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Introduction 

Why do miracles matter? Are they not just a reflection of the imaginary side of Christianity, an 

emblem of the backwardness of the Middle Ages? It was not too long ago, when these kinds of 

disclaimers were openly proclaimed and administrative documents were considered to be more 

reliable sources in historical research. Obviously, for decades now, it has been clear that miracle 

narrations, whether recorded in a register at a shrine, in a collection, or in a judicial hearing, are 

invaluable sources when it comes to questions about daily life, family relations, lay devotion, or 

healing practices. This list of prolific themes and approaches could be, and indeed has been, 

continued, since miracles capture a wide variety of crucial elements of medieval society and culture. 

They were linked to church administration, economic life, patriotic pride and politics, communal 

coherence and hierarchies, gender and identity, as well as to experiences of illness, health, and 

healing. In sum, they encapsulate the whole spectrum of life and connect macro and micro levels of 

society and culture with each other.1 They matter a lot when it comes to our understanding of the 

Middle Ages.  

Miracle narrations were also one of the most popular and widespread – if not the most widespread – 

literary genres during the Middle Ages, and also a crucial part of the oral communication within 

societies as a common discussion topic and “dinner table” subject.  Furthermore, they are often 

vivid narrations full of colourful details. Considering all this, it is small wonder that miracle 

narrations in their various forms are increasingly used by medievalists. They are no longer 

neglected – quite the contrary, but this proposes another problem. The nature of the sources, that is, 

how the written narration came into being, what is written and why, is occasionally left with too 

little attention. Miracle narrations do shed light on all the themes mentioned above – as well as not-

yet-studied ones – but not at face value. A profound methodological awareness is due, in order to 

 
1 On definitions of the concept of “miracle”, see for example, B. Ward, Miracles and the Medieval Mind. Theory, 

Record and Event 1000–1215 (London: Scholar Press, 1982), pp. 3–32; also M. Goodich, Miracles and Wonders. The 

Development of the Concept of Miracle, 1150–1350 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007); M. van Uytfanghe, "La controverse 

biblique et patristique autour du miracle, et ses répercussions sur l'hagiographie dans l'Antiquité tardive et le haut 

Moyen Age", in É. Patlagean and P. Richè (eds), Hagiographie, Cultures et Sociétés IVe–XIIe siècles. Actes du 

Colloque organisé á Nanterre et à Paris (2–5 mai 1979), (Paris: Études augustiniennes, 1979), pp. 205–33, and L. 

Smoller, “Defining the Boundaries of the Natural in Fifteenth-Century Brittany: the Inquest into the Miracles of Saint 

Vincent Ferrer (d. 1419)”, Viator, 28 (1997), pp. 333–60. 



fully deploy the potential of the material. This is the aim of the volume at hand: to offer practical 

tools for the methodological understanding of miracle narrations. We analyse the background 

rationale of this material as well as deconstruct the structure of the collections and rhetorical 

elements within the narrations. Our focus is both on miracle collections and canonization processes, 

and we aim to offer a comparative perspective between them, to scrutinize links, similarities, and 

differences within these sets of sources. In addition to the evolution of the genre and contextualizing 

the collections, the chapters of the volume at hand offer a synthesis of some recent themes within 

this field and suggest new directions. Before introducing the themes and structure of the volume at 

hand, a review of the earlier scholarship is due. 

There are many types of miracles, some of which, such as healing miracles, liberation miracles, and 

visions, receive special attention in this volume. There have been numerous studies of miracles over 

the decades, ranging in approach and theme from theological discussions and folkloric treatments, 

through to more recent histories of daily life and social practices. Although there have been 

historiographical reviews previously, and there are several important essay collections on miracles 

and their contexts, they perhaps focus more on the early Middle Ages, or on the period 1000–1200 

or on a single country. There is a great deal of scholarship on twelfth-century miracles, in particular, 

especially for England.2 As for other geographical areas, French and Italian miracle collections have 

also been extensively analysed.3 Similarly, Scandinavian miracle collections and canonisation 

processes have been analysed for the study of the region.4  

In the scholarship, there has been relatively little methodological or critical analysis of miracle 

genres and miracle-recording practices, and what there is tends to focus on an earlier period that 

that covered by this volume.5 There are also limited comparisons across different regions of Europe; 

 
2 See the work of Louise Wilson, Claire Trenery, Rachel Koopmans, Véronique Thouroude, Anne Bailey and others. 
3 See, for example, the work of Alessandra Bartolomei Romagnoli, Sofia Boesch Gajano, Didier Lett, Pierre-Andrè 

Sigal, Roberto Paciocco, Donald Prudlo. 
4 See the work of Anders Fröjmark, Sari Katajala-Peltomaa, Christian Krötzl, Tryggve Lundén, Diana Whaley, Haki 

Antonsson, St. Magnús of Orkney: A Scandinavian Martyr-Cult in Context (Leiden: Brill, 2007). 
5 Key historiographical and methodological studies include: G. Signori, “The miracle kitchen and its ingredients: a 

methodical and critical approach to Marian shrine wonders (10th to 13th centuries)”, Hagiographica 3 (1996), 277-303; 

