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Foreword

Behind the shingle of Dorsetéf6s Chesil
waters of Lyme Bay, and behind the saltwatdiagoon the Chesil creates, the

Fleet, is goldenstoned Abbotsbury, a meander and a tangle of cottages and a
right -angle roadbend perilous toevery bus To its south, Chapel Hill humps
against the skyline [1]

Chapel Hill would not be half as charismatic wihout its Chapel. It is massivé®

not huge, but massivehbuilt, its walls over a yard thick, its buttresses

strengthening it further against the salt winds scouring over the hilltop. Its
barrel-vault roof is surprisingly elaborated someone was preparedtspend

serious money on this place. Built in the 14 century, it probably survived the

di ssolution of Abbotsburyds Abbey in t
landmark for seafarers. It is empty inside now, but never silenthe slightest

sound reverberates around itsvalls, even when the pigeons
there.

It is the chapel of St Catherine: theomphalosf the Jurassic Coast, a site of
portents and auguries. It is of course not eternal, but speaks somehow of
eternity more eloquently than naked rock would do. Of all the English places
associated with the Saint of th&Vheel, it is the most powerful, maybe second
only to Mount Sinai itself 6 andthere | have never been.

Was it Abbotsbury that drew mbdyfamly St C
have been going to the chapel sincewas a child, but Catherine herself never

i mpinged on my awareness, I think, unt
why that happened Shewas the patron saint of my college at Oxford, Balliol,
but it wasnoét that. I had beenSaxoor e in

saints, especially St Cuthberd On a rock by Lindisfarh&t Cuthbert sits, and toils
to frame/ The sda@rne beads that bear his ndimat in about 1990, as | copied
lyrics from the Carmina Buranawhich had some relevance to my researches
into holy wells and the imagery surrounding them in the middle ages, llao
wrote out a line fromthe lyric CB12*: Christi sponsa Katharina/ virgo martyr et
r e g i why dicl do that? Perhaps itwas her dramatic legend (not, in fact,
anything like as bloody as those of some other virgimartyrs), maybejust the
fact that her feast day, November 25 is closer to my birthday than St

Cut hber tdbatshe mgvedialsost unnoticed to take the céral place

in my hagiographic affections. And this is long before | was a Christian of any
kind!



The figure of St Catherine, and that date, November 25 have woven in and
out of my life, a web of coincidences and connections. | now have a
relationship with her which is something like the relationship medieval
Christians had with their patron saints, in a way which has faded even within
the Roman Catholic tradition: thinking of the Christian life, to an extent, in
terms of her story andindividuality, and how it reflects that of Christ himself.
When | see her in a staineejlass window, unexpected in a cathedral or parish
church, ités a speci al pl easure. And t
wells, to resume my acquaintance wit Catherine d Abbotsbury not least. One
day, | might even get to Sinai, and pick up the little ring that the brothersof
the monasteryissue to their pilgrim visitors. But there are other sites in the
meantime.Here she is, my revered Friend in Heavenand not just mine, it
seems.



1. The Cult of St Catherine

In 1969, the Roman Catholic Churchwas reaching the height of its

enthusiasm for modernisation. Latin was in the process of being expunged
from the liturgy, the altars were being dragged forward from the east walls of
churches so priests could stand behind them, and fond devotions by whithe
faithful had been accustomed to express their piety were being discouraged by
bishops who found them all a bit embarrassing. The calendar, too, was pruned
of some of its picturesque commemorations, analcollection of longrevered
saintsfound themselves purged, either removed entirely or demoted to local
observances at best. Catherine of Alexandria was one of them.

This wasndt td&reat-Maityrdhad comeé under nedateve

scruting. As part of the Roman Catholic Chur
of Protestantism in the 1500s, Pope Pius V had inaugurated a reform of the

liturgy to peel off the accretions Protestantsvere most scornful of, and that

included downgrading the feasts o& number of saints6 1  wi sh | coul
Catherine existedd, St Robert Bell ar mi
the Pope had charged with revising the accounts of the saint8aronius agreed

thatb Her hi story contains mdany ot hilymg g rwh
she survived this particular purge probably because she was woven too deeply

into popular culture to extract neatly at that stage. D@n went St Barbara and

her tower, St Margaret forever bursting from the belly of her dragon, and St
Ursulawith her clutch of arrows, but Catherine stood still at the highest grade

of feast.Intriguingly, when the nascent Church of England produced its own
calendar around the same timeshewas one of the very few noiBiblical saints

to keep their places in it,too, probably for the same reason.

How did she advance to this poin® this part-mythical holy woman who was
yet so revered? Christin@Valsh gives us the best account of how it happened,
in her book The Cult of St Katherine of Alexandriawestern Europ@ublished

in 2007 and based on her doctoral thesigritten a few years beforeatherine
Lewis, Gary Marker, Arthur Spears and Tracy Sands have all produced books
looking at regional cults of St Catherine in England, Russia, Ireland and
Sweden respectively, so we have a good deal of information now.

The story Christine Walsh lays outis, in short, as follows. Although
Catherinefds | egend uni v eatAlexdndriginpgyph c e s
in the late third and early fourth century, the first positive evidence we have of

her is a seventhcentury list of saintsnow held in the Vatican Library but

written in Syriac, and probably coming from the vicinity of Antioch. It



includes her as one of a group of &éhol
been an account of hewritten in Greek some time in the late 8 century, but

the first surviving versionwe havewas a brief summary included byhe

Byzantine author Symeon Metaphrastes in higen-volume compendium of

s ai nt scompiled im theslater 10" century: i t 0 sbstcabted fromiary

older document. At around the same time images of Catherine started to

appear in the churches of Cappadocia in what is now Turkesnd eventually

in southern ltaly.

But she was peculiar among her brethren saints in having no relics identified

as hers. In fact the early ranuscripts about her include a prayer she was

supposed to have made just before her martyrdom that her body should be

hidden and not split up, which was presumably an attempt to explain why no

relics existed. But the manuscripts also related that afterGate r i ne 6 s de a'
body had been taken by angels to Mount SinaA monastery had existed there

from the sixth century, but for mostreadero f Cat h er iSimawosld | e g e
have meant simply an impossibly remote and mysterious placend that was

probably why it was chosenYet, the mention of it created the expectation

that, i f Cat her i ne dGarywhesitwaildbs thetepand,ld b e
and behold, it seems that something identified as her relics, at least a skull and
possibly an entire bodywas foundat the high peaknear Sinainow known as

Jebel Katrin, o6Catherineds cetoryu[@tBp, som
the year 1214 the remainshad been removed to the monastery itself.

So by the year 1000 there was a saint of growing poputsrivith both a legend

being repeated in more and more manuscriptgnd artistic representations,

and who posseseghysical relics as well. In about 1030 the church of the Holy

Trinity in the Norman city of Rouen was founded, and less than twenty years

|l ater it had acquired and enshrined so
told about a monk from Sinai bringing them there but this probably covered

up some more shady relidealing. At the same time, her name appeared ife

calendar ofWinchester Cathedra) and from there, gradually and slowly, the

cult of St Catherine accelerated across Englar@dirst being included in the

calendar of a cathedral or monasteryollowed by an altar being dedicated to

her, and thus encouaging more writing about her and more art depicting her.

A Missal from Canterbury, written right at the end of the 1Y century,
includes, for the first time, a Collec

O God who gave the law to Moses on the summit of Bioan and in the same

place through your holy angels placed the body of blessed Catherine, virgin and
martyr; grant we beseech you, that by her merits and intercession, we may be able to
reach the mountain which is Christ.
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We might compare Catherine with another virginmartyr of doubtful

historicity but with a colourful legend, St Margaret of Antioch. While

Catherine ended with about sixty medievaEnglish churches dedicated to her,
Margaret, whose cult in England got goingslightly earlier, amassed two

hundred: by the time devotion to Catherine was growingat its fastest most

parish churches had already been dedicated, and her cult was reflected more in

the names of chapels (within big churches, or freestanding like Abbotsbr y 6 s ) ,

altars, lights, and religious institutions of different sortsd even church bells
Where she scored over Margareind other similar saintswasthat her story
contained elements which could appeal to a very wide variety of people. She
was a princessso the nobility could identify with her. Her spotless virtue
appealed to members of religious orders, especially women, and secular
women too could feel a connection with her courage and tenacity. As her
legend became more elaborate the physical elemeitsluded in it allowed her
patronage to spread: anyone who in any way worked with wheels, from
spinners to cartwrights, could look to her as their patron saint, and as she had
exuded milk rather than blood on being beheaded, she acquired an interest in
people involved in dairying. Most of all, unigue among female saints, there
was the emphasis her legend placed on Hearning.She wasleverThe

incident of her debating with the fifty pagan philosophers sent by the

Emperor to batter her into intellectual submission, but besting them instead,
appears in the earliest versions of her narrative, and it made hire patron of

all scholars and thinkersd influential people in medieval societyd as well as a
feminist avant la lettrand an icon of resistance to authorityif you wanted her
to be. That was a lotto be concentrated in one figure.

