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1 Introduction 

Exemplum and miracles are two different but often overlapping genres of medieval literature. 

Sometimes miracles were reworked into exemplum form. As the history and development of 

the miracle genre has been thoroughly dealt with within other chapters of this collection, it 

will suffice here to take a look at the history and development of exempla as a literary genre. 

Exemplum was developed as a means of convincing audiences in ancient Greek rhetoric. 

Aristotle wrote in his On Rhetoric (c.335 BCE) that there are two species of rhetoric 

argumentation; firstly, induction, in which a speaker argues from one specific proposition to 

another with an implied generalization of their universal applicability. In this he was using 

exempla, or to use Aristotle’s Greek word, paradeigma (παραδειγμα). The second means was 

deduction which is the use of the rhetorical syllogism that Aristotle called enthymēma 

(ἐνθύμημα).1 

The auctoritates on Classical Latin rhetorics – Cicero, Quintilian, and the anonymous 

author of the Rhetorica ad herennium (wrongly attributed to Cicero during the Middle Ages) 

– accepted the Greek concept of paradeigma more or less as such and translated it into the 

Latin word exemplum. The Romans also produced the first works that can be considered 

exempla collections. For example, stories taken from Valerius Maximus’ Dictorium et 

 
1 G.A. Kennedy, A New History of Classical Rhetoric, Princeton, 2011, pp. 55–7. 



factorium memorabilium libri IX were used during the Middle Ages side by side with 

medieval exempla material. Christian rhetors such as Tertullian were quick to pick up the 

Pagan exemplum tradition in their writings.2 

During the Middle Ages exemplum ceased to be used as a means of rhetoric 

persuasion used in the court of law and became part of the new Christian form of rhetoric – 

preaching. According to the artes praedicandi manuals, exemplum was one of the three 

alternative means of argumentation in the sermons, namely authorities (Lat. auctoritates) 

such as the Bible and the Fathers, logical reasoning (Lat. rationes), and exempla. According 

to Bremond, Le Goff, and Schmitt, exemplum can thus be defined as “a short narrative 

presented as truthful and intended to be inserted into a discourse (usually a sermon) to 

convince an audience of a salutary lesson”.3 

This chapter deals with the complex relationship between miracle and exemplum. This 

is a relevant topic for hagiographical research for two reasons. Firstly, miracles as such are 

always at the heart of the hagiography, and secondly, preaching was one of the most 

important means of diffusing saints’ cults during the Middle Ages. 

This chapter is divided in three short sections. The first describes how the medieval 

writers converted the miracle stories, in many cases ages old, into didactic exempla ready to 

be used for the purposes of religious education. This is done by using one single healing 

miracle story taken from the Acta sancti Sebastiani. 

 
2 C. Bremond, J. Le Goff et J-C. Schmitt, L’Exemplum (Typologie des sources du Moyen Âge 

occidental, 40), Turnhout, 1982, pp. 44–9. 

3 C. Bremond, J. Le Goff et J-C. Schmitt, L’Exemplum, pp. 37–8. On the relationship between 

Classical rhetoric and medieval preaching, see H. Caplan, “Classical Rhetoric and the 

Mediaeval Theory of Preaching”, Classical Philology 28:2 (1933), pp. 73–96. 



The second section illustrates how these miracula-cum-exempla were actually used by 

the preachers and writers of the model sermon collections. This is done by presenting a few 

examples of how the very same story of Saint Sebastian’s miracle was used by the writers of 

the model sermon collections in different contexts from the thirteenth to the fifteenth century. 

The third and final section points out that the flow of information between the 

preachers and their audiences was not a one-way street. The audiences who were exposed to 

the miracle stories of the sermons constructed their own idea of what a miracle was supposed 

to be and circulated this idea back to the ecclesiastical authorities in connection with 

inquisitiones in partibus of the canonization processes. In doing so they helped to create new 

saints and new miracle stories that were in turn preached from the pulpits. 

2 Metamorphosis from a Miracle to an Exemplum 

With an understanding of the nature of medieval exemplum, it is easy enough to conceive 

how miracle stories were occasionally used as exempla. In the spirit of this chapter, however, 

let us take an example from Dominican Stephen of Bourbon’s (d. 1261) famous exemplum 

collection De septem donis Spiritus Sancti.4 Among hundreds of stories collected into his 

magnum opus, Stephen tells the following story: 

 

On the cure of Roman Prefect Cromatius 

Similarly, one reads in the Passion of Saint Sebastian that when Cromatius, the most famous 

and rich man, became extremely ill, he promised to Saint Sebastian that he would convert to 

faith, if Saint Sebastian would teach him a medicine that could cure him. And the saint said that 

he would be cured if he would break all his idols and be baptized. This he did except that he 

kept one idol, that is the one of the sun, moon, and the stars that was made of gold and extremely 

 
4 See T. Kaeppeli, Scriptores Ordinis Praedicatorum Medi Aevii, III, I-S, Roma, 1980, no. 3633. 



beautiful. Then he was baptized but was not cured. Later he did penance, destroyed the idol that 

he had kept, and then an angel of Lord appeared to him and cured him perfectly. Similarly, the 

soul of the sinner is not cured unless he does penance on all his sins.5  

 

Saint Sebastian was one of the famous early Christian martyr saints. According to his legend 

he died in Emperor Diocletian’s persecutions in 280s. Stephen of Bourbon’s exemplum story 

originates from the fifth-century hagiographic work called Acta Sancti Sebastiani.6 It was 

falsely attributed to Saint Ambrose of Milan during Stephen’s time, but was most likely 

written by Arnobius the Younger who was a Christian priest from Gaul active in Rome in 

460s. It was extremely popular all through the Middle Ages and survives in c.400 

manuscripts.7 Yet, the abbreviated exemplum version of the story became far more influential 

than the original miracle story, namely that of the Dominican preacher James of Varazze (d. 

