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Introduction 

 
Saints played an important role in late medieval English society. In order to comprehend the way they 
functioned in everyday life it is necessary to understand the way people from the Middle Ages viewed 
reality. The medieval way of looking at everyday events was very different from our modern outlook.  In 
her book Miracles and the Medieval Mind Benedicta Ward argues that while we tend to ask the question 
how things happen, during the Middle Ages the main question was why they happened.1 This can be seen, 

as Ward writes, in ‘the number and diversity of events regarded as in some way miraculous.’2 Basically it 
can be said that during the Middle Ages people tended to interpret many things as God wielding his 
power on earth, either through signs or through miracles. Signa would usually be natural phenomena like 
a thunderstorm, and these would often be interpreted as indications of God’s discontent or as warnings of 
bad or good things to come. Mira on the other hand were events like a miraculous healing or a vision of a 
saint; supernatural interference in the ordinary course of things.3 The general opinion was that miracles 
were an integral aspect of everyday life, rather than singular events.4 They provided a connection between 

earth and heaven, and saints played an important role in this. They were considered to be intermediaries 
between man and God, pleading causes for the problems and needs of the people who turned to them for 
help.5 After their death saints would be able to perform miracles as well as when they were alive. In the 
medieval  notion of  life after death the dead were not cut off from the world of the living. This notion is 
based on the theological concept of the communio sanctorum.  Thomas Heffernan describes this concept 
as:  

…a mystical union of the faithful on earth, the suffering in purgatory, and the saints in heaven into one 

spiritual body with Christ as its head.6 
This concept is in turn based on a biblical passage from 1 Corinthians 12: 12-27, in which the apostle 

Paul compares the community of Christians to one single body with different members that are mutually 
interdependent. The notion of the community of the living and the dead lead to the idea that people could 
pray for the deceased in order to shorten the time they had to spend in purgatory, while the dead on the 
other hand could try to put in a good word for their relatives on earth. These notions will be discussed 
more elaborately in chapter four. However, another notion during the Middle Ages was that no-one would 
be allowed to enter the kingdom of heaven immediately after their death, except for the people who were 
free of sins: the saints.7 The fact that they were this close to God and Christ meant that they could direct 
divine powers at the people venerating  and calling upon them. This is why there was much concern for 

the veneration and remembrance of the saints during the Middle Ages. Because of this important role the 
saints played, their commemoration is an important subject to study. The accounts of their lives, the way 
they are remembered in liturgical celebrations, the way their legends are depicted on works of art are all 
important parts of the commemoration of saints during the later Middle Ages. Studying them can 
therefore provide us with an insight into a significant aspect of medieval society. 

The aim of this thesis will be to study the commemoration of saints in the later Middle Ages, 
from the thirteenth to the fifteenth century, in a multidisciplinary perspective. In order to do so within the 

scope of a research master thesis, the subject has been narrowed down to the case studies of three saints 
who were commemorated at York Minster. The main questions that I will attempt to answer here are: 

                                                           
1 Benedicta Ward, Miracles and the Medieval Mind, London 1982, p 215. 
2 Ward, Miracles, p 2. 

3 Ward, Miracles, p 8. 

4 Ward, Miracles, p. 2. 
5 Ward, Miracles, p 216. 
6 Thomas Heffernan, Sacred biography, Oxford 1988, p 130. 
7 Martin Illi: ‘Begräbnis, Verdammung und Erlösung. Das Fegefeuer im Spiegel von Bestattungsriten’, in: Peter Jezler, Himmel, 

Hölle, Fegefeuer. Das Jenseits im Mittelalter, Zürich 1994, pp 59-67, p 61. 
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In what way are hagiographic texts, the liturgical commemoration of saints and the depiction of 
saints lives on the late medieval stained glass windows of York Minster related, how did they 
influence each other, and what role does the community of York Minster play in this? 

There are a number of things regarding the main questions of this thesis that need explanation. First of all 

the choice of stained glass windows, liturgical and hagiographic texts for the case studies of St John the 
Evangelist, Nicholas of Myra and William of York have to be clarified. Hagiographic texts contain the 
accounts of saints’ lives and miracles as they were written during the Middle Ages. Liturgy can be 
defined as the customary public worship performed by a specific religious group, according to their 
particular (local) traditions. The texts employed for this worship were written down in books that were 
used during liturgical services. These two kinds of sources will be described more elaborately in chapters 
two and three. Another obvious and seemingly accessible way of reproducing these tales is through their 
depiction in works of art. While liturgical texts, written in Latin, and hagiographic texts, in Latin or the  

vernacular, require a certain degree of literacy or at least someone to read the stories aloud, narrative 
scenes on paintings, statues and stained glass windows appear to be immediately ‘legible’ by anyone who 
sees them. This however is a false assumption. When confronted with a window panel depicting a 
nimbussed monk who is surrounded by different people including a youth, how could one know which 
story this is? Knowledge of the legend of saint Benedict welcoming another saint into his monastery is 
required. Just looking at this window is not enough to learn the depicted story. The same goes for short 
references to stories from saints’ legends that can be found  in liturgical texts. This means that stories of 

saints’ lives on works of art and in some liturgical texts are indissolubly attached to the stories that are 
told in hagiographic texts, or in longer liturgical accounts of the stories. Not only are these a source of 
inspiration, but also a necessity to understand what has been depicted and written. In this thesis all three 
sources will therefore be studied, in order to get a multimedial view on the way saints’ lives were 
commemorated. 

There are two practical reasons for the focus on the stained glass windows. All medieval stained 
glass windows that still exist in Europe are being inventoried  in the Corpus Vitrearum, an ongoing 

project that was started in 1949.8 This means that detailed scholarly descriptions of many of these 
windows are available, making them an accessible object of study. Furthermore York Minster retains the 
largest collection of medieval stained glass windows in England, which depict comparatively many 
narrative scenes from the lives of saints. Because of this exceptional collection much has been written 
about the windows and their iconography. Simultaneously there exist a number of liturgical sources from 
York of which editions have been published by the Surtees Society during the nineteenth century.9 
Hagiographic collections exclusive for York do not seem to exist, but medieval collections of saints’ lives 
specific for England do, and these have also been published in recent times.10 All this means that York 

Minster provides all the necessary sources, textual as well as visual, for answering the main question, and 
is therefore the most suited choice for a case study of the commemoration of saints that combines liturgy, 
hagiography and art. 
 
Commemorating is an act of remembering someone or something collectively, but in the case of the 
medieval commemoration there is more to it. The remembrance of saints and that of other deceased 
people were much alike in this respect, but I will focus on the commemoration of saints here, since they 

                                                           
8 The volumes of the Corpus Vitrearum concerning York Minster are: Thomas French, York Minster, the St. William window, 
London 1999; Thomas French, York Minster, the great east window, London 1995; Thomas French, York Minster: a catalogue of 

medieval stained glass; Fasc. 1: The west windows of the nave, Oxford 1987. However, the latter is not relevant to this thesis, 

since it does not contain windows with narrative scenes from the lives of saints. 
9 The four books that the Surtees Society has published on the medieval liturgy of York are: S.W. Lawley, Breviarium ad usum 
insignis ecclesie Eboracensis, Durham 1880-2; W.G. Henderson, Missale ad usum insignis ecclesiae Eboracensis, Durham 1874; 

W.G. Henderson, Manuale et processionale ad usum insignis ecclesiae Eboracensis, Durham 1874; W.G. Henderson, Liber 

pontificalis Chr. Bainbridge,archiepiscopi Eboracensis,  Durham 1875. 
10 See note 16 for the hagiographic texts used for this thesis. 
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are the subject of this thesis. In her article ‘Hagiography as a liturgical act’, Els Rose shows that through 
liturgical as well as hagiographic commemoration of saints, the lives and miracles of these saints are 
made present again.11 Performativity of words is an important aspect of the medieval religious doctrine. 
For instance during the Eucharist, the phrase hoc est enim corpus meum according to the church actually 

turns a piece of bread into the body of Christ. This way His sacrifice is repeated time and time again. As 
Clive Burgess puts it, ‘ religion made past things present by constant and vivid re-enactment.’12 The 
Eucharist is a good example of how ‘present’ should be taken literally. But why would the church feel the 
need to make past things present again? Regarding the Eucharist the presence of the sacrifice made by 
Christ underlines the continuity of its importance.13 His death was not just relevant at the time He was 
crucified, it still is now, since it contains the promise of  salvation for everyone who believes in Him – a 
promise that is renewed again and again by the presence of the body and blood of Christ during Mass. 
Making the saints present after their death by retelling their tales served several functions, according to 

Rose. First of all it reactivated the powers of the saint, providing the people who commemorated him or 
her with salvation and with help through miracles.14 The stories also offered stimulation to imitate the 
saints. The idea that they were present and working their miracles in everyday life meant that their way of 
life was also relevant for the here and now of the person who heard these tales.15 In this thesis the term 
commemoration of the saints therefore does not just refer to remembering. It also includes the sense of 
making the commemorated saint present through the telling of his or her life and miracles.  

Another aspect that needs attention is the fact that commemoration is an act of men and women 

who made up the community of the cathedral of York: York Minster. The commemoration of saints was 
an important aspect of  life at the church. The term ‘community’ does not only refer to the cathedral’s 
clergy, but to other people with ties to the Minster as well. Several people were involved in the 
composing of the sources. Especially the iconography of the stained glass windows was clearly chosen by 
people who had an apparent preference for a certain saint and certain stories from his or her life. They 
must have had their reasons to choose specific scenes, for instance to reinforce a message they wanted to 
communicate. Another role of the community of the Minster was that of the audience that saw, read and 

heard the legendary material. Who had access to the different sources? Who came into the church and 
looked at the stained glass windows? Who heard or read the hagiographic tales, and who was allowed to 
attend the liturgical commemoration of the saints? These questions are difficult to answer, and the scope 
of this paper does not allow for an elaborate research into the subject, but it is still necessary to remember 
that all three ways to commemorate saints were aimed at an audience  and therefore adapted to that 
purpose. Therefore the community of York Minster is part of the main questions and will be discussed in 
the three case studies of the commemoration of St John the Evangelist, Nicholas and William of York. 

The method of this thesis will be to look at medieval cults of saints from a multidisciplinary 

perspective. While liturgy, hagiography and art history are all existing and important fields in medieval 
studies, no attempt to combine these three subjects in order to obtain a multidisciplinary angle on the 
commemoration of the saints has been made yet, to my knowledge. My aim is to expose the way the 
different means of commemoration related to and influenced each other. Strong or weak ties between the 
hagiographic texts, liturgical sources and stained glass windows can provide us with information about 
the roles saints played in society, and in what way they were used to convey messages, by leaving out or 
adding scenes. Only when the different sources are set side to side will the choices of authors, composers 

and mostly donors, and thereby their motives, become visible. 

                                                           
11 Els Rose, ‘Hagiography as a liturgical act: Liturgical and hagiographic commemoration in the early Middle Ages’, in: M. 

Barnard, P. Post and E. Rose (eds.), A Cloud of Witnesses. The cult of saints in past and present, Leuven 2005, pp 161-183. 
12 Clive Burgess, ‘Longing to be prayed for, death and commemoration in an English parish in the later Middle Ages’, in: Gordon 

& Marshall, The place of the dead: death and remembrance in late medieval and early modern Europe, Cambridge 2000, pp 44-
65, p 48. 
13 Gunda Brüske, ‘Die Liturgie als Ort des kulturellen Gedächtnisses’, in: Liturgisches Jahrbuch 51 (2001), pp 151-171, p 157.  
14 Rose, ‘Hagiography’, p 175. 
15Rose, ‘Hagiography’, pp 181-2. 
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In order to answer the main questions of this thesis its contents are made up of three parts. First a general 
introduction of York Minster in the late Middle Ages will be given in chapter one. Secondly the context 
of the different disciplinary aspects will be discussed in separate chapters concerning hagiographic texts, 

liturgical sources and donations of stained glass windows. After that three case studies will be conducted, 
in which the different sources are discussed and compared. 

In chapter one the church’s function, clerical organization and its building history will be 
discussed, in order to understand the structures in which the church’s liturgy and windows were 
embedded. The next three chapters contain short discussions of the three fields of study involved in this 
research. This should provide the discussion of the different sources – hagiographic texts, liturgical texts 
and stained glass windows – in chapters five to seven with the necessary context. In chapter two a short 
introduction on the hagiographic commemoration of the saints, will be given. After a general description 

of the characteristics of the genre, the sources from late medieval England that are still available and  their 
possibilities and restrictions will be discussed. Finally account will be given of the hagiographic texts that 
will be used for the three case studies. Chapter three provides a basic understanding of liturgical 
commemoration in general, and at York Minster in particular. The availability and usefulness of liturgical 
sources from the Minster will also be assessed. In chapter four the late medieval memoria-culture and 
more specifically the role of people who made art donations in this culture will be discussed. This is of 
importance in order to comprehend the social background of  the people who were involved with the 

depiction of saints on stained glass windows. 
After these general introductions the next three chapters will make up the main part of this thesis, 

which is the discussion of three case studies of St John the Evangelist, Nicholas of Myra and William of 
York. These saints have been selected for a number of reasons. First of all they are commemorated in all 
three kinds of sources. Secondly,  there are enough scenes from their legends depicted on the windows to 
allow for  useful comparison with the hagiographic and liturgical texts. Finally they are from different 
categories of saints. John the Evangelist is a biblical saint and apostle, Nicholas is a bishop-saint, and 

William is a local saint whose tomb was located in the Minster. Because of this the scope of the 
comparison is broader than it would be when the case studies would be of three similar saints. 

St John and Nicholas will be discussed in a similar way. First the scenes from their legends on the 
stained glass windows will be described, including a discussion of the donors and the possible motives for 
the iconographic choices they made. Since the windows are dated and obviously tied to the cathedral, they 
are the most certain source commemorating these two saints, both regarding time and place. The liturgical 
texts in which the legends of the saints are used are then discussed and compared to the windows. These 
texts will be taken from two nineteenth-century editions of a breviary and a missal from the Minster, 

published by Surtees Society. This Society, founded in 1834, has published a number of editions of 
liturgical manuscripts from York that were used during the liturgical year and contain texts for use on 
certain days and occasions. In all of them references to at least some of the saints can be found.  
Especially the lessons from the breviary, which were read during services, are useful since they contain 
lots of tales from the lives of saints as they were known in York. The exact date of the texts contained in 
these sources is a little problematic, which is why they will be discussed second. The difficulties and 
restrictions of the liturgical sources will be discussed in more detail in chapter three. Lastly a number of 

hagiographic texts will be discussed and compared to the previous two kinds of sources. They are the 
Legenda Aurea (hereafter LgA), composed in Latin by Jacobus a Voragine in the 13 th century, the South 
English legendary (hereafter SEL) and Northern English legendary (hereafter NEL), which date from the 
thirteenth and early fourteenth century respectively and were both written by anonymous authors.16 These 
texts cannot be linked to York Minster with certainty, although it seems highly probable that at least the 

                                                           
16 The most recent editions of these texts are: Jacobus a Voragine, Legenda Aurea, (ed. by Giovanni Paolo Maggioni), 2 vols., 

Florence 1998; Charlotte D’Evelyn, The South-English legendary, 3 vols., London 1959; C. Horstmann, Altenglische Legenden, 

Hildesheim 1969 (reprint of Heilbronn 1881). 
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LgA and the NEL were known and read in York. It does however mean that their relations with and 
influence on the other two kinds of sources will be difficult to prove, which is why they are dealt with 
last.  

The chapter on William of York will be structured differently. His legend is not described in the 

LgA, NEL or SEL, but there are two texts in which accounts of his life and miracles can be found. The 
first, dating from 1177, is a text in which a number of William’s posthumous miracles are described. The 
second text contains his vita and again an account of various miracles worked by him.17 Because these 
texts contain the earliest remaining accounts of William’s legend, they will be discussed first. After that 
the liturgical sources, again the York missal and breviary, will be compared with the hagiographic texts. 
Finally the stained glass windows will be discussed and compared to the previous sources as well. 

In the conclusion of this thesis an attempt will be made to answer the main questions posed in this 
introduction. In order to do so the three case studies will be compared in order to find differences and 

similarities between the ways the three kinds of sources are related and have influenced each other. I will 
finish the conclusion with suggestions for possible future research. 

                                                           
17 Both texts have been edited in the nineteenth century by York canon James Raine, The historians of the church of York and its 

archbishops, London 1879-1894, vol. 2. The edited manuscripts are MS. Harl. 2, ff. 76-88 (pp 270-291) and MS. Dodsworth, 

cxxv., f.131 (pp 531-543). 
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Chapter 1 

York Minster: organization and building 

 
Nowadays Yorkshire, in the north-east of England, is divided into the shires of York, of North, West and 
South Yorkshire and of the East Riding. During the Middle Ages this area was one large county, with the 
city of York as its economic and religious center. The earliest account of a York bishop originates from 
314, when he is mentioned in the acts of the Council of Arles.18 Although its Christian community was 
destroyed by the Saxon invasions and only built up again in the seventh century19, it is clear that from the 

earliest times of Christianity York was a significant religious area. There must however been some 
decline in this, since in 625 the Roman missionary Paulinus came to York to convert the reigning king 
Edward and was consecrated bishop. In 732 the see of York was ‘raised to archiepiscopal dignity and its 
archbishops became the primates of the Northern Province’.20 According to historian and nineteenth-
century chancellor of the cathedral James Raine, the center of Christianity in York and moreover of 
Yorkshire as a whole was York Minster, which was consecrated to St Peter.21 In this chapter I will 
concentrate on the function and organization of the Minster from the thirteenth century on, and on the 

history of the development of the present church and its windows. This information provides a general 
overview of the context in which the commemoration of the saints took place. 
 

Function and organization 

 
To understand the way York Minster functioned in the later Middle Ages a distinction must be made 
between different kinds of churches and their liturgical and social functions. First of all parish churches 
were of great social importance. Their main function would be to provide the parishioners, made up of the 
lay people from a fixed area – the parish –, with church services and administration of the holy 
sacraments, like baptism and marriage. Parish churches were numerous, and usually did not employ much 

personnel. On the other side we find chapter churches, fewer in number, whose main goal was liturgical: 
performing the Opus Dei – the every-day recitation of the Divine Office.22 This Office served as ‘the 
liturgical fulfillment of the scriptural precepts exhorting the faithful to pray at all times’, according to  
Jonathan Black in his article on the Divine Office in the Latin west.23 It consisted of eight Hours during 
the day on which more or less elaborate liturgical services would be conducted, its main goal being the 
full recitation of the psalms throughout the week. At least two masses would be celebrated between these 
Hours: Morrow and High Mass.24 The number of clerics in a chapter church would be much larger than 
that of a parish church, and they were not part of everyday society the way parish churches were, but 

rather ‘praying communities’. 25 Chapter churches can be divided into three kinds. The first kind is made 
up of the monastic churches, which are usually not called chapter churches. In these churches the 
liturgical services of Mass and Office would be performed by the monks – the Office could also be 
performed by nuns – living in the monastery.26 The services of the Office were often more elaborate than 

                                                           
18 F.L. Cross, The Oxford dictionary of the christian church, Oxford 2005, ‘York’, p 1786. 
19 Cross, The Oxford dictionary, ‘York’, p 1786. 
20 Cross, The Oxford dictionary, ‘York’, p 1786. 
21 James Raine, Historic towns: York, London 1906, p 147. 
22 John Harper, The forms and orders of western liturgy, Oxford 1995, p 25. 
23 Jonathan Black, ‘The Divine Office and private devotion in the Latin west’, in: Thomas J. Heffernan, The liturgy of the 

medieval church, Kalamazoo 2001, pp 45-71, p 45. 
24 Harper, The forms and orders, pp 45, 74. Liturgical services and the course of the liturgical year will be discussed in more 

detail in chapter three. 
25 Harper, The forms and orders, p 26. 
26 Mass could not be celebrated by nuns, since this requires a priest, which by definition was and still is a man. 
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those performed at the secular chapter churches.27 In these churches the Office was performed by canons  
- and lesser clergy – who did not live according to a monastic rule, even while many of them often lived 
on the premises of the church.28 Cathedrals are a separate kind of secular chapter churches, in which the 
Office and masses were, in theory, performed under supervision of the (arch)bishop. The clergy of a 

cathedral had an added responsibility: the care for the diocese. The cathedrals acted as the jurisdictional 
and administrative heads of their diocese, and as the main seats for the bishops.29 In short: the secular 
cathedrals in England were, like their counterparts elsewhere, the heads of their diocese and committed to 
the Opus Dei, while their clergy was not bound by a monastic rule. 
 During the later Middle Ages there were nine secular cathedrals in England, of which York 
Minster was one.30 There were three regular masses that would be read every day at the Minster: chapter 
mass, High Mass and the mass of the Virgin in the Lady Chapel. These were the communal masses, 
which could be attended by all clergy and lay people who wished to do so. Apart from these there would 

be private masses for special occasions, of which the masses for the commemoration of the dead were the 
most numerous. These consisted of two kinds, both founded for a longer or shorter period: chantries and 
obits. The latter was a mass that would be read once a year on the day the commemorated person died for 
as long as the foundation required. The former consisted of daily masses for a specified number of years 
or even perpetually.31 The medieval culture of the commemoration of the dead will be further described in 
chapter four. In his book on English secular cathedrals David Lepine estimates that there may have been 
up to forty masses on an average day at the English cathedrals.32 At York Minster there were already 42 

perpetual chantries before the year 1400, a number that had risen to 56 by the time the Reformation 
began, according to Barrie Dobson.33 This seems to indicate that the daily number of masses at the 
Minster probably exceeded Lepine’s estimate, since the regular masses and obits are not even included in 
these numbers. Apart from the masses the eight services of the Divine Office would also take place every 
day. All in all it is clear that the liturgical activity at York Minster was extensive. The liturgical 
commemoration of the saints that will be dealt with in the three case studies (chapters 5-7) must therefore 
not be looked upon as a marginal aspect of the Minster’s function, but as part of its core: liturgical 

celebration in Mass and Office. 
Furthermore York Minster was also the official main seat of the archbishop of York, whose 

archiepiscopal palace was located right next to the church. His main tasks were to perform spiritual – for 
instance blessings, consecrations and important masses – as well as administrative tasks – for example 
supervising clerical life and liturgy in the diocese of York, and building the new cathedral.34 

The cathedral also fulfilled a wide variety of other functions. Pilgrims came to the Minster to visit 
the relics of the cathedral’s local saint, St William of York. All nine secular cathedrals held relics of local 
saints, and usually of other important saints as well.35 York Minster for instance possessed  a part of 

Moses’ staff, some blood of St Laurence and part of the stone on which Christ had sat during his fast in 
the desert.36 More worldly activities took place in York Minster as well. It was used as a location for 
trade, and for councils and meetings, not only of the clergy but of the citizens and the administration of 
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York as well. It was a safe place for people who were in trouble, and wealthy merchants and magnates 
left their valuables in the treasury of the church for safekeeping. Furthermore the city guilds operated 
from within the cathedral.37 This demonstrates that while the ‘praying community’ of the Minster may 
have been rather separate from everyday society, the cathedral itself appears to have been a social central 

point for the citizens of York. 
 
In order to understand who the donors of the stained glass windows and the people using the liturgical 
texts at York Minster were it is also imperative to know the way the cathedral’s clergy was organized, 
since they were the people celebrating the liturgical services and making most of the donations. Barrie 
Dobson has written a detailed account of the clerical organization in York Minster during the thirteenth, 
fourteenth and fifteenth century.38 Dobson, one of the most important medievalists to have studied the late 
medieval history of York, bases his information on a number of nineteenth-century editions of medieval 

manuscripts pertaining to the Minster and its organization, as well as unpublished documents from the 
Minster’s archives.39 Further information is also offered by David Lepine’s study A brotherhood of 
canons serving God. The following section of this chapter will mainly be based on their accounts. 
 The clergy of a chapter church was subject to a strict hierarchy. Its most important constituent 
would be the chapter which was made up of canons and presided by the dean.40 Officially they were the 
people responsible for the praying and celebrating of the Divine Office and the masses. Apart from that 
they also took care of the administrative aspects of life at the cathedral, while people of lower rank took 

care of the more practical liturgical tasks.41 In practice however it was a common use for the canons to 
hire vicars to perform their liturgical and administrative duties.42 
 The official supervisor of the cathedral was the archbishop. His tasks, as mentioned above, were 
spiritual but also largely administrative. Not only was he required to appoint new canons, check on the 
state of affairs at the Minster and take care of the building, he was also responsible for the diocesan 
administration. Lepine however claims that it was very common for (arch)bishops to be absent from the 
diocese. Unfortunately he does not provide any information as to where these men were when they were 

not at their see.43 The absence of the archbishop is an important factor in the relations between him and 
the canons of York Minster since they were the ones who took on the archiepiscopal administrative 
duties. The cathedral’s chapter tried hard to minimize  the archbishop’s influence.44 Although officially 
they were obliged to subject themselves to regular surveillances by the archbishop, in practice the 
Minster’s canons resisted this duty. Even though he  was allowed to write official suggestions for 
correction (even that was permitted only after 1328), the archbishop was only permitted to visit the 
chapter every four years, which made his actual correctional force very limited.45 Apart from this the 
canons also denied him the rights to sit in the chapter, participate in the making of cathedral statutes, and 

be involved in decanal elections.46 I do not know whether this was a result of his frequent absence, or if 

                                                           
37 Lepine, A brotherhood of canons, pp 13-16. 
38 Barrie Dobson, ‘The later Middle Ages’; Dobson, Church and society. 
39 The published sources include: C.T. Clay, York Minster Fasti, being notes on the dignitaries, archdeacons and prebendaries in 

the church of York prior to the year 1307, Leeds 1958-9; Walter de Gray, Register of Walter de Gray, Durham 1872; James 
Raine, The fabric rolls of York Minster, Durham 1859; James Raine, Historians of the church; James Raine, The statutes etc. of 

the cathedral church of York, (2nd edn.), Leeds 1900, and; James Raine, Testamenta Eboracensia or wills registered at York, 

London 1859-1902. The documents consulted by Dobson are from the statutes, the register, the chapter acts and the 

chamberlains’ accounts. 
40 Harper, The forms and orders, p 24. 
41 Harper, The forms and orders, p 25. 
42 Harper, The forms and orders, p 27. 
43 Lepine, A brotherhood of canons, p 80. 
44 The main reason that the chapter was able to do so was the fact that the archbishop of York was not the ‘ordinary’ of the 

Minster, which means that he was not in charge of its jurisdiction. Raine, York, p 165. 
45 Dobson, ‘The later Middle Ages’, pp 83-84. 
46 Dobson, ‘The later Middle Ages’, p 82. 
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his absence was caused by the limited visiting rights the canons allowed him.  In any case there was 
another factor restricting the archbishop’s power. Although he was responsible for the appointment of 
new canons, in practice he had to take other people’s preferences into account. If the king or the pope 
wanted the canonry to be appointed to someone of their liking, it would be unwise for the archbishop to 

go against these wishes – this would most likely have a negative influence on his further career.47 As 
Dobson writes: ‘In many ways the archbishop’s ability to exercise spiritual jurisdiction was more limited 
in his cathedral than in any other church of his diocese.’48  

