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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This paper analyses communal elements which were essential for Received 8 April 2020
a resurrection miracle narrative. The analysis focuses on the compar- Revised 20 July 2020

ison between Nordic and South European hagiographic material. In Accepted 2 August 2020
resurrection miracle depositions, five particular acts of death were KEYWORDS
frequently recorded in order to show that people were sure about Death; late middle ages;
the arrival of death and that a person was believed to be cured hagiography; communality
through a proper miracle. The material suggests that the acts around

a dying person were perceived similarly in Scandinavian and South

European miracle testimonies. Thus, Scandinavia’s remote geogra-

phical location, far from the heart of Christianity, had almost no

impact on the ways a resurrection miracle narrative was formulated

in the late Middle Ages. Even though these acts seem to be hagio-

graphical topoi, both the witnesses and the commissioners of cano-

nization processes considered these acts such as fit their perception

of a death moment and a miraculous recovery.

Introduction

Medieval hagiographic sources provide narratives of death and dying. The depositions
about common people’s death moments have been recorded because a surprising turn,
which was interpreted as a miracle, allegedly prevented or postponed their death.

For example, the case of a woman named Helena was recorded in 1439 in a Swedish
miracle collection, Miracula defixionis domini. Helena's case was told to the scribe by her
husband Johan at the Dominican church of Stockholm. According to the text, Helena had
endured an illness for almost a year and she was dying at home in Uppsala-N&s. Foam
came out of her mouth; her eyes rolled around and her limbs became stiff. Accordingly,
this made Johan certain that her soul had left her body. The narrative continues, reporting
that Johan called in his neighbours to assist him. Together they lifted the dead woman
from the bed and placed her on the floor to be prepared for burial. The scribe reported
that Johan was terrified because Helena was left without the last sacrament. According to
Johan, the reason for this was his neglect. Apparently, Johan had not called in a priest on
time. As he had realized that Helena’s condition was beyond human help, he kneeled on
the floor and prayed for help from the statue of Christ, which was located in the
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Dominican church of Stockholm. He promised to make a pilgrimage there if Helena
revived even for a moment so that she could receive the sacrament. As he made an
invocation, his neighbours mocked him and said that he was stupid if he believed that
a dead person would revive with those prayers. Johan repeated his prayer silently in his
heart and raised the shroud with which he had covered the body. Then Helena, who was
considered to be dead by everybody present, opened her eyes, got colour on her cheeks
and revived.'

This paper analyses the communality of death in fifteenth century Swedish and Italian
canonization processes and miracle collections. The most famous and widespread exam-
ples of death narratives in the hagiographic genre are those of dying saints. These are,
however, filled with certain hagiographic topoi.”> Resurrection miracle testimonies
recorded in canonization processes and miracle collections provide another manner of
approach to medieval death, as Helena’s case demonstrates. Therefore resurrection
miracle cases serve as sources for this paper.

Previous hagiographic research has already noted the communal character of death in
medieval miracle testimonies.> However, the communal acts mentioned in the resurrec-
tion cases and the ways in which they build a narrative of a communal death moment
have not yet been studied systematically. This study builds on these earlier findings but
asks exactly how the communality was constructed in the depositions of resurrection
miracles. What were the communal elements of death in a resurrection miracle narrative
and how did these elements construct the communality of death in this narrative? What
differences are there between the Nordic and South European material? And finally, how
does this affect our comprehension of the communality of medieval death?

As a background for my analysis of the communality, | use Ferdinand Ténnies’ concept
of Gemeinschaft. Tonnies defined a communal situation as one in which people are
gathered together in order to achieve a common goal.* In order to achieve a common
goal, people must have an experience of togetherness. Therefore, another key concept for
the analysis is social cohesion. | recognize that the definition of social cohesion has been
widely debated in modern sociology and psychology. With the term social cohesion,
| refer to a process which reflects a group’s tendency to stick together and remain united
in the pursuit of its goals and to satisfy the affective needs of its members.”> With the
concept of social cohesion, | will connect the communality of death to a wider discussion
of social relations and cohesiveness in a medieval society.

As everyone was equal in front of death, dying was one of the rare things which
brought disorder into the divinely ordained hierarchy of medieval society. Acts and rituals
were means of balancing a community’s” mental stability as it was losing one of its
members.” Thus, the analysis of rituals and acts of death has wider relevance, as it reveals
how social cohesion was reinforced when a community was losing one of its members.

By comparing Nordic and South European material | will investigate geographical
differences and similarities between miracle testimonies recorded in these regions.
These areas were the geographic extremes of Christendom; Italy was the most urbanized
region in medieval Europe, whereas Sweden was scarcely populated and geographically
distant from the heart of Christendom. Distances between habitations were longer in
Sweden; weather was warmer in Italy; culture in general was more literal in Italy, and
university-taught physicians were in attendance there, unlike in Sweden. Still, what united
both these regions was the Catholic faith. The same doctrines and ideals were preached in
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both regions. The cult of saints was as strong in Scandinavia as in the south of Europe.?
Also, the culture of death united Europe. Ars moriendi — guidebooks, little manuals on how
to die well — circulated all over Europe during the fifteenth century, making the ideal
death known to all Christians.® This shared background enables the comparison of such
different geographical areas and even makes it fruitful. The geographical differences give
a possibility to see what was common in the attitudes towards death regardless of the
surrounding situation and what was particular to Northern or Southern Europe.

The decision to set the fifteenth century as the time frame is based on the importance
that death and dying gained in Europe during this time. After the demographic cata-
strophe of the mid-fourteenth century, macabre themes - including danse macabre
paintings, ars moriendi guidebooks as well as memento mori and vanitas motifs - per-
vaded European culture; such themes were most of all by-products of the high
mortality.” I link my study to this context. The basis for my analysis is the presumption
that the concentration on death, which the church promoted, penetrated European
society so thoroughly in the fifteenth century that people of different ranks knew which
acts and rituals they were expected to perform at the moment of death.