And then there washewheel The earl iest texts of
mention it, and nor do early images of her include itit seemsto have crept

into the story some time in the eleventh century. The significance of the wheel
as an instrument of torture is often misunderstood: in the legend, Catherine is
neither attached to it, nor threatened with being burned on it. Instead, the
purpose of the wheel$ properly, there are twod is to carry razors around their
rim to lacerate and flay her, and even then the villainous Emperor intends that
she should be intimidated into renouncing Christianity by the mere sightof
them, rather than their use In the event, an angel blows the wheels apart, and
they fly into bits causing no smal/l
ltds a very inventive and odd additi
Cat herineds f | og gdwhaye itwame fromésta engsigry. Blg ,
the point is that it made her instantly recognisable. The wheel is a bold and
unmistakable visual symbol, as striking in its way as the Cross itsedind
wherever we see it we can tell it is St Catherine whuarries it or is depicted by
its side. By the start of the 1% century, everyone in western Europe would

11
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have known what the wheel meant and who it stood for, and it could appear
on its own on inn signs and in heraldry with no further explanation needed.
Had anyone devised it deliberately, we would describe it as a masterstroke of
branding. [3]

My favourite example of theway devotion to St Catherine might attach itself
toanew locationdb e c au s e ©Ois that of Teaby im Bainbrokeshire. A
short stroll across the South Beach there at low tide will bring you to St
Catherineds Island, a "fcenguy fodbattemechp of r
onto the top. It has over the last hundred years been a house, and, incredibly, a
Z00, lut is now managed by a historical trust. Long before the fort was built,
there had been a chapel of St Catherine, hence the nathanother one of the

lofty locations echoing her presence on faoff Mount Sinai. There had been a
resident hermit at some poin, too. Until the fort was built in 1867, the ruins

of the chapel were the only visible structure on the roc4] Those ruins were
removed when the fort was constructed, and during the works three items

were discovered: a human skeletofpossibly of one of the hermit9; a scatter

of Roman coins; and, of all things, arAncient Egyptian ushabtidating from

the 17" century BC, one of the little figurines buried with the dead to act as

their servants in the afterlife. The finds were taken to Tenby Musem where

they remain. Now of course nobody knows how tautterly unexpected and
inexplicable ushabtgot to a medieval pilgrimage sitén west Wales But is

there a connection? Could it be that some crusader, or other traveller, brought
it back from the Near East, and that, coming from the vicinity of Alexandria,

this indistinguishable statuette, so completely different from anything else
anyone in the area would ever have encountered, was identified as an image of
St Catherine? That's what they speculatendhe Island, and | find it a not-
unreasonable thought to have.

Medieval Christians conceived of the heavenly presence of God as something

|l i ke an earthly monar chos whwaeauldputinaa nd t
good word with the Lord on behalf ofthe churches, institutions, professions,

places, and individuals under their special patronag&ut this underestimates

the intense and emotional relationship that could develop between a Christian

and their patron saint.In her book on latemedieval devotion to St Catherine

in England, Katherine Lewis quotes the example of Katherine Swynford

Perhaps she bore tat name from being born on November 25; it was a

coincidence that her fatherPaon a Belgian knight who moved to England to

seek hs fortune at the court of Edward Ill, was surnamedRoetdd wh e e | & .
Katherine de Roetmade a good marriage to another knight, Sir Hugh
Swynford, and became governess to the
Gaunt d and, later, his mistress. They swore thkaison began after their
respective spouses® de atohexhroniblerctalledt ¢ au
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Kat heri wfleevdd 6steevd Oenchantress®. She
years, but were eventually married in 1396fter the death of his secot wife,

the Infanta of Castile Now Duchess of Lancaster, Katherine adoptebder own
coat of arms, three gold Catherine wheels on a red fiel&] As Dr Lewis

points out, this avoided any reference to either of her husbandsd might well
have been an attempt to defuse her morally suspect reputation by stressing
devotion to her impeccable namesaint. Gaunt died only three years after their
marriage,and Katherine lived out her lastdaysin the Minster Yard of

Lincoln Cathedral. On her own deathin 1403she lavished gifts on the

cathedral, including a vast suite of copes and a full set of mass vestments, all in
red velvet and woven with Catherine whds in silver and gold. Perhaps
Katherine felt her patron saint had vindicated her in the end certainly in the
imagery she chose there was no dividing line between the earthly aristocrat
and her heavenly advocate.

Another devotee of St Catherine, at the ber end of Europewas Velislav the
Canon, notary toboth King John | of Bohemia and his son, the Emperor
Charles IV. Between about 1325 and 1349 Velislav commissionediklia picta

a Bible in pictures, now held in the Czech National Library inPrague. Not all
the images in the manuscript illustrate Bible stories, as there is a section at the
end depicting incidents in the lives of the saints including St Lawrence being
roasted on his gridiron. The very last pictureshows Velislav himself kneelirg
before Catherine, who carries her palm and a tiny wheel and wearswamusual
foliate crown: a scroll-caption emanating from Velislav beseeches the saint to
dhearthe petitionof yo u r s e[6] @ree nftthé earlierdrawingsin the book
shows the Antichrist having a group of scholars beheaded, so perhaps Velislav
felt the perils of the intellectual life particularly keenly and wanted to enlist
his patronds aid against them.

[

Thekindofr el ati onshi p St Cat herwithhherhas medi e

virtually died out: even within the Roman Catholic Church it now can be
found attached to the Virgin Mary and almost nobody elseAlthough her feast
day remained in the calendar after the Reformation, eventualthe
representations of Catherine became a sortwiemoryf a cult rather than
something deeply resonating in the lives of the faithfu) paving the way for her
deletion from the General Calendar in 1969. Nevertheless, her story is so
compelling, and that symbol of the wheel so powerfylthat people keep
coming back to it, retelling it and reusing it, as we will seegven though they

knowthat there is no historical evidencebem d i t . Somehow t hat

seem tomatter.

In 2002, something unprecedented happened. new edition of the Roman
Missal was published and, hving been excised from the General Calendar

13



generation before St Catherine of Alexandria was put back irShe now
enjoyedonly a minor commemoration, admittedly, a far cry from the solemn
feast with its own octave the Dominican Order had observed in her honour
right through to 1962; but re-inserting a saint into the list in any waywas
highly unusual. The story goesthat when Pope John Paul 1l visited the
monastery at Sinai in 2000Archbishop Damianosd the Abbot of Sinai also
ranks as an Archbishop in the Orthodox Churchd greeted him cordially, but
refused to hold a joint prayer service with him éfter all, we are hereticswe
Westerners in Eastern eye} It was as a gesture in the direction of
reconciliation towards Sinai, and Orth
name was replaced in the Calendar. Or so it is claimed. John Pairhself said
nothing about it.

For my part, | am pretty sure there was a real Catherine, or Katerina, or

Ekaterini, or whatever version of her name you choos®a holy woman who
perhaps suffered and died in a time of persecution, enough for that name to be
remembered somewherenithe vicinity of seventh-century Antioch. So tat,

when prayers are offered in the name of that uncertain figure, there is

someone who hears them, in that place where fond legends, pious
exaggerations, and tall st ofindlgkwowd.on &t

14



2. Imagining a Saint

More than virtually al/l her saintly pe
over the centuries. Her modern incarnations are extremely eclectic, but in the
past she hasvorn a range of broadly similar guises.