It is striking to see that while the archbishops apparently had so little influence on the 
administrative and liturgical course of events at the Minster, their influence on the state of the cathedral 
building was unequalled by any of the other clerics. As will be discussed in the second part of this 
chapter, they were the main initiators of the new building, replacing the old church over the course of 250 
years with the large cathedral that still stands today. Some of them also donated windows that will be 

discussed in chapter four, and founded chantries as well.  
The real people in charge at the Minster however were the four main dignitaries of the Minster: 

the dean, precentor, chancellor and treasurer. The dean was – and still is – the administrative head of the 
diocese. Apart from that he was the president of the cathedral’s chapter and the absolute head of the 
cathedral’s entire clergy. He would chair all the meetings of the chapter, introduce new archbishops and 
keep an eye on the state of the prebends. He was also the most important person for the celebration of all 
the major liturgical ceremonies at the Minster.49 After the dean the precentor was the most important 

dignitary: he was responsible for the supervision of the liturgical functions of the cathedral. He also 
played an important role in major liturgical services.50 Third in rank was the chancellor who was 
concerned with the secretarial and educational aspects. He was supposed to stimulate teaching and 
intellectual life at the church.51 Finally the treasurer’s duties were to keep the properties of the Minster 
safe and well-maintained; not only the resources and relics, but also the building and its furnishings. 52 
These four dignitaries were supposed, like all the canons of the chapter, to live in residence on the 
cathedral’s premises.53 In practice, however, this was hardly ever the case for the dignitaries as well as the 

canons, a situation which can be explained by a description of the backgrounds of canons.  
 When someone was appointed as canon at the Minster, he gained the possession of a prebend. In 
the diocese of York there were thirty-six prebends: landed property with a substantial income. These 
prebends were owned by the Minster, and part of the income would provide the chapter with funds.54 
Since the greater part of the income from the landed property was reserved for the canon who owned it, 
one may wonder to what extent people’s wish to become a canon was based on financial grounds. The 
prebends of York Minster were worth more than those of all other English chapter churches, which means 
that they were very much sought after.55 People who were appointed as canons were usually experienced 

and mature men, who had often been in the service of a king or diocese before entering a chapter. They 
often belonged to the social upper classes, which helped them to get access to a good education and to 
important people. Lepine writes: ‘Cathedral canonries were virtually reserved for administrators in 
church, state and noble households, or for the well born, who together form the higher or privileged 
clergy.’56 Usually the canonry was given to someone by the king, bishop or a nobleman as a reward for 
his service.57 Most of them remained in the king’s or bishop’s or nobleman’s service after being appointed 
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as a canon. This explains why most canons were not attracted to the idea of keeping residence at the 
Minster, since that would  allow them less time for their more worldly duties. Unlike their Dutch 
counterparts at the chapter church of Oudmunster in Utrecht, the York canons – and apparently all 
English chapter members – did receive their prebendal income even if they were not in residence, so there 

was no real financial urge for them to become more involved with the liturgical and administrative tasks 
at their cathedral.58  

The canon’s general lack of interest in the cathedral’s liturgical and administrative duties may 
have been the cause of the low residence levels at the Minster. A canon residing, i.e. living on the 
cathedral’s premises, had an obligation to do so for at least twenty-four weeks a year. Such an obligation 
was common for all English cathedrals, although the requirements differed: in Lichfield for instance the 
minimal time canons had to live at the church was only two months, while in Hereford they were obliged 
to do so for thirty-six weeks, with the added restriction that they could not use the remaining weeks 

consecutively for their leave.59 The fact that cathedrals had to impose these rules on their canons may be 
seen as a fateful sign of their willingness to reside, but in general it was quite usual for resident canons to 
stay substantially longer than was required of them. In York however hardly any of them stayed much 
longer than the required twenty-four weeks, generally only twenty-five to thirty weeks in total.60 Only one 
York Minster canon lived in residence for a full year during the period of 1300-1541, and the one who 
resided the longest after him during one year stayed for only thirty-seven weeks.61 To make a comparison 
with Utrecht’s Oudmunster: at this chapter church the canons probably were absent for no more than a 

month each year.62 The relative lack of interest to live in residence at the Minster is not only apparent 
from the little amount of time spent on the church’s premises by the residing canons. Another clear 
indication is the fact that the total number of residing canons here was very low throughout the 1300-1541 
period, even at its highest, compared to that of the other cathedrals. In the late fifteenth and early 
sixteenth century it was not unusual for the Minster to have a total of two or even only one canon keeping 
residence, while the numbers of the other cathedrals range from five to fifteen.63 Again for comparison: at 
the chapter church of Oudmunster the residence level was an apparently quite stable sixty-five percent, 

while in York Minster at most eight or nine of the thirty-six canons lived in residence.64 This may of 
course have had something to do with the above mentioned fact that the Utrecht canons did not receive an 
income from their prebends if they did not live in residence.  

The absence of the canons was a serious problem. They were the people responsible for the 
liturgical as well as the administrative course of events at the Minster. This meant that measures had to be 
taken to make sure all these duties could still be performed. One way to do so was the rewarding of 
canons who lived a substantial part of the year on the Minster’s premises. They received money for every 
service they attended, and were moreover given a share in the profit from the cathedral’s common fund.65 

Despite these measures only eight or nine of the thirty-six canons were in residence together at the most, 
as mentioned above.66 Dobson writes: ‘After 1215 the dignitaries and canons there can never have formed 
anything but a minute proportion of the total cathedral clergy.’67  
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The majority of the people present at the church’s services were members of the lesser clergy, 
most importantly the vicars and the parsons.68 Strikingly, I have come across neither of them when 
looking at the donors of stained glass windows at the Minster.69 The most probable explanation for this 
may be their lack of funds or even their lack of status. And although they were responsible for the 

celebration of large parts of the liturgical services, it cannot be determined whether they influenced its 
contents at all. Vicars were hired by absent canons, who were obliged to provide the cathedral with a 
substitute. This meant that there was a total of thirty-six vicars, who came to participate at every service 
in the course of time, whether the canon in question was present or not.70 In practice they, apart from the 
few resident canons, were the people who carried out almost all the religious and administrative duties of 
the cathedral.71 Living on the cathedral premises, they specialized in the different tasks left to them by the 
absent canons.72 The parsons were the chantry chaplains, who celebrated obits and masses at the many 
altars of the cathedral. In the sixteenth century there were over sixty perpetual chantries: masses founded 

by individuals, mainly canons who wanted themselves and sometimes also others to be remembered and 
prayed for.73 Although the parsons were officially employed by the founders of these chantries, they did 
fall under the jurisdiction of the dean and chapter of the Minster and were also obliged to attend certain 
important ceremonies in the church choir.74  

The lack of effort made for their cathedral by the canons needs a little nuancing. While Dobson 
paints a picture of non-resident canons who were more attracted to the money than to the actual duties of  
their position 75, Lepine brings a little nuance to this idea. According to him, although they were generally 

not much involved, non-resident canons did have a value for the cathedrals as advisors; they were after all 
highly regarded employees of kings, bishops and noblemen. Lepine also claims that from the wills and 
benefactions of these canons their ‘loyalty to and regard for the cathedrals that gave them income and 
status’ can be discerned.76 This claim however concerns all nine secular cathedrals in late medieval 
England. Lepine does not specify to what extent it is true of the different churches. However, many of the 
York Minster canons were buried in the cathedral, founded chantries, and donated liturgical objects and 
works of art, like some of the stained glass windows that will be discussed in chapters five to seven. 

  
The questions asked in the introduction can now partly be answered: who came into the Minster, who 
attended the services, and who had access to the windows and liturgical sources? Liturgy was celebrated 
by vicars and a few canons, with the help of a number of lower clerics. They did have access to the 
liturgical sources, and most definitely to the stained glass windows, but to what extent these vicars, not to 
speak of the lower clerics, influenced its contents is more difficult to answer. The kind of people 
attending the services is already less clear. It seems that the Minster’s masses could be freely attended by 
anyone who wanted to do so. Many people visited the cathedral in order to see the shrine of St William, 

and according to Dobson and Lepine it was also a meeting place for lay people to discuss business or 
political matters.77 It seems probable that the fact that the Minster was open for everyone to visit also 
means that anyone could attend Mass as well. On the other hand the lay-out of the church, where nave 
and choir were and still are separated by a stone screen, raises the question to what extent these visitors 

                                                           
68 Dobson, ‘The later Middle Ages’, p 86. 
69 To this I must add that I have not looked at all the stained glass windows and their donors, but only at those with narrative 

scenes from the lives of saints depicted on them. None of these windows were donated by vicars or parsons. 
70 Dobson, ‘The later Middle Ages’, p 89. 
71 Conspicuously these vicars were, contrary to the canons, obliged to attend all the services and would be punished for failing to 
do so. For the canons, who were technically the people who received the big money for these tasks, there was no such obligation 

and moreover financial reward if they did attend. 
72 Dobson, ‘The later Middle Ages’, p 91. 
73 Dobson, Church and society, pp 255-6. 
74 Dobson, ‘The later Middle Ages’, pp 94-96; Lepine, A brotherhood of canons, pp 13-14. 
75 Dobson, ‘The later Middle Ages’, p 57. 
76 Lepine, A brotherhood of canons, pp 112-113. 
77 Dobson, ‘The later Middle Ages, p 85. 



19 

 

would have been able to follow the things 
that were being read during the main 
services. And even if they could, for instance 
during one of the many masses read at the 

altars in the transept and nave, the question 
of their knowledge of Latin still remains to 
be answered. Lepine claims that sermons 
were held in the vernacular in order for the 
laymen to be able to understand them, but he 
gives no specific information about the 
situation at York Minster.78 Many of the 
windows would have been visible for the 

cathedral’s visitors, but most of the small 
scenes would have been very hard to discern 
from the often great distance separating the 
viewer from the glass panels. Of course this 
fact also applies to the clergy celebrating 
Mass in the choir and the nave. All in all it 
seems that York Minster was accessible to 

everyone and the services could also be 
attended by whoever felt like it. However, 
the people with the most access to the 
different sources were those performing the 
liturgical and administrative duties of the 
church: the clergy. 
 

Architectural history 

 
The history of the development of the church 

and the stained glass windows will be 
discussed in this section. For the most part these histories run parallel to each other. 

At some point in his description of the clerical organization of York Minster Dobson writes: ‘It is 
easy to forget that the clerks of the late medieval Minster worshipped in an atmosphere of almost 
perpetual building crisis.’79 When we look at the building history of the present cathedral this can hardly 
be called an exaggeration, since the Minster’s clergy celebrated their services in the midst of building 
activities for almost 250 years. Building the church that stands at York today started in at c. 1227 and 
lasted until c. 1472.80 When seventh-century bishop Paulinus baptized king Edwin at York this happened 

in a wooden church, which was consecrated to Saint Peter, who remains the patron saint of the Minster up 
to this day.81 Soon after this the construction of a stone church was begun. Throughout the ages that 
followed the cathedral of York suffered much from the Danes (ninth century), William the Conqueror 
(eleventh century) and different fires, which all lead to restoration of the damaged parts or even the 
construction of entirely new buildings.82 Often the previous building would be expanded. The building of 
the present church began as the renewal of the main transept, after which the nave and choir followed. To 
understand the functioning of the cathedral during these building activities it is important to remember 
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Plate 1: York Minster, west façade 
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that the old nave was only demolished after the new transept and crossing were completely finished, and 
only after the nave was done would the old choir be taken down. This way the Minster could still function 
as a chapter church, although until its completion in 1472 at least there was always some part of the 
church in which construction was taking place, as the citation from Dobson points out.  

 The most important people to be concerned with the building were the archbishops of York. The 
main initiator of the renewal of the transept and crossing was archbishop Walter de Gray (1216-1255). 83 
The old North and South transepts were enlarged and the central tower above the crossing was also 
rebuilt. All this work was probably mostly finished by 1244. The large chapter house, in which the oldest 
stained glass windows that are relevant to this thesis can be found, was built between c. 1260 and c. 
1285.84 The windows date to the last quarter of the thirteenth century, which is consistent with the date 
the building was finished. Since there had not been a previous chapter house, this was a new addition to 
the church. After the transept and crossing the renewal of the nave began in 1291, starting at the crossing 

and working towards the west work.85 Archbishop John le Romeyn (1286-1296) placed the first stone on 
April sixth of 1291.86 The first bays of the nave were probably finished before 1310, as the easternmost 
window of the north aisle was placed there in 1307-8.87 It took a long time to finish the entire nave: not 
until 1360, seventy years after the work had begun, was the nave entirely completed. The windows in 
both aisles however date from c. 1310 to 1320, which means that there must at least have been some sort 
of roof over the nave at that time.88 
 The new choir was built in two parts: work started in 1361 on the east side, in order to preserve 

the old choir as long as possible. The archbishop who initiated this part of the building was John de 
Thoresby (1352-1373); after he died in 1373 the work halted for over ten years, probably because of a 
lack of funds.89 By that time the four eastern bays of the new choir however had almost been finished, 
which meant that the new Lady Chapel behind the choir was close to completion.90 Around 1390 the old 
choir was at last demolished, and  work on the remaining five bays of the choir began. In 1420 the church 
was almost complete. Only the western- and the central tower (which had collapsed in 1407) remained to 
be built.91 In 1472 the work on these towers was finally completed and the cathedral was consecrated.92 

 
The oldest remaining stained glass windows date from the twelfth century. They have obviously not been 
in their original position, since the original building in which they were placed no longer exists. Most of 
these panels are now located in the nave clerestory. The remaining panels contain narrative scenes from 
the lives of a number of saints, including Benedict and Martin.93 The oldest windows still in situ are 
located in the transepts, which was the first part of the new cathedral to be finished. They date from 
around 1250. Unfortunately some of the original windows have been lost.94 The remaining transept 
windows contain no relevant subjects for this thesis, so they will not be discussed further. After the 

transept windows the Chapter House windows were produced, which all date from c. 1290. Only in this 
part of the cathedral do we find something that might be considered an iconographic program. The seven 
windows here all contain a very similar design and were produced at the same time. Both Sarah Brown 
and David Connor & Jeremy Haselock are of the opinion that the saints commemorated here were the 
ones most important in the devotional life of the Minster. Christ, Mary, Peter, Paul and William are 
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central in the design, flanked by six other saints – Catherine, Margaret, Nicholas, John the Baptist, 
Edmund and Thomas Becket – who were important to the Minster because of relics or altars at the 
cathedral, according to Connor & Haselock. Brown however suggests that some of these saints may have 
been chosen out of a personal preference of one or more donors.95 In any case the coherent choice of 

saints and the similar design of the windows suggests that these windows  were donated as a group.  
The windows of the nave date from between 1310-1320, as has been mentioned above. They 

were placed fairly soon after the building of the nave had begun. The similar date of production of the 
windows suggests that they are the result of a campaign to encourage people to donate, while their similar 
lay-out indicates that this aspect may have been enforced by those who lead the campaign. The possible 
initiator of the campaign may have been archbishop William Greenfield (1304-1315), who donated the 
first nave window (sXXIX) around 1310.96  

The windows of the choir vary more regarding their date of production. The great east window (I) 

was donated in 1405-1408, while the St Cuthbert window (sVII) dates from 1435-1435.97 Because of this 
it seems unlikely that one large campaign took place for the choir windows, although that may have been 
the case for part of the glazing. It is striking that while the easternmost part of the choir had been nearly 
finished by 1373, the windows were only donated from the beginning of the fifteenth century on. This is 
consistent with the fact that work on the choir stalled after the death of archbishop John de Thoresby. 
Apparently the work was not only halted because of a lack of funds, but also because no initiatives were 
taken during that time to entice other people into donating to the Minster. When the cathedral was 

consecrated in 1472, all the medieval windows that are still present today were in place. 
 
To summarize: York Minster was the most important church in the diocese of York, serving a number of 
other purposes besides being a chapter church. The best paid members of the clergy were the canons, who 
usually received these prebends as a reward for their services to the king or the bishop. This resulted in 
the fact that they were more often than not absent, which meant that their duties had to be taken over by 
the lesser clergy, made up of vicars choral. Although the archbishops were the official heads of the 

cathedral, their actual controlling power was very limited, although they did have great influence on the 
building of the new cathedral. This lasted from the early twelfth century until 1472, meanwhile 
continuing its different functions. This is the context in which the late medieval commemoration of the 
saints took place at York Minster. 
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Chapter 2 

Saints’ lives in late medieval England 

 
In the introduction of this thesis hagiography has been defined as the accounts of saints’ lives as they 
were written during the Middle Ages. As we will see these accounts were usually made up of a 
description of the lives of the saints, their deaths, and the miracles they performed after their deaths. In 
order to provide a backdrop for the discussion of the hagiographic commemoration of St John the 
Evangelist, Nicholas and William of York in chapters five to seven, a short introduction about what 

hagiography is and how it functioned in the later Middle Ages will be given first. After that the most 
important hagiographic sources in late medieval England will be described. Finally I will explain which 
of these sources will be used in my discussion of the saints’ lives.  
 

Hagiography: legends of the saints 

 
The first thing that needs to be explained is why hagiographic and liturgical commemoration of the saints 
are treated of separately in this thesis. The origin of hagiographic texts is liturgical: they were composed, 
usually by clerics, to be read during the Divine Office. In the course of time they were collected in 
legendaria like the LgA, which was composed in c. 1265 by Jacobus a Voragine.98 The clerical writers 

most often wrote their legendaries for the institution they were attached to; then the text would often be 
copied as a whole or partly, and start to spread in a larger area.99 The ties between the commemoration of 
saints in liturgical and in hagiographic texts are therefore very strong. The spreading of the hagiographic 
texts however meant that they became available outside their liturgical use. The rich would have 
legendaries produced for personal use, and pamphlets with the vita of one or a couple of saints would be 
sold in the streets. 100 This means the access to the hagiographic texts was not limited to the clergy, and 
also that they were not exclusively accessible through the clergy. The liturgical origin however remained 

visible in the order of the legends, which was according to the liturgical year. 
In his book on medieval hagiography, Sacred biography, Thomas Heffernan defines hagiography 

as referring to  
‘a narrative text of the vita of the saint, written by a member of a community of belief. The text provides a 

documentary witness to the process of sanctification for the community and in doing so becomes itself a 

part of the sacred tradition it serves to document.’
101 

This definition includes a number of aspects of hagiographic texts: its contents, its authors, its goals and  
its audience. These aspects of later medieval hagiography will be discussed briefly in this first section. 
However, the first thing that needs to be remarked is that Heffernan’s term ‘sacred biography’ is not an 
accurate name. He uses it to avoid the term ‘hagiography’, because he feels that this word has too much 

of a negative connotation – of a genre that is not worthy of serious study.102 His use of the word 
‘biography’ however suggests something that is basically untrue: that hagiographic texts are based on the 
actual biographic story of a saint’s life. The goal of these legends was not to present the audience with an 
objective account of the life and death of saints. They had two aims: first of all they aimed at 

                                                           
98 Thomas J. Heffernan, ‘The liturgy and literature of saint’s lives’, in: Heffernan, The liturgy, pp 73-105, p 85. 
99 Mary Beth Long, ‘Corpora and manuscripts, authors and audiences’, in: Sarah Salih, A companion to Middle English 
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100 Sarah Salih, ‘Introduction: saints, cults and lives in late medieval England’, in: Salih, A companion, pp 1-24, p 11. 
101 Heffernan, Sacred biography, p 15. 
102 Heffernan, Sacred biography, p 15. My knowledge of the field of study is too limited to claim with certainty that this negative 

connotation is not as strong as Heffernan believes, especially nowadays. Judging by the number of publications on the subject 
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as a source for the study of medieval culture.  
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strengthening the faith of their audience, and at making people strive for their own redemption, with the 
sacredness of the saints as a model (and sometimes also at promoting the saint’s cult).103 Miracles were 
seen as a good means of preaching to lay people: giving examples rather than theological arguments to 
educate them in their faith.104 This means the legends are always constructed: everything that is written in 

them is there for a reason, while the question whether something has actually happened in the life of a 
certain saint is irrelevant. 

A second aim was the canonization of a saint. The lives of saints were written down from the 
beginning of Christianity, when people would record the deaths of the Christian martyrs. 105 Over time, 
when martyrdom became more scarce,  the fixed structure of hagiographic texts would not only include 
this passio of the saints, but also their life – vita – and miracles after death.106 From the twelfth century on 
another change would occur, inspired by the growing wish to obtain papal approval for someone’s 
sainthood. This became a norm in the twelfth century when papal rules were formulated to determine 

what the requirements were for canonization.107 As a consequence hagiography became directed more 
towards meeting these demands. Authors tried harder to show the virtuousness of the venerated person, 
which was one of the requirements, and to prove that (posthumous) miracles had actually happened, 
which was also necessary in order to have someone canonized.108 Thus, canonization became another aim 
for the writers of hagiographic texts, or rather, for the people who had these texts produced. The twelfth-
century account of the miracles performed by St William of York shows this aim clearly, since the names 
and residences of the people who were healed at his shrine are included. Often we find a description of 

the people who witnessed the miracle as well in these accounts. 
The actions of Christ were the norm for the validity of someone’s sainthood. This was influenced 

by the early medieval notion that saints all share in one sanctity, which is the sanctity of Christ. 
According to Gregory of Tours they even share one life – again, the life of Christ.109 This corresponds to 
the idea that saints do not work miracles on their own account, but merely direct the power of God and 
Christ to the people in need.110 As a consequence a ‘thesaurus’ of approved actions developed that could 
be used in saints legends.111 In the course of time not only references to the life of Christ but also to lives 

of earlier saints would become common in all hagiographic texts. Through them the validity of the new 
saint’s holiness was proven.112 Thomas Heffernan gives a very plausible explanation for this. He writes 
that because of all the similarities between the legends of different saints, the audience had a certain 
expectation of sanctity. This meant that the authors of the vitae had to live up to these expectations if they 
wanted to convince the public of the fact that the person who was being described was an actual saint.113 
An example can be found in the legends of St Nicholas and William of York. A well known miracle 
worked by Nicholas was the rescuing of sailors in a storm, who called upon him for help. Immediately the 
saint appeared to them and the storm died down. The parallel between this story and the story of Christ 

who calms a storm at a lake is apparent.114 The legend of William of York however also contains an 
account very similar to that of Nicholas, in which he too rescues sailors, who called upon him for help, 
from a storm at sea. 
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Similarities between the descriptions of different saints also occurred in the accounts of the 
miracles after their deaths. This may partly be for the reason discussed above, but another factor was 
influencing this as well: the needs of medieval society. This can be clearly seen from the shift of emphasis 
that occurred when the protection of land and other property became less problematic: before that time, 

many of the miracles described a saint taking revenge on someone who has for instance attacked a 
community or religious institution, or his or her support in a war. After the change the emphasis shifts to 
miracles of cures and healings. Apparently this had become the most urgent social need at this time.115 
After their deaths  saints could become a sort of hat stand for miracles that were desired by the 
community maintaining their cults. A good example is provided by St William again, whose list of 
posthumous miracles contains hardly anything but miraculous healings at his tomb. 
 In various forms the hagiographic texts reached practically every member of later medieval 
society: from clerics and the nobility to the lay people of the parishes.116 Benedicta Ward writes that ‘[...] 

the records of miracles in the Middle Ages are not merely bizarre sidelights to the religion of the period’: 
the broad audiences, the large number of extant manuscripts, and the importance of the legendaries for 
liturgical use shows that accounts of saints’ lives and miracles were generally present in late medieval 
life.117 Summarizing we can say that hagiography was a common aspect of late medieval life that reached 
audiences from all social classes. The legends did not only spread through liturgical use, but because of 
more private use of the texts as well. The ultimate goal of the vitae of the saints was to provide the 
faithful with an example both to strengthen their belief and to provide them with a model for their moral 

behaviour. Added aims could be the promotion of saints’ cults or their canonization, as we will see in 
chapter seven in which St William of York will be discussed. 
 

Hagiography in England during the later Middle Ages 

 
The most important and widespread source of saints’ lives during the later Middle Ages was the Legenda 
Sanctorum, better known as the Legenda Aurea (LgA), composed around 1265 in Latin by the Italian 
priest and later archbishop of Genoa Jacobus de Voragine. The LgA soon became a widely spread, very 
influential text.118 Jacobus probably intended it to be used for lessons by clerics, but in the course of time 
it also became a text for more private reading.119 The LgA was known throughout Europe and translated 

in all the vernacular languages. The fact that it must have been known throughout Europe is also clear 
from the huge number of extant copies: over a thousand of Latin versions alone from all over Europe, 
including England.120 We can definitely assume that copies of the Latin LgA were known in York. 
 What is striking about the English vernacular legendaries is that no translation of the LgA known 
throughout the country was made until the fifteenth century.121 However, around the same time this 
collection was written by Jacobus, an unknown English writer, probably from the Worcester/Gloucester 
area, produced the South English legendary (SEL).122 These texts, in verse, dating from 1275-85 were 
very popular in England, especially in the southern parts. They seem to have fulfilled the hagiographic 

needs for over a hundred years; it was still being copied in the early fifteenth century.123 Circa thirty-four 
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(parts of) manuscripts are extant today, and the list of saints differs in all of them. Apparently the text was 
adapted to the needs of local communities. The number of saints’ legends described in them grew over 
time: in the earliest manuscript (c. 1300) still existing there are sixty-six legends included, while later 
versions contain 135.124 The biggest difference between the LgA and the SEL is the presence of 

specifically English saints like Cuthbert, Chad, Brendan, Edmund and Dunstan, added by the English 
composers of the legendary. 

However, from these extant manuscripts of the SEL not one can be traced back to the northern 
parts of England.125 In these regions the most widespread legendary was the Northern English legendary 
(NEL), which was part of a homily collection, probably written in a Durham monastery in the early 
fourteenth century.126 It was as widespread in the north as the SEL was in the south of England.127 The 
largest difference between the SEL and the NEL is that the latter does not contain any English saints, 
except for Thomas Becket, who was also included in Jacobus’ LgA.128 The NEL was probably based on a 

Latin version of the LgA, since in its introduction it is described as a translation from Latin for lay 
people.129 These two texts contain mostly the same stories, although there are some differences. The NEL 
contains more elaborate accounts of the legends, and aims expressly at explanation and moral teaching.130 
This corroborates with the fact that it was part of a homily collection originally, and therefore most likely 
written for liturgical use. In some cases episodes were added to the legends. In the case of St John the 
Evangelist for instance information about his youth and his election as disciple of Christ were added in 
the NEL, but overall its contents are mostly the same as the LgA.  

The first large translation of the LgA that spread throughout England was the Gilte Legende 
(hereafter: GiL) of 1438. Manfred Görlach, who has studied medieval legendaries extensively131 claims 
this collection coincides with a decrease of the popularity of the SEL, probably because its style and 
language had become obsolete.132 Actually the GiL was mainly based on the mid-fourteenth century 
French translation of the LgA by Jean de Vignay, although the legends in the GiL that are absent in the 
LgA, called the ‘additional legends’, were probably based on the SEL.133 The number of extant copies 
again suggests that the GiL was widely distributed and read in all of England.134 

 In 1483 the best kept collection of saints’ legends in England was produced: William Caxton’s 
printed work The Golden Legend.135 He was an important translator as well as printer. The main source 
for his translation was a more recent version of the French Legende Dorée, and next to this he also used 
the Latin text of the LgA, and the GiL as well for the specific English saints.136 These four collections of 
saints’ legends, the SEL, NEL, GiL and Golden Legend, were the most important vernacular legendaries 
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in later medieval England. With this knowledge we can now determine which of these can be used for the 
study of the hagiographic commemoration of the saints in York. 
 