Resurrection miracles in Swedish and Italian hagiographic material

Within the above-mentioned geographical and temporal limitations, | have defined the
hagiographic sources for this paper. The Italian material consists of the canonization
processes of Bernardino of Siena'" and Santa Francesca Romana.'? For the Swedish material
| have consulted the canonization processes of Nils Hermansson of Linkdping, Brynolf
Algotsson of Skara'® and Catherine of Vadstena, as well as miracle collections Vita
Katherine'* and Miracula defixionis domini.'> These sources include several fruitful resurrec-
tion cases for the analysis and are therefore selected to be scrutinized in this paper.

From the sources | have selected the miracles in which a person was considered to be
dead, dying, approaching death or nearly dead. The amount of resurrection cases varies
between different sources; in the canonization process of Bernardino of Siena the percen-
tage is 17% whereas in Vita Katherine the percentage is 44%. In total, the abovementioned
sources include 155 resurrection cases. No previous study has analysed resurrection miracles
with such a large corpus as will be done here."® Therefore, this study makes a contribution to
the research on late medieval death and the study of miracle depositions.

Even though the moment of death in the Middle Ages has generally been considered
to be a communal occasion,'” this paper is not taking a stand on what was actually
happening inside the sickroom in particular cases. This is due to the nature of the
sources.'® Written testimonies recorded in canonization hearings are not straightforward
descriptions of historical events. First of all, it is necessary to take into consideration the
reconstructive nature of human memory. The information based on witnesses’ autobio-
graphical memory may be highly constructed through frequent retelling and by giving
meaning to memories.'® Witnesses gave priority to communal memory at the expense of
their personal memory.?® As the experience was retold and reminisced about with other
people, a communal memory of an event was formed. Also, memories were fitted to the
commonly known pattern of a miracle story. At the hearing, the commissioners’ ques-
tioning formula shaped and unified the final written version.?" This way certain aspects
became essential elements of miracle depositions.



4 (&) J.NISSI

Secondly, the written records are not verbatim reproductions of the discussion held at
the hearing.”> When the testimonies are written down in a hearing, the processes of
abstraction and selection change the words once spoken by deponents so that we do not
hear the authentic viva voce of witnesses.?® The depositions have been translated from the
vernacular into Latin, edited, and dissected by inquisitors and notaries to put them into the
form of a legal text and miracle narrative.?* Hence, the written records are transformed
documentations of oral testimonies which were subject to communal memory.

Still, the existing records are an outcome of negotiation among commissioners,
notaries and witnesses. They illuminate the elements deemed essential in the process
of death in this specific context — that is, resurrection miracles. Thus, even though the
existing records are a result of the formation of collective memory, interrogation, transla-
tion and recording, the narrative level of depositions is that of witnesses and corresponds
to their interpretation of a miraculous event. Also, sometimes testimonies of the same
case present a delightful variety of details, which gives an opportunity to detect ‘unre-
hearsed diversions from the standard miracle script’.25 Therefore, even if we do not reach
the historical event or the actual words of deponents, we are able to analyse the
mentalities of lay people and the ways they perceived a miraculous resurrection from
death as well as the preceding chain of events.

Unlike miracle collections, canonization processes are judicial documents following legal
norms, and therefore certain elements had to be included in each testimony. To testify to
a miracle in a canonization process was not possible without giving information about the
surrounding circumstances and the people present.”® In 1234 canonization came under
papal control. Canonization was regarded as a causa maior, which meant that only a pope
could make the final decision on the canonization. As a consequence, hearing and recording
of witnesses’ testimonies had to be done according to the requirements of the ordo
iudicarius, the Roman-Canonical procedure.”” Notaries gave a miracle the final credibility
when they wrote it down as an instrumentum publicum. They recorded the acts in the form
of juridical documents and thus made processes authentic and public.”® Because of the
regulations of the procedure, depositions have provided important material for historians.?

Regarding the North-South comparison, it is important to note that there are signifi-
cant differences in informativeness and composition of the depositions between different
processes.>® In ltalian cases there are often multiple witnesses, whereas in Swedish
processes, witnesses are usually fewer and depositions briefer. In the first hearing of
Santa Francesca Romana’s process, like in some Swedish cases, the recorded narrative is
a synthesis of several testimonies, which obscures the personal information of deponents.
Still, even such cases as are more heavily influenced by the clerical recording process had
to correspond with the general opinion on what elements were deemed essential for
a resurrection miracle and a death moment. Therefore, in the context of resurrection
miracles, the testimonies reveal to us what acts in the medieval death chamber were
considered to be important for a miracle narrative.

Miracle collections were not judicially as regulated as the processes. Whereas the
interrogations of canonization processes were carried out in the manner of a trial, miracle
collections were composed in a more liberal way. Anders Frojmark has proposed that most
of the Swedish miracle narratives recorded in collections have been written down in Latin
by the scribes simultaneously with the narrative being spoken aloud to them in Swedish.
Some information included in miracle collections could be suppressed in canonization
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hearings if it was not relevant for the miracle narrative. Consequently the narratives of
miracle collections are sometimes written in a more descriptive style than those in the
canonization processes.>' Even though miracle collections were usually recorded with an
eye to the possible canonization process,®? narratives can also be very brief and simple,
sometimes even without basic information of a miraculé.>* The basic difference between
the two miracle collections used in this paper is the fact that the miracles of Miracula
defixionis domini were recorded chronologically at the shrine, whereas Vita Katherine
demonstrates a selection from a larger miracle collection campaign. This selectivity most
likely explains the high percentage of resurrection miracles in Vita Katherine.