D. Lett, L’enfant des miracles. Enfance et société au Moyen âge (xiie-xiiie siècle) Paris 1997, P. Geary, “Saints, 

Scholars and Society: the Elusive Goal”, in idem, Living with the Dead in the Middle Ages, Ithaca and London, 1994, 9-

20 (originally written for and also published in S. Sticca (ed.), Saints: Studies in Hagiography, Binghamton, 1996, 1-

22); G. Klaniczay, “Healing with certain conditions: the pedagogy of medieval miracles”, Cahiers de recherches 

médiévales et humanistes 19 (2010), 235-48; R. Koopmans, Wonderful to Relate: Miracle Stories and Miracle 

Collecting in High Medieval England, Philadelphia, 2011; S. Katajala-Peltomaa and C. Krötzl, “Approaching twelfth- 

to fifteenth-century miracles: miracle registers, collections and canonization processes as source material”, in C. Krötzl 

and S. Katajala-Peltomaa (eds.), Miracles in Medieval Canonization Processes: Structures, Functions and 

Methodologies, Turnhout, 2018, 1-39. Important essay collections include: M. Balard (ed.), Miracles, Prodiges et 



where these exist they tend to be focused on canonization processes not shrine collections.6 Shrine 

collections and canonization processes are usually studied quite separately, often for fairly narrow 

or discrete time periods with little opportunity to look at wider patterns. There are few late medieval 

studies of shrine collections. Even the miracles of the Virgin Mary, a truly universal transnational 

phenomenon, and usually studied as such, have not received the comparative attention they deserve 

for the Late Middle Ages.7 When it comes to late medieval saints, it is often their devotional 

practices and asceticism or their political influence which has enticed interest.8 Legal and 

theological aspects of the cults and canonization process have also been extensively studied.9 Both 

of these are established fields of study, but do not particularly focus on miracles.   

Following from the biblical example of Christ and his apostles, healing has always been the 

archetypical miracle, favoured in all kinds of miracle collections. Resulting from this, where 

miracles are the focus of attention, it is usually healing that has received most scrutiny. Studies of 

 
Merveilles au Moyen Âge, Paris, 1995; D. Aigle (ed.), Miracle et karāma: hagiographies médiévales comparées, 

Turnhout, 2000; K. Cooper and J. Gregory (eds), Signs, Wonders, Miracles: Representations of Divine Power in the 

Life of the Church (Studies in Church History 41), Woodbridge, 2005; G.H. Twelftree (ed.), The Cambridge 

Companion to Miracles, Cambridge, 2011; M. Mesley and L. Wilson (eds), Contextualizing Miracles in the Christian 

West, 1100-1500: New Historical Approaches, Oxford, 2014; S. Boesch Gajano and M. Modica Miracoli (eds), 

Miracoli. Dai segni alla storia, Rome, 2000.  For an important European-wide overview of patterns, see R. Bartlett, 

Why Can the Dead Do Such Great Things? Saints and Worshippers from the Martyrs to the Reformation, Princeton, 

2013, chapter 9.  
6 Recent examples include: S. Katajala-Peltomaa, Gender, Miracles and Daily Life: the Evidence of Fourteenth-Century 

Canonization Processes, Turnhout, 2009; L.A. Smoller, The Saint and the Chopped-Up Baby: the Cult of Vincent 

Ferrer inMedieval and Early-Modern Europe, Ithaca 2014 (although focused on one saint, it compares inquiries in 

Naples and Brittany); J. Kuuliala, Childhood Disability and Social Integration in the Late Middle Ages: Constructions 

of Impairments in Thirteenth- and Fourteenth-Century Canonization Processes, Turnhout, 2016. D. Lett, Un procès de 

canonisation au Moyen Âge: essai d’histoire sociale, Paris, 2008; M. Wittmer-Butsch, Maria and C. Rendtel, Miracula. 

Wunderheilungen im Mittelalter. Eine historisch-psychologische Annäherung, Cologne, 2003; S. Andrić, The Miracles 

of St John Capistran, Budapest, 2000. 
7 For a rare late medieval study, see J. Van Mulder, “Miracles and the Body Social: Infirmi in the Middle Dutch Miracle 

Collection of Our Lady of Amersfoort”, in K. Mustakallio, C. Krötzl and J. Kuuliala (eds.), Infirmity in Antiquity and 

the Middle Ages: Social and Cultural Approaches to Health, Weakness and Care, Aldershot, 2015, 241-53. See also 

A.W. Boyarin, Miracles of the Virgin in Medieval England: Law and Jewishness in Marian Legends, Cambridge, 2010; 

G. Signori, “Bauern, Wallfahrt und Familie: Familiäres Verantwortungsbewußtsein im Spiegel spätmittelalterlicher 

Marienwallfahrten. Die Wunderbücher ’Unserer Lieben Frau’ im Gatter im Münster von St. Gallen (1479 bis 1485),” 

Zeitschrift für Schweizerische Kirchengeschichte 86 (1992): 121–158. 
8 On the political connections of the saint or his/her cult, see C. Heβ, Heilige machen im spätmittelalterlichen 

Ostseeraum. Die Kanonisationsprozesse von Birgitta von Schweden, Nikolaus von Linköping und Dorothea von 

Montau, Berlin, 2008, P. Salmesvuori, Power and Sainthood. The Case of Birgitta of Sweden, New York, 2014, Lett. 

