a conflict in external terms, between the true faith and that of the evil
of idolatry. This image of the opposition of good and evil suggests a Manichean view of these
forces in the world and would appear to indicate that evil is not a force under God's control.
However, the very nature of the image of conflict helps to reinforce such an interpretation and
yet, even though the victory cannot ever be permanent, the saints always overcome their
respective dragons and therefore, keep at bay paganism, the devil or evil in general. There is
also implied a ritual cleansing of evil so that a new beginning is made: Christianity is introduced
to an erstwhile pagan populace and provision is made for the building of churches. In the legend
of St Silvester, the conversion of Constantine is both ratified and publicly vindicated. Again, the
literal story symbolizes the essential significance of the true faith in its introduction of hope in a
new Christian life, released from the stranglehold of death and the devil.

This extemally presented battle between Christianity and paganism epitomises the active
part to be taken by the true Christian, a part which has been emphasized by St. Paul and
perpetuated by the Church Fathers. The dragon is an appropriate image by which the active
engagement of the Christian with evil can be depicted. However, a comparison with St.
Leonard's encounter with evil brings into relief those elements which characterize the
dragon/saint topos. St. Leonard too struggles to conquer evil which is symbolized not by a dragon
but by a 'serpent. An earlier chapter looked at the synonymy of dragon and serpent for both can,

and often do, carry the same connotations and symbolic associations: the Latin 'draco’ was

% GL folio C ix; GL vol.ii p.203.
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translated by either 'dragon’ or by 'serpent’ which is clearly shown in the Apocalypse of St John
where these terms are interchangeable: Et apprehendit draconem, serpentem antiquum, qui est
diabolus, et Satanas, et ligavit eum per annos mille.(Revelation 20 v.2 BV). St Leonard suffers
the intrusion of a huge serpent while at prayer but he concentrates steadfastly on his devotions,
even though the serpent stretches from his feet to his breast. At the conclusion of his prayers
the saint chastises the serpent whom he recognises as the tempter and tormentor of men from
the Garden of Eden. He says toiit,' " ..... thy myght is gyuen to me now, do to me now that
whiche | haue deseruyd." And whanne he had sayd thus, the serpente sprange oute of
his hode and fylle donne ded at his feet.' 2’ By contrast with the episode discussed above, the
struggle depicted here is an inner one. The saint is tempted by the devil when he is vuinerable,
when he is at prayer and subject to the distraction of straying thoughts but the weaknesses of
the flesh are overcome because his sanctity protects him from the devil's wiles. The ascetic saint
who escapes from the world into the desert, still has to struggle with the flesh and the devil and
St Leonard, while not a desert father, must endure the kinds of temptations which can be
mastered only with effort. The insidious malice which worms its way into the saint's thoughts is
effectively represented by the serpent of Genesis.

However, the dragon’s established behaviour is not characterized by evil which is worked
by cunning and guile: rather the monster with its size and aggression is distinguished by its
frightening physical assaults. By contrastthe serpent which appears to St Leonard is an
embodiment of his own weakness and therefore, in the enveloping folds of the serpent, the evil
is represented as being all-consuming in its personal attack on the saint. Unlike the serpent of
the Old Testament, dragons do not talk and their victories are not usually achieved by the
temptation of their victims. Their power is depicted symbolically as that of physical menace and
they are invincible except to those who have divine help. And it is at this point in the story that

the saint enters when he or she is approached by a desperate city or community held at bay by

7 GL folio CCC I iiii; GL vol. vi pp. 138-139.
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the monster. The response of the saint also suggests that those who call upon Christ will be
answered. This appeal for assistance when all else has failed and the populace defeated,
stresses that the function of the dragon here, while obviously standing for idolatry, is also to
highlight the importance of the community as a potential focus for Christian life and citizenship.
The individual conquests over personal evil are replaced by conquests in the public arena when
the saint takes on the dragon; the latter does not seek out or challenge the saint: it is the saint
who usually seeks out the the dragon.

While the dragon features in a number of saints' lives in Caxton's Golden Legend, Mirk's
Festial and the Speculum Sacerdotale, its appearances may often be brief. Such a one occurs
in the Feast of St Peter ad Vincula, where there is mention of a great dragon at Epirus which is
killed by St Donatus who spits into its mouth having made the sign of the cross first.?® in the
account of the life of St Donatus, itself, the dragon attacks the saint's ass by winding its tail round
the animal's legs, an attack reminiscent of that recorded in the medieval bestiaries but which is
uncommon in hagiography and romance. Drawing on its mythological and folkloric provenance,
the dragon's habitat is water. As water is essential to townsfolk or citizens, the poisoning of their
life-supply means death and on a symbolic level, the dragon's prevention of their baptism in the
water of etemal life is stopped only by the intervention of the saint.: 'an horryble dragon yssued
out of the fontayn and ibonde his tayle about the legges of the asse....donat smote hym wyth his
staffe or as somme say he spytte in hys mouth and he deyed.’ #® The exorcism by holy saliva, like
holy water, has a significance. Jeffrey Burton Russeli gives an account of the ritual practices of
exorcism when he writes of the examination of the catechumens: 'The scrutinies also included
the 'exsufflation’, in which the priest blew into the candidate’s face. A standard part of many
liturgies from the fourth century, the exsufflation showed contempt for the demons and was
believed to drive them away; it was much like the desert fathers' practice of hissing or spitting

at demons. The priest also touched the catechumen's ears with spittle, again to show contempt

* GL folio CCxoi; GL vol.iv p.161.