I. The Byzantine Catherine

The oldestimages of St Catherine depict her as a Byzantine prince3te very
earliest of allthat Christine Walsh could identify dates to the years around 910
to 920 and is in the rockcut church of Tokali Kilise in Cappadocia. In this
painting, Catherine has her left hand raised in blessing andas a martyr,

carries a cross in her right: shevears a richly embroidered purple cloaland a
headdress[7] The oldestWestern images of Catherine, the 19century ones

in the Catacomb of San Gennaro in Naples or the church of San Sebastiano
alla Polveriera in Rome, are very similar. By the end of the f@entury,

though, at least in the Eastthe saintwas being depicted wearing the full
ceremonialdress of the Byzantine court: her headdress had visibly become a
crown, and she was showwrappedin the loros the embroidered strip of cloth
worn only by the Imperial family and the highest rank of officials. Sometimes
it looks as though she is holding a shield bearing a cross, butn  f athet 1t & s
lorosworn by women with an upward fold tucked into the belt.This means

that in illustrations like the Theodore Psaltetomposed in the
Constantinopolitan monastery of Stoudi
see her as equal in rank to her persecutor, tliemperor Maxentius, who also
wears a crown andioros The Psaltershows Catherine debating with the
philosophers and the earlieMenologion Basilianurdepicts her martyrdom,

but generally inimages from this time she is static and hieratic, standing like
most Byzantine saints facen, and doing nothing very much apart from
signalling holiness and transcendenceshe has no wheel, no sword, and no
book.[8, 9]

ii. The Medieval Catherine

The expert on Byzantine iconography, Nancy Sevcenko, argues that the
monastery at Mount Sinaiwas responsible for changing the way the Christian
world thought of St Catherine visually twice. The first occasionDr Sevcenko
arguescame in the early 1200saround the timeC a t h e reliceweerfes
relocated from the mountaintop chapel of Jebel Katrin to the monastery itself.
Previously church artists had shown little interest in the incidents ofthe
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s a i lifd, ribsvithstanding the depictions in the Theodoré®salterand the
Menologion BasilianunBut around the year 1200 a new innovation occurred in
religious art: the Vita icon, in which a central image of a saint was surrounded

by a border of smaller pictures showingpisodesn their story. Sinai acquired

8 possibly from donorsd vitaicons of St Nicholas and St George around this

time, and one showing Catherine almost certainly dates from the early 1200s

too. In this image, she still wears thdoros but the wheel makes an appearance:

this icon is stressing the journey the saint makew®wards her martyrdom.[10]

The vitaicon very quickly caught on the west too, especially among the new
preaching orders who used it to promote their own saints. A couple of decades
after the Sinai icon was made, the Dominicans had their own version paied

for their church dedicated to St Catherine in Pisajn the small narrative

images, Catherine appears in garb which is far moWestern than that of the

big figure in the middle (who wears a crown thalmost ooks | i ke a b
mitre); there aretwowh eel s; and the | ast picture
taken to Mount Sinai. [11]

Catherineds | egend wa sitaisoothewallsafnsf er r e
churches, becoming an immensely popular subject: for most medieval

churchgoers, this would be low they would encounter the narrativeThese

sets of images could be very grand indeed, such as the frescoes painted for the
church of San Clemente in Rome by Masolino de Panicale in the 1420s, but

most were much humblerd and many have long since vanishedlaking off the
dampwalls of the churches where they were painted, or whitewashed over by

those who disapproved of themin England, fragmentary wall-paintings

showing the Catherine cycle survive at Castor in Cambridgeshire and Sporle

in Norfolk; the fullest set is at Pickering in Yorkshire, though these were

heavily restored in the 1880s and 1890s and what we see now is not entirely

what medieval worshippers woulchave [12] This is also the casén the

church of St Martin at Jenzat in the Auvergne region of Franceyhich

containsa 15"-century cycle of paintingsincluding Cat her i neds 0 My s
Marriaged t o Cthatldecame paraohheristorgnithe later tL3"

century. [13] Sometimes as at Jenzat, she receives a wedding ring from the

adult Jesus, but as time goes on it becomes more common to see her
encountering him as an infant in Mary?®o
away from any hint of a sexual nature. These visual lives 8t Catherine

advanced in tandem with the many, many written versions, more than any

other medieval saint.

As well as the narrative cycles, images of St Catherine on her own or in the
company of other saints kept being producedroduced, in fact, in

overwhelming numbers.Her by-now established repertoire of symbol8 the
crown, the wheel, the swor dembdlishevelyo ok
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one, though not allare alwayspresent at once. The wheel, for instance, is

virtually always there, but sometimedt is a broken fragment, and sometimes a

small toy-like object Catherine carries in her hand. As time goes on, she

frequently appears towering over, or even trampling on, a small male figure:

this is her tormentor, the Emperor Maxentius, so the saint is venphysically

triumphing over tyrannical (and male) authority. A fine example is a statue

sold at Sotheby®ds i n 2fforhthe Taoyed ar@arinahea b | y
early 1500s: a very toughooking Catherine in a jewelkd and quilted bodice

and a long robe has book and sword in hand, her wheel behind her, and a
diminutive and disgruntled Emperor at her foot.[14] Knowing that Catherine
wasabqueend, and an exotic one, gave ari
with her clothing and accessories. Sometimes she wears simple gowns or

cloaks, but a lot of the time her costume is as sumptuous as any rkia
monarchdés: she wears a | ot of ermine e
illustrations . [15] Occasionally a turban replaceker crown. In common with

medieval Western artistic habit, Catherine no longer appears facing us, but

looking aside, as though we are observing her in the middle of some other

action, rather than encountering her directly. Sometimes this is indeed the

case:The Very Rich Hours of the Duc de Bempde about 1410, show theaint

reading in her study, as does an illustration by Taddeo Crivelli now in the

Getty Museum,and the Dunois Hours in the British Library. In the 15"-

century manuscript now known as theWarburg Hour<Catherine sitson top of

the Emperor Maxentius to read.[16] All of this demonstrates that the
narrative of the saintds |ife was so f
everyonecould read it from a couple of symbols.

Just occasionally an illustration steps outside the standard representation to
make us think a little differently. In an early-13" century French depiction

now in the Cleveland Art Museum, Catherine appears markedly older than
Maxentius on the other sideof the frame from the philosophers with whom

she is debating: we seem to be able to glimpse grey hair under her cfiif]
Finally, in The Madonna of the Rose Gardaerld%'-century Italian painting in

the Castelvecchio Museum in Verona, Catherine, keepirthe Virgin and

Child company, sits threading roses onto a string, while angels bring her more
roses in a basket. Other angels carry her book and palamd her sword and
wheel lie on the herbage of the rose bowdi.8] Even saints need rest.

iii. The Orthodox Catherine

In contrast to the widely variedwestern depictions of Catherine, her images in
the East continued to follow the Byzantine modelface-on, royally dressed,

17



and holding a crossand occasionally a globesa sy mb ol of Godds
an item missing from her western iconographyas the Middle Ages wore on,
pictures in the Orthodox lands began to acquire some western characteristics,
occasionally including the wheel, for instance, but they were in the minority.