Un Procès de canonization, R. Bartlett, The Hanged Man, D. Webb, Patrons and Defenders. The Saints in the Italian 

City-states, London, 1996, A. Vauchez, “Canonisation et politique au xive siècle: Documents inédits des Archives du 

Vatican relatifs au procès de canonisation de Charles de Blois, duc de Bretagne († 1364)”, in Miscellanea in onore di 

Monsignor Martino Giusti, prefetto dell’Archivio Segreto Vaticano II, Vatican City, 1978, 381–404. 
9 R.C. Finucane, Contested Canonizations: the Last Medieval Saints, 1485-1523, Washington DC., 2011; T. Wetzstein, 

Heilige vor Gericht. Das Kanonisationsverfahren im europäischen Mittelalter, Köln, 2004; C. Krötzl, 

“Kanonisationsprozess, Socialgeschichte und Kanonisches Recht im Spätmittelalter”, in Mia Korpiola (ed.), Nordic 

Perspectives on Medieval Canon Law  (Helsinki: Gummerus, 1999), pp. 19–39; R. Paciocco, Canonizzazioni e culto dei 

santi nella christianitas (1198–1302), Assisi, 2006; O. Krafft, Papsturkunde und Heiligsprechung, Die päpstlichen 

Kanonisationen vom Mittelalter bis zur Reformation. Ein Handbuch, Archiv für Diplomatik, Beiheft 9, Köln, 2005, and 

D. Prudlo, Certain Sainthood. Canonization and the Origins of Papal Infallibility in the Medieval Church, Ithaca, 2015. 



childbirth,10 madness and possession,11 blindness,12 and resuscitation have been prominent in recent 

years.13 Sustained studies of broken bones, hernias, cancers, fevers, plague, and occupational 

injuries are very rare even though there are many examples of these conditions recorded in 

processes and collections across Europe and individual cases have attracted the interest of medical 

historians. For example, Luke Demaitre and Joseph Ziegler both study the cure of a woman with 

breast cancer attributed to Pierre of Luxembourg in 1387,14 and Nancy Siraisi describes how parents 

took their child with a hernia to the tomb of Chiara of Montefalco in 1308 rather than resorting to 

surgery.15 The problem of belief in these cures is often side-stepped completely by researchers, even 

those who study doubt and scepticism. Belief in healing has to a certain extent been avoided as a 

research topic in recent years. Either scholars have to consider that the injury or lesion was really 

there and healed miraculously; or that the miraculé was too ignorant to recognize that it was not a 

serious condition (unlikely in these very obvious cases); or that it just healed “naturally”; or that it 

was a textual construct that did not “really” happen (but then why describe the conditions if they 

had no bearing on experience?). Although we have come a long way from the reductionism of the 

1970-80s that tried to explain holy intercessors and miracle cures using modern rationalizations, 

there are still some fundamental issues that need to be addressed in the field of miracle studies for 

the late Middle Ages.16  

 
10 H. Powell, “The ‘miracle of childbirth’: the portrayal of parturient women in medieval miracle narratives”, Social 

History of Medicine 25 (2012), 795-811; A. Fröjmark, “Childbirth miracles in Swedish miracle collections”, Journal of 

the History of Sexuality, 21 (2012), 297-312; 
11 C. Trenery, Madness, Medicine and Miracle in Twelfth-Century England, London, 2019; L.A. Craig, “The Spirit of 

Madness: Uncertainty, Diagnosis and the Restoration of Sanity in the Miracles of Henry VI”, Journal of Medieval 

Religious Cultures, 39: 1 (2013): 60–93: S. Katajala-Peltomaa, “Demonic Possession as Physical and Mental 

Disturbance in the Later Medieval Canonization Processes”, in S. Katajala-Peltomaa & S. Niiranen (eds), Mental 

(Dis)Order in Later Medieval Europe, Leiden, 2014, 108-127, and N. Caciola, “Mystics, Demoniacs, and the 

Physiology of Spirit Possession in Medieval Europe”, Comparative Studies in Society and History 42/2 (2000): 268–

306.  
12 J. Hawkins, “Seeing the light? Blindness and sanctity in later medieval England”, in P. Clarke and T. Clayton (eds.), 

Saints and Sanctity (Studies in Church History, 47), Woodbridge, 2011, 148-58; E. Wheatley, Stumbling Blocks Before 

the Blind: Medieval Constructions of a Disability, Ann Arbor, 2010, especially chapter six.    
13 For resuscitation miracles, see the references in the essays by Nissi and McCleery below. 
14 L. Demaitre, “Medieval notions of cancer: malignancy and metaphor”, Bulletin of the History of Medicine 72 (1998), 

609-37 (634-7); Joseph Ziegler, “Practitioners and saints: medical men in canonization proceedings in the thirteenth to 

fifteenth centuries”, Social History of Medicine 12 (1999), 191-225 (202-25). Ziegler also considers miraculous cures of 

fever, hernias, broken bones and plague, amongst other things.  
15 N. Siraisi, Medieval and Early Renaissance Medicine, Chicago, 1990, 153.   