1298). In the 1260s James included the miracle of Cromatius’ healing into his Legenda 

aurea.8 This collection of saints’ legends was one of the most influential literary works of the 

 
5 Étienne of Bourbon, Tractatus de diversis materiis predicabilibus. Ed. J. Berlioz, Étienne de 

Borbone Tractatus de diversis materiis predicabilibus. Tertia pars (Corpus 

Christianorum Continuation Mediaevalis, 124B) Turnhout, 2006, pp. 47–8. 

6 Ps.-Ambrosius, Acta Sancti Sebastiani martyris (Patrologia Latina, 17), cc. 1042–107. 

7 P. Kitzler, “‘Habeo cubiculum holovitreum’: A Note on the Interpretation and Genealogy of 

two Astrological Passages in the Acta Sebastiani Martyris”, Journal of the Warburg 

and Courtauld Institutes 73 (2010), p. 327. 

8 James of Varazze, Legenda aurea. Ed. G.P. Maggioni, Iacopo da Varazze, Legenda aurea, 

Florence, 1998, pp. 165–166. James of Varazze is sometimes erroneously called James 



Middle Ages. It survives in hundreds of manuscripts and was printed in nearly two hundred 

incunabula editions.9 Thus, by the end of the thirteenth century, there were at least two 

abbreviated, exemplum versions of Cromatius’ healing miracle circulating. 

The differences between the original miracle story and Stephen de Bourbon’s 

exemplum version of it are an excellent example of how the miracle stories were re-worked to 

be suitable for use as exempla. First of all, the original story is roughly three modern printed 

pages long and it includes many more details and nuances. As such, it would have been far 

too long to be told within a sermon. By the time preacher had finished telling the story, the 

listeners would have forgotten the beginning of it. 

Secondly, the original story had way too many details and sidelines to serve 

efficiently as an exemplum. There are more people featured in it, as the original story includes 

as active characters the prefect’s son, Tiburtius, who threatens to throw Sebastian and his 

friend the priest Polycarpus into fiery furnaces if his father is not cured after Cromatius’ 

astrological instruments are destroyed. Both these characters are missing in Stephen of 

Bourbon’s version of the story. 

 

of Voragine, but there is no such place; Voragine is the Latin name of North-Italian 

town of Varazze near Genoa. 

9 For a list of the surviving manuscripts, see T. Kaeppeli, Scriptores Ordinis Praedicatorum 

Medii Aevi, II G-I, no. 2154. Robert Francis Seybolt lists 173 incunabula editions, 

ninety-seven in Latin and the rest in different vernaculars: R.F. Seybolt, “Fifteenth 

Century Editions of the Legenda Aurea,” Speculum 21 (1946), pp. 327–338. On the 

career and influence of James of Varazze, see S.A. Epstein, The Talents of Jacopo da 

Varagine, Ithaca and London, 2014. 



It can be noted that not just this story, but the whole Acta sancti Sebastiani is a rather 

complicated literary work and, as Petr Kitzler points out: “with a cast of no less than thirty 

characters, must have made heavy demands on the audience’s memory and concentration”.10 

As a seasoned preacher Stephen of Bourbon readily identified this problem and re-worked the 

story by dropping out the unnecessary characters who did not contribute to the relevant points 

of the exemplum. Such changes were typical when re-working hagiographic miracle stories 

into exempla. The point of the exemplum was to be plausible, but it was not historiography in 

the modern sense of the word, and consequently it did not have to follow its sources 

slavishly. Any changes were possible, and indeed, desirable as long as they served to make 

the story more efficient from the didactic point of view. 

Thirdly, the moral teaching of Stephen of Bourbon’s story is rather different in the 

original version. In Acta sancti Sebastiani, Cromatius agrees to give Sebastian and 

Polycarpus free power to go into his house and destroy all the pagan idols there. He does not 

knowingly decide to keep any pagan artefacts to himself. However, he has elsewhere a small 

study where he keeps astrological equipment he had inherited from his father. Sebastian and 

Polycarpus then explain to him that since several planets and stars are named after pagan 

deities, astronomy as an art is an enemy of God (ars Deo inimica cognoscitur). After this 

misconception (Cromatius had acted in bona fide as he did not understand that astrological 

tools could be connected to idolatry) is cleared, Cromatius’ son gives Sebastian and 

Polycarpus permission to destroy all the astronomical equipment, albeit with threats, and 

when this is done, an angel appears to Cromatius and he is cured.11 

 
10 Ibid. p. 328. 

11 Acta sancti Sebastiniani, c. 1044–1045. 



Here it is clear that it is a question of misconception, not an intentional effort to 

continue worshiping idols as in the exemplum version. This minor change in the story was 

necessary as Stephen of Bourbon was seeking material concerning penance to be 

incorporated into sermons, and therefore Cromatius had to commit a sin that would require 

doing penance. Hence it was necessary to indicate that he had knowingly tried to keep his 

pagan astrological instruments to himself. The original miracle story was not about penance 

but was simply making a statement against astronomical studies that were not acceptable for 

the early Christian Church. 

Finally, some details are changed to make the story more easily understandable for the 

audiences. For example, Stephen of Bourbon simply states that the angel of Lord appeared to 

Cromatius. The word angel is not mentioned in the original story. It says: 

 

And then they came to all the crystal and transparent glass idols, and all the mechanical artefacts, 

and as soon as they had been broken in the hands of the saints, a young man with his face 

illuminated by a fire-red light appeared to Cromatius and said: “My Lord Jesus Christ, to whom 

you believed in to gain back the health of your limbs, sent me to you”.12  

 

 
12 Acta sancti Sebastiniani, c. 1047. “Tunc accesserunt ad universa idola crystallina et 

holovitrea, et omne opus illud mechanicum: et subito, dum sanctorum manibus 

frangerentur, apparuit ante oculos Chromatii juvenis, cujus facies flammeo radiabat et 

dixit ei: ‘Misit me Dominus meus Jesus Christus, cui credidisti ut omnium membrorum 

tuorum recipias sanitatem.’” 