The legends of St John the Evangelist and Nicholas will be discussed on the basis of three hagiographic 

sources. The GiL and the Golden Legend are both not suitable for use, since they both date from the 
fifteenth century, while the stained glass windows with which the hagiographic material will be compared 
are for the largest part from the fourteenth and early fifteenth century. When the saints’ legends are 
available in the LgA, this will be the first source used to discuss the life of the saint. I think this choice 
can be made without much reservation, since the LgA was so well known throughout medieval Europe 
that it can hardly be doubted that the text was available in late medieval York as well. The relevant saints’ 
legends available in the LgA are those of Nicholas and John the Evangelist. The second source will be the 
NEL, since this text was probably produced in the diocese of Durham which was adjacent to the medieval 

diocese of York, and widespread in the northern parts of England. In the NEL we find the legends of 
Nicholas and John the Evangelist again. Since these two sources are from c.1265 and the early fourteenth 
century respectively, they are both early enough to concur with most of the related stained glass windows 
and liturgical texts, which are from the fourteenth to fifteenth century. The legends of St Nicholas and 
John from the SEL will also be used for comparison. Since the stained glass windows are located inside 
the Minster, and are dated fairly precise, they will be the starting point of the discussion of the different 
sources. Because their date is less certain, but their link to the Minster is strong, the late medieval 

liturgical sources and their relation to the windows will be discussed after that. The hagiographic texts 
will be the last source to be discussed, since they cannot be linked to York with the same certainty.  
 The case of St William of York differs from the other two saints. He is not included in any of the 
three legendaries, which means that another source is needed in order to compare his legend in the 
liturgical sources and on the stained glass windows with a hagiographic text. Fortunately two texts are 
available to us: one anonymous text in which mostly posthumous miracles at William’s tomb are 
described, dating from shortly after 1177, and one anonymous thirteenth-century text called the Vita 

sancti Willelmi. 137 Both texts probably originate from York Minster or its immediate vicinity, which 
means they can be compared to the other two kinds of sources with more certainty than the hagiographic 
texts of Nicholas and John the Evangelist. Because of this, the discussion of the sources will be different 
for the chapter about William of York: since the hagiographic texts are tied to the Minster with certainty, 
and are moreover date from before the liturgical texts and the stained glass windows, they will be 
discussed first. After that William’s liturgical commemoration will follow, while his depiction on the 
stained glass windows will be discussed last. First, however, more general information about liturgical 
commemoration at York Minster and the donation of stained glass windows will be given in the next two 

chapters. 
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Chapter 3 

A basic understanding of the liturgical practice in late medieval York 

 
The liturgical texts that will be discussed in the chapters concerning St John the Evangelist, Nicholas and 
William of York, cannot be understood in their context unless some information is provided on late 
medieval liturgy. In this chapter the most important aspects of liturgical celebration, as it would have been 
performed at York Minster during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, will be briefly described. The 
main focus will be on the textual aspects of liturgical celebration, rather than the ritual aspects, since these 

will not be discussed in the three case studies. In the second section the available liturgical texts and their 
usefulness for this thesis will be discussed. 
 

Liturgical practice 

 
In the Roman church, which was predominant in western Europe during the late Middle Ages, liturgical 
celebration was based on the Roman rite. In this aspect is was opposed to for instance the Byzantine 
church, which had its own rite. A rite consisted of  the liturgy for the entire church, and basically 
prescribed what had to be said and done at which point during liturgical services. Despite this, liturgical 
celebration was not identical in all churches in western Europe, since regional or local variations existed, 

which are called Uses.138 The most widespread Use in late medieval England was the Sarum Use, which 
originated from the diocese of Salisbury. The diocese of York however had its own Use, and resisted 
influences from the Sarum Use throughout the Middle Ages.139 For this thesis a detailed description of the 
difference between the two Uses is irrelevant, however, since the commemoration of the saints in York 
was not remarkably different from the course of events at other late medieval English churches that 
followed the Sarum Use. The greatest differences between the Sarum Use and the Use of York lay mainly 
in ritual aspects of the liturgy, like vesting and gestures during services, although for standard elements of 

masses deviant phrasing was used in some cases.140 The clearest example of deviation between the 
different Uses can be seen in the church Calendar. This was made up of a list of all the feasts, mainly 
commemorations of saints,  that were celebrated in a certain region or even at a specific church. The 
Roman rite prescribed a number of these feasts on fixed dates, and these were celebrated throughout the 
Roman church. Regional and local churches would add their own preferred saints to this list, who were 
often tied to the region or place in some way.141 In York for instance we do not only find a substantial 
number of English saints, like Cuthbert and Chad, but also very local saints, like William of York, John 
of Beverley and Paulinus of York, who were barely commemorated outside York Minster. Compared to 

the Sarum Use, York had a number of added saints, mainly local like St Bede, and a number of absent 
saints,  like St Edward.142 
 It has been discussed briefly in chapter one that the fact that York Minster was a chapter church 
meant that not only mass was celebrated at the cathedral, but that the Divine Office was also an important 
task for the clergy. While the most important aspect of mass is the celebration of the Eucharist – the daily 
commemoration and re-enactment of the sacrifice of Christ for the salvation of mankind – the main goal 
of the Office is the recitation of the psalms. It consists of eight services throughout the day: Lauds, Prime, 

Terce, Sext, None, Vespers, Compline and Matins. Vespers and Matins were the most elaborate services. 
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For both mass and office, books were produced that contained the texts that had to be said during the 
services, which were a missal for the celebration of mass and a breviary for the Divine Office. A number 
of other books existed too, like the manual, in which the procedures for rites like marriage and baptism 
were described, the processional, which described the rituals and texts that had to be used for processions, 

and the pontifical, which was used by the (arch)bishop and contained the services and benedictions that 
only he could perform. These last three books were not of great importance for the daily liturgy in 
cathedrals.143 More important were the missal and the breviary, which both consisted of four parts: the 
texts for daily use, the temporale, the sanctorale and the texts that were used for specific groups of 
feasts.144 This division is connected to the different cycles that made up the liturgical year: daily, weekly, 
temporal and sanctoral. The daily cycle consists of the Divine Office and mass. The weekly cycle made a 
distinction between regular weekdays and the Sunday. Normal weekdays without special feasts were 
called feria and had a ferial liturgy. This ferial liturgy is what was described in the texts for daily use in 

missal and breviary. These texts are the same for every feria. In this part of the manuscripts we also find 
the ordinary texts, which are the standard texts for all masses, or for all the different services of the 
Office, like the Gloria in Excelsis or the Agnus Dei which are the same for every service they are used in. 
In some churches the different days of the week also had a special celebration attached to them, like a 
commemoration of a different saint on each day.  York Minster for instance had a weekly 
commemoration of William of York, alongside the Virgin Mary, the apostles Peter and Paul, and All 
Saints.145 On Sundays the services would be more elaborate, but again, all Sundays that were not feasts 

shared their liturgy, which Andrew Hughes calls dominical.146 Then there were two yearly cycles: the 
temporal and the sanctoral. The temporal was concerned with the commemoration of the life and death of 
Christ, with Christmas and Eastern as  its heart. The sanctoral contains all the other liturgical feasts, 
which are mainly the commemorations of saints.147 On all these feasts texts were used that were specific 
for that day,  which are called proper. Finally some feasts were part of a group, like all commemorations 
of martyrs, virgins or apostles. For these feasts the common texts were recorded in the last part of the 
missal and breviary.148 Because of the temporal and the sanctoral cycle, the number of days without a 

feast was relatively low. The York Calendar alone contained up to two hundred and seven feasts in the 
fifteenth century, apart from the temporal feasts.149 Not every saint was commemorated as elaborate as the 
most important saints, so the ‘disturbance’ of the daily procedures differed accordingly.150 The feasts of 
the three saints who will be discussed in this thesis however were all major feasts. For the discussion of 
their liturgical commemoration in subsequent chapters the sanctoral part of the sources, with the texts 
proper to their feasts, will be the most important source of information.151 
 The liturgical texts that will be studied from the York breviary regarding the liturgical 
commemoration of St John the Evangelist, Nicholas and William of York are lessons, antiphons and  

responsories. The services of the Office that were the most important for the commemoration of saints 
were the Vespers, and most significantly the Matins, for which we find large amounts of proper texts 
describing or reflecting on the legends of the saints. The main textual component of these services are the 
lessons (lectiones). These could be biblical passages, or texts written by the church fathers, but in the case 
of the commemoration of saints they were usually hagiographic texts. Since the liturgical celebration of a 

                                                           
143 Harper, The forms and orders, pp 63-64. 
144 Harper, The forms and orders, p 59. 
145 These commemorations took place during the Vespers; Mary would be commemorated on Saturday, William on the third feria 

(Wednesday), Peter and Paul on the fourth feria. The commemoration for All saints would follow each of the other three 
commemorations. Lawley, Breviarium, pp 673-706. 
146 Andrew Hughes, Medieval manuscripts for mass and office, Toronto 1995, pp 46-47. 
147 Hughes, Medieval manuscripts, pp 6, 8-9. 
148 Harper, The forms and orders, p 59. 
149 Henderson, Missale, vol. 1, pp xxx-xli.  
150 The feasts of the Calendar were ranked hierarchical as  festum simplex, semiduplex, and duplex, which are in turn divided to 

duplica minora and majora. 
151 Henderson, Missale, vol. 1, pp xxx-xli. 



29 

 

feast started with the Vespers of the preceding day, the descriptions in the breviary all start with this 
service. There are two other important components: antiphons and responsories. 152 An antiphon is a short 
liturgical chant with a prose text sung preceding and following a psalm. A responsory is also a chant 
serving at Matins and Vespers as a musical postlude to the reading of lessons. They are designed to 

exemplify and sometimes summarize the lessons they accompany.153 Both often contain descriptions of or 
references to the legend of the commemorated saint.  

The most important textual components of mass are prayer and the reading of the gospel. For the 
study of the commemoration of the saints,  however, the sequentiae will be the central point of attention. 
These are rhymed hymns, which follow the alleluias, and they are the only part of the Mass that contain 
references to the legends of the saints. The contents are usually more reflective than descriptive, but they 
still offer interesting material for comparison with the hagiographic texts and the stained glass 
windows.154  

 
Available texts and their expediency 

 
The British Surtees Society (1834-present) is a Durham-based society that has published a large number 
of editions of English texts,  like wills and registers, but also liturgical texts, including several from York 
Minster. In the nineteenth century editions were made of a York missal, breviary, manual & processional 
and a pontifical.155 The manual contains no references to any of the three saints and will therefore not be 
used here. The processional has to be discarded too, even if  it does contain celebrations of the saints, 
since no mention is made of the legends of the saints in its texts.156 For the same reason the pontifical will 
not be used here either. Apart from the lack of legendary material, the only relevant saint for whose feast 

we find a benediction, is St Nicholas.157 For this thesis only the breviary and the missal will be used, since 
they both contain several passages which refer to the legends of the three saints. Especially the lessons in 
the breviary describe their lives and miracles elaborately (see table 1). 
 The main problem with the nineteenth-century editions produced by Surtees Society is that they 
are not up to present day scholarly standards. They do not contain a critical annotation, which makes it 
almost impossible to determine from the editions themselves during what period the edited texts were 
used. Since the aim of this thesis is to look at the relations between the different sources in which the 

saints are commemorated, it is necessary to determine during which period of time the texts in the edition 
were used at York Minster. After all, to try to establish relations or even influences between a stained 
glass window from the early fourteenth century and a liturgical text from the early fifteenth century would 
not be of much use, unless they contain details that demonstrate these relations beyond doubt.  

The edition of the missal, by W.G. Henderson, is based upon seven manuscripts from the 
fourteenth and fifteenth century, and five printed editions from the early sixteenth century. Henderson has 
only recorded strong deviations in footnotes.158 Thanks to this, however, some conclusions can be drawn. 
The low number of variations seems to indicate that over the course of the fourteenth and fifteenth 

century no great changes occurred in the liturgy for Mass at York Minster. The two missals, one from 
each century, that I have studied at the Minster Library confirm this idea (see table 2). The sequences for 
the three saints are the same in both sources, which means that we can assume that both the fourteenth- 
and the fifteenth-century donors of stained glass windows could have known them.  

                                                           
152 Hughes, Medieval manuscripts, pp 40, 43. 
153 Stanley Sadie (ed.), The new Grove dictionary of music and musicians, London 2001, vols. 1, 21; ‘antiphon’, ‘responsory’. 
154 Sadie, The new Grove, vol. 23; ‘sequence’. 
155 Henderson, Missale; Lawley, Breviarium; Henderson, Manuale et processionale; Henderson, Liber pontificalis. 
156 Henderson, Manuale et processionale, pp 143, 196, 205, 206. 
157 Henderson, Liber pontificalis, p 189. 
158 Henderson, Missale, pp v-vii. 
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The edition of the breviary is more problematic, since editor S.W. Lawley did not use any 
manuscripts. His work is mainly based on a printed edition of a York breviary from 1493, with some 
additions from eleven other early- to mid-sixteenth-century editions.159 Lawley uses no critical annotation 
at all and does not mention any manuscripts. Since the manuscripts on which the 1493 edition has been 

based are unknown, a determination of the time in which the texts were used is not possible by studying 
the nineteenth-century breviary alone. However, from studying four breviaries at York Minster Library I 
have been able to assess a little better whether the breviary serves the purpose of this thesis (see table 2). 
Firstly all the three relevant saints are commemorated in all four manuscripts. I have also found that parts 
of the texts from the edition match with various parts of the texts from the fifteenth-century manuscripts. 
N.R. Ker however, in his description of the manuscripts at York Minster Library, writes that the two 
fourteenth-century sources show a stronger resemblance to Lawley’s edition than the fifteenth-century 
manuscripts do.160 Because of this the 1493 text seems to me to be a blend of the different manuscripts. 

This means that conclusions regarding the liturgical texts from the breviary will have to be drawn with 
awareness of this composition. For a possible larger research into this subject a more detailed study of the 
manuscripts would be essential. 
 In conclusion it seems reasonable to say that the edition of the missal can be used for comparison 
with hagiographic sources and stained glass windows without much objection. The nineteenth-century 
edition of the breviary is more problematic, but the fact that at least part of the text seems to have been 
taken from each of the four manuscripts at the Minster Library indicates to me that relations between this 

text and the other sources can be discussed as long as it is done with some restraint.  
 

                                                           
159 Lawley, Breviarium, pp x-xiii. 
160 N.R. Ker, Medieval Manuscripts in British Libraries. Vol. IV: Paisley-York, Oxford 1977, pp 691-826. Due to lack of time my 

study of the manuscripts at the Minster Library was only brief. The two fourteenth-century manuscripts were both very small and 

difficult to read. Because of this my conclusions regarding the likeness between these sources and Lawley’s edition are based on 

Ker’s description rather than my own observations. 
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Saint  Missal Breviary 

    

John the 
Evangelist 

 - In die sancti iohannis  
- In octava sancti iohannis 
- Sancti iohannes apostoli et 
evangeliste ante portam latinam 

- In die sancti iohannis 
- In octava sancti iohannis 
- Sancti iohannes apostoli et evangeliste 
ante portam latinam 
 

Nicholas  - In festo sancti nicholai 
 

- In festivitate sancti nicholai 

William of York  - In translatione sancti willelmi 
- In commemoratione sancti willelmi 
- In festo sancti willelmi 
- Secundo- sexto die infra octavas 
sancti willelmi 

- Festum translationis sancti willelmi 
- In commemoratione sancti willelmi 
- In festo sancti willelmi 
- Dominico infra octavam sancti 
willelmi 
- In octava sancti willelmi 
 

 
 
Table 2: Studied manuscripts at York Minster Library 

Location Manuscript161 Content Date 

    

York Minster, Chapter Library XVI.A.9. Missal mid-14th century 

York Minster, Chapter Library Add. 30 Missal mid-15th century 

York Minster, Chapter Library XVI.O.9. Breviary/Missal mid-14th  / 14th-15th century 

York Minster, Chapter Library Add. 68 Breviary mid-14th century 

York Minster, Chapter Library Add. 70 Breviary first half 15th century 

York Minster, Chapter Library Add. 383 Breviary c. 1430 

 
 

                                                           
161 For descriptions of these manuscripts see: Ker, Medieval Manuscripts, pp 691-826. 

Table 1: The feasts of St John the Evangelist, Nicholas and William of York in the editions of the 

York missal and breviary 
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Chapter 4 

Art donations in the late Middle Ages 

 
The third field of study involved in this thesis is the memoria culture of the later Middle Ages. This 
subject is of importance for the understanding of the description of stained glass windows and especially 
the people depicted on them. Therefore the aim of this chapter is to give a short overview of the late 
medieval custom of donating works of art to religious institutions. First the role of art donations in the 
medieval notion of life after death will be discussed, after which the different people involved and their 

motives will be described. 
 
In the introduction to this thesis, the medieval notion of life after death has been shortly discussed. The 
prevailing view was that only those who were free of sin would be able to enter the kingdom of heaven 
immediately after their deaths. But in practice almost no-one was considered to be completely free of sin. 
Even if they had regularly confessed and done penance for their sins the prevailing idea was that they 
probably would have committed some sins that they themselves were unaware of and therefore had not 

atoned for. This meant that basically everyone would have to spend more or less time in purgatory after 
their deaths, in order to pay for their remaining sins.162 On the one hand this may seem like a harsh view 
on life after death, but on the other hand it can also be considered to be quite hopeful. First of all only 
people who committed mortal sins like murder or the denial of Christ, for which  there is no remission, 
would go directly to hell after their deaths. Everyone else still had a chance to be allowed into heaven.163 
Moreover there were ways to influence the time someone would have to spend in purgatory.  Intercession 
of saints, who could put in a good word for the deceased, has already been mentioned in the introduction. 

But people in the late Middle Ages themselves also had a number of possibilities to make sure their time 
in purgatory would be as short as possible. They could do charitable works by donating money, clothing 
or food to the poor, or by founding a hospital or orphanage. The works of mercy as they are recounted in 
the Gospel of Matthew, were considered to be a good way to earn a treasure in heaven that compensates 
for sins committed on earth.164 They could also found a number of masses or chantries, or take 
precautions to ensure burial inside the church, preferably as close to the High Altar as possible. The 
underlying idea of masses and burial in the church is remembrance. When your name is remembered and 
prayed for, these prayers will also help shorten your time in purgatory. As has been mentioned in chapter 

one, there were over forty-two chantries founded at York Minster in the late Middle Ages. Donating 
objects or works of art to a church or monastery basically combines both methods. By donating the giver 
performed a good work because they helped to embellish the church, while names, coats of arms or even 
praying portraits helped to ensure remembrance.165  

While remembrance and therefore salvation were always part of the motive for donations to a 
religious institute, other reasons, for instance  social/political, historical or educational, could also play a 
role.166 People wanted to show their status, legitimize certain (hereditary) rights, depict the ties between 

                                                           
162 This paragraph is based on Martin Illi: ‘Begräbnis, Verdammung und Erlösung’. 
163 What exactly would happen after death is not a question with a straightforward answer. On the one hand there was a belief in 
the Last Judgement, when all the dead would rise from their grave and be sent to heaven or hell by Christ. On the other hand the 

idea that every person would be judged straight after their deaths was also strongly present in late medieval society. These two 

views are conflicting, but they existed next to each other. For a comprehensive discussion of this topic see Peter Jezler, 

‘Jenseitsmodelle und Jenseitsvorsorge – eine Einführung’, in: Jezler, Himmel, Hölle, Fegefeuer, pp 13-26. 
164 The works of mercy are: feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, shelter the homeless, clothe the naked, visit the sick and 

visit the imprisoned; Matthew 25: 35-36. In the Middle Ages a seventh work of mercy was added: bury the dead. 
165 Truus Van Bueren, Leven na de dood: Gedenken in de late Middeleeuwen, Turnhout, 1999, pp 24-32. 
166 Van Bueren, ‘Care for the here and hereafter: a multitude of possibilities’, in: Truus van Bueren, Care for the here and the 
hereafter: memoria, art and ritual in the Middle Ages, Turnhout 2005, pp 13-34, pp 16-18. 
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dead and living family members, snatch ancestors from oblivion, and show good Christianity. In chapter 
seven for instance a window donated by a bellfounder will be discussed (nXXIV), on which not only a 
praying portrait of the man himself can be found next to St William, but also large numbers of bells, as 
well as two scenes depicting people founding a bell. Clearly his only motive was not just to be 

remembered, but apparently also to present his important place in society, or maybe even to show it off. 
This possible more worldly motive did not render his religious aims worthless or unreliable, since they 
were not mutually exclusive. 

One thing that is important for the interpretation and understanding of art donations in the late 
Middle Ages is that the people portrayed on the work are not necessarily the people who donated it. Often 
these works of art were donated as a result of an event in the personal lives of the founder, like a wedding, 
but more often because of someone’s death. As a result, the persons who are most prominently depicted 
in the work are not always the donor. They could be the donor’s husband, parents, colleague or 

predecessor, for instance.167 Many scholars tend to assume otherwise, though, which means that they 
automatically declare the most prominent male to be the donor, and use the term ‘donor portraits’ for the 
depicted people.168 This leads to confusing situations, in which all the depicted family members are 
described as ‘donors’, even when there is no doubt that some of them had already been long dead by the 
time the work of art was ordered.169 This is why the term ‘praying portrait’ will be used in this thesis, 
since it does not contain any suggestions as far as the depicted person’s involvement in the donation is 
concerned. 

 
There are two kinds of motives for memorial works of art – i.e. works with praying portraits on them – 
that we will come across when discussing the stained glass windows at York Minster. First of all the aim 
to show the enduring connection between the living and deceased members of a family,  on the window(s) 
on which a number of family members are depicted. Secondly many donations are motivated by 
social/political considerations.170 These two functions are not mutually exclusive. The donation of a 
window with a family depicted on it was often motivated by other aims as well, like display of status or 

showing ties to an illustrious ancestor.  
The canons and bishops of the Minster who donated most of the windows that will be discussed 

in the following chapters probably had more than just their own remembrance in mind. They also seem to 
have wanted to display their status within the cathedral, or in the case of the window donated by 
archbishop Greenfield (sXXIX), to have himself depicted as a true follower of an illustrious 
predecessor.171 The various motives of the different donors will be discussed in more detail in the sections 
in which their respective windows are examined.  

The fact that I call the depicted clerics donors here, has to do with an aspect of the donation of 

stained glass windows that sets it apart from the donation of paintings or sculpture. Other than these latter 
two, which can be donated at any moment, and are therefore often motivated by an event in the personal 
life of the donor, as has been mentioned above, there is a fixed amount of stained glass windows in a 
church which only needs replacing every so often. Only the rebuilding of the church, a fire, storm or any 
other event that destroyed the windows would require new windows. In such cases usually a campaign 
would be held to entice people into the foundation of a window. In York Minster this idea is corroborated 

                                                           
167 Van Bueren, ‘Care for the Here and Hereafter’, p 22. 
168 For more about the placement of portraits on works of art see Van Bueren, Leven na de dood, pp 89-93. 
169 Examples of this use can be found for instance in volumes of the Corpus Vitrearum, like: Rüdiger Becksmann, Die 
Mittelalterlichen Glasmalereien in Schwaben von 1350 bis 1530, Berlin, 1986; and: Gabriela Fritzsche, Die mittelalterlichen 

Glasmalereien im Regensburger Dom, Berlin, 1987. Thomas French is less rash, although he does describe the subject of the 

bottom row of the St William window as ‘donors’, despite the fact that he only seems to consider one of them to be the actual 

donor (French,  The St William window) 
170 Besides these two functions, Truus van Bueren also discerns memorial works of art  for the remembrance of one individual, 

those founded by guilds and fraternities, and foundation-  and donation pieces, in which a foundation or donation of the depicted 

person is remembered. Van Bueren, Leven na de dood, pp 66-86.   
171 This window will be discussed in chapter six. 
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by the fact that many of the windows in certain parts of the cathedral were donated around the same time, 
as we have seen in chapter one. The windows of the nave for instance are all from the early fourteenth 
century, when work on this part had progressed enough for the windows to be placed. Because of this, the 
immediate cause for the donation of stained glass windows is often different from that of other art 

donations, although there are occasions in which stained glass windows do commemorate an event in the 
life of the founder. All in all it means that the people depicted on them often actually are the donors, and 
furthermore, that the memorial aspect of the work holds more of a background position; the donation has 
probably more to do with showing or establishing one’s position in society. However, in the course of 
time the memorial aspect of the windows became more important, after the donors had died. 

A last aspect of art donations in the late Middle Ages are the different participants. Truus van 
Bueren distinguishes four stages relating to art donations: the conveyance of the concrete idea, the 
inducements for the funding of the donation, the actual funding of the donation, and the monitoring of the 

execution.172 To these four roles I would however like to add another stage: the choosing of the 
iconography, as donors were not always at liberty to choose any scene for their windows. Sometimes an 
iconographic program was prescribed by the founder or the clergy of the church. Of course one and the 
same person could take on all or some of these roles, but there could just as well be multiple people 
involved in the donation. In the case of the stained glass windows of York Minster it seems likely that the 
first two roles were taken on by the archbishops and chapter of the cathedral, while they were also the 
most important donors at the same time. The choice of iconography seems to have been open for the 

individual donors most of the time at the Minster; there was no planned iconographic scheme.173 Only in 
the Chapter House do we find something that might be considered an iconographic program (see chapter 
one). Unfortunately there is nothing known about the donors, although it seems probable that the canons 
of the Minster themselves made the donations for the room in which their chapter meetings took place. 
The one other place where a number of windows show a coherent iconography is in the north aisle of the 
choir: windows nVIII, nIX and nX show a coherent design and choice of saints. The possible reason for 
this coherence will be discussed in chapter six about St Nicholas, who is depicted on one of the windows.  

It is important to keep the social context of art donations in mind when looking at the stained 
glass windows and the saints depicted on them. By whom the scenes were chosen, what motives he or she 
had, and what reason to choose a particular saint are questions that cannot be answered properly without 
an understanding of the social and practical backgrounds of art donations in the late Middle Ages.174 

                                                           
172 Van Bueren, ‘Care for the Here and Hereafter’, p 22. 
173 Connor & Haselock, ‘The stained and painted glass’, p 346. 
174 For further reading about the medieval memoria-culture and the role of art donations: Van Bueren, Leven na de dood; Van 

Bueren, Care for the here; Jezler, Himmel, Hölle, Fegefeuer; Otto Gerhard Oexle, ‘Memoria und Memorialbild’, in: Karl 

Schmidt & Joachim Wollasch, Memoria: der geschichtliche Zeugniswert des liturgischen Gedenkens im Mittelalter, Münstersche 

Mittelalter-Schriften 48, Munich, 1984. 
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Chapter 5 

John the Evangelist  

 
 Life and cult 

 
John the Evangelist is a biblical saint who supposedly lived until the end of the first century.175 He is 
usually identified as ‘evangelist and apostle’, and he is also said to have been the disciple John as well as 
the writer of the Apocalypse. The idea that John the disciple and apostle wrote one of the Gospels goes 
back to the second century; the attribution of the Book of Revelations to him also goes back a long 

time.176 Because of these two roles John the Evangelist is often depicted as one of the four evangelists and 
accompanying scenes from the apocalypse. In this chapter neither types of scenes will be used, since they 
do not contain scenes from the life and miracles of St John himself. Only scenes from the legend of John 

                                                           
175 David H. Farmer, The Oxford dictionary of saints, Oxford 1980, ‘John the Evangelist’. 
176 Farmer, The Oxford dictionary of saints, ‘John the Evangelist’. 