® GL folio CC x; GL vol.iv pp.203-4.
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for the Devil but also because spittle has healing properties. The sign of the cross was marked
on the candidate's forehead as waming to demons against coming near.’ ® This emphasizes that
characteristic of the dragon which presents the paramount threat to a community, that of
poisoning, and which features prominently and consistently in the depiction of the hagiographic
dragon. It also shows the saint performing a ceremony, using those aids which would ensure the
defeat of evil.

The Apostles too, have their encounters with dragons. Mirk records how St Matthew was
sent to the city of Nadabere where he seeks out two magicians who use their power to encourage
the people to believe in them and worship them. They do this by what can be called conjuring
tricks, by creating illusionary visions. The saint makes it known that the magicians' power is from
the devil. Having had their following destroyed, in revenge the necromancers make two dragons
‘gret and horibly, forto spowte fyre and so fowle stenche pat they sloen mony men.' * These are
clear signs that their origins are evil, representing the fires and the stench of hell. The saint
protects himself with the sign of the cross and confronts the beasts who fall down dead at his
feet. The magicians are then challenged to restore the beasts to life and St Matthew says that,
were it not for his being God's servant, he would make the dragons attack them as they had
intended the dragons to kill the saint. Then the didactic message stipulates that ‘hit ys pe techyng
of our maystyr, algatys forto do good aseynys euell' * and unusually, the evil dragons are
restored to life and sent where they will do no harm to man or beast. The saint then preaches to
the people by describing paradise. St Matthew prevents the establishment of an idolotrous
religion based on the power of evil fiends yet he allows the dragons to leave. Although their evil
has been made inactive and impotent, they are the fabrications of an evil force which has been

rendered harmless. The aim of the narrative is a demonstration of the power of Christianity to
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2 jbid. p.255 ). 35-36.
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raise the dead, for the restoration of the dead dragons represents the central significance of the
Christian faith, which is symbolized in the cross and the resurrection. The clever necromancers
cannot compete, so once again the gulf between miracle and magic and between the true faith
and the illusory worship of devilish idols is demonstrated in a literal way. The saint then preaches
to the people of the joys of paradise, thus reinforcing his message by encouraging the people to
adhere to the Christian faith so they can enjoy a future in heaven: ‘pere was euer day and neuer
nyght, ther was everlastynge youpe and neuer eld.....' ® St. Matthew has rendered a public
service and he has also ensured that the people return to the true faith. Again the interaction
of saint with the people is the basis of the episode. The account in the Golden Legend is much
briefer and simply records the saint's conversion of the people of Ethiopia where he sends two
sorcerors, Zaroen and Arphaxat, out of the country for terrorizing the people by leading two
dragons about the towns and cities.

St Philip's sudden encounter with a dragon encapsulates in a dramatic way the
confrontation of Christianity with paganism. There is an attempt to force the saint to offer a
sacrifice before the statue of Mars: '....anone under thydol yssued out a right grete dragon, which
forthwith slew the bysshoppes sone that apoynted the fyre for to make the sacrefys, and the ii
prouostes also, whos seruantes held Saint Phylip in yron bondes; and the dragon corrupted the
peple with his breethe that they al were seek....' * The saint tells them to smash the statue and
put in its place a cross which would ensure that the sick would be cured and the dead brought
back to life. Here, there are the diametrically opposed forces of Mars and Christ and yet the
power of the cross is seen to be greater than that of the pagan God of War. A successful
demonstration has taken place and there is overt symbolism in the emergence of the evil dragon
from the pagan statue. On the one hand there is death, destruction and sickness symbolized by
the dragon which represents paganism, and on the other there is health and a renewal of life

symbolized by the cross. A different approach has been introduced which brings immediacy
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showing how the conflict between the dragon and Christ can achieve a variation of situation and
also a different didactic approach within the limits of the standard hagiographic convention.

The dragon is invariably a symbol of evil. In the hagiography of the early Christian church
it was frequently identified with the external threat of evil against which the sanctity of the saint
was pitted. The monster stood for the huge religious and institutional threat of paganism with its
hideous idols and cruel persecutions of Christians, epitomized in the ferocity of the pagan Roman
ruler or prefect, sometimes referred to as 'dragon’. The monster's poisonous breath, most often
aimed at the destruction of great numbers of people, a whole town or city, and not individuals,
is used to symbolize the spiritual death of those who have not heard about Christ or it can
represent the collective wickedness into which a professed Christian community has sunk and
for which it must do penance. There is an ambivalent conjunction in this topos of the 'reality’ of
a plague which may afflict a community and the symbolic use of the dragon as the evil author of
the pestilence, forming an explanation of the plague's occurrence. We have referred to the
dragon's place as being outside the city walls indicating an instinctive and envious antipathy
towards the society enclosed within. In some legends and passions, the dragon is identified with
Satan himself or a subordinate devil or demon. Thus, the evil the monster represents may be
specific or it may be much vaguer and more general. It can both attack violently or it can lie in
wait for those who commit sin, as is depicted in the bestiary portrait of the dragon. Rarely does
it portray the evil tempter: its function is usually an attacking one. Nevertheless, the dragon in the
legend of St Margaret, to be examined in Chapter 5, combines the roles of tempter and violent
attacker: the dragon poses a spiritual threat to the saint who has been singled out for ruination
by the devil.