For a theologically trained reader, it is obvious that the young man who appeared to 

Cromatius was indeed an angel. However, Stephen of Bourbon’s book, written at the end of 

his long career as a preacher and inquisitor, was addressed to younger Dominican brothers to 

serve them when preaching to the population at large. This eventual audience of the exempla 

consisted, in addition to the clergy and reasonably educated bourgeoisie of the cities and 

towns, also of the poor of the towns and the mostly illiterate lay audiences in the countryside. 

For their needs it was necessary to speak about things with their real names and not risk that 

the audiences would understand anything presented implicitly. 

If we turn back to the criteria presented in the above quoted definition of exemplum, 

one can easily see that Stephen of Bourbon’s version of Cromatius’ story meets them all. It is 

a short story, presented as a true one, and it presents a morally salutary lesson, and finally, it 

was meant to be used eventually within a religious discourse – in a sermon. 

Let us draw some general conclusions from the example presented above. The 

metamorphosis from original miracle story into an exemplum could mean several changes. 

Firstly, the length of a miracle story can alter from a few lines to several pages, whereas an 

exemplum by definition is always short and compact. In practice this often means that 

exempla versions are abbreviated versions of the original miracle stories. This abbreviation is 

often done by concentrating on the essential features of the miracle. If the story has side lines, 

they are cut out. An exemplum is normally concentrated on one issue only, and in the cases 

above it is penance. Anything in the original story that does not illuminate this chosen goal 

and is not necessary for the story to be understood is often left out altogether in the exemplum 

version. 

Similarly, an exemplum story does not need a wide gallery of side characters whose 

inclusion needs to be explained to the audience. Hence these superfluous characters are often 

left out from the exempla. In our example Stephen of Bourbon eliminated from the story 



Sebastian’s sidekick Polycarpius and Cromatius’ son Tiburtius. They did not bring any 

significant added value to the story and could easily be done away with. 

However, instead of dropping characters from the original miracle story, the writers of 

the exempla sometimes opted to do just the opposite. One of the essential features of an 

exemplum was that it had to be true or at least plausible and believable to the audience. 

Sometimes this caused the writers of the exempla to present their stories as true stories that 

had happened in surroundings familiar to their audience, and to persons known by their 

audiences. 

A good example of this is the story of the Jew who threw his son in the oven. The 

Cistercian monk Caesar of Heisterbach tells a story of a miracle by the Holy Virgin in his 

Liber VIII miracolorum. According to Caesar it took place in Wrocław (in German also 

known as Breslau) in Poland. Caesar states that there was a Jewish boy who went to the 

church with his Christian friends and received communion there and carried it home to show 

it to his father. The Jewish father having heard what had happened cursed his son and threw 

him into the hot oven. Alarmed by the mother’s desperate cries, a crowd of Christians entered 

the house, opened the oven and found the boy miraculously unharmed by the fire. The boy 

explained that the lady he had seen in a statue above the altar had protected him from the 

flames with her mantle. The crowd took the host back from the Jew and brought it back to the 

church were the Jewish boy and his mother were baptized.13 

 
13 Caesar of Heisterbach, Libri VIII miraculorum. Ed. A. Meister, Die Fragmente der Libri VIII 

miraculorum des Caesarius von Heisterbach (Römische Quartalschrift für christliche 

Altertumskunde und für Kichengeschichte, Supplementheft), Rome, 1901, pp. 141–

142. 



For a less educated listener, mentioning the place Wrocław gave this story a distinct 

local impression; however, at the time when Caesar was writing during the first years of the 

thirteenth century this story was already at least six hundred years old. Its earliest known 

versions originated from the late sixth century. In the early versions the miracle took place in 

Constantinople. During the twelfth century, it was often relocated to Bourges in France, and 

later on to other places in western Europe until on 9 November 1304 the Italian Dominican 

preacher Giordano da Pisa retold it yet again claiming that the events took place in Greece (in 

Grecia fu uno fanciullo de’ giuderi).14 The basic story remains the same through the 

centuries, but the geographic location is often changed to make the story feel more relevant 

and plausible for the audiences. 

Finally, exemplum collections were often written so that the stories were arranged 

under topics in alphabetical or some other logical order. For example, Stephen of Bourbon’s 

collection was organized into chapters according to the seven gifts of Holy Spirit, whereas 

the English Franciscan collections Liber exemplorum and Speculum laicorum and many 

others following them were organized alphabetically.15 This need to classify the stories 

according to the headings of the chapters occasionally led to changes in the original miracle 

 
14 D.L. Despres, “Mary of the Eucharist: Cultic Anti-Judaism in Some Fourteenth-Century 

English Devotional Manuscripts”, in J. Cohen, From Witness to Witchcraft. Jews and 

Judaism in Medieval Thought (Wolfenbüttel Mittelalter-Studien, 11),Wiesbaden, 1996, 

p. 377; C. Delcorno, Giordano da Pisa e l’antica predicazione volgare (Biblioteca di 

“lettere” italiane, 14), Florence, 1975, pp. 274–275. For further occurrences of this 

exemplum, see F.C. Tubach, Index exemplorum. A Handbook of Medieval Religious 

Tales (FF Communications, 204), Helsinki, 1981, no. 2041. 

15 L’Exemplum, pp. 60–64. 



story to make it better serve the point that needed to be driven home. We have seen above 

how the miraculous story of Cromatius’ cure was changed to deal with penance rather than 

idolatry. 

3 Miracula, Exempla and the Sermons 

Above we have seen one concrete example of how the miracle narratives of the saint’s vitae 

were converted into short didactic exemplum stories. Exemplum collections, however, were 

not the final product in this conversion from a tale of wonder to a tale of persuasion. 

Exemplum collections were merely one of the tools employed by the preachers in their quest 

of delivering God’s word for their audiences. As subjects of exempla, miracle stories became 

part of a well-oiled rhetorical machine that was the single most important means of 

communication before the arrival of print, namely preaching.16 The arrival of the printed 

book meant that the written word was more easily available for larger groups of people. 