 16 Particularly critiqued for reductionism is R.C. Finucane, Miracles and Pilgrims: Popular Beliefs in Medieval 

England, New York, 1995 (1st edn, 1977). A more recent attempt at finding medical and psychological explanations for 

miracles is R. A. Scott, Miracle Cures. Saints, Pilgrimage, and the Healing Powers of Belief, Berkeley and Los 

Angeles, 2010. Explaining away cures as vitamin deficiency or remissive illness is not always a helpful way to 

understand medieval beliefs. See I. McCleery, “Christ more powerful than Galen? The relationship between medicine 

and miracles”, in M. Mesley and L. Wilson (eds), Contextualizing Miracles in the Christian West, 1100-1500: New 

Historical Approaches, Oxford, 2014, 127-54. As written by Raymond Van Dam, attempting to find biological 



In some respects, the key difficulty for scholars coming into this field is that there are so many 

archival sources for late medieval politics and society that the specificity of what can be achieved 

through the study of miracles becomes lost. For example, it has been noted recently by a number of 

social historians that the great mortality that resulted from plague in the late Middle Ages (currently 

it is estimated that on average 50% of the population of Europe, the Middle East and North Africa 

died in the late 1340s) did not lead to nearly the amount of archived commentary that we would 

expect, used as we are to outpourings of grief in modern letters and diaries. Scholars instead point 

to changing patterns in late medieval art and literature or archaeological disruptions, but the archive 

is often annoyingly silent.17 Relatively few historians have tried to fill this silence by reading late 

medieval miracles for evidence of emotional and practical concerns connected to caring for the sick. 

The pioneer in this area is Nicole Archambeau in her close study of traumatic experience as 

expressed in the late fourteenth-century miracles of Delphine of Puimichel.18 We should consider 

that more late medieval miracle narratives could be studied in this light as a glimpse (although 

certainly not a transparent one as used to be thought) of the anxieties of their age.      

One of the major issues that this field of research faces is that there are relatively few monographs 

but a profusion of essay collections and articles, some of which are isolated or quite difficult to 

access. Perhaps as a result, there is as Robert Bartlett put it in a book review, “the continued 

dominance of the classic studies of thirty-five years ago (Sigal, Vauchez, Brown, Finucane, 

Schmitt)”.19 This critique does not denigrate the sterling work of those scholars, some of whom are 

still active, and most of whom Bartlett also uses at length in his own very influential research. 

However, it is a reminder that it is time for scholarship to move on to new methods and insights, 

especially for the late Middle Ages, while still recognizing pioneering earlier scholarship. It will be 

clear from the pages of this volume that all of these scholars remain fundamental for the thirteenth 

to fifteenth centuries, especially Sigal, Finucane and Vauchez. However, it is also clear that as far as 

 
explanations for miraculous cures depreciates “people’s own experiences, as if they were consistently unable to cope 

with their times or their lives.” R. Van Dam, Saints and Their Miracles in Late Antique Gaul, Princeton, 1993, 84.  
17 For this silence, see J. Roosen and D. Curtis , “The ‘Light Touch’ of the Black Death in the Southern Netherlands: an 

Urban Trick?” Economic History Review 72 (2019), 32-56; C. Lewis, “Disaster Recovery: New Archaeological 

Evidence for the Long-term Impact of the ‘Calamitous’ Fourteenth Century,” Antiquity 90 (2016), 777-97.  
18 N. Archambeau, “Healing options during the plague: survivor stories from a fourteenth-century canonization 

inquest,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine (2011), 531-59. 
19 R. Bartlett, “Book Review: Contextualizing miracles in the Christian West, 1100-1500. New historical approaches”, 

Journal of Ecclesiastical History 67 (2016), 413-14 (p. 414). The main works of the scholars mentioned are: Finucane, 

Miracles and Pilgrims; P.-A. Sigal, L’Homme et le miracle dans la France medieval, XIe-XIIe siècles, Paris, 1985; A. 

Vauchez, Sainthood in the Middle Ages, trans. J. Birrell, Cambridge, 2005 (first published in French in 1988); P. 

Brown, The Cult of the Saints: its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity, Chicago, 1981; J.-C. Schmitt, The Holy 

Greyhound: St Guinefort, Healer of Children since the Thirteenth Century, trans. M. Thom, Cambridge, 1982 (first 

published in French in 1979). 



reading miracles today is concerned, two other names are now repeated much more regularly and 

deserve special recognition for their influence on a younger generation of researchers: Michael 

Goodich and Gábor Klaniczay.  