Unlike in the twelfth- and thirteenth-century English and French resurrection miracles
which Didier Lett has studied,*® in the fifteenth century Italian and Swedish hagiographic
material resurrection is not a privilege for an infant or for children in general (see Table 1). In
155 resurrection cases of this article, 68 adults are recovering from death (43%). In the
resurrection cases of Santa Francesca Romana the percentage of adults is as high as 62%. If
we ignore Francesca's process, the percentage of resurrected adults decreases, but even still,
resurrections of children between three and fifteen years are only slightly more frequent than
those of adults. In the fifteenth century infants are no longer the champions of resurrection
miracles.®

Communal acts of death

Helena’s resurrection case presented in the beginning of this paper includes five different
elements which could be labelled as communal acts of death: praying for a saint’s help,
desire for the last sacrament, recognition of the arrival of death, preparation for burial, and
asking help outside the home. These five themes are frequently mentioned in other cases
as well, as is evident from Table 2.

The five above-mentioned acts are also essential elements of the medieval process of
death. With the process of death | refer to the procedural character of dying. Medieval

Table 1. Gender and age of resurrected people.

Canonization Amount  Amount of Gender of  Amount of resur-  Amount of resur-  Amount of
process/miracle of resurrection  resurrected rected infants rected children resurrected
collection miracles miracles people (0-2 years) (3-15 years) adults
Bernardino of Siena 162 28 16 male 8 1 9
12 female
Santa Francesca 199 42 18 male 5 1" 26
Romana 24 female
Nils Hermansson 66 14 10 male 4 5 5
4 female
Brynolf Algotsson 32 6 2 male 1 3 2
3 female
Catherine of Vadstena 61 18 11 male 5 8 5
6 female
Vita Katherine 68 30 19 male 3 13 14
11 female
Miracula defixionis 87 17 10 male 6 6 7
domini 12 female
Total 675 155 86 male 32 57 68

72 female
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Table 2. The selected acts of death in Swedish and Italian fifteenth century resurrection miracles.

Signs of Visitation
death/the outside the
Canonization Amount  Amount of confirmation house during
process/miracle of resurrection  Collective on the arrival ~ The last  Preparation a death
collection miracles miracles  invocation of death sacrament  for burial moment
Bernardino of Siena 162 28 10 17 4 5 4
Santa Francesca 199 42 7 9 10 3 15
Romana
Nils Hermansson 66 14 7 4 0 1 1
Brynolf Algotsson 32 6 5 3 0 0 0
Catherine of Vadstena 61 18 15 7 2 5 2
Vita Katherine 68 30 25 8 5 2 1
Miracula defixionis 87 17 1 8 3 6 2
domini
Total 675 155 80 56 24 22 25

dying consisted of different stages before and after the actual moment of death. The
purpose of the stages was to guarantee an appropriate transition into the afterlife.

From their nature these five acts required some kind of cooperation or negotiation
between people. Therefore, the necessity of interaction enables the analysis of commun-
ality through these acts. These are also very concrete acts, in which people had to do or
say something clearly recognizable. The performance of small gestures or body language
would be difficult to analyse through these sources.>® As a result, this paper analyses
precisely these five acts of death and follows the structure of Helena’s miracle narrative
recorded at the Dominican church of Stockholm in 14393’

Praying around a dying person

Each miracle narrative must include an invocation and a votum addressed to the divine. The
making of an invocation had several meanings as a performed act. First of all, it was
a devotional act, a starting point for a miraculous event. In the context of a canonization
process, it was a judicially meaningful act as it proved that legitimate means were used in
interaction.®® It was also a communal act because an invocation must have preceded some
kind of negotiation between people who were present, and it could be performed together.

In the example case of this paper, Johan and his neighbours are recorded to have had
different opinions on whether to do an invocation or not. Johan was the only one who saw it
reasonable to pray for help.*® In miracle narratives this kind of recording emphasizes the
devotion of the one who made the invocation despite the rejection of others. To stress one’s
own role in the making of an invocation may have been a way to emphasize one’s close
relationship with divine.*°

Even though Johan is reported to pray alone, not with his companions, his example is
otherwise a typical recording of an invocation. He kneeled on the floor, prayed for help and
promised to make a pilgrimage to Stockholm. Both in ltalian and Swedish sources an
invocation was recorded as the final attempt to heal the dying. It was a way to indicate that
nothing but a miracle could have saved the dying. Sometimes an invocation around the dying
was accompanied or preceded by Ave Maria and Paternoster.*" Also, in some resurrection
cases both in Sweden and in Italy, an invocation was recorded as a direct quotation,
emphasizing its importance. Considering the place where an invocation was made,
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resurrection miracles are so-called distance or invocation miracles. The invocation is made at
home or in a public place. Although portable relics were used, resurrection is not prayed for at
saint’s shrine, unlike many other miracles.*’

The resurrection case of Victoria Colonna is a good example of a communal invocation. It
has been recorded in the canonization process of Bernardino of Siena. Victoria was said to
be accompanied by three women when she was unconscious and approaching death in her
house in Rome in April 1446.** Two of the women present, Violante and Sveva, were
Victoria's granddaughters, and the third was a noblewoman called Ludovicha de
Gabrielibus de Augubio.** It has been recorded that the crying women made a votum on
behalf of Victoria. If Victoria was saved from death, she would personally visit Bernardino’s
shrine in Aquila and in gratitude bring there a candle as long as herself.*> Since Victoria
could not do the invocation herself, the women who were taking care of her had to do it.