Preaching, however, remained an important means of communication. In fact, printing helped 

to distribute model sermon collections even more efficiently and a large share of the early 

printed best-sellers were sermon collections or other praedicabilia.17 Because of this an 

 
16 For an analysis of preaching as mass communication, see D.L. d’Avray, The Preaching of 

the Friars. Sermons diffused from Paris before 1300, Oxford, 1985, pp. 3–4. 

17 On the popularity and diffusion of the model sermon collections in the early print, see P. 

Delcorno, In the Mirror of the Prodigal Son. The Pastoral Uses of a Biblical Narrative 

(c. 1200–1550), Leiden – Boston, 2017, pp. 113–4 and A.T. Thayer, Penitence, 

Preaching and the Coming of Reformation, Aldershot, 2002, pp. 13–45. For the 

importance of the sermons during the early modern period, see J.M. Frymire, The 

Primacy of the Postils: Catholics, Protestants and the dissemination of ideas in Early 

Modern Germany, Leiden, 2010. 



analysis of the relationship between miracle stories and exempla would not be perfect without 

analyzing the miracula-cum-exempla within the surviving model sermon collections. 

A good example of this are the sermons including the miraculous events presented 

above from the Acta sancti Sebastiani. Before going into a few exemplary cases, one needs to 

discuss briefly the preaching on Saint Sebastian in general. The popular conception of Saint 

Sebastian is that he was, often together with Saint Roch, presented as the ultimate protector 

against plague. However, looking at the sermons on his feast day (20 January), a different 

image comes out. Saint Sebastian as a plague saint was in practice born after the Black 

Death; the sermons from the preceding period simply present him as a martyr saint. As the 

model sermons were rather conservative and tended to copy much from preceding 

collections, Saint Sebastian was rarely connected to the plague even in those collections that 

were written after the Black Death.18 In practice this means that our exemplum, the case of the 

miraculous healing of the Prefect Cromatius, is hardly ever presented as evidence of 

Sebastian’s power as a healing saint. 

Here it is not possible to analyze all the sermons on Saint Sebastian’s feast day.19 I 

have chosen two sermons to serve as an example of the use of Cromatius’ healing story 

 
18 O. Gecser, “Sermons on St. Sebastian after the Black Death (1348-ca. 1500)”, in O. Gecser 

et al., Promoting the Saints. Cults and Their Contexts from Late Antiquity until the 

Early Modern Period. Essays in Honor of Gábor Klaniczay for his 60th Birthday (CEU 

Medievalia, 12), Budapest and New York, 2011, p. 267. 

19 For a list known surviving sermons on Saint Sebastian, see O. Gecser, “Sermons on St. 

Sebastian”, pp. 270–272. Despite the title, Gecser lists also those sermons that came 

from the time preceding the Black Death. 



within model sermon collections.20 The first one is James of Varazze’s sermon De sancto 

Sebastiano martyri, sermo primus from James’ Sermones de Sanctis collection.21 This 

sermon uses as a thema passage from Luke’s Gospel (2: 34): “Behold, thou hast instructed 

many, and thou hast strengthened the weak hands. Thy words have upholden him that was 

falling”. Following this Gospel reading, the sermon is then divided into three main parts, first 

dealing with how Sebastian has instructed many; second, with how he has strengthened the 

weak; and the third with how he has upheld those that were falling. 

James of Varrazze refers twice to the story of Prefect Cromatius’ healing, namely in 

the first and in the second part of the division. In the first part he does not retell the story, but 

simply alludes to the mass conversion of Cromatius’ family: 

 
20 Most of the sermons actually delivered were either never recorded in written form or have 

not survived. The few surviving reportationes include even fewer sermons on Saint 

Sebastian. Therefore it is necessary to rely on model sermon collections. On the actual 

sermons and reportationes of them, see L.-J. Bataillon, “Sermons rédigés, sermons 

réportés (XIIIe siècle)”, Medioevo e rinascimento 3 (1989), pp. 69–86. Reprinted in L.-

J. Bataillon, La prédication au XIIIe siècle en France et Italie. Etudes et documents, 

Aldershot, Ashgate, 1993, no. III. 

21 James of Varazze, Sermones de sanctorum festis per anni circulum. De Sancto Sebastiano 

martyris, sermo primus, Ulm, 1484, f. 24r-v. James of Varazze’s Saints’ sermons 

collection survives in more than 300 hundred manuscripts making it by far the most 

popular medieval sermones de sanctis collection: S.A. Epstein, The Talents of Jacopo 

da Varagine, p. 12. For a list of the surviving manuscripts, see T. Kaeppeli, Scriptors 

Ordinis Praedicatorum II, no. 2155. 



 

On the first part of the division, one should note that some people, such as the idolizers, ignored 

the virtue of God, and therefore Saint Sebastian taught them the truth of faith, and in one day 

he broke more than two hundred idols and baptized the prefect of the city together with 1400 

men of his family.22 

 

This passage refers to Saint Sebastian’s role in converting and baptizing pagans and is very 

much in line with the spirit and motive of the original miracle story from Acta sancti 

Sebastiani. Therefore it is not particularly interesting from this chapter’s point of view. The 

second occurrence, found in the second part of the division, is much more interesting. James 

writes: 

 

Secondly, he was the strengthener of the weak of which it is said [in the Gospel reading]: “he 

strengthened the weak hands”. For some people are feeble in beginning to do good, Prov. 

19[,24]: “A slothful man hideth his hand in his bosom”. Such a person was Cromatius the prefect 

who did not want to destroy all his idols, but instead concealed one of them. However, it was 

 
22 James of Varazze, Sermones de sanctorum festis per anni circulum, sermo de sancto 

Sebastiano martyris, sermo primus, f. 24r: “Circa primum notandum quod quidam 

ignorabant virtutem Dei sicut idolatre, ideo sanctus Sebastianus docuit fidei veritatem 

unde una die plus quam ducenta idola confregit et prefectum urbis et mille 

quadringentos viros de eius familia baptisavit.” 



not possible for him to be saved before that too was shattered. Similar to Cromatius are those 

who abandon their sins, but still want to retain one.23  

 

Here one could make two observations. The first one is that James of Varazze does not 

actually tell the exemplum story in extenso. On both occasions he only refers to its contents in 

a manner that presupposes that the reader of his model sermon is familiar with the original 

story. This was not an uncommon thing to occur in model sermon collections. As parchment, 

and even paper from the latter half of the fourteenth century onwards, were expensive and 

copying manuscripts took much time and effort, the authors were often happy with short 

references to commonly known stories rather than copying them in extenso and wasting 

precious parchment, time, and effort. 