Michael Goodich’s research focused on the study of miracles: their narrative form and what they 

could say about medieval society. He pioneered the use of miracles for social history, unusually 

using both canonization processes and shrine collections across a broad sweep of time and space. 

Goodich very much first advocated the idea that miracles could be used as evidence for daily life, 

social status, emotions, violence, childcare and gender studies, without ever losing sight of the need 

to pay close attention to the manuscript contexts of the original record.20 Gábor Klaniczay was 

originally known as a specialist on royal saints, part of his far broader interest in supernatural 

power.21 His major monograph on dynastic saints was ground-breaking in its attention to gender 

and the distinctive monarchies of central Europe.22 Klaniczay then turned his attention from 

dynastic politics to canonization processes, especially the miracles they recorded. His many studies 

and translations seek to make miracles from a much broader range of cults much more accessible.23  

As noted earlier, study of miracle collections and especially canonization processes are a lively 

historical field. This means that new themes are emerging. While the first studies focused largely on 

quantitative analysis, especially on classification of various conditions cured, quantitative close 

reading has been a core approach for some time now. The study of miracle narrations has also taken 

a turn to more theoretical approaches following the lead of scholars studying vitae, who are largely 

literary scholars. Their theory-oriented gender approach and queer reading of sources, for example, 

has inspired of scholars focusing on miracles as well.24 Similarly, the theoretical framework of 

 
20 M. Goodich, Violence and Miracle in the Fourteenth Century: Private Grief and Public Salvation, Chicago, 1995; 

Idem, Lives and Miracles of the Saints: Studies in Medieval Latin Hagiography, Burlington, 2004; “Mirabilis deus in 

sanctis suis: social history and medieval miracles,” in Cooper and Gregory (eds), Signs, Wonders, Miracles, 135-56; 

Idem, Miracles and Wonders: the Development of the Concept of Miracle, 1150-1350, Aldershot, 2007. 
21 G. Klaniczay, The Uses of Supernatural Power: the Transformation of Popular Religion in Medieval and Early-

Modern Europe, trans. S. Singerman, Princeton, 1990.  
22 G. Klaniczay, Holy Rulers and Blessed Princesses: Dynastic Cults in Medieval Central Europe, trans. Eva Pálmai, 

Cambridge, 2002. This book also represents a slow movement away from focusing on French, English and Italian cults, 

although they still predominate. See also C. Krőtzl, Pilger, Mirakel und Alltag. Formen des Verhaltens im 

skandinavischen Mittelalter, 12.-15. Jh., Helsinki, 1994. 
23 G. Klaniczay, (ed.) Procès de canonisation au Moyen Âge, Rome, 2004 ; Idem, “Speaking about miracles: oral 

testimony and written record in medieval canonization trials,” in A. Adamska and M. Mostert (eds.), The Development 

of Literate Mentalities in East Central Europe, Turnhout, 2004, 365-95; Idem, “Using saints: intercession, healing, 

sanctity,” in J. Arnold (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Medieval Christianity, Oxford, 2014, 217-37; Idem, “The 

inquisition of miracles in  medieval canonization processes,” in Krötzl and Katajala-Peltomaa (eds.), Miracles in 

Medieval Canonization Processes, 43-74. 
24 See, for example, G. Ashton, The Generation of Identity in Late Medieval Hagiography: Speaking the Saint, London, 

2000, K. Locherie, “Mystical Acts, Queer Tendencies”, in K. Locherie, P. McCracken, and J. A. Schultz (eds), 



social and cultural models of disability have been used and discussed in the study of hagiographical 

sources.25 Correspondingly, other theories borrowed from social sciences have been utilized in the 

study of daily life and family relations. Miracle narrations offer an excellent potential, for example, 

for the study of childhood socialization.26 

In addition to a more profound theoretical frame utilized in the analysis, a more pronounced focus 

on methodology has recently become relevant within studies of miracle narrations. For example, 

deconstruction of elements of hagiographic genre and analysis of different topoi, like the oral and 

literate elements in the depositions, as well as analysis of various versions of the same case in 

different levels of process (local shrine, canonization process, curial evaluation, papal bull, sermons 

 
Constructing Medieval Sexuality, Minneapolis, 1997, 180–200, A. Hollywood (ed.), Gendered Voices. Medieval Saints 

and Their Interpreters, Philadelphia, 1999; P. Cullum and K. J. Lewis (eds), Holiness and Masculinity in the Middle 

Ages, Toronto, 2005.  
25 See K.-P. Horn and B. Frohne, “On the fluidity of ‘disability’ in Medieval and Early Modern societies. Opportunities 

and strategies in a new field or research’, in Sebastian Barsch, Anne Klein, and Pieter Verstraete (eds), The Imperfect 

Historian. Disability Histories in Europe, Frankfurt am Main, 2013, 17–40; Kuuliala, Childhood Disability and Social 