As in Victoria's case, in most of the resurrection cases, the negotiation or decision-making
before the invocation has not been explicitly recorded. However, sometimes the topic is
mentioned if it serves the purpose of a miracle narrative, especially if other saints were put
to a test. For example, in the canonization process of Bernardino of Siena there are three
resurrection cases in which an invocation was made first in vain to other saints. Finally,
a person is resurrected through a miracle, which was credited to Bernardino. This kind of
recording emphasizes the role of the putative saint, as only he could help these people.
Thus, even though rarely recorded explicitly, negotiation and decision-making had an
importance in a resurrection narrative. People had to decide which saint would be prayed
to, what kind of words would be used and what kind of votive gift would be promised.

In Scandinavia there was a particular custom to draw lots on which saint a vow should be
made to.* For example, in 1422 in the village of Hedemora in the diocese of Visteras, Anders
Petersson and his wife Valborg are reported to have already buried four sons who had died of
plague. Their youngest son Peter was allegedly also dying as the parents saw the signs of death
on the boy's body. They prayed to God, but they doubted where they should make
a pilgrimage. They decided to follow the custom, and lots were drawn three times by five
laymen. The narrative concludes by stating that the lots indicated that they should visit the
statue of Christ in the Dominican church of Stockholm and then Peter reportedly started to
heal.*

The Swedish custom of drawing lots increased the communal aspect of an invocation. Five
laymen were collected to perform the lottery, which meant that the situation was brought to
a wider knowledge. The performed act was crucial for the family, since it helped them to find
out whether there was still hope for recovery or if they should proceed in the process of death.
What remains obscure in the narrative is how those who drew the lots were selected. What
were the reasons which led the family to ask precisely these men to help them in the decision-
making? Perhaps they were known as trustworthy and honourable men and thus fit for the
task.

Similarly, in certain cases of Santa Francesca Romana’s process it has been recorded that
some women were asked to visit the deathbed scene before the invocation was made. For
example, when friends and family were reported to gather around the dying Jacobus Clarelli
in 1448, Jacobus’ parents called in a woman named Jacobella, who belonged to Francesca’s
congregation. In Jacobella’s testimony, it is recorded that she was called in in the middle of
the night.*® According to the source, also Agnes Pauli Lelli was present. Agnes was the
leader of Francesca's congregation. In the process, she is recorded to have frequently visited
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the sick across the city and urged people to pray for Francesca'’s help.*® In this case, Agnes’s
testimony is recorded very briefly: * ... presens fuit et a medicis audivit quod mortuus erat'. She
was present and heard from a doctor that Jacobus was dead. Hence, her testimony’s
importance is in validating what was said before. She verifies that a miracle occurred.
Clearly, for the commissioners the presence of these two women has given credibility for
the narrative, as if an invocation would be more likely successful if they were present.

After a successful invocation, an essential part of a miracle narrative was to tell other people
what had happened and reminisce about it together.>® A shared experience of a miracle and
a strong local cult created a sense of belonging and togetherness.”" In the previous case it was
Gentilesca, Jacobus’ sister, who started to make the miracle public the next day.52 After his
healing, Jacobus also promoted Francesca’s cult and emphasized the importance of the event
in his life, as he had Francesca’s picture painted in his room.>* As time went on, certain
elements became essential for the narration, and others may have been forgotten, for the
participants to comprehend the chain of events as a miracle. The interaction between those
who had experienced the miracle shaped their individual memories of the event as they
formed a collective memory.>*

The last sacrament

In the Middle Ages a successful entry into the afterlife was done through rites of passage.
The rites of death consisted of the last sacrament, funeral, burial and the annual remem-
brance of the dead. The last sacrament included confession, communion and extreme
unction. These acts were performed in order to make sure that the deceased left the world
of the living in the correct way.

As Helena’s case demonstrates, the importance of rituals is clearly evident in the
resurrection miracles. Helena did not receive the last sacrament, which caused immense
sorrow for her husband. Properly performed rituals were a requirement for a good Christian
death; they made the salvation of the soul possible. In the Swedish material the last
sacrament appears mostly through the failure of its delivery. In these cases complete healing
of the dying was not always the goal of an invocation. Sometimes it was enough to ask help
in postponing the death until the sacrament was delivered.

The rituals of death were generally considered important for the community. It has
been suggested that the dead were regarded as ritually impure. Therefore they were
ritualistically cleansed and made ready for the afterlife.>> According to David Kertzer,
rituals in general had an important role on a community’s solidarity: ‘It is by uttering the
same cry, pronouncing the same word or performing the same gesture in regard to some
object that [people] become and feel themselves to be in unison’.>® Hence, with rituals
a community can express and strengthen social cohesion. Rituals also stabilized
a community after a crisis such as death. They were a form of social control, as Emile
Durkheim has suggested.’” Therefore, medieval rituals of death were not made solely
for the departed but even more for those who were left behind. If the rituals were not
performed, it left a community violated. Helena’s miracle narrative supports this
perception.

Clergy'’s responsibility was to deliver the last sacrament, but the people present had to
determine when it should be given to the dying. In this way the communal character of the
last sacrament is apparent in resurrection miracles. People had to be aware when a person’s
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condition was such that a priest should be called in. If the loved ones failed to do this, a dying
person passed away without the sacrament. The decision on when to give the last ointment
could be done together by all the people present but also singly by a priest®® or a doctor.”®

The recording of the delivery or the desire to receive the last sacrament is mentioned
more often in Italian cases than in those of Swedish. The sacrament is mentioned in 12%
of the Swedish cases. In the canonization processes of Brynolf Algotsson and Nicolaus of
Linkdping there are no mentions of it. In Vita Katherine the sacrament is mentioned five
times, in the canonization process of Catherine of Vadstena two times and in Miracula
defixionis domini three times. The last sacrament is mentioned in 20% of the Italian cases.
In the canonization process of Bernardino of Siena it is mentioned in four cases and in
Francesca’s process, ten cases. Consequently, the material suggests that in Italy priests
had better attendance at the deathbed. This is not surprising, considering the long
distances in Sweden and the strong clerical culture in Italy.