Plate 2: St John the Evangelist sails to Pathmos. Panel 11c of window 

I, York Minster 
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the Evangelist will be discussed here. The late medieval Roman calendar contained three feasts of St 
John: his festo, on December 27, his octave on January 3, and the feast of St John before the Latin Gate 
on May 6, when it is commemorated that he was unharmed when he was put in a cauldron of boiling oil 
by emperor Domitian. These three feasts were all part of the York Minster Calendar as well (see table 1) 

 In this chapter the stained glass windows will be discussed first, since their ties to the Minster are 
obvious, and their time of production is also sure, within small margins. After that the similarities and 
differences between the windows and the liturgical sources will be described, after which both will be 
compared to the hagiographic sources to see if any relations or even influences between them can be 
discerned. In this comparison I will only take the apocryphical legend of John into account, leaving out 
the descriptions of his life that are based on the Bible. Their presence in the New Testament would make 
it difficult to discern whether the hagiographic texts were an influence. 
 

Depiction in the stained glass windows of York Minster 

 

At York Minster there are two windows containing a total of nine scenes from the legend of John the 
Evangelist. As table one shows, three of the scenes appear in both windows, which means that in total 
only six different scenes are depicted. Window I, dating from 1405-1408, is one of the most famous 
windows from York Minster, usually known as the great east window. It is by far the largest window in 
the church with 117 main panels, twenty-seven canopy panels and extensive tracery above containing a 
total of 167 large and small panels. In total it measures 23,77 x 9,5 meters.177 It was donated by Walter 
Skirlaw (c. 1330-1406), who was bishop of the neighbouring diocese of Durham until his death. He was 
elected archbishop of York in 1398, but then passed over in favour of Richard Scrope (d. 1405).178 

Although Skirlaw died in 1406, two years before the window was finished, we know from the contract 
between the dean and chapter of York and glazier John Thornton from 1405 in which the window is 
ordered that he was still alive when the window was planned and production began. Thomas French 
suggests that the donation of the money may have taken place as early as 1398, as a bribe or thank-
offering for his election as archbishop. 179  He also thinks that other clerics may have influenced the 
donation and its iconography, like archbishop John Thoresby (d. 1373), who initiated the building of the 
Lady Chapel and was therefore responsible for the shape and size of the window. Another possible 

influence was Thomas Langley, dean of York from 1401-1406 and later bishop of Durham, who also 
donated a window at Durham cathedral together with Walter Skirlaw and the St Cuthbert window at York 
Minster.180 Despite this, Walter Skirlaw is the only person portrayed on the window (see plate 3). He can 
be found on the bottom row, on panel 1e, where he is depicted in Episcopal dress. Around his head an 
inscription reads ‘[hoc opus in-]signe deus offero sume benigne’, which seems to indicate that the 
exceptional quality of the window was acknowledged immediately, provided that this inscription was 
inserted at the same time the window was placed.181 Walter was a great benefactor, who contributed not 
only to York Minster, but to church buildings in his birthplace Skirlaugh, in Durham and in Howden as 

well, besides founding chantries in all four. He also provided Oxford University with money and 
books.182 The magnitude of his generosity suggests that Walter Skirlaw was a very wealthy man who not 
only wanted to provide for many causes, but also demonstrate his ties with several institutions and maybe 
his influence as well. His donation of the great east window may have had to do with benefaction as much 
as with displaying his status and authority. 

                                                           
177 French, The great east window, p 145. 
178 M.G. Snape, ‘Skirlawe [Skirlaw], Walter (c.1330–1406), diplomat and bishop of Durham’, H. C. G. Matthew and Brian 

Harrison, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 2004; online edn. at 

http://www.oxforddnb.com.proxy.library.uu.nl/view/article/25695, visited 31-07-2008. 
179 French, The great east window, p 5. 
180 French, The great east window, p 6. 
181 French, The great east window, p 140. 
182 Snape, ‘Skirlawe’. 
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 The entire window appears to have as its 
central message the coming of Christ as the saviour at 
the end of times.183 The scenes begin with the creation 
of the world and end with the End of Times. The fact 

that the window also contains three panels depicting 
scenes from the legend of John is exceptional because 
they are the only three panels that are not based on the 
Bible (see table 4). These three scenes form a kind of 
bridge between the scenes from the Old Testament 
and those from the Apocalypse above and below this 
row of panels. They are the scenes that will be 
discussed in this chapter. The first scene is St John in 

a cauldron of boiling oil, tortured by emperor 
Domitian. The second panel shows him teaching a 
group of people. The third contains St John sailing to 
Pathmos (see plate 2). It does seem likely that the 
second panel, 11b, with John reading to a group of 
people, is in the wrong place. It would make more 
sense as the first panel, showing why Domitian 

punished John by torturing and banishing him, or as 
the third, showing John, returned from Pathmos, 
reading to the people of Ephesus from his Book of 

Revelations. In any case the scenes seem to be intended as a short history of how the Apocalypse came to 
be written. Emperor Domitian wanted to get rid of John (for teaching Christianity to the people of 
Ephesus), and when the saint stayed unharmed after being put in a vat of boiling oil, the emperor banished 
him to Pathmos, where he wrote the Apocalypse. 

 The same scenes, together with three other scenes, can be found on window sXXXI, which was 
donated by York Minster chancellor Robert de Ryplingham (1297-1332) and dates from 1310-1320.184 
There is no question that Robert himself donated the window, since he died at least twelve years after it 
had been placed. As described in chapter one, the chancellor was responsible for the education at the 
Minster, and on the bottom row of the window Robert is depicted teaching the Gospel of St John to a 
group of boys. He clearly wanted his place in society and more specifically in the cathedral to be known 
to the people visiting the church. Choosing John the Evangelist as the subject of his window may have 
been inspired by the wish to present himself as a successor to one of the first great teachers of 

Christianity. The presence of the scene on panels 5/6a reinforces this idea: here we see St John teaching 
the pagans of Ephesus – one of the men listening is depicted as a Jew with a typical Jewish hat on. Maybe 
Robert de Ryplingham, by having himself depicted teaching to young boys, wanted to show that he too 
was spreading Christianity, like St John had done at Ephesus. 
 Like the three panels of window I, the scenes on window sXXXI for the largest part tell the story 
of St John who founded many churches in Asia, taught  the people of Ephesus about Christianity, and was 
tortured and banished by emperor Domitian because of it (see table 5). The two remaining scenes depict 

two miracles performed by John after returning to Ephesus. The first shows Drusiana, one of John’s 
followers, who is revived by the saint. This miracle is in keeping with the storyline of the other panels; 
when John returns from Pathmos and is on his way to Ephesus he comes across a group of people 
carrying Drusiana to her grave (see table 3). The second scene does not fit with the story, as it is not 
connected to the story of John’s banishment and return. An explanation for the choice of this scene could 
be that it depicts the story from which St John got his iconographic attribute: the poisoned cup. In this 

                                                           
183 French, The great east window, p 10. 
184 Nikolaus Pevsner, Yorkshire: York and the East Riding, London 1972, p 101. 

Plate 3: Praying portrait of Walter Skirlaw, donor of 

window I, panel 1e 
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story John defeats idolaters in Asia by wrecking their temple through prayer and surviving a cup of 
poison which had previously killed two other men (who are subsequently restored to life by John as a 
final proof of Christ’s powers). The Index of Christian Art indicates that this is the third most depicted 
scene of John’s legend.185 The popularity of the scene may be the most obvious explanation for its 

presence in this window. However, we could also interpret this choice as being in line with Robert de 
Ryplingham’s wish to present John as a great teacher of Christianity – in this case perhaps less a teacher, 
but the effect is still the same: through his work, pagans and idolaters are converted.  

We could say that both donors seem to have placed their own emphasis by their choice from the 
legend of St John, even if some of the scenes they chose are similar. While the saint is mainly presented 
as the writer of the Apocalypse in window I, window sXXXI depicts him as a preacher who overcame 
many difficulties and persisted in his calling. 
 

Liturgical commemoration 

 

John the Evangelist is commemorated in the York missal on three occasions: his feast, his octave and the 
feast of St John before the Latin Gate (see table 1).186 However, the legend of John is not referred to in the 
latter two texts, while in the sequence of the feast of St John only a few references to the legend are made. 
The entire sequence is quite short, consisting of fourteen lines. The first nine lines refer to John as 
Christ’s most beloved disciple, who stood beneath the cross and was indicated as the new son of Mary by 
Christ himself. The last five lines refer to the hagiographic legend of John, and his role as intercessor: 

Broken by imprisonment and torture you are happy because of the testimony of Christ. 

You raise the dead as well, and you conquered a strong poison in the name of Jesus. 

To you the highest Father reveals His word, concealed from others. 

You commend all our sincere prayers to God, 

John beloved of Christ.187  
There seems to be no reference to the cauldron of boiling oil and John’s exile, although ‘imprisonment 
and torture’ might be referring to that episode. The raising of the dead is also mentioned in general, 
probably referring to all four people who were revived by John (see table 1). ‘The highest Father reveals 

his word’ most likely refers to the writing of the Book of Revelations. The only miracle that is referred to 
more specifically is the drinking of the poison, which could again be explained by the fact that this story 
is connected to John’s attribute. It’s presence in both window sXXXI and the sequence, where no other 
specific miracles are referred to, does indicate that this part of John’s legend was well known and 
considered to be important. 
 In the York breviary John’s legend is included at length, spread across his three feasts (see table 
1).188 In table three an overview can be found of all the episodes from St John’s legend described in the 

breviary. All the episodes that are found in the windows are present in the texts for the vespers and 
matins, mostly in the lessons; the antiphonals and responsories hardly contain any legendary material. The 
feast of St John, like the sequence from the missal, begins with a description of John’s parents and his 
election as disciple of Christ. His teaching in Asia, exile to Pathmos, writing of the Apocalypse and 
subsequent return to Ephesus are all described briefly. After this, two miracles are included: the first is the 

                                                           
185 The Index of Christian Art at www.ica.princeton.edu, visited 04-08-2008. The search term I used was ‘Evangelist John’, and 

the search was restricted to works of art. Of the over 3500 results, 207 were of scenes from the legend of John. The most depicted 

scene is his journey to and stay on Pathmos (95); second is John in the cauldron of boiling oil (28); third the story of the poisoned 
cup (13). The two downsides of the Index of Christian Art are that the corpus is incomplete, and contains all kinds of sources, 

from manuscripts to stained glass windows. This means the comparison is not entirely reliable, so it should be seen as an 

indicator rather than hard data. 
186 Henderson, Missale, vol. 1, pp 22-23, 30; vol. 2, p 35. 
187 Tute carcere flagrisque fractus testimonio pro Christi es gavisus. / Idem mortuos siscitas, inque Jesu nomine venenum forte 

vincis. / Tibi summus tacitum caeteris Verbum suum Pater revelat. / Tu nos omnes precibus sedulis apud Deum semper 

commenda, / Johannis Christi care. Henderson, Missale, vol. 1, pp 22-23. 
188 Lawley, Breviarium, vol. 1, pp 103-112, 149-153; vol. 2, pp 276-278. 
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reviving of Drusiana, the second is the story of a false philosopher named Craton who proclaimed that the 
physical world should be despised, which he demonstrates by smashing  precious stones to bits. John 
reprimands him by saying that the world should not be held in contempt and that destroying valuable 
gems is a waste, for they could be used to help the poor. The philosopher replies that if that is the case, 

John should put the smashed stones back together, which he promptly does. After this an account of 
John’s death follows. One week before his death, Christ and the other disciples descend from heaven to 
tell him he will soon join them. John has a grave dug in church, and on the day of his death he descends 
into it. Suddenly a bright light appears, which hides him from view. After it has disappeared John is no 
longer in the grave, which has miraculously filled with manna. All the other texts for this feast are from 
the Gospel of John. 
 The octave of St John is set up differently: after a short account of his exile to Pathmos and his 
founding of many churches, the remaining five lessons contain an elaborate account of only one story: 

that of a young man whom John had given into the care of a bishop. When John returned after some time 
the boy had run away and joined a gang of robbers. John quickly got a horse and went to see the boy, who 
fled and was subsequently followed by the saint. After a long chase John finally managed to get to him 
because the boy started to repent, and in the end he was baptized by the saint himself. Striking about this 
text is that it is by far the most elaborate account of an episode from John’s legend in the breviary. Why 
exactly this story should attract so much attention is unclear to me. The person who commissioned the 
writing of these lessons may have had a personal preference for this story, or a specific aim, since I have 

found no evidence of it being a specifically popular story and is not a common subject for stained glass 
windows.189 What the exact motive could have been of the person who included this story at such length 
can only be guessed, but in order to do so a study of several liturgical texts from different places and Uses 
would be needed to see how often and how elaborate this scene is described at what occasion(s). For now 
I will confine myself to saying that it seems unusual that a scene that is rarely depicted, and that tells of 
no miracle, receives so much attention in a liturgical text that is mostly concerned with John’s miracles.  

The feast of St John before the Latin Gate obviously contains a lot of references to St John in the 

caldron of boiling oil and his subsequent exile to Pathmos. In the last of the three lessons however a 
number of his miracles are briefly named. Besides the restoring of the gems, reviving Drusiana, drinking 
the poison and reviving the two other men who had died from it, it is told how John turned sticks and 
stones into gold and precious stones, and that he also revived a young man. These stories are only briefly 
referred to, which suggests that the audience of this text was probably supposed to know the entire stories 
from somewhere else – be it another part of John’s liturgical commemoration, or another source in the 
case of the miracles that are not told in the liturgical sources. If we look at the types of stories that are 
referred to, we see that John’s role as a miracle worker is central here. The focus lies on the changing of 

materials, reviving of several people and surviving a cup of poison. The story in which the sticks and 
stones are turned into gold and gems and the young man is brought back to life has a strong moral 
message: although riches are hard to resist, they will minimize your chance of getting into heaven. In the 
end the sticks and stones are turned back into their original state, after the men who had wanted them 
understood their grave error. None of this message is contained in the liturgical text, where the miracle of 
the changing sticks and stones is central instead of the lesson taught by John. It is also striking that the 
story of the poisoned cup, which is one of the best known parts of the legend of St John, is only referred 

to in one line in the breviary, when the less popular story of the boy who became a robber is described at 
such length. A reason for this could be the popularity of the story of John drinking the poison, which 
meant that the audience probably knew it and needed no more than a brief reference to understand it, 
while the story of the robber was less familiar. Still the exceptional amount of space devoted to the latter 
seems to indicate other reasons as well.  

                                                           
189 Of the 207 scenes depicting the legend of John found in the Index of Christian Art there are seven depicting this specific 

scene. However, all seven are manuscript illuminations. 
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Another large difference is the lack of scenes depicting the death of St John on the windows, 
while it is described in detail in the breviary. These differences seem to indicate that the donors of the 
windows and the writers of the liturgical texts did not really influence each other. This can also be 
concluded by the different emphases placed in the different sources. Where the donor of window I 

stresses John’s role as the writer of the Apocalypse, and the donor of window sXXXI his role as a teacher 
of Christianity, the liturgical texts are mainly concerned with the miracles he worked. 
 

Hagiographic commemoration 

 
The hagiographic texts available for St John do not require an elaborate description. As can be seen in 
table three, all the episodes that are found in the stained glass windows and in the liturgical texts are 
present in all three hagiographic sources: the LgA, NEL and the SEL.190 There are a few minor 
differences between the three, but these are not related to the scenes depicted on the windows. The NEL 
for instance is the only hagiographic source to mention that miracles happen at John’s grave, while only 

in the LgA a short account is found of how John left the baths when a notorious heretic entered (see table 
3). But neither of these stories can be found in the liturgical sources or in the stained glass windows. This 
means it is not possible to discern which of the three hagiographic sources would have been the most 
likely influence for the choice of scenes.  

The presence of a short account of John’s life before and during his time as a disciple of Christ in 
the NEL and the SEL, which we also find in both liturgical sources, could indicate that the LgA was less 
of an influence on these liturgical texts than the other two hagiographic texts. But these accounts can also 
be found in the Bible, which means that the LgA can definitely not be ruled out as an influence. On the 

other hand, half of the six episodes that are not included in the liturgical sources while they can be found 
in one or more hagiographic texts, are scenes that are only found in the LgA and/or the SEL. In addition 
there are no stories included in the liturgical texts that are not present in the NEL, even if they are told in 
the LgA and the SEL. This may indicate that of the three hagiographic texts the NEL was of the most 
direct influence on the liturgical texts for the commemoration of St John.  All in all, however, there are no 
specific peculiarities in either of the sources that confirm or exclude relations or mutual influence 
between them. 

 
Conclusion: differences and similarities between the sources 

 

The relations between the commemoration of John the Evangelist in the three kinds of sources is, as we 
will see, the most straightforward of all three saints. The scenes from his legend that are depicted on the 
stained glass windows can all be found in the York breviary, and some in the missal as well. The three 
different hagiographic sources all contain accounts of these stories. This means that striking or large 
differences between the sources are not present, while specific details that link them to each other cannot 
be found either. This means that the mutual influences and relations between the three sources can be 
called probable, but not certain. There may have been other hagiographic texts or depictions available that 

were of a more direct influence on the liturgy or the stained glass windows than the sources discussed 
here. Another factor that may have influenced the choice of scenes is the pictorial tradition of John’s 
legend, which may have differed from the late medieval written accounts. 
 One difference that can be found is the amount of attention devoted to the different episodes. The 
miracle of the poisoned cup is mentioned only briefly in the York breviary, while it is fully depicted on 
window sXXXI and described in detail in the hagiographic texts, for instance. By means of their choice of 
scenes the donors of the windows and the composer(s) of the liturgical texts seem to have wanted to 

                                                           
190 Voragine, Legenda Aurea, vol. 1, pp 87-96, Horstmann, Altenglische legende, pp 35-42, D’Evelyn, The South English 

legendary, vol. 1, pp 594-610. 
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emphasize different roles of St John, like teacher, writer of the Book of Revelations or miracle worker. Of 
course this does not rule out a possible relation between the sources. The only thing that remains 
unexplained for now is the extensive description of the story of the protégé who became a robber, in the 
liturgical text for the octave of St John. Further research into other occasions where it is described or 

depicted would be necessary to get closer to understanding the possible motives for its inclusion here.191 
 

Table 3: John’s legend in the different sources 

Part of the legend  Windows Lit. Hag. 

     

Parents and brother of John   brev NEL, SEL 

Baptism    SEL 

John elected as disciple of Christ   mis, brev NEL, SEL 

John stands by the cross of Christ   mis, brev NEL, SEL 

John founds many churches in Asia after Pentecost  sXXXI brev LgA, NEL, SEL 

John teaches the pagans in Ephesus  I, sXXXI brev LgA, NEL, SEL 

John remains unharmed in a cauldron of boiling oil  I, sXXXI brev LgA, NEL, SEL 

Emperor Domitian banishes him to Pathmos  I, sXXXI brev LgA, NEL, SEL 

John writes the Apocalypse in exile   mis?, brev LgA, NEL, SEL 

Drusiana raised back to life upon John’s return to 
Ephesus 

 sXXXI (mis), brev LgA, NEL, SEL 

Philosopher Craton is defeated by John repairing gems 
through prayer 

   
brev 

 
LgA, NEL 

Sticks and stones are turned into gold and gems for 
two followers 

  brev LgA, NEL, SEL 

A revived man tells them of the ordeal that awaits 
them after death – the treasure is turned back into 
sticks and stones 

   
(mis), brev 

 
LgA, NEL, SEL 

A temple for Diana is wrecked    LgA, NEL, SEL 

Drinking a cup of poison does no harm  sXXXI mis, brev LgA, NEL, SEL 

Two others who drank the poison are revived with 
John’s cloak 

  brev LgA, NEL, SEL 

John follows a runaway boy who turned into a robber   brev LgA, NEL, SEL 

When an infamous heretic enters the baths John leaves    LgA 

By means of a partridge a boy is taught that a bow 
long bent at last waxes weak 

    
LgA, NEL, SEL 

By request of John, wind and rain do not bother the 

place where he wrote his Gospel 

    

LgA, SEL 

His date of death is pretold to him by Christ and the 
disciples 

  brev LgA, NEL, SEL 

He disappears in a great light and manna is left in the 
grave 

  brev LgA, NEL, SEL 

Miracles happen at John’s grave    NEL 

 
 
 

                                                           
191 If the donor or composer of the liturgical manuscript were known, his life would be another aspect to take into account. 
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Table 4: Window I (1405-1405) from top to bottom 

Panel  Contents 

   

15a-15j  The creation and fall of man 

14a-11j  Old Testament scenes 

11a-11c  - John remains unharmed in a cauldron of boiling oil 
- John teaches the people in Ephesus 
- John is banished to Pathmos by emperor Domitian 

11d-2j  The Book of Revelation of St John 

1a-1j  Donor, saints and historical figures 

 
 
 

Table 5: Window sXXXI (1310-1320) from bottom to top 

Panel  Contents 

   

1a  Coat of arms 

1b  Robert de Ryplingham teaching the gospel of John to a group of boys 

1c  Coat of arms 

2/3a  John founds many churches after Pentecost 

2/3b  John returns to Ephesus and revives Drusiana 

2/3c  John remains unharmed after drinking poison 

4a-c  Coats of arms 

5/6a  John teaches the pagans in Ephesus 

5/6b  John remains unharmed in a cauldron of boiling oil 

5/6c  John is banished to Pathmos by emperor Domitian 

7a-c  Coat of arms and decoration 
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Chapter 6 

St Nicholas of Myra 

 

Life and cult 

 
St Nicholas of Myra was one of the most universally venerated saints during the Middle Ages. His cult 
began in the sixth century in the Byzantine church and spread throughout Europe in the ninth and tenth 
centuries. Despite his popularity Nicholas’ historical life is virtually unknown. 192 He was a fourth-century 
bishop of Myra, which is located in present day Turkey, but apart from that no historical data are 
available. The earliest written legend, from the Byzantine church, dates from the sixth century. In the 

ninth century the first Latin version was produced by Johannes Diaconus of Naples. By this time Nicholas 
had captured a position as one of the most important miracle working saints in the Byzantine church and 
later on in the Roman church as well, where Nicholas was also a popular subject for church plays. The 
earliest version of his legend in the vernacular was written in Old-French in the twelfth century by Anglo-
Norman Robert Wace.193 Nicholas was considered to be a patron saint for many different people, 
including sailors, children, merchants and unmarried girls.194 His dies natalis is celebrated on the sixth of 
December, and his translation on May ninth. This last feast was not included in the late medieval calendar 
of York Minster. 

 The relatively large number of windows depicting scenes from the legend of Nicholas in York 
Minster indicate he must have been one of the more popular saints in this church. He is one of the saints 
with the most glass panels devoted to him. His popularity is also indicated by his inclusion in the series of 
windows of the Chapter House as well as the series of windows nVIII, nIX and nX, which both contain 
the saints most important to the Minster. Furthermore a chapel was consecrated to him in the transept. 

 As in the previous chapter, the windows will be the starting point for the discussion of Nicholas’ 
commemoration at York Minster. By comparing the depicted scenes to liturgical and hagiographical texts 

I hope to find a relation and possibly even an influence between these different sources. 
 

The stained glass windows at York Minster 

 
There are three stained glass windows and one single panel depicting scenes from the life of St Nicholas 
present at York Minster, from very different periods of time. The single panel, of which the present 
location is unfortunately unknown to me, dates from the twelfth century. Its donor is unknown. Window 
CHsIV in the Chapter House dates from c. 1290, and was probably donated by one or more Minster 
canons. In the nave, window sXXIX depicts six scenes from Nicholas’ life. It dates from 1310-1320, and 
was donated by archbishop Greenfield (1304-1315). Finally, window nVIII, probably donated by 

treasurer Robert Wolvedon (1426-1432) between 1420-1435, contains three scenes from Nicholas’ 
legend, together with scenes from the lives of St Chad and Paulinus of York. These windows will be 
discussed in chronological order. 
  

                                                           
192 Farmer, The Oxford dictionary of saints, ‘Nicholas of Myra’. 
193 A. Brückner, 'Nikolaus v. Myra, I. Legende und Verehrung', in Lexikon des Mittelalters, 10 vols, Stuttgart 1977-1999, vol. 6, 

cols 1173-1175, in Brepolis Medieval Encyclopaedias - Lexikon des Mittelalters Online at 

http://www.brepolis.net.proxy.library.uu.nl/bme, visited 17-08-2008. 
194 Farmer, The Oxford dictionary of saints, ‘Nicholas of Myra’. 
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The oldest panel depicting a scene from 
the legend of Nicholas dates from the 
twelfth century (see plate 4). There are two 
problems connected with this panel. First 

of all its original location is unknown, and 
furthermore I have not been able to find its 
present location in the Minster. In the 
seventies of the twentieth century it was 
panel 1b in window sXXIX, which was 
not its original location either, but it has 
since been replaced by a panel depicting a 
coat of arms.195 However, because it has 

been depicted in the article by Connor and 
Haselock it can be included here for 
comparison with the other panels. The 
scene shows a man who is run over by a 
horse and carriage. Behind him stands a 
man holding a staff, who could be either St 
Nicholas himself or the Jewish 

moneylender from the story, which 
contains a posthumous miracle of St 
Nicholas. It tells of a Christian man who 
borrows money from a Jew, and takes an 
oath on St Nicholas that he will repay the 
Jew by a certain date. This day comes and 
goes, so the Jew brings charges against the man. The Christian comes up with a trick: he puts the money 

he owes the Jew in a hollow staff. He gives it to the Jew to hold and swears to the judge that he has given 
the Jew the money. He then gets the staff – and with it his money – back and goes back home. On his way 
home, however, he gets run over by a cart and dies, while his staff breaks open and the money comes out. 
Upon seeing this, many people try to persuade the Jew to take his money, but he insists that St Nicholas 
has to revive the man first. This happens right away, and the Jew is converted to Christianity.196 The 
depiction of this scene is quite unusual. Even though it is told in several sources including the LgA, it is 
rarely depicted in art. The Index of Christian Art contains only one example of this scene, from a total of 
128 scenes from the life of St Nicholas.197 It is striking to see that at York Minster this scene is depicted 

twice on the stained glass windows. Panel 2c on window nVIII also shows the incident with the cart and 
the revealing of money. The fact that this unusual scene is depicted twice raises the question whether 
there were any specific circumstances at the Minster that gave rise to this choice. The position of Jews in 
medieval York might be an interesting subject to look into regarding this question, but this topic is too 
much of a digression from the main subject of this thesis to be treated here.198  
 In the Chapter House we find one window (CHsIV) from the late thirteenth century, probably 
donated by one or more canons from the Minster, which contains four panels that depict three scenes from 

Nicholas’ legend (see table 7). The first scene shows the well-known story of a family with three 

                                                           
195 John Toy, A guide and index to the windows of York Minster, York 1985, p 28. 
196 Voragine, Legenda Aurea, vol. 1, p 44-45.  
197 The Index of Christian Art at www.ica.princeton.edu, visited 04-08-2008. My search term was ‘Nicholas of Myra’, and the 

search was for works of art alone. From the 501 results, 128 contain scenes from the life of St Nicholas, of which only one 
example of the Jewish moneylender. The most frequent scene is the three boys rescued from the pickled vat (42); second most 

frequent are the three virgins rescued from forced prostitution (18). See also note 185. 
198 The dean and chapter of York have published a small work on this subject: The Jews in medieval York, York 1998. However, I 

have not been able to read it for this current study. 