Integration; J. Kuuliala, “Disability and Religious Practices in Late Medieval Prussia: Infirmity and the Miraculous in 

the Canonization Process of St Dorothea of Montau (1404–1406),” in S. Katajala-Peltomaa & R. M. Toivo (eds), Lived 

Religion in the Baltic Sea Region during the Long Reformation, Leiden, 2016, 46–74; I. Metzler, Disability in Medieval 

Europe. Thinking about Physical Impairment during the High Middle Ages, C.1100–1400, London and New York, 

2006; L. Wilson,  “Hagiographical Interpretations of Disability in the Twelfth-Century Miracula of St Frideswide of 

Oxford,” in W. J. Turner & T. Vandeventer Pearman (eds.) The Treatment of Disabled Persons in Medieval Europe. 

Examining Disability in the Historical, Legal, Literary, Medical, and Religious Discourses of the Middle Ages, 

Lewiston, 2010, 135–165.  
26 On childhood socialization, see J. Kuuliala, Childhood Disability and Social Integration, S. Katajala-Peltomaa, 

“Learning by Doing: Pilgrimages as a Means of Socialisation in the Late Middle Ages,” in K. Mustakallio & J. Hanska 

(eds), Agents and Objects. Children in Pre-Modern Europe, Acta Instituti Romani Finlandiae 42, Rome, 2015, 133–46, 

and S. Katajala-Peltomaa, “Diabolical Rage? Children, Violence, and Demonic Possession in the Late Middle Ages”, 

Journal of Family History, 41:3 (2016), DOI: 10.1177/0363199016644593. On miracles and the study of childhood 

more generally, see R. Finucane, The Rescue of the Innocents. The Endangered Children in Medieval Miracles, New 

York, 2000, Lett, L’enfant des miracles, Idem, “Adult Brothers and Juvenile Uncles: Generations and Age Differences 

in Families at the End of the Middle Ages”, The History of the Family, 6 (2001), 391–400; D. Lett, “Brothers and 

Sisters. New Perspectives on Medieval Family History”, in K. Mustakallio, J. Hanska, H.-L. Sainio & V. Vuolanto, 

(eds), Hoping for Continuity. Childhood, Education and Death in Antiquity and the Middle Ages, Acta Instituti Romani 

Finlandiae 33, Rome, 13–23; and C. Krötzl, ‘Parent Child Relation in Medieval Scandinavia According to Scandinavian 

Miracle Collections,’ Scandinavian Journal of History, 14 (1989), 21–37, and  



on a fest day) are scrutinized.27 Recently, the rhetorical elements in depositions have been 

deconstructed.28 

Miracle narrations as a source material are not easily exhausted and they have demonstrated their 

ability to conform new approaches within historical studies. A recent “turn” that affects academia 

widely, not only historians or medievalists, is the return of religion in its various forms. Theology or 

church institutions are no longer deemed as the most essential elements but religions intermingling 

with society and culture, which can be coined as “lived religion” meaning a focus on devotional 

practices, like rituals, symbols and gestures, and their connection to the community and culture. 

Even if the laity’s devotional practices have long been a core element in the study of miracle 

collections and canonization processes, the “lived religion” approach contests the hierarchy between 

the ‘learned’ and the ‘popular’ within religion as well as the existence of a strict polarity between 

individual and collective religious participation, and enables taking experience of religion 

seriously.29 Recently, topics like disbelief or demonic presence in the daily life have also been 

addressed by analysing miracle narrations.30 The non-typical miracles that do not fit in the 

 
27 F. Lifshitz, “Beyond Positivism and Genre: ‘Hagiographical’ Texts as Historical Narrative”, Viator, 25 (1994), 96–

113; G. Philippart, “Hagiographes et hagiographie, hagiologes et hagiologie: des mots et des concepts”, Hagiographica, 

1 (1994), 1–16, L.A. Smoller, “Miracle, Memory, and Meaning in the Canonization of Vincent Ferrer, 1453–1454”, 

Speculum 73 (1998): 429–454. On changes in a miracle story on various levels of the process, see D. Lett, “De la 

dissemblace à la ressemblance: construction sociale et métamorphoses des récits de miracles dans le procès de 

canonisation et l’abbrevatio maior de Nicolas de Tolentino (1325–1328)”, in M. Goullet & M. Heinzelmann (eds), 

Miracles, vies et réécritures dans l’occident médiéval, Ostfildern, 2006, pp. 121–47; G. Klaniczay, “Speaking about 

Miracles”, and J. Hanska, “From Historical Event to Didactic Story. Medieval Miracle Stories as a Means of 

Communication”, in C. Krötzl and M. Tamminen (eds), Changing Minds. Communication and Influence in the High 

and Later Middle Ages, Acta Instituti Romani Finlandiae 39, Rome, 2013, pp. 87–106. 
28 S. Katajala-Peltomaa, ”Narrative Strategies in the Depositions: Gender, Family and Devotion”, in Miracles in 

Medieval Canonization Processes, 227–256; J. Kuuliala, “Proving Misfortune, Proving Sainthood. Reconstructing 
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accustomed patter, revealing fractures in the genre and in recording practices are also attracting 

increasing attention.31 The chapters of this volume contribute to the afore-mentioned themes and 

aim to open new possibilities for scrutiny. As methodological questions are a core rationale for the 

volume at hand, both the very concrete methods of recording as well as specific thematic analytical 

concepts emerge.  