Still, the miracle depositions imply that not even in Rome could one trust in having the
last sacrament whenever needed. When Santa Francesca Romana was still alive, a certain
old woman named Caterina was thought to be dying. Francesca prayed for God not to
take Caterina yet because the vicar was not in the city.®® Only a priest was allowed to
deliver the sacraments, so his presence was required. However, the vicar did not reach
Caterina in time. After five days, Francesca began to recite a litany and other sisters
responded to her.' After this, Francesca reportedly made a sign of the cross and told
Caterina to die in peace.’? This case demonstrates how the absence of a priest caused
similar feelings of despair both in Italian and in Swedish narratives. Delivering the sacra-
ment was the one thing in which a community could not replace the priest’s role around
the deathbed.

Even if a priest was available at the deathbed, his presence was not solely sufficient for
the delivery of the last sacrament; he needed certain items to perform a rite. In a Swedish
case recorded in Vita Katherine, Olov Magnusson was celebrating the birth of his child at
his house in 1473 in the village of Styra. According to the narrative, he was struck by
a sudden illness and was considered to be dying. A vicar who was also taking part in the
feast received Olov's confession. Then Olov’s wife and brother asked the vicar to go to the
church and collect sacramental objects. Because Olov was nearly dead and there was not
much time left, the priest initially refused to collect the objects. However, eventually he
left and returned on time to deliver the sacrament.®®

What stands out in this example is Olov’s brother’s and wife’s demand on the
vicar to collect the necessary items. This demonstrates the recording of the negotia-
tion between next of kin and a priest during an emergency. The importance of the
case is in noticing that despite their initial dispute, people are recorded as having
found an agreement. Even though the priest first refused, he eventually agreed to
comply. The goal of the family’s persuasion was to guarantee the salvation of Olov’s
soul. The usage of sacred objects was a requirement for a proper rite. With them
a deathbed scene turned into a Mass-like situation; a private house became a sacred
space.®® The last sacrament was also a way to unite earthly and heavenly commu-
nities. As Christ's body was sacramentally present through the Host, the community
around the dying did not consist anymore of only the people physically present, but
rather it was believed to reach a transcendental level. The invisible church joined the
last moments of the dying.
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Investigating the signs of death

Ascertaining the need for divine help was a crucial element in canonization inquiries;
therefore, signs of death were often recorded meticulously. These were outer signs on
a person’s body which indicated that someone’s life had ended or was about to end. In our
example case, Johan was certain that Helena was dead because foam came out of her
mouth, her eyes rolled around and her limbs became stiff. He also mentioned that every-
body present had judged her to be dead. The resuscitation was similarly marked by certain
signs. Helena is recorded to have gotten colour in her cheeks and opened her eyes as she
revived. The recording of the appearance of signs of life was a way to indicate that these
features were absent before the resurrection. In the testimonies the same signs were
recorded correspondingly to indicate either the arrival of death or the resuscitation.®®
They were both recorded in order to demonstrate that a person had been believed to be
truly dead.

In addition to the fact that people needed to be sure when to start preparing the funeral,
consensus among the people present was something which witnesses in the canonization
processes could use to argue that a miracle had occurred. In order to prove that they had
witnessed a true miracle, they had to convince the commissioners that the person had been
confirmed dead. A relevant argument was that he or she was thought to be dead by
everybody.

The communal declaration of the arrival of death or the signs of death are mentioned
as often in Sweden as in Italy; they are recorded in about 37% of Italian cases and in about
36% of Swedish cases. Of course, the recording of the signs is slightly different from each
source. In the six death cases of the canonization process of Brynolf Algotsson, there are
no mentions of the actual signs but the communal declaration of death is mentioned
three times. In the canonization process of Nils Hermansson, they are mentioned in four
out of 14 cases, and in the canonization process of Catherine of Vadstena, seven out of 18
cases. In Vita Katherine the observation of the arrival of death is mentioned in eight out of
30 cases. In Miracula Defixionis Domini the scribe mentions it in eight out of 17 cases, and
occasionally the signs have been written down quite elaborately.®® In Italian material the
signs of death are more evident in Bernardino’s process than in Francesca’s; they are
recorded in 17 cases in Bernardino’s process and in nine cases in Francesca’s process.

A major difference between Italian and Swedish material is the presence of medical
experts. Christian Krotzl has observed that the decision about the arrival of death was
usually made by all the people present in Scandinavian hagiographic material.®’
Physicians and other medical specialists have an important role in determining death in
fifteenth century Italian hagiographic material.°® Thus, if the surrounding people did not
make a communal decision about the arrival of death, the decision was recorded as being
made by an expert who knew the limits of life and death.°® In the Swedish material
doctors do not appear around a deathbed.”®

Generally the signs of death are recorded more often in the cases of children than in
those of adults. Still, rather than emphasizing the difference between children and adults,
a more significant difference is evident in the detail of recording the signs between
different processes. In the canonization process of Bernardino of Siena, the signs of
death stand out as an important part of a resurrection miracle. This is due to the precision
of detail in questioning and recording of miracles. In Bernardino’s process it was
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frequently asked how a witness knew that a person was truly dead. For example, in the
case of three-year-old Valentina, her mother was asked how she knew that the girl was
dead. In response, she gave the commissioners a list of signs. Next she was asked how she
was aware of these signs. She reportedly said that she had seen them and palpated the
girl's body.”" Thus, investigating the signs of death could have been done by looking at
the body, but touching of the corpse was also needed. Some signs were evident for
everybody who saw the dying person, but some could be confirmed only by touching the
person. The commissioners were interested in these investigations; sometimes they
specifically asked about them.”? Hence, to investigate the arrival of death required active
participation from the people present.