But then, just as the monaster at Mount Sinai pioneered a new iconography

for Catherine in the early 1208, four centuries later it did the same. We know

when the oldestsurviving of these new images was made, and we know who

made it, because it is signed and dated: Jeremias PalladaSinai monk living

at the time on Crete, painted it in 1612a larger version of a prototypde
produced for Sinai 6s da uTgebiggericomsonovast er
in the iconostasis inS i n akbbdy shurch.[19]

In this icon, and the verymany based on it, Catherine is still arrayed in grand
Byzantine court style, but she is seated, and gazes off to her left, her attention
focused on a crucifix a very foreignelementto Eastern religious art. She now

has a Venetian cloak on top of her Eastn regalia. She holds her wheel on the

right of the picture, and scattered around her are symbols of learnirijbooks,

scrolls, and an armillary sphere which seems derived from the globe of earlier
depictions. She holds her,anmsomgr 6s pal
versions her words extend as text towards the crucifix, expressing her

willingness to give her life for Christ, addressed dser bridegroom in an

allusion to her Mystical Marriage. This is an image which marries Eastern

styles toWestern icorography, butital s o emphasi ses the sa
Nancy Sevcenko says, O0the image of Cat
in with the concerns of Sinai at the time. In subsequent centuries the older

model of the Catherine icon was never gte displaced (and in fact modern

icons tend to turn to that version more than the 1¥-century one[20]), but as

the Orthodox iconographic tradition became more insistently conservative, it

was thispattern, reproducedagain and agairalmost without variation, which

came to dominate it

iv. The PostRenaissanceCatherine

twasnd6t wunusual for a Pope to have him
court artist; it was a little outside the norm for him to want his illegitimate

daughter immortalised, but then Alexander VI, Rodrigo Borgia, was no

commonplace Pope. When BernardinoidBetto depicted the teenage Lucretia

Borgia as St Catherinen about 14944 her brother Cesare was in the picture

too[21]0i t wasndét the first time an ident.i
as the model for a saint, not even St Catherine, but it meed a step in a

process that would shift the way Catherine was depicted in thiest well away

18



from the medieval mode Botticelli, for instance, had portrayed Caterina
Sforza as St Catherine as far back as 1475, but that profile portrait still had
something of the hieratic, Gothic image of the saint about it. The treatment of
Lucretia and its successors led elsewhere.

This was partly due to what was happening iWestern European art overall, a
growing emphasis on artistic realism and on thétegrit y of artistic endeavour

as a discipline in itself, apart from whatever a particular work might be

depicting; and partly due to a sense of individualism with which it was linked.

The desire to keepdiscovering something new in old subjects and ideas

c o u It lwk fafiher away from the kind of traditional conventions increasingly
gripping the religious art of the Orthodox East however often these paintings
included St Catherineds established at

Thus it was accepted that even images of the saints woddd drawn from

living models. In Spain, Zurbaran clearly used the same woman as the model

for two of his St Catherines, and in 1620s Italy Simon Vouet painted his wife

Virginia in the role repeatedly.[22] Female artiststhus hadachance to cast
themselves as St Catherinea way of avoiding the vanity inherent in

straightforward selfportraits. The most notable was Artemisia Gentileschi,

who seems to have painted herself as t
toseeGent i |l eschi 6s art completely throug!
and judicial torture, but equally hard not to read a selassertive and feminist

point into her apparent identification with St Catherine, another woman

tortured and subjected to sexal threat. Certainly there is nothing delicate or

i deal i sed a b cselffportits.nrtthelmess polishiedas them, she

looks straight at the viewer, wearing ordinary workaday clothing, the points of

a crown above her turban the only hintofthes ai nt 6 s rhergpaad st at |
firmly on the savage wheel[23]

Gentileschids direct and powerful pain
when artists depicted society ladies as St Catheriadl spiritual meaning

drained from the resulting pictures.In about 1665 in France Claude Lefebvre

painted the Marquise de Montaigne as Catherine, and even across the Channel

in Protestant England Sir Peter Lely was depicting Countess Barbara Villiers

in the same roleat around the same time[24] There was no religbus feeling

in any of these images: they were plagcting.S1 i ghtly earl i er,
painting of Queen Henrietta Maria as St Catherine is a great portrait, but

that ds all it is.

Even wher e an ar tdewtiortalsthough,the entphiagsisos wer e
personality and realism moved the images away from tremphasis oneternity
which had animated pictures of Catherine, and other saints, in the middle
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ages. There was a greater sense of movement as opposed to stasis, and this too
drew the image into a temporal rather than an eternal realm. Catherine was

now usually depicted wearingnasses of flowing drapery,andyocandt hel p
imagining the clothing moving and shifting about the very next moment. A

good example is Michelangel o Ansel mi s
Jerome in St Francis®6s c¢hu40omhheil6l5 Par ma
painting by Bernardo Strozzi now in theWadsworth Museum in Hartford,

Connecticut.[25]1 n t hese pictures, Catherine |
or about to move, even whAgsthedHadkd si tt

centuries drew on, even statues of Catherine adopted the same styles, with the
same sort ofesult. [26] Summarising this process spiritually, we might say it
amounted to a move away from depicting earthly realities in heavenly terms,

to thinking of heavenly things in earthly terms.

The exception comes in regional traditions more closely allietb folk art. In

Spain and the NewWorld Spanish colonies, in particular, images of St
Catherinetendedtoretains o met hi ng of the static anct
interesting that, with a couple of exceptions, Maxentius disappears from

images of Catherine everywhere after the Renaissance, almost as though his
miniscule and unhappy presence has become comic and therefor

inappropriate 0 yet in Spain he stays. But he stays only as a decapitated head
rolling at Catherinebds feet, which is
keeps his head in the legendwhile she loses hersSometimes she fixes it with

her sword. The panting Antonio vela Cobo made in the 1660s for the Convent

of Our Lady of Grace in Cordoba shows this very well: predominately black

(and not even including the wheel), this is a ugo-date image of the saintbut

not necessarily based on a living modelna certainly separated from space

and time: she iscaught in an eternal moment which expresses haeavenly
nature.[27]

Finally, i t's also worth mentioning the statues of St Catherine which can be

found in some places in the Philippines, such as Balubadyayat Pampagna,

and Carcar Cebuas well as a few other sites in Spain or under Spanish

influence. [28] These image look relatively modern to me andas they seem to

be taken outdoors in fetes and processiongrobably get quite a lot of wear,

but perhaps they are copies of older versions. They avéten vastly grand and
elaborate, rivalling any image of the Blessed Virgin, and in fact are dressed so
sumptuously the Virgin would blush. There is nothing realistic about any of

them, which, notwithstanding their richness, makes them vehicles for

conveyingCat herineds charisma and ongoing |
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3. Recalling aSaint OModern
Incarnations of St Catherine

I The Memory of a Devotion

As webOve seen, the Roma-Refothamtohol i ¢ Chur
experienced some embarrassment about the popular saints of the Middle Ages

to whom generations of Western Christians had prayed for help and comfort.

If saints were tobe moral exemplars and intercessors, it would help if the

details of their lives were known and historically provable; the colourful,
semimythical figures of the distant past therefore,fell out of fashion in

favour of the pious men and women (usually erics, monks or nuns) of more

recent times.

But d equally as we have seeénCatherine remained in the Church calendar

and some of her popular associations lingere@his meant that she continued

to be referred to, and occasionally asked for help, even thgh the intensely

personal relationship so many medieval Christiankke Katherine Swynford

or Canon Velislavhad had with her no longer featuredHer persistent

presence on devotional cards through the ¥9nd early 20" centuries is very

telling, as these are cheap and demotic, and represent more of a popular

tradition than the other religious art that features her. Examples can be found

from both East and West and some cards include prayexsthe saint. A

German card poduced by the Abbey of Beuron presents us with a virtually
Jugendstitreatment of St Catherine;[29] one nice French neeGothic card

which must date from the 1930s highlig
women, wheel wrights, raodseamsirésggewhich pott e
was a new and very contemporary addition to her portfolidHere, the saint

sports a verysmart pageboy haircut. [30]

That French card reflects perhaps a very particular manifestation of the cult of

St Catherine:in early 20"-century Francecustom and capitalismcombined to
producesomethingnew.The saintds patronage of yo
unmarried women was a longstading one. Around the turn of the 20"
century,postcards of St Catherineds Well a
some calling poetic attention to a fabled ability of the well:

Good St Catherine

Has a very fine selection of husband3
Brown-haired, chestnut and redheads,
Both the very serious andthe very sweet.
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Young |l ady, if youdre sad
At not finding one to your taste,

Come and place near her

The hairpin tradition suggests,

And, without fail, within the year,

Your Prince Charming will pop up &

He for whom your heart is waiting.[31]