A good example of this practice are the model sermons of another late thirteenth- and 

early fourteenth-century Dominican preacher Peregrinus of Oppeln. In his sermons on the 

feast of the Nativity, Peregrinus states that Mary remained a virgin after the birth of Christ; 

she was not violated but illuminated in giving birth, and therefore she is called the Star of the 

Sea and has illuminated many sinners. To emphasize this last point Peregrinus instructs the 

users of his model sermons, and continues: “Tell how she cured the blind Jew who was 

 
23 James of Varazze, Sermones de sanctorum festis per anni circulum, sermo de sancto 

Sebastiano martyris, sermo primus, f. 24v: “Secundo fuit corrobator debilium cum 

dicitur manus lassas roborasti. Sunt enim quidam debiles ad bonum incipiendum, Prov. 

19: ‘Abscondit piger manum suam sub asella sua.’ De quorum numero erat Cromatius 

prefectus qui cum omnia ydola sua confringere potuisset, unum tamen abscondit sed 

salvari non potuit quousque confractum non fuit. Similes sunt qui peccata sua deserunt 

unum tamen retinere volunt.” 



standing before her image in Rome”.24 It is clear that Peregrinus assumes that his clerical 

readers are familiar with the story; alas that is not true with all the modern historians as I have 

not been able to identify this exemplum from other sources. 

The second observation one makes on James of Varazze’s version of Cromatius’ 

healing story is that James is following Étienne of Bourbon’s exemplum (or another similar 

version of the story) rather than the original Acta sancti Sebastiani version. Here too the point 

James wants to make is that Cromatius did not want to have all his pagan idols destroyed. 

Thus, he deliberately remains in his sin of idolatry and is not healed. At the end of the story 

James connects Cromatius’ example directly to those who go to confess their sins but leave 

some of them unconfessed. The problem of incomplete confession was often addressed in 

moral theological tractates of the thirteenth century.25 

James of Varazze’s interpretation of Cromatius’ healing story was not the only one 

possible. While sermons often consisted of literary topoi that remained more or less similar 

from one sermon collection to another, the preachers were free to develop their material 

according to their particular needs. Thus, along with Étienne of Bourbon’s exemplum version 

emphasizing confession, the original anti-idolatry motive of the story survived in sermons. 

For example, Johannes de Biblia, early fourteenth-century lector of the Dominican convent of 

Bologna, used it in his sermon on Saint Sebastian.26 Johannes builds his sermon around his 

 
24 Peregrinus of Oppeln, Sermones de tempore et de sanctis. Ed. R. Tatarzyński, Peregrini de 

Opole Sermones de tempore et de sanctis, Warsaw, 1997, p. 27. “Dic quomodo 

Iudaeum excaecatum Romae and imaginem suam sanavit.” 

25 A.T. Thayer, Penitence, Preaching and the Coming of Reformation, pp. 59–60. 

26 On Johannes de Biblia, see T. Kaeppeli, Scriptores Ordinia Praedicatorum II, p. 385. 



chosen thema (Lk 2:34): “Behold, this child is set for the fall and rising again of many in 

Israel; and for a sign which shall be spoken against”. 

The child in the Gospel reading refers to Saint Sebastian who was set to ruin the 

pagan cults. He will cause the rising again of many men, that is, the conversion into Christian 

faith, and eventually, because of this, he was spoken against, that is, he became a martyr. On 

the part of the sermon concerning ruining the pagan cults, Johannes tells that Saint Sebastian 

was like a flooding river that carried away the foundations on which pagan cults were built. 

These foundations were the idols and Johannes duly notes that Saint Sebastian personally 

destroyed more than two hundred of them.27 On the second part of the division Johannes 

explains to his audiences how Saint Sebastian woke people who were sleeping because of the 

error of idolatry. He mentions that according to his legend, 1400 people were baptized 

because of Saint Sebastian’s merits.28 

 
27 Johannes de Biblia, Sermones de sanctis. Sermo de sancto Sebastiano specialiter. Vatican 

City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS Borghes. 23, fols. 95r-96v. ‘Fundamentum 

autem vitiorum est ydolatrie cultus unde consequenter notatur vane superstitionis 

desolatio cum sequitur ‘et terram gygantium detrahes in ruinam.’ Terra gygantium, id 

est, demonum est cultus ydolorum, hec enim pascit demones sicut terra serpentes. Hanc 

terram beatus Sebastianus in ruinam destruxit quia sicut de eo legitur plus quam ducenta 

ydola ipse confregit.’ 

28 Johannes de Biblia, Sermones de sanctis. Sermo de sancto Sebastiano specialiter, Borghes. 

23, f. 96v. ‘Quod verbum exponatur quasi fuerit verbum beati Sebastiani ad regeneratos 

per undam baptismi qui fuerunt mille quadringenti per eius merita et documenta ut 

dicitur in legenda.’ 



In both above mentioned cases Johannes de Biblia refers to Saint Sebastian’s legend 

(sicut de eo legitur, ut dicitur in legenda) and, indeed, he also follows the interpretation of the 

original Acta sancti Sebastiani to Cromatius’ healing although he does not mention 

Cromatius’ name or tell the whole story. It seems that Johannes expects that his clerical 

readers are familiar with the story or least able to go back to the original legend if they do not 

remember it. In either case, the story of Cromatius’ healing and the baptism of his whole 

family (in the Roman sense including servants and slaves too) was meant to serve as an 

exemplum within Johannes de Biblia’s sermon. 