In order to convince the commissioners about the arrival of death, people testified
about the communal agreement as well as the visual and manual investigations. The
recording of these elements in a resurrection miracle narrative indicates a community’s
ability to work together. Communal decision-making about the arriving death, especially,
could be seen as a manifestation of the community’s cohesion. After a consensus was
obtained, people are recorded as starting to prepare the deceased for a burial, ergo
proceeding in the process of death.

Preparing the burial

In the miracle testimonies the case never comes to a point where a deceased person
would actually be buried. However, as in Helena’s case, the community could do pre-
paratory acts for burial. According to the miracle narrative, Johan called in his neighbours,
who lifted Helena onto the floor. Then, Johan wrapped the body in linen. This kind of
preparation of the deceased is also depicted in the books of hours.”® Didier Lett has
demonstrated that resurrection miracles sometimes give details of parents’ obstinacy in
resisting the proceeding of funeral rites for their dead child.”* Such resistance of burial is
not visible in the material used in this paper. Even Johan repeated his invocation silently
without questioning the proceeding in the process of death.

In the miracle testimonies, preparations for burial are recorded more seldom than the
other four acts analysed here. In the Swedish material they are mentioned in total of 14
cases. These are almost all similar to Johan’s case; the dead person is lifted onto the floor
and wrapped in linen.”” Instead of lifting the body onto the floor, in one case a deceased
person is placed on a bench or a board (banchum).”® In another Swedish case a dead boy
was carried into a sauna where the parents considered wrapping the boy in linen.”” In one
Swedish case the place of burial is considered.”®

In Italian material preparations are mentioned in only eight cases. In the canonization
process of Santa Francesca Romana, preparations are recorded in three cases. In each case it
is simply mentioned that the family started to prepare or considered the burial.”® In the
canonization process of Bernardino of Siena a corpse is lifted onto the floor in two cases.
These are both resurrection miracles of new-born children.®® In addition, there are three
other cases in which the preparation for burial is mentioned in another way. These are cases
of children who died after a disease. In one case women are simply mentioned to be
preparing a child for burial.®2" In another case the father of a deceased child left the house,
went to a church to organize the burial and had a grave dug for the child.®? In the third case
parents started to clean or organize (innudare) their house for the upcoming funeral.®*
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Wrapping the dead in linen, placing him or her on the floor, cleaning a house and
going to the church to have a grave dug were physical acts, which were reported again in
order to prove that a community was ready to proceed in the process of death. Just like
the last sacrament, burial was a rite of passage; hence the preparatory acts were done in
order to make sure that the transition to afterlife happened as well as possible.
Preparations were not ritualistic acts per se but they were imperative in order that the
rituals of funeral and burial could take place. As death had violated a community, its
members had to start to create stability. Only after the deceased was buried and success-
fully sent into afterlife could a community regain ‘normality’.* In the miracle testimonies
the recording of burial preparations is an indication of communities’ pursuits of this
‘normality’ after the loss of a loved one. The preparatory acts were done both for the
benefit of the deceased’s soul and for the well-being of a community.

Communality outside the sickroom

In the testimonies of resurrection miracles, communal acts of death are not only performed
inside the house of the dying. Johan, for example, left Helena alone and went to the
neighbouring house when he believed that she had died. Johan informed the neighbours
about the death and requested for their assistance. As there was no other way to inform the
neighbours, he had to leave the dead body and exit the house.

Leaving a dead or a dying person alone and visiting other persons is evident especially
in the miracle testimonies of Santa Francesca Romana'’s process. These are the cases in
which portable relics were used. In Francesca’s canonization process 17 resurrections are
recorded as having occurred through a relic. Relics are not used around the dead in the
Swedish material. In Bernardino’s process resurrection is caused only twice by a relic.®
After Francesca’s death, her clothes and burial sheets were wanted collectables.®® Women
who belonged to Francesca’s congregation, especially, had these relics in their posses-
sion. For example, when a boy named Julianus was dying, his mother Caterina came to
think of her sister Angilella who had known Francesca. Caterina went to see Angilella and
asked if she had any clothes or other things which had belonged to Francesca. Angilella
indeed had a cloth which had belonged to Francesca, and she gave it to her sister.®” Just
like Johan in Sweden, Caterina is recorded to have sought assistance outside the house
and thus made the occasion known more publicly.®®

The women of Tor de’ Specchi are depicted as ready to encounter mourning people
and help them in the way they could. Nicole Archambeau calls people who distributed or
brought a relic to the presence of a sick person miracle mediators.®®> When miracle
mediators gave or brought relics to the proximity of a dying person, they performed
a devotional and communal act comparable to encouraging making an invocation to
a certain saint.”° They were bringing hope inside the sickroom. Distribution of relics
united people as they were combining their efforts in trying to heal the sick. As a dying
or dead person could not travel to a shrine of a saint, sometimes portable relics were
a solution, which a community could provide for the dying.

Nicole Archambeau has demonstrated that in the fourteenth-century Provencal cano-
nization inquests, convents ‘provide[d] a network that distributed information about ill
people and relics’®" Similarly Tor de’ Specchi was a place where an interaction between
mourning kin and oblate women happened. The women of the congregation are
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recorded to have found crying and lamenting people on their doorstep.” The sisters had
to be emotionally ready to encounter them with compassion and charity. As their help
was requested, they became part of the ‘community of dying’, as | propose that this kind
of communality could be called. This community consisted of those who were taking care
of the dying. In these cases two different small-scale communities overlapped: that of the
dying family and that of Tor de’ Specchi. According to nineteenth-century sociologist
Georg Simmel, communities should be understood as overlapping circles which meet one
another at points of common interests.”® In these cases, this analogy seems appropriate.
In addition to pure caritas, distribution of relics was a way to promote Francesca’s cult and
thus also a way to strengthen the congregation’s influence in Rome.