Al t hough therefés no hinStCaottheni ne®dsn ntd
sourcing marriage partners is found across Europe, from England to Ukraine
(andtherei t  wjass woten whotraditionally sought her help, but men as

well). In France the custom grew upf girls making or donning a ceremonial

bonnet at the age of 15 to indicate their marriageability (and sewing is, of

course, the marketable feminine skilbar excellengeknown ascoiffer St
Catherin@bot h t o wear St Catherinef6s hat a
carry on doing her hair past the age of 25 and you ran the risk of ending up on

the shelf. Suddenly, around 1900, the new technology of the picture postcard
allowed a new way of enforcing this social expectation: cards sent on a young
womands birt hdpeogceshyappraachedforpasstrkbadrgical

agewar ning her of the urgent need to ch
before it was too late. If you reeived one, the message was clear no matter how
humorous the card: you were &atherinettand had better get a move 0rj32]

Then something odd happened. The provincial girls moving in droves to Paris

to work in the fashion business took all this overThe focusshifted, first to

the hatas an artefact in which its makers took pride, anthen via that

celebration of female skill to a celebration of femalsinglenesgexactly the

opposite of the intention of the old folklore. By no very cleaprocessthe

colours yellow and greercame to beassociated with the headgeaand

throughout the French fashion industry November 2%5' became a day when

the lowly seamstress andhilliner had their own way, when bosses and

designers reluctantly threw partiedor their female workers. The final stage

has been for the festival to morph int
Cat h er istllenarked sobonly in France but in Francophone regions of

the world, and beyond the fashion tradea festival of female friendship,

symbolised by women very clearly choosing huge and dramatic hats in green

and yellow. A long way from St Catherine herselfwho hasdisappeared almost
completely from the modern event and yet carrying forward the feminist
implications of hercult: 6 O mai d wi t hoTotbeaa man f ul f
Catherinette is no longer a matter of shame or embarrassment, but a bit of a
triumph. [33]
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In England the 23" of November was observed by a variety of craftspeople
under St Cat h efrointherépemageastatrCbathanydockyard to
the lacemakers of the east midlands; the festivities followed a pattern typical
to saintsd dathmocasdionst deggimg ckstomsy and feasting.
However, as this wasa Protestantnation St Catherinetended to be
reinterpreted asQueerCatherine (of Aragon, usually), or disappeared
completely in the abbreviationCattern used to describe the nexus of calendar
customs whose origin its participants had forgotten. For the lacemakers,
November 25" (or in some areas, the 30 St A nayyhadwatiesy D
practical, social significance as the day they began to work by candlelight,
gathering in groups to share light and head even if the saint herself had been
left behind. These observanceall tended to decline with the eclipse of the
small craft industries they served, being occasionally revived after that as self
consciougy folkloric events. Sometimes museums, as the custodians of their
ar e as 0 ddthisswedaid spat Wycombe Museum, because lagaaking
had once played an importantole in our district. We treated visitors to
traditional Cattern Cakes, among other delights.

The Catholic movement in the Anglican Church revived the depiction of

saints in paintings, stained glass, and (more rarely) statuary, and Catherine

regularly occurred, often among groups of virgin martyrs or general saints as

well as alone soat the same time as she was tending to disappear from Roman
Catholic settings, she returned to Anglican ones hese images mostly

foll owed the traditional iconography o
welcome eccentric variation. One early 26century window in Salle in

Norfolk shows Catherine wearing whatooks for all the world like an
Edwardian | adyés driving hat -pattéerneé d und
kerchief so it IndwiedswadAbbotsbhury Rarish&lugch, St
Catherine looks like a 1930s movie star, dating that image quite clear[33-

36]St Cat herineds School at Bramley in |
girls and hada predominately Anglo-Catholic religious ethos soit is no
surprise that ¢ohtansawvarety of fefresentations pfatd

patron saintd in glass (courtesy of the illustrious Kempe workshop), wood,
embroidery, and stone. The sign of the wheel, understandably, is everywhere.
[37-40]

Modern icons of St Catherine, including small homemade items advertised
on the Etsy website, show a tendency to turn back to the early Byzantine
model; [41] an interesting exception is the chaste, magisterial example
produced by iconmaker Aidan Hart which tries to re-imagine the saint as she
might have really been, assuming she existed at dla Romanwoman in white
stolaand pallaand a simple headdresg$43] Other versions of the saint include
wooden pegfigures or keyrings, tattoos and felt toys[42, 44]
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With the exception of the Hart icon, all these images are not really devotional

items; rather, they draw on a memory of the reverence with which Catherine

was once regarded. Specifically artistic images use that memory in the same

way, producing interpretations of the saintwith varying degrees of

seriousnessB e at r i c gentl®Edfvardiad tseatment is definitely serious,

even if it has nothing challenging about it.[45] St Cat her i neds r ol
visions of St Joan of Ards highlighted in several pictures, including Logan
Chitwoodds 2016 digital painting showi
black slacks while Matteo A | f o midl-R20®GsGothic sequence of re

interpreted martyr saints includesa mildly fetishistic Catherine with a

circular saw blade as her halo behind a crown made from bloedd studded
leather.[46, 47]

i. The Uses of anmage

These versions of St Catherine bend and adapt her traditional imagery, but
theydre all stildl recogni sable. As diff
her altogether and ussthe remains to interrogate the tradition as a whole.
Interestingly two examples occur in museum contexts.

In 2018 the ThyssenBornemisza Museum in Madrid was able to restore
Caravaggiods portrait of St Catherine
examining the picture, the work and the techniqgues | 8 m not rtkeur e w
museum ever actually produced and sold theshirts | have a layout picture of,

but the image is striking, taking the figure of Catherine from the painting and
replacing her head with the wheel[48] Michael Landy went even further for

his o6Siaven!t®d eAdhi bition at the -13ondon N
Commissioned to reinterpret the images of saints in the gallery collection,

Landy found himself struck by the more
legends, and constructed a series of mecheaal sculptures which not only

called attention to those stories but made visitors participate in them: pressing

pedals and levers made St Jerome beat his breast with a hideous rock, or St
Apollonia yank her teeth out with pincers. St Catherine, however,idappeared

as an individual completely and was represented only by a gigantic wheel

decorated with her legend in gold letterswhich gallery-goers could crank

round to tell the story.MrLandy al so produced a paper at
Catherine Wheeldumpd, a bewildering co
of the saint he could find.[49]

Why Reg Butler chose to call a 1959 br
Catherined is a mystery!
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Iii. The Persistence of a Legend

The modern equivalent of the medieval
graphic novel produced forChristanc hi | dr en and teens, an
is so very exempland especially for Christian girlsd that the authors and

illustrators of suchwor ks havendt beenstripsdoghet.o r es
Of course they) r e a w aonecof theldetdils are provablé how could they

not? d but they cope with this by pruning off the miraculous elements in

which medieval Christianstook such an interest, and major instead on her

heroic resistance to violent authority.

The earliest exanple seems to date to 1965t Catherine of Alexandrizy Br

FIl avius CSC, part of a series o6l n the
Maryb6s Books, all written by brothers
illustrated by Carol Lee Jagoditsthe book was reissued in 2012To judge by

the cover, Catherine looks a very 2Bcentury saint.[50] Catherine is included

in 2 0 0 ThéB&ig Book of Martyrby John Wagner, thewriter responsible for

much of Tammy, 2000ADand some of the most violent and grim work ever

seen in comic strip form which may have been why he was drawn to create the
book; theillustrations by Robin Smith dance along a line between the

gruesome and the romanticComing from an Orthodox perspective,

meanwhile,the US-basedfamily company Potamitis Publishing produced a

book (with accompanying CD) on St Catherine, sumptuously illustrated itthe

manner of Greek icons i n Vhat & &e readmeaning of life? Where shall

we look for it? In pleasure and entertainment? In knowledge? In riches? In
travelling? In beauty? See what answer the wise, rich and beautiful princess
Saint Catherine of Al exandmalgGabrels t o g
Wi | s gongéosisfull -scale altcolour graphic novel The Broken Whegthe

Triumph of St Katherin020)6i s wr i tten to insgndis e ch
given out by one Orthodox gift company as part of its Easter present sets.

Here, C(K)atherine is a combination of philosopher and norviolent freedom

fighter, and theredst mor mi &1t iakn nme g hag
cruel invention --thiswheelé A wheel that forced subr
beneath it. It continued to roll, as
chall enged it é But when too many are

bre&dakd Wil sonds st or y,inotdér o tokuneeCatherine s n ot
uniquely, but otherstoo: by this alone, she becomes the champion of all
tyranny and cpijel tyds victims.