By the fifteenth century the fighting against idolatry and superstitions became an 

increasingly important topic in preaching. The preachers of the Observant movement within 

the mendicant orders were particularly active in rooting out witchcraft and superstitious 

beliefs.29 This new emphasis is evident also in our third sermon example taken from the 

Pomerium sermonum de sanctis by the Franciscan preacher Pelbartus of Temesvar (today 

known as Timișoara, situated in western Romania). Pelbartus became lector of the Observant 

Franciscan convent of Buda in 1483 and stayed there until his death in 1504. During this 

period, he also wrote his books: that is, a theological synthesis called Aureum sacrae 

theologiae rosarium and a massive collection of model sermons called Pomerium sermonum 

divided into four volumes (de tempore, de sanctis, quadragesimales, and Mariale). Pelbartus’ 

sermon collections belonged to the late medieval bestsellers. They were printed in thirteen 

 
29 See for example F. Conti, Witchcraft, Superstition, and Observant Franciscan Preachers. 

Pastoral Approach and Intellectual Debate in Renaissance Milan (Europa sacra, 18), 

Turnhout, 2015. 



editions before 1520 and had a huge influence on the religious education of the people, 

especially in central Europe.30 

Pelbartus writes in his sermon on Saint Sebastian: 

 

Finally, Sebastian taught us perfect faith in Christ because, when the prefect of the city of Rome 

was suffering from a grievous illness and asked Saint Sebastian that he would be cured, 

Sebastian replied to him that he should first renounce idols and give Sebastian the power to 

break them into pieces. He said: “Because you fearful are afraid of breaking your gods into 

pieces, give them to me to be crushed”. When this was done, Cromatius the prefect was not 

cured. Sebastian said to him: “Since you were to be cured but it did not happen, it is certain that 

you did not fully reject infidelity from your mind, or you kept back some idols”. Cromatius 

replied that he had an inner chamber where he had all the equipment one needs to study the 

stars; it had cost him two hundred measures of gold, and with it he was able to foresee all the 

future. When Sebastian said that also that should be broken, the prefect’s son Tiburtinus said: 

“If, when these precious items are destroyed, my father still remains uncured, you both, that is 

Sebastian and Priest Policarpus, will be burned alive”. Sebastian replied to him: “So be it as you 

say”. When the equipment was destroyed, an angel appeared to the prefect and announced to 

him that he had received his health from Lord Jesus. Thus, the prefect, his son, and 1400 of his 

family were baptized. Of this it is evident that for salvation, it is not enough to believe in some 

 
30 On Pelbartus of Temesvar, see B. Roest, Franciscan Literature of Religious Instruction 

before the Council of Trent (Studies in the History of Christian Traditions, 117), 

(Boston and Leiden, 2004), pp. 98–99; A.T. Thayer, Penitence, Preaching and the 

Coming of Reformation, pp. 27 and 38. 



degree, but to keep carefully all the articles of faith, not commit any mortal sin, and not to 

remain stained by any superstition whatsoever.31 

 

A quick comparison reveals that Pelbartus used James of Varazze’s Legenda aurea as a basis 

of his exemplum. It follows almost verbatim the story as it is presented by James.32 The only 

 
31 Pelbartus of Temesvar, Pomerium sermonum de sanctis per anni circulum, Nuremberg, 

1519, fols. k3r-v. ‘Denique Sebastianus docuit perfectam fidem in Christum quia 

interea dum prefectus urbis Rome gravissimo morbo laborans rogasset Sebastianum, ut 

sanitatem reciperet, respondit Sebastianus quod prius idola abnegaret et confringendi 

sibi potestatem daret, quia vos, inquit, timidi deos vestros confringere timetis, mihi ergo 

date conterendos. Quod cum effectu perfecisset, Cromatius prefectus nullam sanitatem 

recepit. Cui Sebastianus: ‘Cum sanitatem recipere debuisti nec recipisti, certum est 

quod aut infidelitatem non dum plene abiecisti mente, aut idola reservasti.’ At ille 

indicavit se habere thalamum in quo erat omnis disciplina stellarum pro quo plus quam 

ducenta pondera auri expenderat et per que futura omnia previdebat. Cumque 

Sebastianus diceret quod et illud confringi deberet. Filius prefecti Tiburtinus dicit: ‘Si 

distructo hoc precioso opere pater meus sanitatem non receperit, ambo’, scilicet 

Sebastianus et etiam Policarpus ‘vivi concrementur.’ Cui Sebastianus: ‘Sic fiat, ut 

locutus es.’ Quo confracto angelus apparuit prefecto et sibi sanitatem a Domino Iesu 

redditum nunciavit. Sicque prefectus et eius filius et mille quadringenti de eius familia 

baptizati sunt. Ex quo patet quod salutem non sufficit aliquantummodo credere, sed 

omnes fidei articulos perfecte tenere et nullo peccato mortali vel nulla superstitione 

inquinatum manere.’ 

32 Cf. James of Varazze, Legenda aurea, pp. 165–166. 



personal addition is the final sentence that explains the moral and relevance of the story to 

Pelbartus’ contemporary audiences. 

Pelbartus explains that in Cromatius’ case Saint Sebastian taught us what is perfect 

faith in Christ. The story itself is presented faithfully to the original version in Acta sancti 

Sebastiani emphasizing the importance of neglecting idolatry. However, Pelbartus explains 

after telling the story that perfect faith does not consist only of believing vaguely and in some 

degree, but, he insists, that one should carefully believe in all the articles of faith found in the 

Apostles’ creed and in addition to that, carefully avoid committing any mortal sin. 

It is interesting to compare how Étienne of Bourbon and Pelbartus of Temesvar 

abbreviated the very same legend into a short exemplum form in two completely different 

ways. Étienne changed the story and its moral to better suit his purposes. Pelbartus, following 

James of Varazze, was more faithful to the original rendition and he also had an eye for 

dramatic twists in the plot. This is evident from how he incorporated Cromatius’ son’s threats 

to Saint Sebastian and Priest Polycarpus. 