In the canonization process of Bernardino of Siena, John Capistran®® seems to have
acted as a miracle mediator. He was a devout follower and a friend of Bernardino. John
had the main role in promoting Bernardino’s cult and collecting witnesses for the
inquiries. The process includes one resurrection case, in which his help was requested.
According to the source, this happened in Siena, where a woman named Anthonia had
already received the last sacrament. As her own invocation to the blessed Bernardino did
not result in healing, she sent her mother and a woman named Catherina to see John
Capistran and to ask him to pray on her behalf. It was believed that some people had
closer relationships with saints than others, and therefore their invocations were consid-
ered to be especially powerful. When the women had finished visiting him and were
climbing the stairs back at her house, Anthonia felt that all the pain vanished from her
body.> Capistran used to carry Bernardino’s garment and other relics with him, so his role
as a miracle mediator is very similar to the followers of Santa Francesca Romana.”® Here,
however, he is recorded to have provided help with prayers, not with relics.

In Swedish cases one also finds traces of miracle mediators. Among the miracles of Nils
Hermansson there is a case which is identical to the previous case of John Capistran.
When a seven-year old boy was dying in Vadstena, his mother left him alone and went to
ask a certain pious woman to pray for Nils’s help. When she returned home, she found the
boy cured.®” Hence, in Vadstena, which was a religious centre in Sweden, one could find
people whose help was requested at the moment of crisis exactly the same way as in Italy.

The sources give an impression that the miracle mediators were cornerstones of their
communities. When people could not find help anywhere else, they turned to these
people. Walls of a house did not form a social barrier between the actors, but the actions
performed out in the city could be as important as those performed in the immediate
vicinity of a dying person. This shows that the ‘community of dying’ was not restricted to
the house where the dying person lay but could spread across the city.

Conclusions

In Swedish and Italian resurrection miracle depositions, the five acts of death presented in
this paper were recorded in order to show that people were sure about the arrival of
death and that a person was believed to be cured through a proper miracle. The
performance of the acts and an agreement to proceed to the next step in the process
of death were essential parts of a resurrection narrative. They were a way to validate
a miracle. Therefore these acts were recorded but others, like the dictation of a testament,
were not.
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Since the acts of death were repeatedly mentioned in depositions and they had a clear
purpose in a miracle narrative, it is possible to conclude that there existed a consensus
between the witnesses and the commissioners that these themes belonged in resurrec-
tion miracle narratives. Thus, like the narratives of saints’ deaths, the elements of resurrec-
tion miracles could also be regarded as hagiographic topoi. However, certain details in the
testimonies suggest that they also reflect the real-life experiences of the witnesses. For
example, mentioning that a deceased person was prepared for a burial seems to be
a hagiographic topos, but when it is recorded that the deceased was carried into a sauna
for the preparations, this topos is linked with people’s everyday lives and specific cultural
context. Similarly, when it is mentioned that people started to clean their house for the
upcoming funeral, the experiences of daily life are blended into a hagiographic topos.
These are features of people’s experiences which have passed through the filter of
commissioners and notaries. One finds similar details concerning different acts. For
example, the delivery of or the desire for the last sacrament seems to be a typical subject
in a miracle narrative. Still, the discussion about the missing sacramental objects is an
example of the obstacles which the surrounded people might have encountered around
a deathbed. Also, to mention that a person was considered to be dead by everybody
present is a clear topos in this context. However, long lists of different signs of death
reflect what witnesses thought they had seen and felt around a deathbed, or at least what
they imagined they could have seen. Thus, | argue that the anomalies from the regular
formulations point out the importance of these acts for medieval people. Even though we
do not know what in reality happened in individual cases, we see that both the witnesses
and the commissioners considered it possible that these communal acts might have taken
place around a deathbed. They fit into their perception of a death moment.

The evidence from hagiographic sources suggests that the acts around a dying person
were perceived similarly in Scandinavia and in South Europe. As shown in Table 2, the
same acts of death were recorded in Swedish and Italian material. This leads to two
different conclusions. Firstly, there was an understanding of what elements constituted
a resurrection narrative. This understanding was shared in Italy and in Sweden both by the
commissioners and the witnesses. Secondly, the process of death seems to be compara-
tively similar in late medieval Christendom. Therefore there are no major differences in the
acts of death mentioned in Italian and Swedish miracle narratives. The most evident
geographical differences are predictable: the appearance of doctors and priests around
the dying is more frequent in Italian cases. Also, relics were distributed in Italy unlike in
Sweden. Leaving these practical differences aside, Scandinavia's remote geographical
location, far from the heart of Christianity, had no impact on attitudes towards the process
of death in a resurrection miracle narrative. The Swedish case of the dying Helena serves
well as a model of a resurrection narrative.

One significant finding to emerge from this analysis is the concept of the ‘community
of dying’. Whether it was the making of an invocation, observing the signs of death,
delivering the last sacrament, preparing the burial, or providing relics, people were
recorded to cooperate, negotiate and make decisions together. These were the ways to
construct the communality of death. People involved might have had a common goal,
which was the recovery of a dying person or the salvation of the soul. However, they may
have also had differing motives for their actions. In miracle narratives some people are
clearly spreading a saint’s cult, in addition to helping their fellow citizens. Therefore,
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rather than speaking of one Gemeinschaft with one united goal and motive, in some cases
Georg Simmel’s theory of different overlapping communities seems appropriate. As two
small-scale communities met each other - let us say family members of a dying person
asked help from people belonging to a religious order - they formed the ‘community of
dying’. Even though they may not have been in regular interaction otherwise, at this
moment, people united.
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On public side of miracles see Krotzl, “Fama Sanctitatis”.

Goodich, Violence and Miracle, 151.