This is also the kind of saint envisaged in the most ambitious modern
retelling of @latoheshat werd drealfully ergrg.nfd
ambition is in itself laudable, the 2014 movieDecline of an Empiris to be
lauded for that, anyway. ltwasan attempt to take the Catherine story out of

25



pseudchistory and insert it into the realities of the early fourth century. Here,

K atherine, an inexplicably and precociously intellectual Egyptian peasant girl,

is seized by loopy Emperor Maxentius and grows up in his palace in

Alexandria. In adulthood she sends apparently innocent but in fact incendiary

poetry out across the Empire initing the barbarian peoples to throw off the

Roman yoke, a sort of Katniss Everdeen of the mind. Tangled with her protest
against imperial power is her rebellion against the Roman gogdand the

decision of insurgent Emperor Constantined confusingly her childhood

friend and anxiously searching for hei® to abandon the old waystoolt 6 s | ust
asmuchpseudehi st ory as t-imaginihgebyteyoudan see lbosr r e
this potentially makes for rather a powerful story. And there is one point

where the film adieves a genuinely iconic image. Katherine sits before a

group of senators dragged in to debate
legend of her converting the fifty pagan philosophers, propped against a

crutch after her ankles have been smashed¢autch which echoes the cross.
Battered, filthy and yet |l uminous, she
fall aci es 8, andWiih #gsgods goek all thie authsrity of Rome. Here

is a glimpse of what might have been, something genuinely radical and grand.

[53]

But that was not whathappened.Despite thatimage despite some fine
scenerydespite the presea@ecaoffosdmenglr editi
O6Toole giving his all to his final ro
timing are awry, its script delivers one wordy scene after anotheit,is

crushingly tedious, and at the centre is the beautiful Nicole Keniheart (or

Cenat, or Madjarov) as the sainta Romanianactor who very much looks the

part but nothing else, called on to deliver ridiculous, gnomic lines with barely

a flicker of expression. No wonder she
again.

Although producer-director-writer Michael Redwood was keen to tell anyone

who would listen that Declinewas t he achi evement of a
by fascination with the Catherine legendsuggestions have been made thiis
complete commercial tanking was noentirely unanticipated. The Financial

Conduct Authority foundthat 6 Kat her i ne of halbeerx andr i a
illegally managed, butthati t wasnét in the interests
any actiond though they were free to sue if they thought it worth their while.

The investments weremanaged by a British Virgin Islandsregistered

company called Hanwood Holdings, which had a track mord of promoting

films that were nevermade and Han wo agent Was thel iotormpus 6
money-laundering law firm Mossack Fonseccaan ancient story producing a
depressinglymodern tale.
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4. Finding a Saint O Catherine
Places

Christianity is an embodieckeligion: it may insist that there is a spiritual aspect

to our existence, but also that our physical selves are an indispensable part of

who we are, and that the one cannot be understood, apprehended, without the

other. There are physical locations whiclparticularly help us to meditate on

the saints, our friends in heaven who, after all, werenceliving, breathing

human beings on their lives, their examples, and their relationship with God

and, i f wedre incl i nSoéaaslitssed&atlerineior t he
concerned,there are many such place$ 6 | | |l ook merely at m
Dorset, andat Surrey, where | live now.

i St Catherine in Dorset

If | were ever able, | would ask my great musical idol PJ Harvey
whet her she knew about St ({8]tbédfezersinen e 6 s
sang about it on her 1998 albunis This Desire&rowing up fifteen miles or so
away, she might have done, as | didoming from the other side of the county.
I remember the shock of buying that recording (orcassette tapienagine that)
and |istening to it for the first time
with a blush of synth and then a quiet, insistentrhyh m, bef or e Har ve
enters in a whisper:Catherine liked high plaagkigh up in the hillSThe hair
stood up on my neck, and still doesShe built herself a chapetith her imagé
herimageonthewadl.heds singing aboutandsbibwas sbur
Harvey re-imagines Catherine as a lonely ascetic on her hilltop, seeking rest
but finding isolation: She was once a la@jf/pleasure and highorn/A lady of the
city/But now she sits and moans/And listens to the windPatomn saint of
nothingshe calls herShe takes the folklore associated with the chapel, of
young women visiting to pray to Catherine for a husband, and inverts it,
imagining praying instead that Catherine herself might find someone to love.

The publicity the Chapel got from PJ Harvey coincided with Abbotsbury

gearing up to celebrate the Millennium, and it featured heavily in that, too.

The village supporteda music festival, produced a booklet about the cult of St
Catherine to accompany itand commissoned a musical setting of John

Dr y d e H-Gemturylplay based on the legendlyrannick LoveVillagers

made a new set of kneelers for the parish church (not dedicated to Catherine,

but to St Nicholas), and the embroidery often showed the chapelatherine

herself, or wheel designs[54] for a while, Mary-C| ar e Buckl eds gal
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Abbotsbury sold little silver pilgrim badges to visitors.[55] It was around the

same time that the niches in the wall of the chapel became filled with what
youmightcal a & v ot &pragerschredsroad offeridgs in the form of

stones, shells, feathers, or less natural objects, left by visitors. | have kept an

eye on these artefacts over the years and they are both fascinating and often

very moving. The written prayers are sometimes addressed to God, very often

to nobody in particular, and occasionally to St Catherine herself; clearly

people oftencome prepared to leave a prayer, but sometimes they are written

on scraps of paper, shop receipts and the like, as théugsitors have only

decided to leave one once they arrive and see the others. On one occasion the
chapel seemed to have been visited by a group of German teenagers who left a
collection of prayersOver t he year s, | ve seen st
names became more popul ar, and have f
necklace,a half-full glass of white wine, and in Spring 2022, stone peace

hearts painted in the Ukrainian colours of yellow and blugeall tokens of
someoneds de s iortmnksgivieggEngish Heritage,pvaqg

manage the chapel, have no option but to clear them away (and they really
dondt appreciate visitors | i ¢pB58]Thig can
never used to be the case when | was a child. Nor weéhere services in the

chapel, but there are nowabout five ayearOn St Cat h20i8itmeds D
mar k the centenary of the Armistice, t
| i golagréat circle ofelectric tealightsin decorated paper bagg$59]

(0]
(0]

There is another, less celebratedncient chapel of St Catherine in DorsetA
12"-century building at the end of a path through the woods, looking down on

the site of grand Milton Abbey, this is the physical opposite of the Abbotsbury

one. It is long, lowand narrow, and now rarely open[60] Why is it here? Its
function is even |l ess clear than Abbot
records, in Lombardic script, an indulgence of 110 days apparently awarded to
pilgrims who made it there, which is anextraordinarily long time for such a

tiny and disregarded site there is a story that it marks the place where King
Athelstan received a vision that he would triumph over the Danes in his
campaignof 93, b ut talthat hush ohaartiracle.If you do manage to

get inside the chapel, you will find it dark and a little neglectedIn the 1950s

housing estate on the top of the hill above the old village, h e & strées called

St Catherineds Well. Thereds hotywdalt her
here, though maps show a pond at the edge of what will become the road

before the houses werebuitb ut it 6s very odd that it
that name if there wasnodt.

Elsewhere St-Catherine'sby-the-Sea isa chapelperched on the clffs at
Holworth above Ringstead Bay, where you can park and take a mieng walk
along the cliff path which looks demanding on the map, but which is fact
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milder than you might think, to find it. Abbotsbury's and Milton Abbas's
chapels are of course ancigénbut the Holworth one is modern. How it came to
be here at all, looking out over the Channel with no more than a scattering of
houses nearby, is a tangled story. Holworth was once a far more extensive
village, part of the original foundation grant to Milton Abbey by King

Athelstan in 933, and seems to have disappeared in the 1400s. This settlement
was inland from where the chapel is now. In 1887 Holworth House was
bought by Revd Robert Linklater, Vicar of Holy Trinity, Stroud Green, as a
holiday retreat, and he was clearly fascinated with its history. Even though the
area had been united with Owermoigne parish in 1880 (a more practical
arrangement than belonging to Milton Abbas, miles away inland) he insisted
on sending, so the story goes, an annual baslatprawns to the Vicar of

Milton Abbas to recognise the historic connection between the two places. It
was Fr Linklater's widow who built St Catherine'sby-the-Sea some time after
1926, setting up a Trust to look after it once she'd sold Holworth House.fO
course the dedication makes sense given the chapel at Milton, but perhaps
there was also a church dedicated to Catherine at old Holworth. The chapel on
the cliffs was made of wood and by 2012 needed complete rebuildifigil]
During this work, a broken medieval floor tile was discovered: it had been
sent from St Catherine's at Milton Abbas when St Catherinesy-the-Sea was
built to mark the link between them. There it still is, a @elicd as a label tells
you. The church has an almost colonial feel insidefull of the aroma of wood
and, if youde lucky, you can just about hear the sea crashing far below.