Plate 4: The miracle of the Jewish moneylender, twelfth century 

panel, location unknown 
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daughters that lives in such poverty that their father wants to force them into prostitution. When Nicholas 
hears of this, he secretly throws gold through the girls’ window, thereby rescuing them from disgrace.199 
The second scene is of three sailors who are rescued from a storm at sea by St Nicholas.200 The last scene 
is depicted on two panels. They show the murder of three young boys by an innkeeper and his wife, and 

their subsequent revival by Nicholas from the pickling vat they were put in by the murderers.201 This 
miracle is the most depicted story from Nicholas’ legend.202 The four scenes depicted in this window are 
clearly from the three most popular miracles from the legend of St Nicholas.  
 Window sXXIX dates from c. 1310, and was probably the first window of the nave to be 
placed.203 It contains six panels depicting scenes from the life of St Nicholas, and was apparently donated 
by archbishop William Greenfield in memory of his predecessor archbishop Walter de Gray (1216-1235) 
who had begun the building of the new Minster.204 There are two praying portraits at the bottom of this 
window, which presumably depict William Greenfield as well as Walter de Gray. Sarah Brown has 

claimed that William held a personal preference for St Nicholas, which could explain his choice to have 
this saint depicted on his window. He was buried in the chapel of St Nicholas in the northern transept of 
the Minster after his death in 1315, so his special devotion to the saint can be rightfully assumed.205 Of 
course this does not rule out the possibility of other motives for his choice. If Nikolaus Pevsner and Dean 
Milner-White are right, William may indeed have had other motives for his donation besides piety and his 
own commemoration. By having himself depicted with his illustrious predecessor, he probably also 
intended to portray himself as true successor to Walter de Gray, the man who had been so important for 

the Minster.206 Possibly archbishop William also wanted to present himself – and maybe Walter de Gray 
as well – as successor to St Nicholas. The way the saint is presented on this window may indicate that 
William aimed to present himself as a bishop who was just as generous and helpful as Nicholas. In his 
short biography of William Greenfield, R.M. Haines writes, ‘His register leaves the impression of a 
prelate who from his first entry into his diocese was diligent about his ecclesiastical duties.’207 For this 
reason he may have wanted to compare himself with the saint. 

It is striking that the scenes on window sXXIX, which seem to depict five events from the life of 

Nicholas, only show one of his most famous miracles: the three boys rescued from the pickling vat (see 
table 8). The rest of the scenes are more unusual. None of them can be found in the Index of Christian 
Art.208 Two of the panels show a cripple being lead before the saint, and walking away healed. One other 
depicts Nicholas distributing alms. The two remaining panels cannot be identified with certainty, and their 
descriptions by Nikolaus Pevsner, Dean Milner-White and John Toy differ. The main difference between 
these scholars is the level of interpretation involved. Panel 3a shows a nobleman kneeling before St 
Nicholas. Toy describes this as a nobleman asking for a blessing, Milner-White as a nobleman 
supplicating the saint after Mass, while Pevsner writes that the panel depicts a nobleman supplicating the 

saint for a son.209 There are two stories about nobleman who receive sons thanks to St Nicholas, which 
could be why Pevsner chose his interpretation.210 However, these are posthumous miracles, and the 

                                                           
199 Voragine, Legenda Aurea, vol. 1,  p 39. 
200 Voragine, Legenda Aurea, vol. 1,  p 40. 
201 Joel Fredell, ‘The three clerks and St Nicholas in medieval England’, in: Studies in philology 92 (1995), pp 181-202, pp 183-
184. 
202 See note 197. 
203 Harvey, ‘Architectural history’, p 158-160. 
204 See chapter 2. Brown, Stained glass, p 34; Pevsner, York and the East Riding, p 101; Dean Milner-White, York Minster : an 
index and guide to the ancient windows of the nave, York 1970, p 100. 
205 Brown, Stained glass, p 34. 
206 For more about memorial pieces as a social or political statement, see Van Bueren, Leven na de dood, p 80-83. 
207 Roy Martin Haines, ‘Greenfield, William (c.1255–1315), administrator and archbishop of York’, The Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography at http://www.oxforddnb.com.proxy.library.uu.nl/view/article/11421?docPos=1, visited 13-08-2008. 
208 See note 6. 
209 Milner-White, York Minster, p 2; Pevsner, Yorkshire, p 100; Toy, A guide and index, p 28. 
210 Voragine, Legenda Aurea, vol. 1, pp 46-48. 
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depiction of these stories usually shows other parts instead of the fathers supplicating the saint. Therefore 
I think Pevsner’s description is based on a connection that is not necessarily present here, although it 
could be possible. Because of this I would prefer to steer the middle course, and follow Milner-White’s 
suggestion: a nobleman supplicating St Nicholas after Mass. The same occurs in the descriptions of panel 

2b: there are no real clues found in the window connecting the scene to the legend of St Nicholas with 
certainty. This time Milner-White and Toy take the level of interpretation further than Pevsner. The latter 
suggests the panel depicts Nicholas pleading to the emperor, while both others add that he is pleading for 
one or more prisoners. They may have interpreted this scene as part of the miracle in which three soldiers 
are sentenced to decapitation on unjust grounds, and subsequently rescued by Nicholas.211 They could 
also refer to another story, in which Nicholas appears to an emperor, ordering him to release three 
unjustly imprisoned princes.212 The problem with both miracles is that the scene as it is depicted on panel 
2b cannot be part of either of them, since neither of the stories include scenes in which Nicholas stands 

pleading before an emperor. Therefore I think it would be best to steer clear from interpretation altogether 
and follow Pevsner’s description, since even if Milner-White and Toy could be right I have no way to 
make sure about it.213  

What strikes me about the six scenes on window sXXIX is the fact that only one of them is based 
on a well-known story from Nicholas’ legend for certain: the boys in the pickling vat. Most of the scenes 
in this window can be hardly connected with the hagiographic texts in which Nicholas’ legend is found. 
They do not seem to depict specific events, but rather they show more general saintly behaviour: aiding 

people, distributing alms, healing cripples. It seems like archbishop Greenfield aimed to provide the 
public with an example of virtuous behaviour rather than with a scenes from the legend of the saint. 
Furthermore, if he wanted to present himself as a successor to the saint, choosing to depict Nicholas’ 
general virtuousness, rather than his full-blown miraculous powers, would allow more easily for an 
equation between the saint and the archbishop to be made. This may be an indication that archbishop 
William Greenfield did indeed wish to present himself as a successor, not only to his illustrious 
predecessor Walter de Gray, but also in a more general way to the most famous bishop-saint, Nicholas. 

The last window depicting scenes from the legend of Nicholas is nVIII, located in the choir. It 
dates from 1420-1435, and contains three saints: Chad, Paulinus of York and Nicholas.214 I would like to 
argue here that window nVIII is one of three connected windows which are located next to one another. 
Windows nVIII, nIX and nX all date from 1420-1435 and were probably made at the same time. There 
are praying portraits on each of the windows. Robert Wolvedon, York Minster canon and treasurer from 
1426-1432, is depicted on window nVIII, while window nIX contains a portrait of Thomas Parker, canon 
of York from 1410-1423, and window nX contains a praying portrait of Henry Bowet, archbishop from 
1407-1423. 215 Around this time the rebuilding of the choir had only recently been finished, and most 

likely there would have been a campaign at this time to entice people to donate windows. There are a 
number of possibilities for the donation of these windows when taking into account the dating from 1420-
1435. The three clergymen may have donated them together, before Thomas and Henry died. They may 
have agreed on the donation and iconography together, leaving the actual donation to Robert after the 
deaths of the other two. A third option is that Robert commissioned the windows all by himself after his 
two fellow clergymen died, to secure not only his own commemoration but that of Thomas and Henry as 
well. For this current research unfortunately I have no possibility to study any wills and other documents 

pertaining to the York Minster canons, so the actual course of events will remain uncertain for now. 

                                                           
211 Voragine, Legenda Aurea, vol. 1, p 42. 
212 Voragine, Legenda Aurea, vol. 1, pp 42-43. 
213 There is a possibility that changes made to the lay-out of the window during previous restorations have made these scenes 
unrecognizable. In that case these changes would have been very radical, however, of which I have found no evidence in any 

literature. 
214 Pevsner, Yorkshire, p 97. 
215 Connor & Haselock, ‘The stained and painted glass’, p 373. 



47 

 

The three windows have a very similar layout, with each column of panels containing a large 
portrait of a saint,  and three panels beneath, which depict three scenes from this saint’s life. The Bowet 
window contains the Virgin Mary, and saints Peter and Paul. The Parker window depicts the legends of 
saints John of Beverley, Thomas Becket and William of York, while the Wolvedon window holds saints 

Chad, Paulinus of York and Nicholas. With Mary as the most revered saint of the later Middle Ages, her 
presence on this window can probably be explained from her immense popularity. St Peter is the patron 
saint of York Minster, and Paul is his fixed companion. Peter and Paul were also often depicted on the 
seals of the archbishops of York, which makes them an obvious choice for the window of archbishop 
Bowet.216 John of Beverley, William, Chad and Paulinus were all local bishop-saints with cults in or near 
York, while Thomas Becket, archbishop of Canterbury, was the most important English saint of the later 
Middle Ages. Because these saints are spread out across the windows the idea that these were 
commissioned and designed together seems very probable. The odd one out seems to be St Nicholas. The 

fact that he was one of the most popular saints of the Middle Ages does not suffice as an explanation – so 
were St Martin and Catherine, who are not depicted on the windows. Since most of the saints on the three 
windows are also bishops, I think a more likely reason is the fact that Nicholas’ presence puts all the 
English bishops on a par with one of the most famous bishop-saints of the Middle Ages. Richard Marks 
claims in his book  Stained glass in England during the Middle Ages that Robert Wolvedon, like William 
Greenfield, had a personal preference for St Nicholas, which could also explain the saint’s presence on 
window nVIII.217 However, since Marks gives no further evidence to back up this idea, it is unclear what 

he bases himself on. He may very well have drawn this conclusion from the fact that there is no other 
clear explanation for the inclusion of Nicholas in this window.  

The three scenes from the legend of St Nicholas depicted on window nVIII make up a 
combination of the three windows discussed above. In contains his most famous miracle, the three young 
men revived from the pickling vat, one unusual miracle, of the Jewish moneylender and one instance of 
Nicholas’ virtuousness, a depiction of Nicholas’ steward distributing alms to a poor man (see table 9). 
The window in a way provides a summary of the different kinds of scenes from Nicholas’ legend that can 

be found in the stained glass windows of York Minster. It seems very likely that the choice of these 
scenes may have been influenced by the pictorial tradition of Nicholas’ legend. 
 

Liturgical commemoration 

 
The two liturgical sources that will be used for comparison are again the York missal and breviary in the 
nineteenth -century Surtees Society editions (see table 1). The missal contains one text relating to 
Nicholas, which is the celebration of his feast on December sixth. The sequentia for this day consists of 
sixty four lines, which can be divided in three parts. The first part concerns Nicholas’ childhood: it is 
described how Nicholas, when he was still in the cradle, already observed the fast by regularly refusing to 
drink from the breast. He then is described as an adolescent who was devoted to study instead of living a 

frivolous life. In the second part three miracles are described: the rescuing of the three virgins from 
prostitution and poverty (four lines), the rescuing of the sailors in the storm (eighteen lines), and the 
healing oil that flowed from Nicholas’ tomb (four lines). In the final part St Nicholas is asked to save the 
people celebrating the mass as well, and to bring them into the harbour of salvation, which is a recurring 
theological and liturgical theme. It is a clear reference to the miracle of the sailors, which may explain 
why that miracle is told at such length, compared to the other two.218 

                                                           
216 Brown, Stained glass, p 78. 
217 Marks, Stained glass, p 63. 
218 Henderson, Missale, vol.2, pp 4-5. 
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 In the sanctorale part of the breviary St Nicholas is also commemorated on his dies natalis. The 
text consists of nine lessons and a number antiphons and responsories which also refer to his legend.219 In 
the lessons Nicholas’ life and death are described. The episodess from his childhood and youth are the 
same as the ones mentioned in the sequence from the missal. After this an account is given of his election 

as bishop when the old bishop of Myra died. One of the clerics who were assembled to choose a 
successor, heard a voice from heaven that told him that a young man named Nicholas would be the first to 
enter the church the next morning, and that he should be appointed as the new bishop of Myra. Everything 
happened exactly as predicted, and Nicholas was consecrated as the new bishop. After his election 
Nicholas devoted himself even more to prayer and fast. His virtue strengthened everyone, and anyone 
who called his name when in trouble would immediately feel relief. Three of the lessons are devoted to 
this episode in Nicholas’ life. After this the miracle of the sailors at sea is told, followed by an account of 
Nicholas’ death. While he was praying angels appeared. Nicholas then commended his spirit to God and 

his soul was received by Christ. After this it is told that healing oil exuded from Nicholas’ tomb, which 
drew large crowds wishing to be cured. Finally, in a verse of nine lines some of Nicholas’ miracles are 
referred to:  
 He restores the sick to health by the sprinkling with oil 

Nicholas brought the rescuing of castaways about 

He saved deceased people on the crossroad from the death 

A Jew was baptized upon seeing the proof of gold 

The chalice, submerged in the sea, was restored together with the son to the father 

O, much does the increase of wheat confirm the saint of God 

So may this prayer sound the praise of Nicholas 

Because those who invoke him in their heart when fending off vice 

will return safely.
220  

The fourth line refers to the story of the Jewish moneylender. The fifth line relates to the story of a father 
whose son, carrying a precious cup, fell into the sea while they were under way to visit the church of St 
Nicholas, but was restored to him at the altar. In the antiphons and responsories we also find short 
references to episodes from Nicholas’ legend, some of which overlap with the account given in the 
lessons: his studiousness during his youth, his election as bishop through a divine revelation, the rescuing 
of sailors in a storm. We also find miracles here that do not recur in the lessons like the rescuing of the 

three virgins. Another miracle that is referred to concerns the story of a famine, during which Nicholas 
convinced some merchants in the harbour to donate a small part of their wheat to him, while he promised 
them  their total load of wheat would not decrease. When the merchants arrived at their buyers, this was 
indeed the case.221  

In three places it is unclear whether the texts refers to similar miracles or if they all describe the 
same miracle. The first of these three passages reads 

When the confessor of Christ heard of the death of three innocent young men, he rushed to the place where 

they were to be punished. And he liberated them. After freeing them from their chains he brought them to 

the consul’s palace. And he liberated them.222 
The second passage reads 

                                                           
219 Lawley, Breviarium, vol. 2, pp 99-107. I say ‘refer’ because most of these antiphons and responsories consist of only one line 

in which the miracle is only briefly mentioned rather than described. This is consistent with the genres of antiphon and 

responsory, see chapter 3. 
220 Sospitati dedit egros olei perfusio / Nicolaus naufragantum affuit presidio / Relevavit a defunctis defunctum in bivio / 

Baptisatur auri viso judeus indicio / Vas in mari mersum patri redditur cum filio / O quam probat sanctum dei farris augmentatio / 

Ergo laudes Nicolao concinat hec concio / Nam qui corde poscit illum propulsato vicio / Sospes regreditur. Lawley, Breviarium, 

vol. 2, pp 99-107. 
221 Voragine, Legenda Aurea, vol. 1,  pp 40-41. 
222 Audiens Christi confessor trium juvenum innocentum necem: precurrit quamtoties ad locum quo fuerant plectendi. Et liberavit 

eos. Statimque solutos a vinculis usque ad pretorium consulis secum adduxit. Et liberavit eos. Lawley, Breviarium, vol. 2, pp 99-

107. 
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Despite their given services the young men are surrendered to death; the servant of God came to the 

protection of life rapidly.223 
The third passage, which we find close to the second, reads, 

You who have let three boys, surrendered to death, come away unharmed, preserve the people that sets 

itself diligently to your praise. Because we believe that we can be saved through your prayers.
224 

The first passage most probably relates to the story of Nicholas rescuing three innocent soldiers from 
decapitation, since the consul mentioned here can also be found in the hagiographic texts recounting this 

story.225 The second and third passage are a bit more problematic. They could refer to the story of the 
soldiers as well, but they could also refer to the three young men being revived from the pickling vat by 
Nicholas after they had been cut to pieces. Another option would be the miracle of  three princes who 
were sentenced to death because they had been falsely accused, mentioned in the previous section.226 
None of the two latter texts clearly indicate whether the boys in question were actually dead when 
Nicholas came to their rescue. There are no details mentioned, like the involvement of a consul, an 
emperor or a pickling vat, that would clarify which story is referred to. This is why their presence in the 

breviary is marked as uncertain in table six.  
 When comparing the episodes depicted on the stained glass windows to the liturgical texts, there 
are some noticeable aspects (see table 6). The choice of scenes on the windows is rather limited, with only 
six different stories from Nicholas’ legend depicted as far as the identifiable panels are concerned. The 
liturgical texts refer to at least eleven different parts of the legend. However, the amount of text 
describing the different episodes of Nicholas’ legend in the missal and breviary varies. This means a 
comparison between the two sources can be made, to see whether the amount of attention to the different 
scenes is similar. The episode that receives most of the attention in both the missal and the breviary is the 

miracle of the sailors being rescued from a storm, while the only window depicting this scene is CHsIV. 
After that Nicholas childhood and youth receive most attention, whereas none of the windows pay any 
attention to this. The two other parts from the legend which are told in both the missal and the breviary 
are the story of the three virgins rescued from prostitution, which is again depicted on window CHsIV 
only, and the healing oil flowing from Nicholas’ tomb, which is not depicted in any of the windows. Of 
the five other episodes referred to in the breviary, only the conversion of the Jewish moneylender is 
depicted in the windows. But the sources clearly differ here. The breviary devotes one line to the story, 

while it is depicted on two panels. As I have mentioned above, the donors of the respective stained glass 
windows must have had personal reasons to choose to have this unusual scene depicted. To know whether 
the story of the Jewish moneylender was commonly included in the liturgical commemoration of St 
Nicholas, and if so, at what length, would require a comparison with liturgical sources from other places 
and times, which would be beyond the scope of this thesis. 

 The most striking aspect  when comparing the stained glass windows to the liturgical texts is the 
fact that the story of the three young men revived from the pickling vat, which is depicted on all three 

complete windows, is probably not referred to in any of the texts. As mentioned above, two short texts 
from the breviary could possibly refer to this scene, but as there are no details in the text clearly linking it 
to the story, the depiction of this scene could not have been inspired by the liturgical texts in use at the 
Minster. At the same time its presence in the windows did not inspire the composers of liturgical texts to 
include it in Nicholas’ commemoration. All in all it seems fair to say that the stained glass windows 
depicting scenes from the legend of St Nicholas and the liturgical texts commemorating him seem to have 
few similarities. 

                                                           
223 Muneribus datis neci sunt juvenes innocentes addicti: quibus domini servus fuit vite presidium festinanter. Lawley, 

Breviarium, vol. 2, pp 99-107. 
224 Qui tres pueros morti addictos illesos abire fecisti: tuis laudibus instantem conserva plebem. Namque credimus tuis precibus 

nos posse salvari. Lawley, Breviarium, vol. 2, pp 99-107. 
225Voragine, Legenda Aurea, Vol. 1, p 42. 
226 Voragine, Legenda Aurea, vol. 1,  p 42-43. 
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As has been remarked in the previous chapter, the briefness with which some miracles are 
included in the liturgical texts points to the probability that the people who heard these texts were 
supposed to know what part of Nicholas’ legend they referred to. The same goes for the way the stories 
are depicted in the stained glass windows. In order to recognize a depiction of a man lying under a cart as 

the miracle of the Jewish moneylender, this story would have had to be known to the people who viewed 
the window. This means another source, written or oral, containing the entire legend must have been 
available to them.  
 

Hagiographic commemoration 

 
Nicholas’ legend is recounted in all three hagiographic texts. In the last column of table six the similarity 
of the contents of the LgA, the NEL and the SEL regarding the legend of St Nicholas can be seen.227 The 
NEL lacks a number of the miracles that are told in the LgA, while on the other hand it contains one that 
is not found in the other two sources. The contents of the SEL are mostly identical to those of the LgA, 

except for the more elaborate descriptions of the stories. The one story included in the LgA only is the 
account of a kidnapped boy who is returned to his father on St Nicholas’ day. I will not describe all the 
different miracles here, since most of them have already been discussed above. The remaining miracles 
have no connection to the windows or the liturgical texts, and will therefore not be discussed in greater 
detail.228 One thing however that can be said about these other passages is that most of them seem to be 
very graphic, in the sense that they could be easily depicted: a boy returned on a gust of wind, another 
boy, with a precious cup, recovered from drowning, soldiers rescued from decapitation. This notion 
strengthens the question why the donor of window sXXIX would have chosen so many scenes that are 

less easy  for us to identify when he could choose from such expressive stories. 
 The first noticeable thing is the fact that, even more so than in the case of St John, the stories that 
are not found in the NEL are also not included in the liturgical sources (see table 6). This strengthens the 
idea that of the three hagiographic texts the NEL was the most probable inspiration for the composers of 
the liturgical texts. 
 Most striking about the comparison between the windows and the hagiographic sources is the fact 
that the most depicted story, of the three young men rescued from the pickling vat, is lacking again in all 

three of them, like it seems to be in the liturgical sources. I would like to focus on this fact here, since it 
shows clearly that the choice of scenes for the stained glass windows is at least partly based on something 
other than the liturgical and hagiographic sources. That means there must have been another way in which 
the window’s donors not only knew the miracle of the three boys, but even considered it to be the most 
important miracle performed by St Nicholas. In his article on this subject Joel Fredell offers an 
explanation for this situation.229 He calls this miracle the ‘predominant miracle of St Nicholas used in 
later medieval wall painting, glass, and manuscript illumination’, and wonders why exactly this popular 
image is lacking from all vernacular hagiographic sources on St Nicholas.230 There are only three late 

medieval texts from England in which accounts of this miracle can be found: one thirteenth-century 
manuscript containing Nicholas’ vita in Latin and in two fifteenth-century versions of the SEL. The first 
account in which the story was included  seems to be that of Anglo-Norman Robert Wace, who wrote in 
old-French in the twelfth century, but this is a very short account which contains very few details.231 Most 
importantly no mention is made of a pickling vat, which means it can be ruled out as the direct source for 
the depiction of the scene on the three windows. Passing over the possibilities that either a large number 

                                                           
227 Voragine, Legenda Aurea, vol. 1, pp 38-48; Horstmann, Altenglische Legenden, pp 11-16; D’Evelyn, The South-English 

legendary, vol. 1, pp 550-565. 
228 To read the legend of St Nicholas in full see: Voragine, Legenda Aurea, pp 38-48. 
229 Fredell, ‘The three clerks’. 
230 Fredell, ‘The three clerks’, p 181. 
231 Fredell, ‘The three clerks’, p 182. 
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of manuscripts including this story has been lost while only three have been conserved, or that one of 
these three manuscripts was known in York Minster, it seems safe to say again that another source must 
have been available to the donors.232 Fredell suggests that this source may have been provided by the 
miracle plays of St Nicholas, or to be more specific: the boy bishop ceremonies, in which a mass for the 

Innocents was combined with a celebration of Nicholas. This also included a replaying of his ordination 
as a bishop when he was still a youth. According to Fredell these ceremonies were already performed at 
York Minster in the early thirteenth century.233 The story of the three innocent boys in the pickling vat 
provided the perfect miracle to be acted out on this occasion, since it combines an example of innocent 
children with Nicholas’ legend. The great popularity of the story in the visual arts does beg the question 
why it took until the fifteenth century to have the miracle included in a large hagiographic collection.234 
Fredell attributes this fact to the idea that the miracle enjoyed its popularity mainly amongst the laity, 
while hagiographic writing was dominated by the clergy; this lead to the discrepancy between the visual 

and the written versions of Nicholas’ legend.235 The windows in York Minster however refute this idea, 
since all three windows were donated by clergymen: an archbishop and two canons. However, a more 
likely explanation offered by Fredell is the idea that the absence of the miracle from hagiographic texts is 
the result of the fact that the boy bishop ceremony was not celebrated on St Nicholas’ day, but some 
weeks later, on December 28th, which is the day of the Holy Innocents. The fact that hagiography often 
had a liturgical function comparable to the sanctorale may have meant that the inclusion of the miracle 
was considered to be confusing, since it was used at a different liturgical moment.236 This could also 

explain why the miracle is hardly, if at all, mentioned in the liturgical commemoration of St Nicholas.237 
In any case the miracle of the three boys revived from the pickling vat demonstrates the lack of 

coherence between the hagiographic texts and the stained glass windows: the choice of scenes for the 
windows depicting the legend of St Nicholas was at least partly based on sources other than the available 
liturgical and hagiographic texts. This may also explain the unidentifiable and unusual scenes on window 
sXXIX; maybe William Greenfield based his choice on a wholly different source, like Robert Wolvedon 
may have done when he chose to have Nicholas depicted as almsgiver on window nVIII. Speculating 

about the nature of this source would not add anything, so I will make no attempt at it. I do however think 
that the idea of archbishop Greenfield wanting to portray Nicholas as a bishop rather than a miracle-
worker still holds ground as a possible inspiration for him to have chosen the scenes depicted on his 
window. 

 
 
 
 

 

                                                           
232 Since only window nVIII dates from the early fourteenth century the two late versions of the South English legendary could 
not have inspired the choices for the other two windows, which means their donors would have had to know the thirteenth-

century Latin vita. I have no evidence that this manuscript was in any way related to York Minster, which means the chance that 

it was indeed known there is very slim. The thirteenth-century manuscript is MS lat. 1960-62 in the Bibliothèque Royale in 

Brussels. The two other manuscripts are: Cambridge, Cambridge University Library, Trinity College MS 605. (c. 1400); Oxford, 
Bodleian Library, MS Bodl. 779 (before 1450). Fredell, ‘The three clerks’, pp 183-185. 
233 Fredell, ‘The three clerks’, p 186. 
234 It is also noteworthy that the fifteenth-century hagiographic collections of the Gilte Legende and William Caxton’s Golden 

Legend do not contain this miracle. Fredell offers an example of a copy of the Golden Legend in which the story of the three boys 
is not included in the text, but nonetheless used as an illustration for St Nicholas’ legend; Fredell, ‘The three clerks’, p 190. For 

the legend of St Nicholas in the most recent editions of the Gilte Legende and Caxton’s Golden Legend see:  Hamer, Gilte 

Legende, pp 12-22; William Caxton, The golden legend, 7 vols. (ed. by F. Ellis), London 1900-1922, vol. 1, pp 109-122. 
235 Fredell, ‘The three clerks’, pp 188-189. 
236 Fredell, ‘The three clerks’, p 202. 
237 There are no liturgical texts pertaining to this ceremony in the York missal or the breviary. More elaborate study of this feast 

may provide us with written texts containing the story of the three boys. For this present research however I have no possibility to 

look into this subject in more detail. 