Seen together, all the above presented versions of Cromatius’ healing miracle present 

an example of how miracle stories could be, and indeed often were, turned into exempla and 

then used in preaching. It is typical that one miracle story could be turned into an exemplum 

several times and used for different purposes and motives – often ones that were not present 

in the original context of the miracle story. 

4 The Influence of Preaching and Exempla on Creating New Saints 

and Their Miracles 

Above we have seen how the miracle stories were converted into exempla and then used in 

model sermon collections and, no doubt, eventually in actual preaching. However, that was 

not the end of the story. As the French medievalists of the Annales school had already 

pointed out, the relationship between the learned clerical culture and the popular culture was 



never a one-way street.33 The preachers told miracle stories and amused their audiences with 

exempla, but some of these stories actually originally came from the audiences; they were 

parts of oral culture picked up from the streets and market places by the itinerant preachers. 

It also happened that the audiences helped the clergy to create new miracle stories. 

This happened especially after the beginning of the thirteenth century when the official 

process of making new saints was revolutionized and became an exclusive papal privilege. 

From then on, one could only become an officially venerated saint through a complicated 

judicial process and one part of such canonization processes was to determine whether the 

potential saint had procured any miracles while alive and especially after his death. In these 

processes the miracle stories gained new, rather different roles; a more mundane and even 

banal role. They were no longer needed to convince the population at large of the holiness of 

a saint or even to serve as an example of saintly behavior, but to convince the civil servants 

of the Papal curia and eventually the pope himself that the candidate was worth being 

canonized. The most important part of a canonization process was an enquiry held in places 

where the putative saint had lived and performed his or her miracles (Lat. inquisitio in 

partibus).34 

The interrogations concerning claimed miracles were extremely thorough and their 

purpose was to eliminate any cases that could be explained by natural reasons, leaving only 

true miracles, that is, the ones that were undoubtedly caused by supernatural causes. This is 

 
33 See for example Jean-Claude Schmitt, “La parola addomesticata. San Domenico, il gatto e 

le donne di Fanjeaux”, in Jean-Claude Schmitt, Religione, folklore e società, Bari: 

Laterza, 1988, p. 124. 

34 For the practicalities of these interrogations, see Katajala-Peltomaa & Kuuliala’s chapter in 

this volume. 



well in line with what Thomas Aquinas had to say about miracles. Thomas’ view was that the 

word functions according to a system of secondary causes (we would call them natural laws). 

God had created and instituted these laws and can also suspend them whenever He sees it 

necessary; this can happen for example to prove that someone is speaking on Divine authority 

or to prove someone’s sanctity. In any case, for Thomas and for the papal commissioners 

carrying out inquisitiones on putative saints’ miracles, a miracle was by definition an 

exceptional occurrence, something that befalls only rarely and only as a consequence of 

divine intervention.35 

Thus, while from the thirteenth century on the miracles were strictly regulated by the 

ecclesiastical authorities and considered exceptional occurrences, in practice at the grass roots 

level they were discussed and promoted on a daily basis by the preachers in their sermons. 

Miracle stories turned into exempla were the most important tool in this popular diffusion of 

miracles and propagating attitudes and understanding concerning them. Miracle stories, 

saints’ day sermons, and the biblical stories concerning miracles performed by Jesus all 

shaped the popular ideas of what true miracles were supposed to be like. 

In practice this meant two things. Firstly, the general understanding of what miracles 

were like guided popular opinions on what kinds of events were perceived as miraculous. 

Secondly, and more importantly, it heavily influenced the witnesses of the canonization 

processes and how they told the miracles they had witnessed to the ecclesiastical authorities. 

A concrete example of this process can be seen at the canonization process of Thomas 

Cantilupe (d. 1282), bishop of Hereford, which was held in London and Hereford in 1307. A 

certain William Cragh or William ap Rees was hanged on the gallows at Swansea on 12 

 
35 D-L. d’Avray, Medieval Religious Rationalities. A Weberian Analysis, Cambridge, 2010, pp. 

38–42. 



November 1291.36 After hanging, he was cut down and carried into a town house for a wake. 

On the following night William woke up and later, in the presence of several witnesses in 

Swansea castle, he told a story of how he was miraculously saved from suffocation while 

being hanged. According to the surviving records of the inquisitio in partibus process: 

 

When he was taken to the gallows, the said William begged God that He would release him 

from such a vile death because of the merits of Saint Thomas of Cantilupe, the aforementioned 

bishop of Hereford. Furthermore, he reported that when he was hanged a certain bishop, as it 

appeared to him, held his feet and prevented him from being hanged.37 

 

It is more than likely that William Cragh invented this story to avoid simply being hanged 

again, and quite probably with more success. However, as it happens, the story of miraculous 

survival was not a product of William’s creative imagination, but a rather well-known 

 
36 For more details concerning William Cragh’s hanging miracle, see J. Hanska, “The Hanging 

of William Cragh: Anatomy of a Miracle”, Journal of Medieval History 27 (2001), pp. 

121–138; R. Bartlett, The Hanged Man. A Story of Miracle, Memory, and Colonialism 

in the Middle Ages, Princeton and Oxford, 2004. 

37 Inquisitio de fide, vita et moribus, fama et miraculis recolende memorie domini Thome de 

Cantilupo, quondam episcopi dicte ecclesie Herefordensis. Vatican City, Biblioteca 

Apostolica Vaticana, Vat.lat. 4015, fol. 8v. 



miracle story that had been widely circulated in exemplum collections. The oldest known 

version was written down by William of Malmesbury in the early twelfth century.38 

This story circulated widely among the thirteenth-century writers of praedicabilia.39 It 

even found its way into the above-mentioned Stephen of Bourbon’s exemplum collection in 

the following form: 

 

We read that there was a certain thief who had this one merit, that he fasted with bread and 

water on the vigils of Mary’s feast days. Also, when he went out to rob, he always read the Hail 

Mary and begged the Virgin not to allow him to die in this state of sin. He was caught and 

hanged, and he hung on the gallows for three days not able to die. He shouted to the passers-by 

and asked them to fetch a priest. The priest came along with several others and when they took 

him down from the gallows, he said that a most beautiful virgin had held him by his feet for 

three days. The thief promised to mend his ways and he was set free.40 

 
38 B. Ward, Miracles and Medieval Mind: Theory, Record and Event, 1000–1215, Philadelphia, 

1982, pp. 155–156. 