Finally, on the eastern margin of the county, in what was Hampshire until the
mid-1970s, is another Catheria site, St Catherin& Hill outside Christchurch.
The hill is a mixture of pinewoods and heathland, some of which is
encroached on by more trees and undergrowth. The crown contains an old
gravel pit, now filled by a pond, and though it isrd that high - at 45 metres
slightly more than half the elevation of its little counterpart at Abbotsbury- it
offers wide views over the countryside aroundlhere is definitely something
uncanny about St Catherin& Hill: | think of it as a sort of eastDorset
equivalent of Alderley Edge, that charismatic Cheshire landscape that features
so largely in legend and fantasy. Its features include Bronze Age barrows, a
Roman signal station, the site of the chapel of St Catherine (excavated to
somewhat frustrating effect in 1968 the finds are lost), gravel and clay
workings, the remains of 19th and 20tkcentury military activity, sandstone
bluffs, hollow ways, allegedly ruins of cottages, brutal concrete reservoirs,
radio masts and a trig. pillar.

On one visit | wanted to locatewhat |@ seen described aaruined cottage
with abell which might once have been a chapghidden in the trees in the
southeast corned There are plenty of trees there, dense and difficult, clumps
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of small hazels and birches over the slopes and a nukolder trees about the
bottom, between the lanesl couldnd find anything, apart from an abandoned
tent which had clearly been someorti home at some time. Scratched and
discouraged, | made my way back along the lafeand found myself looking
straight at the object of my searcha ruinous wall with a bell in a tiny gable.
[62] It didn @ look like a cottage, and while its Gothic doorwaydnt it more of a
chapellike appearance, | had my suspicions about it. Thesubts were
confirmed when | worked out in whose garden it wasand the owners told me
it was no more than twenty years old, a folly which was just one of the
embellishments they@ made to the property over the decades. The bell came
from France! So this was not a kind of spiritual heir to the lost medieval
chapel which once occupied the hilltop. I tried to work out exactly where that
had been, too, but it turned out to be a far sim easy task. There is a square
earthwork 8 perhapsRoman d between the rifle range and the concrete mass of
the southern reservoir, and the chapel was there, possildythe little flat
platform pierced by five oaks and pines, but & hard to discern. Fa busier
than the hill at Abbotsbury, which has only ever been used for its chapel and
for livestock, the Christchurch one maintains a greater mystery and lostess
beneath its gorse and pines.

il. St Catherine in Surrey

Surrey really has only one Catherineite, a chapel on a hill south of Guildford
just off the A3100.1t& a ruin, but the layout is almost identical to
Abbotsburyd s c,lalbeft & less ambitious treatment of the them&here was
a chapel here from at least 1230 (what we have left of thailding dates from
about a century later) and a well of St Catherine, mentioned in the 15
century. [63, 64]For centuries a fair was held at the bottom of the hill, though
not on St Catherings Day (an inconvenient time of the year for a fair) but St
Matthew®, September 2L Every year, whatever the weatherthe local parish
church holds a service of Midday Prayer on St Catherin& Day in the chapel.
[65] There is a legend of a pair of sister giants who lived here, and on St
Martha& Hill some miles avay, and who built the respective chapels, throwing
the tools to each other across the valley.

So much was welknown. But in the Spring of 2020 our knowledge changed.,
T he railway line had been closedome while beforeowing to a landslip the

hill is composed of relatively soft sandstone, as opposed to the chalk that
forms the Hog® Back and the rest of the North Downs ridge that extends
through the middle of Surrey, and the heavy rains earlier in the yeanade the
slope right next to the Portsmouth line collapse While clearing the sand away,
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workers inspecting the surface just below the hilltop (by ropes, as it was the
only way to reach it) noticed a recess with what appeared to be markings cut
into the stone. The contractors called in a team of arclealogists who

identified a small &hrinedin the form of a Gothic arch, a cross, initials and
other markings, all within a cave which survived to head height but which was
probably originally much larger, this small bit of it being all that remained

after the railway was driven through the hill in the 1840s. The idea that the
remains represent ritual activity going back into pagan times based on the

hill & earlier name oDrakehulld @ragon hill 8- seems a bit fanciful to say the
least. But this is a nuninous place: the chapel on the hill, the holy well at its
foot. This decorated cave, whatever it was, lies just west of the chapel and
there are other caves, including a very dramatic one you can see from the road,
burrowed into the friable sandstone. Thee are marks which suggest fire pits
and soot from lamps, and the little arched niche must have hasbmethingin

it, all suggesting a period ofuserather than transient sacred medieval

graffiti. Was the cave the remnants of a hernd cell, or- if the chapel had its
own hermit dwelling there, like the one at Abbotsburyprobably did - was this
some subsidiary and homanmade holy place, a further hallowing of the hill?
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5. Living With a Saint - A Personal
Devotion

She means a lot to me, the saint tiie wheel. Shé& become part of the weave
of my belief and practice, part of the way | understand and think about faith
and where the God | believe in might be leading me. | knowhat the truth
about who she may have bed@assumingthere wasareal &hedin the first
place is disconnected from the legends, the places, and the imadkat make
up who she is now, regardless of strained attempts to get behind them. But
that doesrii matter: they are meditative tools.

I may never make it to Mount Sinai, butthere are small pilgrimaged can go

on that might take only an afternoon. From where | live now, | can take a walk
along the canal towpath, which | know very well indeed but which always
presents a subtly changed appearance, until it reaches St Cathed@nidill just
beyond the lock and footbridge. | try to remember to bring a coin to cast into
St Cathering® Well as it flows out of the hill® foot (silver seems appropriaté
even a 5p is all right)and feel a little embarrassed if | haved | will cross
myself with the water and perhaps sit on the little stone seat provided by
whoever it was who converted the spring into a romantic featuyevith or
without sandwiches and a flask of tea. From there the hill is just steep and far
enough to be rewarding withait being exhausting, and, thoughyou car
access the chapeinless you happen to have the combination to the lock on
the gate, you can walk around it and be grateful you are there. Zooming down
to Abbotsbury takes more organisation, but | still try to vist a couple of times
a year. The first sight of the chapel is always a thrill. Again, the hill is always
different, either because of the weather, or its temporary animal inhabitants,
cows or sheep, or none, and sometimes the pigeons make it inside thepzia
which makes a difference to the usual aroma of sand and danm§6] On one
misty visit in 2016 | found the building not only messy with birds but also

sad, with no sign of active prayer and the west window blocked up by an ugly
board, making it cold ard unwelcoming. But English Heritage were true to
their word (sent me by email) and the window wagepaired. | sing the Office
Hymn to St Catherine, and leave a prayer, knowing that this is, in some way,
my home. It will outlive me, at any rate. | do feel that, in some way, the
blessed GreaMartyr is here, listening to the wind blo¥f | can remembermy
wheel pilgrim badge, which | found in one of the shops at Walsingham, all the
better. [67]