52 

 

Conclusion: differences and similarities between the sources 

 
The stained glass windows of York Minster depicting scenes from the legend of St Nicholas seem to have 
experienced minor influence from the liturgical and hagiographic texts available there. Of the six 
identifiable miracles depicted on the windows (some of them more than once) only three can be found in 
the different accounts, while a fourth – the boys in the pickling vat -  may be referred to in the York 
breviary (see table 6). Of these three there are two scenes which were well known and regularly depicted, 

so the written accounts need not have been the inspiration for these choices. The one exception is 
constituted by the scene of the Jewish moneylender, which is rarely depicted but found twice in York 
Minster. The liturgical texts however cannot have inspired this choice, since only one of them mentions 
this miracle, without including the cart or the man who borrowed the money. This means that the 
presence of this episode in the Minster probably had a specific reason, which may have had something to 
do with the position of Jews in late medieval York. Maybe both donors wanted to promote the conversion 
of Jews, or, by choosing a positive story about a Jew, to relieve possible tensions between the Christians 

and the Jewish community in York.  
The two unidentified scenes on window sXXIX have not been taken into consideration, because it 

is difficult to discern whether they were based on the written accounts of Nicholas’ legend discussed 
above or not. On the other hand at least seven further miracles are described in the liturgical and 
hagiographic texts which were not included in the windows. This discrepancy shows the lack of 
coherence between de depictions on the one hand and the written sources on the other. A connection 
between the NEL and the liturgical texts however seems possible, indicated by the similarities between 
the contents of both sources. 

The episode of the three boys rescued by Nicholas from a pickling vat after they had been 
brutally murdered shows the probability of the existence of other sources inspiring the choice of scenes 
for the stained glass windows. This miracle is not told in any of the written sources, and its depiction was 
probably inspired by the boy bishop ceremonies that were held each year in York Minster from the early 
thirteenth century onwards, in which it was reenacted. The pictorial tradition of the legend of St Nicholas 
may also have played a role in this, judging by the general popularity of the scene. 

The unusual scenes on window sXXIX, like the healing of a cripple and the giving of alms by St 

Nicholas, may also have been based on different sources unknown to us, although they may also have 
been chosen as more general bishop-  and saint-like behaviour. That way the donor, archbishop William 
Greenfield, may have wanted to present himself as inspired by Nicholas’ behaviour as bishop. All in all 
we must conclude that the relation and mutual influence between the different sources at York Minster 
seems to have been limited when it comes to the depictions and written accounts of Nicholas’ legend, 
despite the fact that he was one of the most popular saints at the Minster. 
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Table 6: Overview of the different passages from the legend of St Nicholas in the different sources 

available. The ‘0’ in the window-column refers to the single twelfth-century panel. 

 

Part of the legend  Windows Lit. Hag. 

     

Breastfed only on Wednesday and Friday  - mis, brev NEL, LgA, SEL 

Devoted himself to studying Scripture 

instead of playing games 

 - mis, brev NEL, LgA, SEL 

Three virgins saved from forced prostitution  CHsIV mis, brev NEL, LgA, SEL 

Elected as bishop of Myra by means of 
divine revelation 

 - brev NEL, LgA, SEL 

Rescuing of sailors in a storm  CHsIV mis, brev NEL, LgA, SEL 

Miracle of the merchants’ wheat during a 
famine 

 - brev NEL, LgA, SEL 

Oil that burned on water and stone detected 

by Nicholas 

 - - LgA, SEL 

Soldiers are rescued from decapitation  - brev LgA, SEL? 

Falsely accused princes liberated after the 
emperor has a vision of Nicholas 

 - brev? NEL, LgA, SEL 

Angels descended when Nicholas died  - brev NEL, LgA, SEL 

Healing oils exude from Nicholas’ tomb  - mis, brev NEL, LgA, SEL 

Conversion of the Jewish moneylender  0, nVIII brev NEL, LgA, SEL 

Statue of Nicholas held accountable for theft 
by Jew 

 - - NEL, LgA, SEL 

Boy who was strangled by the devil revived  - - LgA, SEL 

Drowned son and cup are regained by father  - brev NEL, LgA, SEL 

Adeodatus kidnapped but returned on a gust 
of wind  

 - - LgA 

Three boys revived from a pickling vat  CHsIV, sXXIX, nVIII brev? - 

Healing of a cripple  sXXIX - - 

Nicholas distributing alms  SXXIX, nVIII - - 

Child  in boiling water is unharmed  - - NEL 
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Table 7: The scenes of St Nicholas on window CHsIV (c. 1290), from bottom to top 

Panel  Contents 

   

1c  Decorative panel 

2c  Three virgins saved from forced prostitution 

3c  Decorative panel 

4c  Rescuing of sailors from a storm 

5c  Decorative panel 

6c  Three boys are murdered 

7c  Decorative panel 

8c  The three boys revived from a pickling vat 

 
 
Table 8: Nave window sXXIX (c. 1310-1320), from bottom to top 

Panel  Contents 

   

1a-c  Praying portraits and coats of arms 

2/3a  Three boys revived from a pickling vat 

2/3b  Unidentified scene: Nicholas pleading to the emperor? 

2/3c  Nicholas distributing alms 

4a-c  Decorative panels 

5/6a  Unidentified scene: a nobleman supplicating Nicholas after 
mass? 

5/6b  A cripple man walks 

5/6c  A cripple man brought before Nicholas 

7a-c  Coats of arms 

 
 
Table 9: The scenes of St Nicholas on window nVIII ( c. 1420-1435), from bottom to top 

Panel  Contents 

   

1c  Decorative panel 

2c  Three boys revived from a pickling vat 

3c  Conversion of the Jewish moneylender 

4c  Nicholas distributing alms 

5/6c  Portrait of St Nicholas 
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Chapter 7 

William of York 

 

In this chapter about the commemoration of William of York at York Minster the discussion of the 

sources in which we find his legend will be structured differently, compared to the previous two chapters. 
In the case of the sources for St John and Nicholas, their stained glass windows were tied to the Minster 
with certainty and dated, which is why they were the first source to be discussed. The connection between 
York Minster and the hagiographic texts was the least certain, and because of it they were discussed last. 
In the case of St William of York the kind of available hagiographic texts are very different from the 
LgA, NEL and SEL. There is no doubt about their connection with York Minster, and in addition their 
date of production is fairly certain. Because of this we know that they are the earliest of the three different 
kinds of sources, which is why they will be the first to be discussed. After that the liturgical texts that 

commemorate St William will be described, followed by the stained glass windows. First however a short 
overview of the historical facts of William’s life and cult will be given. 

 

Life and cult  

 
William of York offers a great example of a local saint whose cult was stimulated to boost the attraction 
of his burial place. When Thomas Becket, archbishop of the diocese of Canterbury, was murdered in 1170 

Plate 5: The present day location of St William’s 

tomb in the York Minster crypt 



56 

 

and canonized three years later, York started to feel that the Minster was the only major church in 
England without its own saint and miracle working tomb.238 Not only in Canterbury in the south, but also 
at the nearby churches of Durham and Beverley flourishing cults of local saints could be found – of 
Cuthbert and John of Beverley respectively.239 At that time, archbishop William of York was the only 

suitable candidate to fill this void.   
The life of William of York is described in various articles. The least legendary account can be 

found in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography.240 William FitzHerbert was probably born before 
1090. As the son of Herbert of Winchester, a wealthy landowner with estates in Yorkshire who was also 
the chamberlain and treasurer of the Winchester treasury, William was bound to have a successful career. 
Before 1114 he became treasurer of York Minster, and at least between 1136-1139 he also held the office 
of royal chaplain to king Stephen. Although Thomas French claims William was quite inconspicuous, his 
ties to the archbishop of York, Thurstan, as well as to the king mean that his future election as Thurstan’s 

successor did not spring from nothing.241 Unfortunately for William, this election was not as 
straightforward as he might have hoped. After Thurstan’s death a lengthy argument started over who 
should be the next archbishop of York. After two possible candidates dropped out, the election of William 
was supported by the king and the earl of York.242 Some members of the chapter of York Minster 
however objected to his election. What their exact motives were is not clear, but they were backed up by 
the support of none other than Bernard, the abbot of Clairvaux. William’s adversaries , including two 
dignitaries from York Minster and a number of abbots from Cistercian and Augustinian monasteries in 

Yorkshire, took their complaints to pope Innocent II, accusing William of simony, unchaste living and 
most of all of intrusion. They claimed his election had been forced upon the chapter of York Minster by 
the king. Innocent II gave William the opportunity to clear himself of all charges, which he did, even 
though this may not have been fully legal.243 On 26 September, William was consecrated archbishop by 
bishop Henry of Winchester.244 In the meantime Bernard of Clairvaux did not abandon his battle against 
William’s election. When two of Bernard’s disciples obtained influential positions –pope Eugenius III 
and Henry Murdac, who was the abbot of Fountains abbey which had been founded by archbishop 

Thurstan – William was forced to come to Rome again to defend himself. Under pressure of Bernard, 
Eugenius suspended him on a claim that the charge of intrusion had not been fully cleared. William, as 
Janet Burton writes, ‘seems to have lost heart and retired to Sicily’. This may have been caused by the 
fact that the charge of intrusion had not been cleared in an entirely legal way.245 On March 21st of 1147 
William was deprived of his see at the Council of Rheims.246 
 William moved back to England, where he lived at Winchester until 1153. In that year his three 
main adversaries died: Bernard of Clairvaux, pope Eugenius III and Henry Murdac, who had been 
William’s successor as archbishop. William then travelled to Rome once more and was restored to the see 

of York by pope Anastasius IV in 1154. Unfortunately he did not live to enjoy much of his regained 
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position. In the same year he became ill after celebrating mass, and died a week later on the 8 th of June. It 
was rumoured that he might have been poisoned, and charges of murder were brought against Osbert de 
Bayeux, one of the canons who had opposed William’s election from the very start. Although the 
outcome of the case is not certain, we do know that Osbert was deposed of his office in 1158.247 William 

was buried in the nave of York Minster.  
Janet Burton suggests that even if his course of life did not make him particularly saintly, 

William’s  suspicious death would make canonization more likely, since he could be portrayed as a 
martyr.248 It is however striking that in the different sources studied for this chapter, the accounts of 
William’s death are not laid on thickly, and most often only a small fraction of the overall text, while the 
possibility of poisoning is rarely mentioned at all. William was clearly already presented as a saint at the 
end of the twelfth century, which can be inferred from the miracles  that had been reported to occur at his 
tomb since before 1190. However, because of the changing habits surrounding sainthood (see chapter 2) 

official canonization was considered to be necessary in order to prove true sainthood.249  In 1223, the year 
in which miraculous oils exuding from William’s tomb were discovered, an official papal investigation 
was begun, after bishop Walter de Gray had written several letters to the pope asking for William’s 
canonization. In 1224 the board of investigation reported back to the pope, who was unimpressed because 
of the lack of testimonies from witnesses of William’s miracles. Apparently this problem had been solved 
by the year 1226, when on March 18th the pope issued a formal bull for William’s canonization. 
Christopher Norton writes that in the reasoning for his sainthood mostly William’s posthumous miracles 

were emphasized, and not so much his sanctity during life. Some years later this would probably not have 
been acceptable anymore, when virtuousness of the lives of saints became a much stricter demand for 
canonization. In that sense York Minster was lucky to have succeeded in making William an official 
saint.250  

On January 8, 1284 William’s remains were elevated from the nave to a shrine behind the high 
altar, which became the center of local veneration.251 In 1405 his cult was given a new impetus when the 
beloved archbishop of York Richard Scrope was executed on the day of William’s feast, because of his 

alleged rebellion against king Henry IV.252 Although Scrope was never officially canonized, his cult was 
much more popular among the people of York than that of William. Nevertheless, the occasion of his 
death was probably used to promote the cult of William.253 Despite this William’s cult never gained much 
support elsewhere. Outside York he is rarely if ever depicted, and even in the parish churches of York 
there seems to have been little enthusiasm for his veneration.254 At present William’s tomb is no longer 
located in the choir. It has been placed in the crypt in the sixteenth century, after the Reformation (see 
plate 5). As we will see, the hagiographic and liturgical accounts of William’s life and miracles show that 
the main objective for York Minster was to promote his cult by stressing the miracles he performed 

before and especially after his death, and remarkably not by emphasizing his supposed martyrdom. His 
miracles may have provided York Minster with its main force of attraction.  
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Hagiographic commemoration 

 
Since William does not appear in the LgA or the NEL, other sources have to be used  to find hagiographic 
accounts of his life, death and miracles. As mentioned in chapter two, James Raine has published two of 
these sources in his book The historians of the church of York and its archbishops, volume 2.255 The two 
manuscripts are MS. Dodsworth, cxxv., f.131, apparently from 1177, containing forty-three miracles, and  
MS. Harl. 2, ff. 76-88, consisting of a Vita sancti Willelmi auctore anonymo and the Miracula ejusdem 

sancti Willelmi which were probably written shortly after William’s canonization in 1226.256  
MS. Dodsworth, cxxv. contains a long list of miracles at the tomb, all of which are healing 

miracles, with a few exceptions.257 They are introduced as being the miracles worked by Christ through 
the merits of St William at his tomb in the year 1177.258 Thomas Becket had only been canonized four 
years earlier, which means that this text is probably one of the first proceedings taken to provide York 
Minster with its own local saint. The first thirty-three of the accounts all follow a similar model, as can be 
seen from the following example: 

A certain woman from Haxby who was tortured by pain and even serious disorders to her hands and legs 
and feet, and who was finally deprived of walking one year ago, was also healed during the feast of St 

William.
259

 

First the people are introduced by their residence and their illness, after which their cure is proclaimed, 
usually including the day on which the miracle happened. Some of the miracles are described in a little 

more detail, with names of the cured people and sometimes also witnesses included. Because of this it 
seems that one of the author’s chief concerns was to make these accounts seem reliable. Most of the 
accounts describe a wide variety of disorders, ranging from a swollen throat or kidney stones to paralysis 
or blindness. A special mentioning is made of the miraculous oil flowing from St William’s tomb, which 
performs healing miracles. Some of the healing miracles are a little more conspicuous, for instance the 
story of a woman who incidentally swallowed a frog and became very ill. Only after going to the tomb of 
St William was she able to bring it up and be cured.260  

 The last ten miracles were added in the early fourteenth century, and most of them differ in some 
respects from the first accounts.261 They are often more elaborate, and not all of them follow the model 
described above. One account for instance tells the story of Ralph whose eyes were torn out after being 
defeated in a duel with his adversary Besing, and who received a new pair of eyes at William’s tomb.262 
Another account describes the healing power of some stones that one Robert de Lewes broke off of the 
tomb. They miraculously turned to bread, which cured all the people who ate from it.263 
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 Two other miracles 
stand out. The first differs 
because of the fact that it is a 
much more elaborate account. It 

tells the story of two women 
who were charged with murder. 
One of them died in prison, the 
other one had to carry a hot iron 
to test whether she was guilty or 
not. A walnut-sized swelling 
appeared on her hand, which 
lead to her being sentenced to be 

burned. But when she prayed at 
the tomb of St William the 
swelling disappeared, and she 
was released because she had 
apparently been absolved by 
God and St William.264 The other 
is an account of a miracle that 

happened during the life of 
William, when he returned to 
York from his exile. A lot of 
people joined him, and when 
William and the crowds came to 
the wooden bridge across Ouse 
river the bridge collapsed. 

Despite this accident not one of 
the people in the crowd got hurt, which was attributed to the merits of St William.265  
 The Vita of saint William in MS. Harl. 2 starts with an account of his parents – his mother is said 
to have been a sister of king Stephen – and his education, after which his career as treasurer is 
mentioned.266 The history of William’s  election as archbishop and his deprivation of the see is told in a 
rather dense form. When Thurstan dies, the canonici choose William as their new archbishop – no 
mention of king Stephen is made in this account.267 The archdeacon of York opposes the election, and the 
problem is brought before pope Eugenius III (see plate 6). He rejects the election and makes Henry 

Murdac the new archbishop of York. William retreats to Winchester.268 The over-simplification of the 
story is very clear here, with the various opponents of William are merged into one – the archdeacon, and 
the involvement of pope Innocent II and Bernard of Clairvaux  is omitted altogether. After some time 
both his adversaries, Eugenius and Murdac, both die on the same day, according to this story (again a 
simplification, probably meant to stress the miraculousness of the events: Eugenius III died on June 8, 
Henry Murdac on October 14, 1153). William miraculously knows of these deaths, and tells his uncle 
who is the bishop of Winchester. He visits Rome again, where the new pope is kindly disposed toward 

William. He is elected as archbishop once again, and is confirmed and consecrated by the pope.269 
William returns to York, where a miracle happens. The people of York are joyful upon his return, and a 
large crowd greets him in Yorkshire. Because of this large gathering, the bridge over the river Ouse 
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breaks. William prays and makes the sign of the cross. Because of this no-one is hurt, and all escape the 
water safely. The people attribute this miracle to William, but he ascribes it to God.270 In the same year 
William celebrates mass on Trinity Sunday, after which a great party is held. William however retreats 
into his room, feeling ill. After eight days of fever he dies and is buried in York Minster.271 Throughout 

the account of William’s life his piety, modesty and learnedness are repeatedly stressed, from his 
childhood until his death.  

Christopher Norton points to the fact that the different episodes in William’s life are not evenly 
spread over the text. His youth is described only briefly, as is his death.272 These are elements that are 
usually elaborately discussed in saints’ vitae, and in the case of William one might expect an extensive 
account of his suspicious death, which would be a great reason to propel him into martyrdom. Strikingly, 
the possibility that William had been poisoned is not even mentioned in this vita, which seems to suggest 
that there must either have been uncertainty whether his death had indeed been suspicious, or his death 

must have been thought of as a less usable episode to demonstrate William’s sainthood. The account of 
the entire dispute over William’s election as archbishop is also, as mentioned above, quite dense, and 
covers no more than one page.273 A large part of the vita consists of descriptions of William’s devotion to 
study, his religious exercises, piety – in short, his virtuousness. Since a pious and virtuous life was one of 
the demands for canonization, the author of this vita clearly aims to prove William’s sanctity as far as his 
conduct is concerned. The other demand, the working of miracles, is scarcely met in this part of the text. 
Only his miraculous knowledge of the death of his adversaries and the miracle at Ouse bridge 

demonstrate William’s supernatural powers.274 This point however is made elaborately in the second part 
of the text when the vita continues with a number of miracles that happened at William’s tomb or even 
elsewhere. Norton claims that the text may be incomplete, because it ends very abruptly after a short 
miracle, while some sort of ending or conclusion might be expected according to him.275  

The miracles are described in relative detail, compared to the miracles that are contained in the 
other, earlier manuscript. Most of them are healing miracles, although the first one is not.276 There are 
twenty-six in total, presented here in the same order as in the manuscript. The references between 

brackets indicates the presence of the same miracle in the 1177 text. 
 

1. A fire at the Minster burns down most of the church. William in his tomb is unharmed  when the 
tomb is broken by a falling beam, and burning ashes fall down on his body, and a sweet scent 
flows from his tomb. After the fire the church is rebuilt, and made famous by William’s miracles. 

2. A blind girl is brought to the tomb on  Pentecost and stays overnight. William appears to her, 
splendidly dressed, and heals her by pressing her eyeballs (see plate 7). (Miracula 1) 

3. That same night yet another woman is cured of blindness and stomach pains as well. (Miracula 4) 

4. A cripple and lame man is brought to the tomb and is healed. (Miracula 3) 
5. An old woman is cured of her deafness. (Miracula 5) 
6. A dropsical woman is anointed with oil flowing from William’s tomb and the water dries up, 

making the woman go back to her normal size. (Miracula 7?) 
7. Other dropsical people are healed. (Miracula 10, 22, 28?) 
8. As well as two people with only one eye. (Miracula 9+?) 
9. Eight one-eyed people are cured. (Miracula 11, 17, +?) 

10. A blind an swollen woman is healed at the tomb.  (Miracula 20) 
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11. Another woman has swallowed a piece of a frog. Her husband takes her to the tomb, and the 
piece falls from her mouth. (Miracula 21) 

12. A deaf and dumb woman is healed. (Miracula 16?)  
13. A blind old woman is cured through the oil. (Miracula 30?) 

14. A seriously paralyzed and dumb person is healed at the tomb. (Miracula 29?) 
15. As are five other paralytics. (Miracula 2, 6, 8, 13, 18, 31?) 
16. A man who sees a huge black and deformed man torture him wants to throw himself off a cliff, 

but is healed at the tomb.  
17. Other possessed people are healed as well.  
18. A boy with a deformed hand is cured too. 
19. A man who has shrunk into a ball is made straight again.  
20. A man whose fingernails grow into his flesh is cured. 

21. As are paralyzed people.  
22. And a leprous woman who is so deformed she cannot find a husband. 
23. A boy who is dying from quartan fever is cured by William 
24. A man is jealous of his neighbour and accuses him of arson. The truth is tested by a combat, 

which the innocently charged man loses. His opponent blinds and mutilates him. What he lost is 
restored that same day at the tomb of William. (Miracula 37) 

25. A child falls into a well in York and drowns. His mother prays to William, and the child is 

restored back to life.  
26. The son of a fisher who had been in Ouse river for half a day is also brought back to life. 

 
 Most striking is the large number of blind 
and one-eyed people being cured (fourteen), 
as well as the many paralyzed or cripple 
people (over eight). There seems to be no 

special reason why William is connected to 
these specific problems. Maybe the list 
provides us with the most common illnesses 
of its time and place, rather than indicating 
William’s healing specialism.  

As recorded in this list, a number of 
miracles in this text are the same as in the 
first manuscript. For instance the woman who 

swallows a frog, the story of Ralph and 
Besing, as well as the miracle at Ouse bridge 
recur here, more elaborately than in the first 
text. This difference in length is one of the 
differences between this text and the text 
from 1177. The other is that this later version 
does not mention names, places or witnesses. 

Although the text from MS. Harl. 2 clearly 
meets the demands for canonization as far as 
virtuousness and miracles are concerned, and 

while all the miracles in this text are also mentioned in the papal bull for William’s canonization277, I do 
however think that this text dates from after 1226. The fact that no names, places or witnesses are 
mentioned, seems to show that this text did not aim to provide the audience with accounts that were as 
verifiable as possible, as the 1177 text does. This may indicate that William had already been canonized 
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by the time it was written. Most probably the main aim of this vita was to provide the listeners or readers 
with a virtuous example, while the account of William’s miracles may have served to strengthen their 
belief.  

 

Liturgical commemoration 

 
To study the liturgical commemoration of St William, the Missale and the Breviarium Eboracensis are 

again the two sources used.  
In the Missale Eboracensis published by Surtees Society William is commemorated on two 

occasions: his translatio on the eighth of January and his feast on the eighth of June, including the octave 
in the following week (see table 1).278 As the sequence of the translatio is fairly short and moreover does 
not contain any description of William’s life it will not be discussed here. The sequentiae for his dies 
natale on the other hand are quite extensive, since it also contains six texts for the octave after June 
eighth. The texts are in verse, ranging from twenty-four to fifty-eight lines, while the language can be 

considered somewhat poetic. Many comparisons are made in which William is likened to a brook, his 
name to honey and his life to a match. Sometimes the description of William’s life and miracles becomes 
somewhat difficult to discern because of the flowery style, and large parts of the texts have no other aim 
than to praise God, Christ and William. 
 In the first two sequences the descriptions of the life and miracles of William present mostly the 
same contents, although they do differ in some respects. They all give brief descriptions of William’s life, 
death and posthumous miracles. In the first text, from William’s dies natalis,  it is told how he became 
bishop, but then was exiled because of jealousy and injustice. Because of the tears of the people God 

ultimately sent him back to his flock, but after a short time he was lifted from their midst. Here the text 
seems to hint at William’s poisoning: ‘Quod livoris tabem nescit’ – he was unaware of the poison of 
jealousy.279 After this the hymn goes on to list the different kinds of miracles William has performed after 
his death. The different kinds of diseased people William has healed are listed: mute, blind, deaf, 
crippled, leprous, hunch-backed, confused, possessed, dying, swollen, hemorrhaging, and people with 
kidney stones. After this, mention is made of bread made of the stones from the grave, and of sailors who 
bring their goods safely ashore: 

[…] 
He tastes the bread on his palate 

from the stone of the holy grave 

healthy by means of ingested pieces 

 

After a promise made, sailors show gratitude 

for their rescued goods, after sailing to the harbour 

across the sea with filled ships 

[…]
280

 

This example shows that the sequence does not actually recount the stories of the miracles, like the 
hagiographic sources did, and like the breviarium does, as we will see presently. This account seems to be 
more of a checklist, enumerating all the standard healing miracles for saints. Only the stones turning into 
bread make up an original miracle, as the rescuing of sailors is an act copied from a miracle performed by 

St Nicholas.281 The sequence for the secundo die infra octavas sancti Willelmi contains mostly the same 
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references as the first. Again his election, exile, restoration and death are mentioned, and his miracles are 
listed likewise, although the list is somewhat shorter, and the sailors are not mentioned here.282  

The sequence for the third day of the octave is different from the first two. William’s life and 
especially his death are described in more detail: the miracle of Ouse bridge is mentioned (Pontis casus 

nullum laedit / De tot turbae millibus), and for the account of his death two alternatives are given. The 
first version is very clear about William’s martyrdom. Twenty-seven lines account of the poisoning by his 
enemies, making him a martyr of Christ. The second version does not mention the poison at all. It only 
tells of William becoming ill during his banquet and dying. Two posthumous miracles are mentioned as 
well, of the oils flowing from his tomb, and of the fire at York Minster leaving William’s body 
undamaged. There are no healing miracles included, as the first two texts did contain.283  

The texts of the quarto die in octavis sancti Willelmi is unlike the previous texts again. It is much 
shorter and less specific. No direct mention is made of exile, death or miracles and the language is much 

more poetic compared to the previous part. William is apparently praised as being kind, chaste and 
perseverant, but the flowery language makes it difficult to discern the actual content of this text.284 The 
fifth text contrasts sharply with the fourth, although they are about the same length. Only the miracles are 
told here in clear terms, even if the order they are treated in is a bit odd. First the posthumous miraculous 
healing oil from William’s tomb is mentioned, then the Ouse bridge miracle that occurred during his life, 
after which we find posthumous miracles again, like healings from blindness, deafness, muteness, leprosy 
and even death. As in the first text only mention is made of these miracles, no specific incidents are 

described.285 Finally, the text for the sixth day seems to be a combination of the fourth and the fifth. The 
language is very poetic and thus quite unspecific in describing facts from William’s life, although some 
healings are listed in these lines.286 

All in all, the commemoration of St William in sequences of the missale seems to be mainly 
concerned with his glorification, which means that his life and miracles are outlined rather than 
recounted. This is typical of the sequentia, which is usually reflective rather than descriptive. It is clear 
that the outline does follow the accounts from the hagiographic texts, but because of the indefiniteness, no 

specific ties can be found between this missale and the hagiographic manuscripts discussed above. The 
only exception to the indefiniteness is the curious first alternative on day three, where his poisoning is 
described in detail. This is especially noteworthy since William’s suspicious death is not even mentioned 
or depicted in the other liturgical and hagiographic texts, or on the stained glass windows. Because I have 
not found any other sources containing this same account it would be mainly speculation to discuss why it 
was included here and what this text could have been based on. There may have been another 
hagiographic text on which this account was based. The facts that  precisely this episode is left out of 
most of William’s commemoration, and that precisely this text comes with an alternative however do 

seem to point to some controversy in York over his death. 
In the Breviarium Eboracensis published by Surtees Society William is commemorated on three 

occasions: his translatio, his commemoratio and his feast (see table 1).287 The first two can be found in 
the temporale, while the third is included in the sanctorale part of the breviary. Unlike the texts in the 
missale, large parts of the breviarium actually can be linked to the vita in MS. Harl. 2. The three feasts all 
discuss different episodes from William’s legend. During the feast of his translation his actual translation 
is commemorated, during the commemoratio a number of miracles is recounted, while on William’s feast 

day his life and death are the main subject, with his miracles being recounted during the octave. Since the 
hagiographic texts were written long before the translatio, this account cannot be found in either of them. 
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 The text for the feast of William’s translation begins by stating that William has been officially 
declared a saint by the pope, while his sainthood is proven by the oil exuding from his tomb.  The process 
of his translation is described extensively, starting with the desire of the archbishop of York for the 
translation of William’s relics, and the support of the bishop of Durham. King Edward I and his wife 

Eleonora as well as several highly placed administrative and clerical people are invited to the event. 
While travelling to York king Edward falls from a hill, but remains unharmed. He ascribes this miracle to 
St William, gives thanks to him and to God and travels on to York. The service of the translation is 
described, in which the relics are removed from the tomb which they find full of oil. They are placed in a 
shrine. While the matins for William’s translation are being sung, one canon falls asleep. But while the 
third lesson is being read a stone comes loose from the column next to him and falls on the man’s head. 
Everybody is convinced the man has been killed, but miraculously he is unharmed and gives thanks to 
William and God for his rescue. Then, in the presence of king, queen and all the other highly placed, 

William’s relics are placed in the choir.288 While this account is not described in the hagiographic texts 
available, we will however see it recur in one of the stained glass windows (nVII). 
 The commemoratio of William recounts a number of his miracles. Striking parallels between this 
text and the miracles described in his vita can be found, first of all in the fact that for the largest part the 
order of miracles from the vita seems to be repeated. The lessons start with an elaborate account of the 
miracle of the fire at York Minster, leaving William undamaged in his tomb. The entire text of this 
account is a direct copy of the early thirteenth century account from the vita, where this is the first miracle 

to be told as well: 
So after the death of St William, when the Lord wanted be glorified in his saint, and reveal the saint to the 

people by means of clear evidence, He has made the church, in the silence of a dark night, while the 

surveillance was neglected by the alumnus, go up in flames by means of a fire…
289 

In the breviary the account is, with a few minor exceptions, exactly the same, 
So after the death of St William, when the Lord wanted be glorified in his saint, and reveal the saint to the 

people by means of clear evidence, He has made the church, in the silence of a dark night, while the 

surveillance was neglected by the alumnus, go up in flames by means of a fire.290 
The story continues with a description of how Wiliam’s tomb burst open after a large stone fell on it, but 
despite this and despite the raging fire his body remained undamaged, and not even his garment was 
singed.  