39 F.C. Tubach, Index exemplorum, no. 2235, and numbers 2234, 2236, and 3796 for the 

variants of the story. See also B. de Gaiffier, “Un thème hagiographique: le pendu 

miraculeusement sauvé”, in B. de Gaiffier, Études critiques d’hagiographie et 

d’iconographie, Brussels, 1967, pp. 194–226. 

40 A. Levoy de la Marche, Anecdotes historiques, légendes et apologues tirés du recueil inédit 

d’Étienne de Bourbon, dominicain du XIIIe siècle, Paris: Librairie Renouard, 1877, no. 

119. ‘Item legitur quod quidam fur habebat boni quod vigilias beate Marie in pane et 

aqua jejunabat, et, cum iret furari, semper Ave, Maria dicebat, rogans eam ne dimitteret 

eum mori in peccato illo. Cum autem captus suspendendetur, per triduum pependit, nec 

potuit mori. Cum autem vocaret transeuntes ut advocarent ei sacerdotem, adveniente eo 



 

The parallels between William Cragh’s miracle as told by himself, and the case of the 

miraculously saved thief are too extensive to be mere co-incidence. It seems obvious that 

William Cragh was aware of the hagiographic motif of the saint saving a condemned man 

from asphyxiation. The most likely explanation is that he had either personally heard the 

story from a pulpit, or someone else who had heard it in a sermon had retold the story to 

William Cragh. It is plausible that the people of Swansea, or at least some of them, were also 

aware of the existence of this motif. For a medieval audience, the fact that it was a case of re-

telling a known story did not deduct from the credibility of William Cragh’s story; on the 

contrary, it was a miracle that had happened before and was therefore more believable if 

anything. 

No matter how William Cragh had learned the story, we are dealing here with an 

obvious case of a miracle story told in the form of an exemplum giving birth to a brand new 

miracle story. It is clear that William Cragh was not the only witness of inquisitiones in 

partibus processes whose testimony was affected by miracle stories they had heard from the 

preachers. 

This process can be studied in cases like William Cragh’s where an official inquisitio 

in partibus was carried out and its minutes have survived. However, it is known that dozens 

of processes never came to that point. Nevertheless, in these cases too, the local postulators 

organized hearings where witnesses were interviewed concerning the miracles of the putative 

saint. These initial stages of canonization processes were bound have an effect on the cult of 

the putative saint even if his sanctity remained local and he was never officially sanctioned. 

 

et preposito cum aliis, removetur a patibulo, dicens quod virgo pulcherrima 

sustentaverat eum per pedes per triduum; promittens emendacionem, liber dimittitur.’ 



5 Conclusions 

Hagiographic miracle stories were used during the thirteenth-century preaching revival and 

the later Middle Ages as raw material for short and edifying religious stories called exempla. 

Their mutual relationship could be defined in one single sentence: Not all the exempla are 

miracles but almost all the miracles could be used as an exemplum. 

As the exemplum stories were intended to amuse and entertain the audiences and at 

the same time to drive home salutary lessons, they were often much shorter and often straight 

to the point versions of the original miracle stories. In practice this meant that authors of the 

exempla ruthlessly cut away all the details, persons and other elements of the stories that were 

not strictly necessary for understanding or dramatic effect. 

Sometimes the writer of the exempla had a different scope and intentions than those in 

the original miracle story. In such cases it was normal procedure to change the details of the 

story to underline the desired message. Historical accuracy was not the key issue if one stood 

to gain more spiritual benefit with changed details. Following this logic, one miracle story 

could be turned into numerous different exempla according to the particular needs of the 

preachers or their audiences. 

Short versions of exemplum stories were collected into thematically or alphabetically 

ordained exempla collections, in such a manner that the preacher could carry within one 

single volume a true library of miracle stories and other exempla fitting for all imaginable 

purposes. This was obviously more convenient for mendicant brothers and other itinerant 

preachers than carrying entire libraries of Saints’ vitae and miracles on preaching tours. 

However, exemplum collections were only work tools for the preachers. Eventually 

the miracle-cum-exemplum stories ended up in actual orally delivered sermons. As we only 

have very few surviving reportationes of these actual sermons, one has to contend himself 

with studying model sermons that survive. Sometimes they were based on edited versions of 



actually delivered sermons, sometimes they were written to be published. However, the 

scholarship on the field of medieval sermon studies strongly suggests that the model sermons 

were essentially very similar to actual sermons. This study shows that sometimes the 

preachers took material from exemplum collections such as Stephen of Bourbon’s De septem 

donis Spiritus Sancti used here as an example, and sometimes they went straight to ad fontes, 

that is, to the original miracle story collections. In either case, the preachers used miracle 

material in the form of exemplum, as they did not have unlimited time to use; many in their 

audiences were not disposed to listen to fully developed miracle stories. 

Sometimes the miracle stories and exempla containing them were so familiar to the 

clergy that they were not told in extenso in model sermons but only referred to with a short 

line indicating which story is supposed to be told in that context. The most popular exempla 

were indeed circulated widely in actual sermons. This explains the fact that some stories 

survive in numerous slightly different alternative versions. There are also indications that the 

miracle exempla stories were not just told by the preachers to the lay audiences, but that 

sometimes, as in the case of William Cragh’s miraculous survival of hanging, the lay 

audiences told the stories back to the preachers and clergymen in slightly altered form and 

thus contributed to creating new miracle stories. An important methodological insight is the 

recording process: the interaction between miracles and exempla was a two-way street 

between the learned and lay spheres. 

 