| have explored the dragon's symbolic use in a variety of saints’ legends, concluding that
although there is a basic narrative pattern to the saint's encounter, the context in which the
dragon appears may be changed slightly and indeed, the emphasis, which means that some of
the many mythological and ecclesiastical connotations associated with the dragon may emerge

to colour the account. However, the legend of St Martha, found in Caxton's Golden Legend, must
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be considered apart from the accounts already discussed for, while her dealings with the dragon
have certain similarities with the established dragon topos, there are significant differences both

in the presentation of the dragon and also in the setting of the encounter.

MARTHA. HAGIOGRAPHY AND FOLKLORE

From the Gospel accounts of Luke and of John, there emerges a picture of Martha as one
who serves and is concerned with the practicalities of domestic organisation. She is contrasted
in the account with her sister Mary, who sat at Christ's feet and listened to his words in spite of
Martha's call for help with the preparations for the meal. Christ urges Martha not to fret and is
very sympathetic to Mary who, he says, has chosen the 'optimam partem'. (Luke 10 v.42 BV) This
account has been the source for the allocation of stereotypical roles to the sisters, Martha
symbolising the active life of service and good works, and Mary that of contemplation and prayer.
While the latter was long seen as demonstrating the 'best part' of the Christian life, there began
to be a recognition among some theologians that a combination of the two, seemingly opposed,
roles was necessary to a complete ecclesiastical life, and others were at pains to stress the
importance of good works. Thus, the two sisters have been considered together, providing as
they do, the scriptural source for a theological issue which reverberated throughout the Middle
Ages: the debate on the relative merits of the active Christian life versus the contemplative one.
It would seem appropriate that Martha's active personality fitted her for an encounter with a
dragon more than her sister's contemplative character.

Diane Peters stresses the problematic nature of the development of the legends
surrounding the saint. However, she cites Origen (c.185-254) as providing the seminal
interpretation of the roles of Mary and Martha, of the contemplative and the active life,
respectively, as recorded in Luke 10 wv. 8-42. From the late-sixth century the medieval
martyrologies indicate that the feast day of St Martha was celebrated on January 19, aithough this
changed to July 29 in the later Middle Ages. Peters says that by the twelfth century Martha, with

Mary and Lazarus, was believed to have travelled to Provence after Christ's ascension. Martha
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became associated with Tarascon where there was already a church dedicated to her. Then,
mast conveniently, her body was found in 1187, thus, substantiating the people's claim to the
saint.’® Because the renown of the saint brought in money, the old church was replaced by a
prestigious new basilica. John Rees Smith's discussion of the growth of the cults of St Mary and
St Martha highlights the atypical hagiographic process by which St Martha came to be venerated:
'‘Generally the discovery of a saint's relics was staged to coincide with the reconstruction of a
church, but in the case of Martha first the legend was invented, then the body was discovered,
and finally the new church was built.' ® Thus, we are prepared for a carefully constructed legend
by local writers in which the various elements have been chosen to identify the saint with the
specific place of Tarascon and to create a patronal church which will celebrate and perpetuate
her life and works. The dissemination of the legend of the Provengal St Martha can be attributed
to the late twelfth century: her life is recorded in four main Latin texts from this time or from the
beginning of the thirteenth century but it became widely known through the popular Legenda
Aurea. Peters lists the principal components of the legend which are common to all the extant
texts including: Martha's journey with Lazarus and Mary Magdalene to the Rhone area, the
conversion of the local people and Martha's victory over the dragon. Giles Constabie refers to the
Life of Saint Mary Magdalen and of her sister Saint Martha, found among the works of Rabanus
Maurus but written by a Cistercian, perhaps at Clairvaux in the twelfth century. Martha is praised
as having a man's spirit in a woman's breast, an allusion, perhaps to her victory over the tarasque
and he refers to a late fourteenth century stained glass window at Old Wardon Abbey which
depicts Martha with the monster. It is the introduction of this dragon-monster into the life of
Martha of Bethany in which | am primarily interested. It is clear that the tarasque belongs to an

oral tradition which pre-dates the saint's legend, its inclusion amaigamating folklore with
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hagiography. However, | want to argue that this amalgamation creates tensions which militate
against a conventional hagiographic perspective.

The text to which | shall refer mainly is that in Caxton's Golden Legend but | shall
introduce comparisons with the Legenda Aurea and other named accounts. While the two sisters
appear together in the two gospels of Luke and John, the legends which grew up round the
sisters treated them separately. At first they are represented along with Lazarus, their resurrected
brother, as a family which 