After this the next five miracles from the vita are recounted as well, in the same order, with the 
exact same words. The stories of blind girl who stays overnight at the tomb during Pentecost and is 

healed, the blind woman with stomach pains, the crippled man who needs his walking sticks no longer, 
the deaf old woman and finally the dropsical woman as well are recounted.291 All six miracles are told in 
nine lessons, which seems to indicate that the author of this liturgical text took the vita as his source and 
reproduced the text of the miracles until all nine lessons for this feast were filled. 
 This same restriction in length of the texts seems to be the reason why the account of William’s 
life and death , although clearly based on the vita’s text as well, is not a copy to the same extent as the 
previous example was. His parents, career as thesaurius, election as archbishop and the following dispute, 

William’s retreat at Winchester, his subsequent restoration and the  miracle at Ouse bridge, followed  by 
his death and burial – all the same elements from the vita are present.292 However, it is a little more 

                                                           
288 Lawley, Breviarium, vol. 1, pp 179-181. 
289 ‘Mortuo igitur Sancto Willelmo, cum Dominicus in Sancto Suo magnificari voluit, et perspicuis indiciis Sancti sinceritatem 
populo propalare, accidit ut in cujusdam profundae noctis silentio furvita flamma, negligentis custodis alumna, civitatem incendio 

conflagravit…’ Raine, The historians, vol. 2, p 279. 
290 ‘Mortuo igitur sancto willelmo cum dominus in sancto suo magnificari voluit: et perspicuis inditiis sancti sinceritatem populo 

propalare: accidit in cujusdam profunde noctis silentio furtiva flamma negligentis custodis alumna civitatem incendio 
conflagravit.’ 
291 Lawley, Breviarium, vol. 1, pp 693-698. These are miracles one to six on the list of miracles in the Vita sancti Willelmi, see 

page 5. 
292 Lawley, Breviarium, vol. 2, pp 297-306. 
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concise, and all the parts describing William’s virtuousness and studiousness are left out with the 
exception of the short remark that he was a very studious child. While some of the descriptions are just 
reduced, some others summarize the text of the vita. An example of sentences being reduced can be seen 
in the description of William’s election after Thurstan’s death. In the vita the text reads 

During all this, after Thurstan, the archbishop of the church of York reconciled himself with his fate, the 
canons are summoned to choose his successor, so that the widowed church would not be deprived of its 

shepherd. So after the statutory investigation of the individuals had taken place, they choose the treasurer 

from the individuals, based on the excellence of the habits and merits of the treasurer.293 

The breviary’s version reads 
During all this, after Thurstan, the archbishop of the church of York reconciled himself with his fate, the 

canons summoned to choose his successor, choose the treasurer, based on the excellence of the habits and 

merits of the treasurer.294 
An example of the summarizing style can be found in the account of William’s restoration to the 
archiepiscopal dignity. In the vita this events is described as follows, 

Because the venerable pope, distressed about the decision of his predecessor, had not changed his decision 

with respect to God’s chosen one; but he confirmed the election, as lover of true knowledge and pure truth, 

after the largest and most dignified  part of the canons of York had re-elected him, and bestowed on him the 

office with the highest honour of consecration.295 
The breviary reads 

Because the venerable pope, who had set himself up as the main defender of his first election, distressed 

about the decision of his predecessor, confirmed the election, after the canons of York had re-elected him, 

and bestowed on him the office by consecration.296 
Some parts however are almost literal copies of the accounts from the vita, as is the case when the deaths 
of William’s adversaries is described. In the vita the account reads 

Because death, whose decisions can be considered rich and poor at the same time, violently deprived the 

highest priest Eugene and his archbishop Henry of their life on one and the same day, it is said.
297 

while the breviary reads 
Because death, whose decisions can be considered rich and poor at the same time, violently deprived the 

highest priest Eugene and his archbishop Henry of their life on one and the same day.298 

Again the fact that the Vita sancti Willelmi was used as basis for William’s liturgical commemoration is 
very apparent from the striking similarity between the texts. The more concise and summarizing nature of 
the breviary text does support the idea that it is based on the accounts from the vita, and not the other way 
around. The same applies to the texts for the dominico infra octavam sancti willelmi  and for the octava 
sancti willelmi, which recount six more miracles taken more or less literally from their accounts in the 
vita. They are the healings of a deaf and dumb woman, of several paralyzed people, of a man contracted 
into a ball, of a woman with leprosy who cannot get a husband because she is so badly deformed by her 

disease, of a woman who ate a frog, and of a boy who is dying of quartan fever.299 These miracles do not 

                                                           
293 ‘Inter haec archipresule Eboracensis ecclesiae Thurstano in fata cedente, ne diu desoletur ecclesia suo viduata pastore, ad 

eligendum successorem canonici convocantur. Facta igitur singulorum examinatione legitima, thesaurium singulis preaferunt, 

morum thesauris et excellentia meritorum.’ Raine, The historians, vol. 2, p 271. 
294 ‘Inter haec archipresule eboracensis ecclesie thurstano in fata decedente: ad eligendum successorem canonicis convocatis 
thesaurium preferunt: morum thesaurus et excellentia meritorum.’ 
295 ‘Venerabilis namque papa, de praedecessoris sui dolens sententia, suam erga Dei electum sententiam non mutaverat; sed, 

tanquam verae philosophiae et purae veritatis amator canonicis Eboracensibus, pro majori et digniori parte, iterum eligentibus, 

electionem confirmavit, et eidem summo cum honore consecrationis munus impendit.’ Raine, The historians, vol. 2, p 274. 
296 ‘Venerabilis nanque papa: qui prius electionis sue precipuus defensor extiterat: de predecessoris sui dolens sententia: 

canonicis eboracensibus iterum eum eligentubus electionem confirmavit: et eidem munus consecrationis impendit.’  
297 ‘Mors enim, cujus sententia ad paria judicantur dives et pauper, in uno eodemque, ut fertur, die, summo pontifici Eugenio et 

archipresuli suo Henrico vitam violenter abrupit.’ Raine, The historians, vol. 2, pp 273-274. 
298‘ Mors enim cujus sententia ad paria judicantur dives et pauper: in uno eodemque die summo pontifici eugenio: et archipresuli 

suo henrico vitam violenter abrupit.’  
299 Lawley, Breviarium, vol. 2, pp 313-318. These are miracles 12, 15, 19, 22, 11 and 23 from the list of miracles in the Vita 

sancti Willelmi, see page 5. 
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continue the order of the vita like the accounts for William’s commemoratio do, and they are, like the text 
for William’s feast, not always literal copies of the hagiographic texts. Especially the fact that different 
miracles are chosen from the hagiographic account  points to the possibility that the commissioner of the 
liturgical text had a certain preference for certain miracles. Maybe he wanted to present the audience with 

a palette of different diseases, or maybe he thought these stories to be the best examples of William’s 
healing powers? I am speculating here, but my point is that it should be kept in mind that it is quite 
unlikely to have been a random selection, which means the composer or rather the person who ordered the 
manuscript must have had his reasons – unknown to us – for making the choices he does. 

 
The stained glass windows at York Minster 

 
There are four windows at York Minster containing scenes from the life of William of York. The first is 
CHnIII, dating from c. 1290 and located  in the Chapter House contains several scenes of William, but 
because of poor identification of the scenes they will only be discussed shortly. Three scenes can be found 

on window nIX, located in the choir aisle and dating from 1420-1435, where William is depicted together 
with saints Thomas Becket and John of Beverley. Window nXXIV, located in the nave and dating from 
1310-1320 holds only two scenes, but the final window depicting the life and miracles of St William, 
nVII holds no less than 97 original panels. This window can be found on the north side of the choir 
crossing, and dates from 1408-1415. The portrayed people on these windows are very different: they 
range from a bellfounder to an archbishop. In this section the different windows will be dealt with 
separately: the scenes as well as the people depicted on each of them will be described. 

Window CHnIII is the oldest of the four windows depicting scenes from William’s life (see table 

10). It dates from the end of the thirteenth century, probably circa 1290, which means they were produced 
only a few years after William’s translation. Choosing him as the subject for one of the seven windows in 
the Chapter House – which were all donated at the same time – may have been a good way to promote his 
cult, according to Sarah Brown.300 On the other hand, the Chapter House was and still is a separate room 
where the meetings of the canons took place. To what extent this area was open for anyone else to see 
these windows, and thus useful as a place to promote a cult might be questioned. In any case  the canons 
of the Minster were probably responsible for deciding on the design of the windows.301As Brown 

remarks, it can be difficult to identify all the scenes because of the disturbance of the windows during 
restorations that have taken place. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the original layout was 
messed up, which is why the overall iconographic program of the Chapter House windows can no longer 
be recognized.302 This certainly applies to CHnIII, where at least five of the twenty panels with narrative 
scenes are not in their original window, and where the order of the remaining fifteen panels does not show 
a coherent design (see table 10).303 John Toy, in his index of the Minster’s stained glass windows, 
identifies only a few panels as scenes from William’s legend. According to him panel 2c depicts William 
as archbishop, 4d a pilgrim coming to the Minster in a cart, and 8a William crossing Ouse bridge, 

although there is no-one riding a horse in this scene.304 Apart from this there are two panels displaying 
what might be two fighting figures (panels 2d and 4a), which could be part of the legend of Ralph and 
Besing. Panels 2a, depicting three people crossing a bridge, and 8a, mentioned above might be part of the 
depiction of the Ouse bridge miracle. Panel 8c, showing the saint between two people, with a smaller 
figure lying at the bottom of the scene could be a depiction of the drowned child being restored to life. 
The scene shows great similarity to panel 16b-11b in window nVII (see table 12), which is identified as 
‘drowned boy on the bank’. All the other panels are probably scenes of miracles at the shrine, while some 

                                                           
300 Brown, Stained glass, p 28. 
301 Brown, Stained glass, p 26. For the iconographic program of these windows see chapter 1. 
302 Brown, Stained glass, p 30; Connor & Haselock, ‘The stained and painted glass’, p 334. 
303 The inserted panels are numbers 2b: Noah; 2e: angels; 6b: Mary; 6d: Mary and Christ, and; 8e: decorative panel. 
304 Toy, A guide and index, p 42. 
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may have been part of the  legends of Ralph and Besing and 
the Ouse bridge miracle.305 However, because of the 
inadequacy of the identification of the scenes it is no use to 
compare them to the hagiographic and liturgical sources, since 

any conclusion would be based on highly uncertain 
information concerning the window. 

Window nXXIV is located in the north aisle of the 
Minster’s nave and dates from 1310-1320, when the nave had 
recently been completed, and was founded by Richard 
Tunnoc, who was a bellfounder from York. From  1320-1321 
he was also bailiff of the city, and mayor in 1327.306 Richard 
holds an unusual position in the Minster, being one of only a 

few laypeople to have founded a perpetual chantry - at the 
Thomas Becket altar - in the Minster and to have been buried 
in the cathedral instead of his parish church. The  founding 
occurred in 1328, his burial in 1330.307 He was clearly an 
important person at the Minster. Unusual is a term that can 
also be used for his window, which is dominated by bells. On 
the second row we find a depiction of Tunnoc himself, 

kneeling before St William, with a banderol above his head 
reading DIGNABO TUNNOC (plate 8). Different authors 
suggest that he is either offering a bell or this window to the 
saint.308 On the left and right side of this panel, two scenes 
show the founding of a bell, which Connor and Haselock 
consider to be a reference to Richard’s donation of a bell for 
the Minster.309 The entire window however is crammed with 

bells. Rows three and five for instance contain no less than 
fourteen depicted bells, and even from Richard Tunnoc’s 
pocket dangle two small bells, which seems to indicate that 
Richard may also have chosen the two bellfounding scenes 
because of his wish to display his position at the Minster.  

The fourth row of the window displays St William’s 
Ouse bridge miracle on three panels. On the left side of it some people can be seen falling into the river, 
behind William who is seated on his horse on the central light, turning to the calamity and making a 

gesture in their direction. On the right, in front of William, people are looking on. Since this window 
almost seems to be a large advertisement for the craft of bellfounding, one might wonder whether there 
were any bells involved in the Ouse bridge miracle, to make its depiction on the window an obvious 
choice for Richard. While this is not the case, it seems the reason for choosing this scene is quite obvious 
still. With so little room for the depiction of William’s life, death and/or miracles, Richard simply chose 
the best known miracle, which can be found in the hagiographic as well as the liturgical sources.  

                                                           
305 Connor & Haselock, ‘The stained and painted glass’, p 340. 
306 Brown, Stained glass, p 42. 
307 Brown, Stained glass, p 42. The other two laypeople who were able to found a chantry at a Minster altar were saddler John de 
Stayngate in 1368 and goldsmith Alan Alnewyke in 1377. Dobson attributes the fact that they were allowed to do so was 

probably brought about by the fact they all lived on the Minster’s premises because of their professions and therefore had special 

ties to the cathedral. They are the only laymen to have founded chantries at York Minster, against at the least thirty-nine chantries 

existing in the fourteenth century founded by clerics. Barrie Dobson, ‘The foundation of perpetual chantries by the citizens of 
medieval York’, in: Studies in church history, volume IV: The province of York, Leiden 1967, pp 22-38, pp 26, 32.  
308 Toy, A guide and index, p 17; Milner-White, An index and guide, p 6; Connor & Haselock, ‘The stained and painted glass’, pp 

350. 
309 Connor & Haselock, ‘The stained and painted glass’, pp 353. 

Plate 8: Praying portrait of Richard 

Tunnoc, kneeling before St William, panel 

2/3b, window nXXIV 
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 Window nIX is the youngest of the four windows depicting scenes from St William’s life, dating 
from 1420-1435.310 It is located in the north choir aisle and is commonly known as the Parker window, 
because of the praying portrait on panel 1a. This is Thomas Parker, depicted as a cleric kneeling before an 
altar, who was a canon at the Minster from 1410 to 1423.311 Apart from this I have not found any further 

information about Thomas. He probably died in 1423, since death was the most common reason for the 
end of a canonry. Window nIX is one of the three windows in the choir that have been discussed in the 
previous chapter – nVIII, nIX and nX –, most likely commissioned collectively by Robert Wolvedon. The 
possible motives for the donation have already been dealt with in chapter 6, so they will not be repeated 
here. On this window, three scenes from William’s legend are depicted: William crossing Ouse bridge, 
William enthroned as archbishop and people being healed at his shrine (see table 11). According to 
Pevsner the first scene actually depicts the Ouse Bridge miracle, which is very well possible although the 
collapse of the bridge is not very clearly depicted on this panel.312 To the left of William another man is 

seen, who seems to struggle to control his refusing horse, and beneath him some of the bridge’s 
stonework seems to be coming off.  This scene, as well as the healing miracles, present the two things that 
William was best known for. The fact that the Ouse bridge does not really seem to break, seems to 
indicate that the viewer of this window was expected to know and recognize the depicted scene from 
another source. The panel depicting healings at the shrine displays a range of different people. On the 
right we find someone who looks like a monk,  to the left of the tomb a nobleman or –woman, behind her 
a group of three people, consisting of a soldier bleeding from the head, someone with a staff and rosary, 

and someone who seems to be St William himself behind these two. This panel seems to present an 
overview of the various people coming to the shrine for curing, rather than a depiction of one or more 
specific miracles from the hagiographic or liturgical sources. 
 The most important window in York Minster depicting scenes from the legend of William is 
nVII, also known as the St William window. It contains  ninety-eight panels in twenty-four rows, which 
depict his life, death and miracles. It is located at the north side of the choir crossing, and dates from 
1408-1415 according to Thomas French.313 This date not only corresponds with the period when the new 

choir was built, but also with the period when William’s cult received a new impetus after the death of 
archbishop Scrope on St William’s day in 1405. Although the window panels have been very well 
preserved throughout the centuries – only three of them have been lost314 - they have been re-ordered 
since 1414, probably several times. Especially the panels from the bottom rows, which are the easiest to 
get to, had probably already changed location by the end of the sixteenth century.315 On top of that the 
original order is difficult to reconstruct, because the story of William’s life consists mostly of elections, 
conspiracies and papal decisions. This means many of the panels in this window depict several men 
standing and sitting, which makes the identification of the actual scene rather difficult. The same goes for 

the top rows, which consist of series of miracles: they do not tell elaborate stories, making it difficult to 
recreate the original order. The latest restoration of the window’s stonework, which included a re-ordering 
of the panels, has been completed in 2007, but unfortunately  scaffolding still blocks the view of the 
window.316 Because of this the present order of the windows is as yet unknown to me, so the most recent 
descriptions,  by Ben Nilson in 1996 and by Thomas French in 1999, will be used to interpret the different 
scenes. In his article ‘A reinterpretation of the St William window’, Nilson attempts to make a 

                                                           
310 Pevsner, York and the East Riding, pp 97-100. 
311 Connor & Haselock, ‘The stained and painted glass’, p 373. 
312 Pevsner, The buildings of England, p 97-100. 
313 French, The St William window, p 3. 
314 Row fourteen consists of blank glass and fragments; possibly the five panels from this row are missing as well, although an 

explanation would be needed to make a reasonable case for the absence of an entire row.  It would however account for the 
possible position of panel 18a-21c (see table 12). 
315 Ben Nilson, ‘A reinterpretation of the St William window’, in: Yorkshire Archaeological Journal 68 (1996), pp 157-179, p 

157. 
316 Visited on 01-07-2008. 
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reconstruction of the original window, while Thomas French mainly describes the depicted scenes in his 
Corpus Vitrearum volume on the window.317 In table two Nilson’s reconstruction and identification is 
presented, together with the deviations French makes from his descriptions. Nilson bases his 
reconstruction on the presumed pattern of the red and blue backgrounds of the panels, suggesting they 

originally made up a checkerboard arrangement, instead of entire columns of red and blue panels like in 
the window’s counterpart the St Cuthbert window (sVII).318 He also used the late seventeenth-century 
descriptions of antiquary James Torre (1649-1699), presuming that in this time the order, especially of the 
upper tiers, must have been largely original.319 Seeing that in general the nineteenth century was a period 
in which in many churches stained glass windows were disturbed on a grand scale during restorations, 
this seems a reasonable presumption.320 In his reconstruction, Nilson suggests a thematic coherence in 
each row.321 According to him, from bottom to top the rows would have been grouped as follows: 
 row 1: Praying portraits 

row 2: Scenes from the life of William before the dispute for the archiepiscopate (two panels 
missing) 

 row 3: William’s election and its opponents 
 row 4: The dispute over William’s consecration 
 row 5: His disposition 
 row 6: canopy 
 row 7: William’s exile from York 

 row 8: William’s acquisition of the pallium and return to Britain 
 row 9: Triumphant entry and consecration 
 row 10: Second term as archbishop, and death 
 row 11: Burial and start of miracles at his tomb 
 row 12: Story of Ralph and Besing 
 row 13: canopy 
 row 14: clear and fragmented glass 

 row 15-17: Miracles at the tomb 
row 18: The journey of Edward I (original panel of 18a missing) 
row 19: canopy 
row 20: Translation of William’s relics 
row 21-24: Miracles at the shrine 

                                                           
317 Nilson, ‘A reinterpretation’, French, The St William window. Older descriptions like those published by the Friends of York 
Minster have not been used here (Friends of York Minster, York Minster : an index and guide to the windows of the transepts and 

choir, York 1967; Toy, A guide and index) 
318 Nilson, ‘A reinterpretation’, pp 161-162. 
319 Torre’s descriptions of the antiquities of York, including those of the Minster’s stained glass windows are preserved at York 
Minster Archives, MSS Add. 57–64. 
320 This may be a bold remark, but many of the volumes of the Corpus Vitrearum bear witness to this fact. More on this topic can 

be found in Jan Muis’ paper Het gebruik van reconstructies in onderzoek naar gebrandschilderde glazen, 2008 (unpublished). 
321 Nilson, ‘A reinterpretation’, pp 164-165. 
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Based on this arrangement, Nilson goes on to identify 
the different scenes. As can be seen in table 12, he 
often takes his interpretation a bit further than French 
does, based on the probable location of the glass. 

Panel 3b-2a for instance depicts a man on the right, 
seated on an ornamented chair, with four men on the 
left, including a priest, bishop and monk who hand 
him a document. Based on what he presumes to be 
the original location of the panel in row three, Nilson 
identifies this scene as ‘William asked to accept his 
election as archbishop’.322 French however is less 
speculative and calls it an ‘unidentified scene’. He 

does mention Nilson’s interpretation without calling 
it improbable, though, as he does in the case of panel 
2d-3d.323 In the case of the depicted miracles, Nilson 
often identifies the actual disease, while French 
usually sticks to ‘sick’. Appendix 2 in Nilson’s article 
is rather sloppy, unfortunately. Numbers of panels are 
quite often mixed up, although luckily the 

accompanying descriptions help to discern the actual 
order Nilson intends.324 The numbering in table 12 
displays a corrected version of his. It does however 

weaken the trustworthiness of the appendix a little. Despite this I have chosen to follow his 
reconstruction, while mostly sticking to Thomas French’s descriptions. In table 12 I have specified which 
of the descriptions I think best, generally choosing French’s caution over Nilson’s details. Most likely 
Nilson interpreted the scenes on the basis of the hagiographic texts, which means that using his 

descriptions would make me go around in circles. Of course the scenes will be linked to the hagiographic 
texts when the description I use is based on these texts. 
French on the other hand can be a little too careful at times. William appearing to sailors is undoubtedly 
the depiction of him calming the storm and saving them (16e-11c), and people with enormous bellies are 
most probable dropsical instead of cripple (23a-23a) or poisoned (24a-23e).325 This is why sometimes 
Nilson’s more specific description is chosen over that of French. 

 On the bottom row of the window nine praying portraits are depicted. These are members of the 
baronial family Ros of Hamlake.326 The Ros family was one of the longstanding benefactors of York 

Minster, which is why their coats of arms can be found in several places throughout the church, for 
instance in the nave arcade and the Lady Chapel windows.327 On the front kneeling to the right, is a 
praying portrait of Beatrice Ros (d.1415). The panel to the left would probably originally have depicted 
her son, William, the sixth baron Ros (c.1369-1414), and his wife Margery d’Arundel, followed by the 
panel with his eldest son John, his heir (c.1396-1421), and his wife Margery Despencer. The last two 
panels (1b and 1a) would have been the ones portraying the other four sons of William: William (d. 
1421), Thomas (1403-1431?), Robert (1412-1481?) and Richard (see plate 9).328 Thomas French 

                                                           
322 Nilson, ‘A reinterpretation’, Appendix 1, p 168-174. 
323 French, The St William window, p 32. 
324 Nilson, ‘A reinterpretation’, Appendix 2, pp 175-177. 
325 French, The St William window, pp 69, 105-106. 
326 French, The St William window, p 17. 
327 Brown, Stained glass, p 74. 
328 French, The St William window, p 19. Nilson switches panels 1b and 1d for the sake of the checkerboard arrangement. The 

possibility that the background colour of the panels has been changed in previous restorations seems more likely than the placing 

of William’s eldest son and heir behind his second and third sons. 

Plate 9: Two sons of William, lord Ross, panel 1a-

1a, window nVII (St William window) 
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considers Beatrice to be the most likely donor because of her prominent place in the row. Nilson also 
mentions William as the possible donor, giving his mother pride of place.329 The fact that Beatrice is 
placed in the most important position, in front of her relatives, is rather unusual. Even as mother and 
grandmother of the portrayed men it is by no means self-evident that she should hold this place. It was 

customary that a man would hold the most significant position. The depiction of a woman in this spot 
always points to special circumstances.330 Because of this I think Beatrice is indeed the most likely donor 
of window nVII, although more elaborate research would be necessary to be certain. The fact that St 
William is also the name saint of her son may have had an influence on the choice of the depicted saint, 
although this choice may also have been made by the Minster’s clergy.331 In any event, as mentioned 
above, the choice fits perfectly with the boost of William’s cult after 1405, whether it was made by clerics 
or by laypeople. They must have had their cathedral’s benefit in mind.  