“...die sequenti de mane audivit a Gentilesca que publice dixit quod illa nocte eadem hore
quando recommissus fuit subito meliorare incepit et sanatus est..."” | processi, 298.

“Ipse testis non fecit votum, sed ex devotione ymaginem b. Francescae in eius camera
depingere fecit.” Ibid. 298.

On collective memory see Katajala-Peltomaa, Gender, Miracles, and Daily Life, 247-88.

Binski, Medieval Death, 29-33. On impurity see Douglas, Purity and Danger.

Kertzer, Ritual, Politics and Power, 61-62. See also Muir, Ritual in Early Modern Europe, 4.
Binski, Medieval Death, 50. On rituals in general in late medieval and Renaissance period see
Cohn et al.,, Late Medieval and Early Modern Ritual.

For example: “...presbitero dixit qui sibi extremam unctionem dare voluit..."” | processi, 303.
For example: “Cumque die prima mensis maii medicus diceret ut daretur sibi extrema unctio
eo quod non posset vivere usque in crastinum.” | processi, 328.

“Omnipotens et misericordis Deus, noli eam mihi aufferre de hac vita quia presbiter ecclesie
non est in Urbe”. Ibid. 181.

Litany of the Saints was usually recited when a priest performed extreme unction. The
surrounding people responded to the litany with ora pro eo/ea. Fallberg Sundmark,
Sjukbesék och dodsberedelse, 202.

| processi, 181-82.

Vita Katherine, miracle number 45.

On the items used by a priest and on the delivery of the last sacrament see Fallberg-
Sundmark, Sjukbesdk och dddsberedelse, 69-89, 127-240.

Lett, “Dire la mort,” 145-146. See also Nissi, “Quomodo Scit Quod Mortuus Erat?”

For example: “...inuenit predictum filium suum quasi mortuum iacentem, frigidum in pedibus
et rigidum in manibus ac pallentem in facie, nullumque omnino spirarem perceptibile
emittentem, vix tamen percipere potuit mater eius inter pectus et guttur pueri quasi
motum leuissimum ad modum leuis pulsus.” “Miracula Defixionis Domini,” 30.

Krotzl, “Evidentissima signa mortis”.

For an in-depth analysis on the signs of death in Italian material see Nissi “Quomodo scit quod
mortuus erat?”.

Physicians either personally testified that nothing but a miracle would have saved the person, or
alternatively other witnesses referred to the cures given by medical men. On doctors in canoniza-
tion processes see Ziegler, “Practitioners and Saints; Lett, “Judicium medicine”. On medical texts
diagnosing death see Caciola, Afterlives, 66-107; Jacquart, “Le difficile pronostic de mort”.

For a rare exception on the mention of doctors giving up hope see Vita Katherine, miracle
number 2.

Il processo, 550-51.

For example: “Interrogatus si tetigit pulsum suum dixit quod non.” Ibid. 536.

Wieck, “The Death Desired,” 436-37.

Lett, “Dire la mort,” 151.

In my selection of cases | have tried to be as precise as possible. If the preparation of burial is
not explicitly mentioned, | do not regard it as such. There are few doubtful cases, which | have
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left out of the analysis but which Viktor Aldrin has regarded as preparation of burial. Aldrin,
“Parental Grief and Prayer,” 93.

Vita Katherine, miracle number 8.

“...parentes prefati Torerj importauerunt eum ad stubam et deliberauerunt, vtrum inuoluer-
etur sudario vel non..."” Processus seu negocium, 80. The Latin word stuba had two different
meanings in medieval Scandinavia; heated (living) room/cottage and a separate room/
building for bathing. Based on three stuba mentions in Catherine’s process, | suggest that
the notary uses the word in the meaning of a separate building, probably meant for bathing.
Given the long tradition of saunas in Sweden, | choose to call this kind of bath building
a sauna. Processus seu negocium, 90, 115.

“..eodem tempore deliberatum erat de loco sepulture”. Processus seu negocium, 114.

| processi, 188, 299, 315.

Il processo, 270, 538.

“..pararent puellam ad sepeliendum...”. Ibid. 551.

“.exivit domum et accessit ad ecclesiam solicitando sepulturam ut foveam fieri faceret ad
sepeliendum dictum puerum.” Ibid. 225.

“Que testis, una cum marito suo et aliis, credentes dictum puerum debere mori ceperunt
domum innudare pro parandis exequiis.” lbid. 248.

Binski, Medieval Death, 30.

Il processo, 212, 264-67.

Not only body parts of saints were considered to have thaumaturgical powers, but also
objects which had been in contact with them. See for example Bartlett, Why Can the Dead Do
Such Great Things?, 244-50; and Réasanen et al., Relics, Identity and Memory.

“... mater eius nomine Caterina accessit ad Angilellam eius sororem, rogans ut siquid haberet
de panno vel de aliquibus reliquiis istius pretiosissimi corporis amore caritatis ipsi conce-
deret.” | processi, 128.

For similar cases see | processi, 293, 306, 308.

Archambeau, “Miracle Mediators as Healing Practitioners”.

In the miracle testimonies passers-by and casual pilgrims are rather often giving advice on
which saint people should make an invocation to. Krétzl, “How to choose a Saint?,” 379.
Archambeau, “Miracle Mediators as Healing Practitioners,” 22.

For example, the mother of a dying child came to Tor de’ Specchi lamenting and asked
women to visit the dying. “...postquam mater Stephane plangendo domum consororum
venit, ad domum Stephane causa ipsam visitandi ivit.” | processi, 326.

Spierling and Halvarsson, “Introduction,” 7.

On John Capistran see Andric, The Miracles of St. John Capistran.

Il processo, 418, 505.

Andric, The Miracles of St. John Capistran, 194-96.

Sankt Nikolaus, 356.
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