Structure of the volume  

The articles included in this volume have been divided into two parts. The first of them concerns the 

evolution and contexts of miracle collections and canonization processes. In this section, the authors 

analyse and discuss the practical and juridical backgrounds and principles for recording miracles at 

shrines, in monastic settings, as a part of canonization processes, as well as how they could be used 

and re-used later on. These aspects are of crucial importance for any analysis of miracle narratives, 

as they provide the background for source-critical aspects that the researcher needs to take into 

consideration in order to be able to fruitfully examine and dissect the sources.  

Louise Elizabeth Wilson’s chapter “Writing Miracle Collections” starts the first part of the book. In 

her article, Wilson examines the producing of collections of miracles in twelfth- and thirteenth-

century England, Scotland, and France. She discusses the importance and variance in the reports of 

the oral report given by the beneficiaries as well as the methods and principles of the hagiographers. 

Wilson demonstrates the importance of knowing the individual situation of each collection in 

analysing them, as the writers utilized different methods and rhetorical techniques depending on 

their purposes and the cults’ situations, as well as on the cultural, societal, and theological changes 

in the course of time. 

Emilia Jamroziak’s chapter “Miracles in Monastic Culture” examines the importance of miracles 

for late medieval monastic culture, focusing particularly on the Benedictine and Cistercian orders. 

Despite their significance for any monastic community and its memories, a systematic analysis of 

miracles and monastic culture is still missing. Monastic communities were often guardians of 

shrines, in communication with their local communities, but miracles also played a role in 

 
31 D. Harrison, “Quod magno nobis fuit horrori... Horror, power and holiness within the context of canonization”, in 

Procès de canonization au Moyen Âge,  39–52, J. Kuuliala, “Heavenly Healing or Failure of Faith? Partial Cures in 

Later Medieval Canonization Processes”, in K. Salonen & S. Katajala-Peltomaa (eds), Church and Belief in the Middle 

Ages. Popes, Saints, and Crusaders, Amsterdam, 2016.  



remembering the vagaries of monastic life. In her article, Jamroziak also demonstrates the different 

purposes and audiences of miracle-recording in monastic setting, as well as the topoi they produced. 

With the article “The canonization of saints in the Middle Ages. Procedure, documentation, 

meanings”, written by Roberto Paciocco, the volume moves to the discussion about the 

practicalities and principles of canonization processes. Paciocco provides a thorough overview of 

the legal/theological developments which led to the establishment of the process in the thirteenth 

century, and demonstrates the growing needs and volume in the production of the required 

documents. The chapter covers the whole period of medieval canonizations, ending with the 

developments of the fifteenth century, and shows how the developing and changing legal 

requirements influenced the types of documents preserved for a modern scholar. 

In their article “Practical Matters: Canonization Records in Making,” Sari Katajala-Peltomaa and 

Jenni Kuuliala continue the discussion on the requirements and preferences of those conducting 

canonisation inquests, this time focusing on the recording of miracle testimonies. They show how 

the same legal and theological principles could be put into practice in very fluctuating and differing 

ways, depending on the situation of individual processes and the preferences of those conducting 

them. Their article demonstrates that comparisons between different processes and the knowledge 

about their characteristics is vital for any fruitful analysis of these sources. 

Donald S. Prudlo also elaborates on the significance of miracles in canonization processes and cults 

of the Friars Preachers in his article “Heretics, Hemorrhages, and Herrings: Miracles and the 

Canonizations of Dominican Saints.” With miracle collections and papal bulls as a source, Prudlo 

shows how the Dominicans as well as the popes emphasized different aspects of the lives of their 

three major saints, St Dominic himself, St Peter Martyr, and St Thomas Aquinas, to formulate and 

strengthen the order. The choice of miracles played an important role here, acting as an example of 

how different purposes and reasons there could be behind their selection in various types of 

hagiographic sources. 

The final chapter of the first part of the book, “Miracula and exempla – a Complicated 

Relationship” by Jussi Hanska, proceeds to examine later usages of miracle narratives. Exempla 

were used in later medieval preaching to prove a point or teach a valuable lesson, and often miracle 

narratives were their core material. Hanska shows how the writers of exempla collections and 

preachers’ manuals re-used and re-modelled existing miracle narratives to fit their genre, and also 



how preaching itself shaped the laity’s views about the miraculous. Miracle narratives and exempla 

thus offer an interesting opportunity for research on the transferring of religious influences. 

The second part of the book turns the focus to the ways miracle narratives can be and have been 

used in the study of lay piety, lived religion, communal religious practices, and the social history of 

medicine. The case-studies presented here provide examples of the potential of this material, 

highlighting source-critical aspects needed to be taken into consideration as well as offering 

windows onto new possible research topics. 