Table twelve shows that there are a lot of overlapping episodes that occur in both the stained 

glass window as well as the hagiographic and liturgical texts. Some of them are based on specific parts of 
the accounts, some are based on more general remarks, and especially most of the healing miracles lack 
the detail to connect the scenes with particular accounts from the other sources. The presence of a number 
of details however does point to the likelihood of the influence of the hagiographic and / or liturgical 
texts. William receiving spurs as a token of good luck, for instance, or the miracle of the woman who 
incidentally ate a frog are scenes that are very specific and must have been based on some text. However, 
since the liturgical commemoration of William is so clearly adopted from the hagiographic texts it is 

difficult to discern which of the two would have provided the designer of the window with his or her 
material. The depiction of the translation of William is definitely not based on the hagiographic texts 
discussed in this chapter, which would make the liturgy, or possible another hagiographic text in which 
this account is included, the most likely source of the two. We also find some detailed scenes of miracles 
in this window that are not mentioned in any of the available sources, like the recurrence of the Ouse 
bridge miracle when William’s relics are carried in procession, the miracle of the man hanging tapestries 
who remains unharmed after being knocked down from his ladder by a huge stone, and the miracle of the 

noblewoman knocked over by a horse (see table 12). The presence of these scenes suggests that there 
must have been a more recent source available indeed, whether liturgical or hagiographic, in which more 
of William’s posthumous miracles were recorded. Regardless of what kind of source this may have been, 
the design of the St William window was clearly influenced by one or more accounts of the saint’s life. 

Like the hagiographic and liturgical texts discussed in this chapter, window nVII places most of 
its emphasis on William’s posthumous miracles rather than on his virtuousness during his life. Even in the 
early fifteenth century, when the pious and virtuous life of a saint had become a much more strict demand 
for sainthood than it had been in the early thirteenth century, William’s pictorial commemoration had 

apparently not shifted towards an emphasis on this aspect.332 All in all this large window shows that its 
depiction of William’s life, death and miracles is distinctly connected with the accounts in the 
hagiographic and liturgical sources, both concerning detailed scenes as well as the general emphasis of 
the whole. One last thing that needs to be remarked about this window is the fact that, unlike most of the 
other windows discussed in this thesis, most of its panels can hardly be seen. Not only are many of the 
panels too distant and the scenes too small to discern their contents, some of the rows cannot be seen at all 
because of stonework blocking the view. Apparently its donors did not have the entertainment of people 

viewing the window in mind, but rather the general embellishment of the church, to the honour and glory 
of William and God. 

                                                           
329 French, The St William window, p 19; Nilson, ‘A reinterpretation’, p 167. 
330 For more on this subject see Bijtje van den Velden’s paper Gender gerelateerde patronen in gebrandschilderde glazen, 2008 

(unpublished).  
331 See chapter 5 for the different people involved in late medieval art donations. 
332 Norton, St William of York, pp 197-199. 
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Because of the great difference in scale of the four windows commemorating William it is 
difficult to draw conclusions pertaining to all of them. The large chapter house window and the even 
larger St William window show that his cult was of great importance for the Minster at the end of the 
thirteenth century as well as the beginning of the fifteenth, especially after his translation and after the 

death of archbishop Scrope on the feast of St William. At the time of Richard Tunnoc’s donation, circa 
1310-1320, two other windows containing a portrait of William were donated as well (sXXIV and 
NXXIV), which shows that in the early fourteenth century his cult was very much alive as well.333 His 
best known miracle was clearly the rescuing of the crowd at Ouse bridge, since this is the only miracle to 
have been depicted in all four windows. Based only on the two largest windows one might conclude that 
the reviving of the drowned boy and the story of Ralph and Besing were also well known and popular, or 
maybe considered to be the best examples of William’s miraculous power, seeing that they each appear in 
both windows. Because of the poor state of the Chapter House window it seems better, however, not to 

base conclusions on  a comparison with its panels. 
 

Conclusion: differences and similarities between the sources 

 
From the different donors of the windows discussed above it becomes clear that William’s cult was not 
only promoted by the Minster’s clerics, but also by lay people who had strong ties with the church. 
Richard the bellfounder lived on the cathedral’s premises, and the Ros family was a longstanding 
benefactor. It is truly the community of York Minster that was involved in the commemoration of York 
Minster’s local saint. It has also become clear that the different kinds of commemoration are clearly 
related in the case of St William. The adoptation of the vita’s text for liturgical purposes is the most 

obvious, although the texts are not entirely the same. The elaborations on William’s studiousness, 
virtuousness and piousness are left out in the liturgical text of the York breviary. Interesting aspects 
include the seemingly random selection of miracles in the octave of William’s feast, which beg the 
question why exactly these miracles were chosen for taking over, and the account of William’s translation 
and the accompanying miracles, of which we do not know whether it was adopted from a hagiographic 
source unknown to us.  

In the case of the missal William’s sanctity is emphasized more, while his life and miracles are 

not described very precise, which fits the more contemplative style of the sequentiae sung during mass. 
Because of this the missal text cannot be linked to the hagiographic texts with the same certainty the 
breviary could. Only some references to specific miracles – the stones from the tomb turned into bread 
and the sailors rescued from the storm – show a possible basis of the text in the hagiographic sources. The 
remarkable account of William’s poisoning, which is not mentioned or depicted in any of the other 
sources, again suggests the existence of another text on which this account has been based. Its presence, 
with the added option to substitute it with a less explicit account, combined with its absence in the other 
sources indicates that there may have been different opinions at York Minster concerning the 

circumstances of William’s death, of which the ‘innocent’ version apparently had the upper hand. 
 The predominance of the miracles William performed after his death is also clearly seen in the 
windows depicting scenes from his legend. This is not surprising, considering the fact that the events of 
his life do not particularly make him a saint. The donors of windows with only a few panels however 
seem to have preferred William’s most famous miracle, that of Ouse bridge, which he did perform during 
his life. The St William window however, with forty-nine of its ninety-eight panels devoted to them, 
shows the importance of his posthumous miracles for his cult, just like the accounts in the liturgical and 

hagiographic sources do. Details in the scenes on the window also show that the depiction of at least some 
of the miracles, as well as the depiction of William’s struggles to become archbishop of York, were based 
upon a hagiographic or liturgical source. The inclusion of a number of specific miracles that are not 

                                                           
333 French, The St William window, p 6. 
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described in the sources available to us does suggest the existence of a more contemporary source that 
was used as a basis for the choice of scenes for the window. 
 
Concluding it must be said that the cult of St William at York Minster offers an instance of coherence and 

influence between the hagiographic, liturgical and pictorial commemoration of a saint. Because he was 
barely revered outside York Minster the ties between the people involved will probably have been 
relatively direct, since they all would have belonged to the community of York Minster, while at the same 
time influences from the outside would have been negligible. In this respect the commemoration of 
William differed greatly from that of St John the Evangelist and Nicholas of Myra.  
 

 

Table 10: Window CHnIII (c. 1290), from bottom to top 

Panel  Contents 

   

1a-e  Decorative panels 

2a  Uncertain: William goes into or returns from 
exile? 

2b  Inserted panel 

2c  Uncertain: William enthroned as bishop? 

2d  Uncertain: Ralph and Besing fighting? 

2e  Inserted panel 

3a-e  Decorative panels 

4a  Uncertain: two people fighting with swords 

4b  Coat of arms 

4c  Uncertain: miracles at the tomb? 

4d  Uncertain: pilgrim riding a cart? 

4e  Uncertain: fallen figure attended by two others? 

5a-e  Decorative panels 

6a  Uncertain: miracle at the tomb? 

6b  Inserted panel 

6c  Uncertain: people at William’s shrine? 

6d  Inserted panel 

6e  Uncertain: William flanked by two people? 

7a-e  Decorative panels 

8a  Uncertain: miracle at Ouse Bridge? 

8b  Uncertain: figure in boat, two on land? 

8c  Uncertain: miracle of the drowned boy? 

8d  Uncertain: feast after Mass? 

8e  Inserted panel 
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Table 11: Window nIX  (c. 1420-1435), from bottom to top 

Panel  Contents 

   

1c  Decorative panel 

2c  Miracles at William’s tomb 

3c  William enthroned as bishop 

4c  The miracle at Ouse Bridge 

5/6c  Portrait of St William 

 

 

 

Table 12: The St William window, nVII (1408-1415), from bottom to top, according to Ben Nilson 

and Thomas French. 
Column 1 indicates the place where Nilson suggest the panel should be located, followed by the number 
of the panel as used in the CVMA by French. The second column contains the description of the scene by 
Nilson; the third shows the deviations made by French from Nilson’s suggestions. When Nilson and 
French disagree the green colour indicates the option that seems most probable to me. Column four and 
five indicate the presence of these scenes in the hagiographic and liturgical sources. G means the scene 

from the panel is generally described in the source; S means the scene is specifically described in it.  
 

Panel Description according to Nilson According to French Hag Lit 

     

1a-1a Fourth and fifth sons of William, sixth baron Ros Two sons of William   

1b-1d John Ros, son of William as heir with his wife 
Margery  

Should be in 1c   

1c-1b Second and third sons of William Ros Two sons of William   

1d-1c William, sixth baron Ros with his wife Margery    

1e-1e Beatrice Ros née Stafford, wife of Thomas, fourth 
baron Ros, mother of William, grandmother of 
John  

   

2a-7a  Marriage of William’s parents  G G 

2b-2d Baptism of William    

2c-18a Alien window    

2d-3d William conducted to his stall as canon Improbable   

2e-2c Original lost    

3a-2b The election of St William Clergy seal a document   

3b-2a William nominated as archbishop Unidentified scene   

3c-4b Innocent II receives the results of the election Receives a document   

3d-3e St William enthroned  G G 

3e-3b William conducting business as archbishop Unidentified scene   

4a-3a Enemies appeal to Innocent II  Documents presented to the 
pope 

  

4b-3c Pope Innocent allows conditional consecration  Messengers with the pope   

4c-4a William swears the oath set by Innocent II as the 
condition of his consecration 

Swears an oath   

4d-4d Pope Lucius gives the pallium to the papal legate, 

Hincmar 
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4e-4e Hincmar carries the pallium to Britain Cardinal Hincmar rides with 

the pallium 

  

5a-4c The death of pope Lucius    

5b-5c The consecration of pope Eugenius  G G 

5c-5b Murdac presents his case  The pope delivers or receives 
a document 

  

5d-5a Pope Eugenius deposes William at the council of 
Rheims  

The pope presiding at a 
council 

  

5e-5d Murdac enthroned  An archbishop officiating 

with monks 

  

7a-5e William received in Sicily Unidentified scene   

7b-7d William in exile visited by many  William at prayer in solitude S  

7c-8a William’s opponents all die on the same day  In the same year S S 

7d-7c William, by means of the holy ghost, is told of his 
imminent reinstatement  

The holy spirit comes to 
William 

S S 

7e-7e William receives the prophetic gift of golden 
spurs 

 S S 

8a-8b William goes to Rome  S S 

8b-8c William receives the pallium from Anastasius  S S 

8c-8d William returns from Rome by sea  With the pallium   

8d-8e Roger, archdeacon of Canterbury, meets William  William welcomed by clergy   

8e-7b William introduced to king Stephen William meets (?) king 
Stephen 

  

9a-9a The saint on his return is met by the corporation 
at Dringhouses 

Outside York by a delegation   

9b-9b The populace of York at the city gates  William met by civic 

dignitaries at York 

G G 

9c-9c The miracle at Ouse Bridge William crosses Ouse Bridge S S 

9d-9d William receives the archiepiscopal cross Kisses the cross outside York 
Minster 

  

9e-9e The enthronement at York  G G 

10a-10b Trinity Sunday mass  S S 

10b-10a William holds a feast for his friends William’s enthronement feast S S 

10c-21d William smitten with fever   S S 

10d-10c The death of William ?William lies on his death-bed S S 

10e-10d Extreme unction    

11a-11a The saint is buried William’s body placed in the 

coffin 

S S 

11b-10e William’s body undamaged after a fire at the 
Minster 

 S S 

11c-2e The accused woman’s hand survives the ordeal 
by fire 

Unidentified scene   

11d-11d A woman carried in a cart to the Minster    

11e-11e A dropsical woman at the shrine A sick woman   

12a-12b Ralph and Besing swear oaths  S  

12b-12c Ralph and Besing fight  S  

12c-12d Ralph bereft of one/both eye(s) by Besing  S  

12d-12e Ralph praying at William’s tomb for new eyes  S  
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12e-12a Ralph gets new eyes  S  

15a-15a A scholar taken by a devil    

15b-16a Oil exudes from the tomb Cripples collect healing oil S S 

15c-15b A woman receives sight through a vision of 
William 

 S S 

15d-17e A woman afflicted with leprosy A sick woman G G 

15e-17b A paralytic at the shrine A deformed man at the tomb   

16a-15c A scene of general cures at the shrine Four men seek cures at the 
tomb 

G G 

16b-11b Drowned boy on bank  S  

16c-21e The drowned child recovers at the tomb334 A young man at the tomb S  

16d-15d The man who found a miraculous rose at the 

tomb, dipped a leaf of it in the oil, ate it and was 
cured 

A man being cured at the 

tomb 

S  

16e-11c William stills a storm at sea and saves merchants Appears to sailors in a storm S G 

17a-16d A woman eats a frog cooked in bread  S S 

17b-16e The same woman cured  S S 

17c-16b A drowned boy is restored A boy prays at the tomb   

17d-16c A man falls from his horse Is thrown from his horse   

17e-21a A child is drowned in Ouse river A woman is rescued from 
drowning 

  

18a-21c A cripple before the feretory (belongs elsewhere, 

as Nilson himself indicates) 

 G G 

18b-18b King Edward I invited to the translation of 
William’s relics  

? By clergy S S 

18c-18c King Edward falls Down a hill S S 

18d-18d King Edward gives thanks for his cure  S S 

18e-18e King Edward travels to York ? The royal party rides to 
York 

 S 

20a-20b The coffin is opened for the translation   S 

20b-20e The translation of William’s relics   S 

20c-20a Bishops gathering after the translation The service for the translation 
of the relics 

 S 

20d-20c A man sleeping during the translation is hit by a 
stone 

  S 

20e-20d The same man is unharmed The sleeper explains the 
miracle 

 S 

21a-22a A lame man’s leg is measured for a candle A man’s ailing leg is 
measured 

  

21b-22b A healed man offers a wax replica of his leg at 
the shrine 

   

21c-22c The Ouse Bridge breaks as the feretory is carried 
over 

   

21d-22d Those who fell from the bridge are saved A woman gives thanks at the 
feretory 

  

21e-17a A deformed man/boy carried to the shrine A crippled man   

                                                           
334 The children in both windows are remarkably alike. 
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22a-24d A man in fetters    

22b-24e The same man, released, offers his fetters    

22c-23b A man putting up a tapestry    

22d-23c The same man is knocked down by a falling stone    

22e-23d He carries the stone before the feretory He processes unharmed in 

front of the feretory 

  

23a-23a A victim of dropsy approaches the shrine Cripples G  

23b-17d A man on crutches at the shrine Three suppliants at the tomb   

23c-17c A deaf, hunch-backed woman at the shrine  A woman   

     

23d-21b A child at the shrine A boy and his parents pray at 
the shrine 

  

23e-22e A diseased woman at the shrine A woman with ? leprosy G G 

24a-23e A dropsical woman at the shrine A poisoned woman at the 

tomb  

G  

24b-15e A man saved from hanging  Reprieved criminals give 
thanks at the tomb 

  

24c-24a A crippled woman walking in trestles is cured A woman is healed at the 
tomb 

  

24d-24b A noble woman is knocked down by a horse    

24e-24c The same woman gives thanks at the shrine    
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Conclusion: results and further research 

 
In this final conclusion I want to attempt to give some general answers to the questions posed in the 
introduction to this thesis, based on the three case studies of the commemoration of St John the 
Evangelist, Nicholas of Myra and William of York at York Minster. The main questions were: 

In what way are hagiography, liturgical commemoration of saints and the depiction of saint’s 
lives on the medieval stained glass windows of York Minster related, how did they influence each 
other, and what role does the community of York Minster play in this? 

The most important conclusion that has to be drawn from the three examples is that the mutual relations 
and influence between the different kinds of sources differ greatly from case to case. Nonetheless, or 
rather because of this I would like to argue that this research has produced some interesting results that 
would justify further research into the subject. 

  
In the case of John the Evangelist the connections between the three different kinds of sources are 
possible, but not very strong. The episodes from his legend that are depicted on the two stained glass 
windows can be found in the liturgical sources as well as the hagiographic texts of the Legenda Aurea, 
North English legendary and South English legendary, which indicates that a relation or influence 
between these sources is very well possible. On the other hand there are no specific details in either of the 
sources that link them to each other more certainly. The link between the stained glass windows and the 

liturgical sources seems to be the weakest. The amount of attention that the different sources spend on 
different parts of the legend varies greatly. The story of the poisoned cup for instance is depicted on 
window sXXXI, but is only briefly referred to in the breviary. On the other hand, the story of John’s 
protégé who became a robber and the events of John’s death are described elaborately in the liturgical 
texts, while there is no attention paid to these stories in the stained glass windows. Although the pictorial 
tradition of John’s legend may have played a part in this, the most likely explanation for these differences 
is the influence of the people involved in the donation of the windows and the composition of the 
liturgical texts. They all seem to have made choices in order to stress a certain role of St John: teacher or 

writer of the Apocalypse on the two windows, and miracle worker in the breviary. In this way the 
community of York Minster, represented by a precentor, a possible archbishop and one or more unknown 
composers of the liturgical texts (on their own accord or made to order), influenced the way St John was 
remembered at the Minster. There does seem to be a somewhat stronger tie between the liturgical texts 
and the NEL, since the episodes that can be found in the hagiographic texts but not in the liturgical 
sources are mostly the ones that are not recounted in the NEL, but in the SEL and / or the LgA only. In 
addition there are no episodes present in the liturgical texts that are taken from the SEL and / or LgA 

only. This indicates that the NEL, or a hagiographic text with similar contents was known at York 
Minster and  possible basis for the liturgical commemoration of St John. But again, I have found no 
specific details that link the sources to each other with certainty. 
 St Nicholas’ commemoration at York Minster shows some similarities to that of St John, but 
large differences as well. The link between the liturgical sources and the hagiographic texts is comparable 
to the way they seem to be related in the case of John the Evangelist. The episodes that are not found in 
the liturgical texts are mainly the accounts that are not present in the NEL either, even though they are 

included in the LgA and NEL. At the same time there are no scenes included that can only be found in the 
LgA or SEL. This strengthens the idea that the NEL is likely to have been an inspiration for the liturgical 
commemoration of at least some saints at York Minster. However, the deviation between the scenes 
found in the stained glass windows on the one hand and in the hagiographic texts and the liturgical 
sources on the other is particularly large. There are two main differences between them. First of all the 
most striking difference between the sources is the fact that the one scene that is depicted most on the 
windows – of the three boys rescued from the pickling vat – is not recounted in any of the written sources. 
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This means there must have been another source for it, most probably the boy bishop ceremony of the 
feast of the Holy Innocents or the pictorial tradition of the legend of Nicholas. Secondly, of the six 
different identifiable scenes depicted on the windows only three can be found in the liturgical texts, of 
which one – the story of the Jewish moneylender – is only referred to briefly in the texts. In the 

hagiographic texts the same three scenes are again the only ones described. Apart from the boys in the 
pickled vat, the remaining scenes of St Nicholas distributing alms and healing a crippled man may also 
have been inspired by another source unknown to me. In the case of window sXXIX however, which 
contains two unidentified scenes as well as both the healing of a cripple and the distributing of alms by 
Nicholas, the archbishop who donated it may have chosen to include a number of scenes in his window 
that showed Nicholas as a virtuously living bishop rather than a miracle worker. The donor’s aim may 
have been to make the identification between himself and the famous bishop of Myra more clear. Again 
we see that the choice of scenes from the saint’s legend may have been inspired by the message the donor 

wanted to convey to the viewer of the window. It would however be useful to study the occurrence of 
‘unclear’ scenes that supposedly depict a story from a saint’s legend in a broader perspective, in order to 
see whether they actually do depict specific scenes, or if they were added for other purposes. In such a 
research the pictorial tradition of a saint would have to be studied, in order to find the commonality of 
these kinds of scenes. However, the donor’s wish to convey a message may also provide us with an 
explanation why the unusual scene of the Jewish moneylender has been chosen to be depicted on two 
different panels. The donors of the twelfth-century panel and the panel from window nVIII must have had 

their specific reason to choose this scene rather than a more famous miracle. All in all the way St 
Nicholas was commemorated at York Minster in the different sources varies greatly, which means 
relations or influences between them are difficult to discern. 
 The case of St William of York presents us with the exact opposite. The relations and influence 
between the hagiographical texts, liturgical sources and stained glass windows are more than obvious. 
Accounts from his vita and miracles were almost literally adopted for his liturgical commemoration, and 
specific scenes from both can be found in the windows as well, like the Ouse Bridge miracle or the 

miracle of a woman who accidentally ate a frog. All of them place a lot of emphasis on William’s 
posthumous miracles, which comes as no surprise, seeing that during his life there were not many 
miraculous events. There are a few deviations between the sources. The most important difference that 
can be found between William’s vita on the one hand and the liturgical texts and stained glass windows 
on the other is the fact that the former dedicates a large amount of attention to the description of 
William’s virtuousness during his life, whereas the others do not include this aspect. Another difference is 
the fact that window nVII contains a number of specific scenes that cannot be found in the written 
sources. William’s translatio is included for instance, and a miracle of a man who is unharmed after being 

knocked down from a ladder by a large stone. The presence of these scenes in the window indicates that 
there must have been one or more later hagiographic sources that included these stories and inspired the 
donors to have them depicted as well. The study of the pictorial tradition of William’s legend would 
probably be unnecessary, since William was hardly ever depicted outside the Minster. An interesting 
aspect of the stained glass windows depicting St William is the great difference between the backgrounds 
of the four donors. We find two canons, a noblewoman and a bellfounder who (most probably) donated 
the windows. The fact that two clergymen, a member of a family of longstanding benefactors and a man 

employed by the church all choose to have William depicted on their windows, shows that the community 
of York Minster in the broadest sense of the word was involved in the promotion and dissemination of 
William’s cult. 
 All in all we have seen relations and influences that are clear and even traceable in the case of St 
William’s commemoration, likely but not proven in the case of St John, and weak or even absent in the 
case of St Nicholas. This could lead to the conclusion that the relations between the different sources at 
York Minster may differ from case to case, and are therefore not suitable for any general conclusions. 

However, the fact that William, John and Nicholas are different kinds of saints – local, biblical and early 
bishop respectively – means that the subject actually begs for further, more elaborate research, to see if 
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the relations between the different sources are comparable within certain categories of saints. In this broad 
research it would of course be imperative for all the manuscripts  of the York breviaries and missals from 
different periods in time to be studied more thoroughly, in order to determine which legendary accounts 
were used for the liturgical commemoration of the saints at what time. Manuscript that were produced and 

used after the donation of the windows would have to be included as well, to see if they include episodes 
that have been found on the windows, but not in the earlier written sources. This way the results of the 
comparison between the stained glass windows and the liturgical texts in particular will become more 
certain. 

There are plenty of different saints depicted in the windows of York Minster, which means that 
various groups could be researched. The saints who were local to York would make up an interesting first 
group. The fact that the commemoration of the most local saint of the three – William – shows the closest 
relations between the sources may be due exactly to the fact that he was the most local. The hagiographic 

texts that inspired his depiction and liturgical commemoration were close at hand. Comparison with other 
local saints like Paulinus of York and John of Beverley would therefore help determine whether the direct 
influence we have seen in the case of St William can be found in the sources in which their legend is told 
or depicted as well. The fact that these two saints lived in the seventh and eighth century makes the 
comparison all the more interesting, since the availability of written accounts  of their legends may have 
been different compared to that of St William’s. Another group could be made up of biblical saints, like 
John the Evangelist, since scenes from the lives of St Peter, Paul and John the Baptist are present in the 

Minster’s windows as well. Maybe the relations between the different sources are as indefinite for the 
commemoration of these saints as it is in the case of John the Evangelist. The fact that St Peter is the 
patron saint of the Minster accounts for some added interest. This may mean his commemoration differs 
from the other four. A third group could be made up of saints who were among the most popular in the 
Roman church, like Nicholas, Stephen, Catherine and Margaret, while a final group could be formed by 
English saints like Thomas Becket, Chad and Cuthbert. Of course other choices could be made as well. It 
might also be interesting to compare bishop-saints (Nicholas, Thomas Becket, Cuthbert, John of 

Beverley, Chad, Paulinus and William) to martyrs (Catherine, John the Baptist, Peter, Paul, Stephen and 
Margaret). Because some saints belong to different categories at the same time it would be necessary to 
substantiate the choice for certain groups clearly.  

For all three saints discussed in this thesis the influence of the community of York Minster is an 
important element. Therefore the reasons why someone chose certain scenes from a saint’s life to have 
depicted on a window or read during Mass or Matins, for instance, have to be included in a broader 
research, since they may also be the reasons why a lot or a little influence between the sources is found. 
Someone who wants to depict a saint as a miracle worker may rely more on hagiographic texts, while 

someone who wants to stress the virtuousness of the saint, for whatever reason, may choose more general 
scenes that cannot be tied to other accounts of this saint’s legend with certainty. Another aspect that 
should be included would be the status of the donor and his access to the different sources. After all, a 
bellfounder like Richard Tunnoc would probably have been less familiar with the liturgical texts from the 
breviary, compared to the clerics who donated windows as well. It would be interesting to compare the 
different motives donors may have had, and to discern whether they are comparable for the 
commemoration of saints within the different groups.  

A number of other factors would also have to be included in a more elaborate research. First of all 
the visibility and audibility of the windows and texts should be taken into account. These aspects do not 
only have an impact on the possibility of someone being influenced by them, but also on what can be said 
about the motives of donors. If many of the scenes were not visible to the public, for example, why did 
the donor have them included? Secondly the possibilities of the different media have to be discussed in 
more detail. A text for instance has more possibilities to contain details that would be difficult to include 
in a depiction. Thirdly an important factor that has been included in this thesis on a very small scale only, 

is the pictorial traditions of different saints’ legends. By including an idea of what the ‘standard’ was, a 
more nuanced view on the influence of hagiographic and liturgical texts would be obtained. Moreover, 
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the deviations would become more clear, making the question of donors’ motives more urgent. All in all, 
a elaborate research in which  the commemoration of different categories of saints would be studied, 
while including these aspects, should lead to a broad and nuanced insight into the way the sources in 
which the commemoration took place were related in the late Middle Ages. 

 
Although it has not been possible to give generally valid answers to the main questions of this thesis, I 
think the research has been successful in two ways. Firstly the combination of the three fields of study 
involved – art donations, liturgy and hagiography – has proved very fruitful. Through this combination an 
insight into the commemoration of saints at York Minster has been gained that would not have been 
obtained by studying the three kinds of sources separately, and that can be increased greatly by further 
research. By comparing the sources preferences and therefore motives can be discerned that would have 
remained hidden otherwise. Mostly this research has demonstrated the importance of the subject, and the 

necessity of a further broad comparative research of the ways saints are commemorated in different 
sources by a community. Not only the differences and similarities between groups of saints, but 
eventually between different places and times as well, would provide us with a wealth of information 
about the role played by saints in late medieval society. 
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