In the first article of this part, “Rituals and Spaces of Devotion in Cistercian Everyday Life”, 

Marika Räsänen analyses the ways the cult of St Thomas Aquinas was born, developed, and 

practised in the daily lives of his devotees. By dissecting especially Thomas’s canonization process, 

her particular focus is on the rituals and practices that tied the cult with and made it touchable for 

the local communities, discussing also how the practicalities of this particular process intermingle 

with and enable a historical analysis. Furthermore, Räsänen shows how the dossiers can be used to 

study the interaction between the monastery and the surrounding villages in the sphere of lived 

religion. 

Also focusing on religious practices of the laity and their interaction with the sacred, in her chapter 

“Miracle accounts and the study of pilgrimages” Leigh Ann Craig examines the concept and 

practice of pilgrimage. A crucial element in the veneration of saint and in invoking them, 

pilgrimage however received different levels of emphasis in miracle narrations. Craig discusses the 

usage of miracle reports included in miracle collections as well as canonization processes as sources 

for pilgrimage, analyzing the interplay of travel, transfer of ideas, and lived religion. 

Thaumaturgic cures have always formed the largest group of recorded miracles. In her article 

“Physical Disability and Bodily Deviance” Jenni Kuuliala discusses the usage of miracles, 

especially those examined in canonization inquests, as a source for medieval disability history. As a 

rare source type recording the laity’s views about illness, impairment, and health, these texts 

provide an exceptional window onto medieval communities’ ideas about bodily deviance. The 

article examines the ways physical disability was reconstructed in canonization inquests and what 

that tells about the everyday life of the disabled. 



The topic of miraculous healing continues in Sari Katajala-Peltomaa’s article “Madness, Demonic 

Possession and Divine Help” where she shows that categorization between different mental 

conditions was always a result of communal negotiations. Instead of proposing one simple line 

between demonic possession and mental illnesses, she shows how such categorizations varied from 

one context, that is one set of source material – a miracle collection or a canonization process – to 

the next. Demonic possession was an affliction but also a social phenomenon arising from, and 

therefore also revealing, the needs of the community.  

The study of communal roles and social realities is also in focus in Jyrki Nissi’s article “Born Dead 

or Alive? Testimonies of the Birth Attendants in the Canonization Process of Bernardino of Siena”. 

Nissi examines childbirth based on testimonies about miracles, where a newborn infant was 

resurrected from death, analysing how a community functioned and what the birth attendants’ 

strategies for survival were. The article demonstrates how the requirements of a canonization 

inquest produced statements and information that are of great value for a modern scholar studying 

everyday events. 

Not all miracles were healings, however. Iona McCleery discusses in her chapter. This chapter 

provides a detailed typology of ‘non-healing’ miracles, the main types being protection miracles, 

including food provision and liberations from imprisonment; punishments without subsequent cure; 

liturgical miracles such as long-lasting lights or holy blood; and events “against” or “beyond” 

nature such as flowering staffs. The chapter provides a case study of late medieval Portuguese 

liberation miracles. Such miracles are guides to ideal behaviour, tools of policy, and performances 

of power, while still providing evidence for realistic strategies for survival. 

 

Continuing with the theme of “non-healing” miracles, in her chapter “Protection Miracles as 

Evidence for the Shifting Political Landscape of Fourteenth-Century Provence” Nicole Archambeau 

examines another type of miracle narrative in miracle collections and canonization processes. Saints 

were asked to help in various vagaries of everyday life, protecting the petitioners from different 

types of danger. Archambeau shows that miracle testimonies can be used for the study of social and 

political ties, and how the veneration of saints intermingled with political events and tensions of a 

given area. In addition to larger-scale quantitative analyses, the focus on a strictly defined 

geographical area also produces illuminating results. 



Jonas Van Mulder’s article titled “The Mobilization of Thought. A Narratological Approach to 

Representations of Dream and Vision in Late Medieval Miracle Collections in the Low Countries” 

analyses miracles that report dreams and visions as narratological constructions. He examines the 

ways these narratives could be used in instructing the cultic community, and how they 

simultaneously transfer information about the laity’s access to the divine through visions. With a 

certain miracle type in his focus, Van Mulder demonstrates the ways those recording miracles re-

modelled a religious experience to fit an established cultural script. 

The narratological methods of miracles are also in focus in the last chapter of this volume “Miracle 

Types and Narratives: The Case of Saint Margaret of Hungary”. Using various typologies in the 

different miracle collections of St Margaret, Ildikò Cspregi discusses the ways a lived event gets a 

form as a miracle story, then recounted to a shrine keeper or at a canonization inquest, and how the 

established pattern of a miracle narrative functioned in this process. At the same time, she shows 

how the particular nature of Margaret’s canonization process, compared with many other inquest 

documents of the time, influences the narrative tone and therefore also the researcher’s possibilities 

and challenges. 

 