The octaveof St Catherined her feast day of November 25and the seven days
after it, so it concludes on the same day of the week it begats the main time
when | remember my patron saintAcross the octavel have eight prayers to
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shape my thoughts, each focussing on a different aspect of the life of faith
which Catherine exemplifies.l try to say a mass on the day itself, and so far
my kind parishioners have always turned up to be there with me. Some years
ago | had a set of Catherine vestments made by the church tailoring firm J&M
from Newcastle: they senime a sample of a beautiful vermilion fabric woven
with flaming hearts and crowns of thorns, very Gothic. & posted off a tiny,
rough sketch with a couple of measurements arttiey said that was all they
needed:®ond you worry about a thing, Fathe® | only usually use themon
November 25", but one day | will pass them on: like the chapel at Abbotsbury,
they will outlive me. | like to think they are the only set of St Catherine
vestments to have been made in the Church of England since the Refornaati
(and maybe not only the Church of England)[68] |&ve commissioned two
images of St Catherine, too, one from the Catholic artist Matthew Alderman;
and the other from my Goth sisterin-the-spirit Cylene who | briefed to be as
bloody and extreme as she wé#ed if that was where inspiration led her. But it
didn@: @ just kept thinking of strength and grace)j she told me[69, 70]

And | look out for the saint, too. Whenever | visit a church, there is a chance
that she may be there. A medieval cathedral witlots of stained glass is quite
likely to have a representation of St Catherine somewhere, but she surprises
me in much humbler churches quite often. Easily the mosstriking example of
this was discovering the waHpaintings at Pickering which, although theyde
been mucked about with, still startle: to the consternation of all the other
visitors, 1n sure,in what was quite a busy church thabright October
morning, | stood gazing upward at the imageand nearly weeping When |
called in at Puttenham church in Surrey, | realised that the figure on the
painting forming the altarpiece which the church identified as St Catherine of
Sienawas in factof Alexandriainstead; and at the Victorian jewel of
Hascombe, not far awayl found her among the crowd of saints around the
altar, right down at floor level, just head, shoulders, and one segment of a
wheel to identify her. I literally had to lie on the floor to take a photo[71]
Even my friends know to look out for St Cathenne on my behalf; in this way |
was tipped off to a modern icon of the saint at Cumberland Lodge, the home
of a royal educational trust near Windsor. She is their patron, as well. [72]

The achievement I1Gn most pleased with in this respect was to take the Lia
text of one medieval sequence in Catherii@&honourfrom the 14"-century
Codex Las Huelgamnd turn it into an English hymn, in a loose but hopefully
not wayward translation. The tune was intended to be plainchant, butd
really more like a medieval carol, looking at it generously!

Ex illustri nata prosapia, Catherina,
candens ut lilium, ebbilis,
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dono mundicie, crystalina gemma,
lux virginum, sponsa Christi, lux in ecclesia,
rosa rubens propter martirium.

Virgo fulgens et nobiliss,

et devincens falsa sophismata,
bona docens et viri nescia,

fit residens in Dei gloria.
Sponsa Christi, lux in ecclesia,
rosa rubens propter martirium.

Virgo vernans, sed viri nescia,

pellens a te viri consorcium,

te rogamus, ut tua gracia roget illum,
cuius imperium sine fine regnat in secula,
quod det nobis celi palacium.

Vi o™ :
L ...' il | ._; w® l-_:Z—':_‘L’;K.ﬁ T

O Catherine born of splendid line,
The lily & likeness you outshine:
The noble gift of virtue yours,
Your gemlike holiness endures.

Unto Christ wedded, you became

The light of virgins, and your fame

To holy Church Christ& light still shows;
Your death was rubied like the rose.

This noble virgin shining bright

All falsehoods conquers with the right
Of all good teaching, virtue whole,
And in God& glory dwells her soul.

O maid without a man fulfilled,
To earthly goods you would not yield,
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But drove away unworthy love
And scorned the wheel for Him above.

Blest Catherine, gracious, now we plead
That you with God will intercede:
Whose endless reig can never fall,

May grant us his celestial hall.

To God the Father, God the Son,
And God the Spirit, three in one,

Be honour, praise and majesty,
Now and through all eternity. Amen.

I call her my friend in heaven; and whatever the truth about her lifemay have
been, what she has become is much of what | would like to become. Like all
the saints, in Christian thinking, her virtues are only the light of Christ
shining through her, and would that | could be transparent to the Holy Spirit
too.
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Fig.1 St Catherine’s Chapel, Abbotsbury, from the west,
with Chesil Beach and the Isle of Portland in the background

Fig.2  The Chapel of St Catherine at Febel Katrin, Sinai, built over the bare rock
of the mountain where the saint’s body was discovered
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Fig.3 A medieval wooden carving of a
Catherine wheel; internet sources say it comes
Sfrom West Parley church in Dorset, though

I haven’t been able to prove this

Figd4 St Catherine’s Island at Tenby,
from an early 19th-century print

Fig.5  Katherine
Swynford’s coat of arms

Fig.6 Velislav the Canon

e Fig.7 From Tokali
from his biblia picta Kilise church
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Fig.8
From the
Theodore
Psalter

Fig.10 The first great Vita icon of St Catherine,
from the monastery at Sinai

Fig9  An early icon from the monastery at Sinai
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Fig.11 The Vitaicon from Pisa

Part of the painted legend of St Catherine from the church at Pickering, Yorkshire

Fig.12
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Fig.13 St Catherine’s Mystical Marriage  Fig.14  Early 16th-century statue from
to Christ, from Jenzat church in France the Troyes region of France

Fig.15
San Matteo in Pisa, by the Master of the Legend Warburg Hours
of St Lucy - one of the most sumptuous depictions

of St Catherine
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Fig.18 St Catherine of The Madonna of
the Rose Garden by Michelino
Molinari da Besozzo
Fig.17 St Catherine and the philosophers,
from the Cleveland Museum of Art

Fig.20 A modern Orthodox icon of St

Fig.19 Feremias Palladas’s icon, made ! . )
for Mount Sinai Catherine, looking back to older traditions
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Fig.21  Lucretia Borgia as Fig.22  One of Simon Vouet’s images of St
St Catherine, by Bernardino Catherine using his wife Virginia as a model, 1620
di Betto (Pinturicchio), c.1494

Fig.23  Artemisia Gentileschi depicts herself Fig.24  Peter Lely’s portrait of Countess
as St Catherine, c.1615 Barbara Villiers as St Catherine, 1667




Fig.26 From the church of St Michael,
Zeil-am-Main, Bavaria

Fig.27 By Antonio vela Cobo, 1660s

43




e
K.Bearon 1009 ® Gemany

Fig.29 Devotional card, Beuron Abbey, Fig.30 Devotional card, French, 1930s
Germany, 1920s

LISOKS (Bore), - Fontaine Saints-Catherine 4\/
La bonne Sainse:Cathering ions done dégorer supr deile
Lt

De ooz, le
Jease flly 70 tc chagrine Apris lequek ton caur attend.
r 4 'ton goiit, §

Fig.31  Souvenir postcard of the Fontaine ~ Fig.32  Catherinette postcard, French, c.1905
Ste-Catherine, Lisors, France, ¢.1905
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Three stained-glass Catherines in Anglican churches: Farncombe,

Figs.34-36
Surrey (where Catherine appears among a group of virgin-martyrs), c.1885;

Salle, Norfolk c.1910; Abbotsbury, Dorset c.1940
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Figs.37-40  Representations of St Catherine at St Catherine’s School, Bramley, Surrey,
in glass (courtesy of the Kempe workshop), wood, stone, and embroidery
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Fig4l By Angelicons, . Fig42 ByAnn
via Etsy Campbell, via Etsy

Fig. 43 Aidan Hart® icon

Fig45 By
Beatrice Offor, ¢.1900

Fig46 By Logan Chitwood,
2016 - St Catherine hands

St. Catherine
her sword to Joan of Arc

of Alexandria
Pray for u
Fig44 Keyring,
via Etsy

Fig47
From
Matteo
Alfonsi’s
‘Martyrs’
series,

2012
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Fig48  The Wheel - part of Michael Landy’s Fig49 The t-shirt design from the
Saints Alive’ exhibition at the Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum
National Gallery, 2012-13

A STORT OF SAINT CATHERINE
OF ALEXANDRIA

By
Brother Flavius, C.5.C.

Fig.50 A Story of St Catherine, Fig.51 Gabriel Wilson’s graphic
first published 1965 novel The Broken Wheel (2020)
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Fig.52 St Catherine before the philosophers, from the movie Decline of an Empire
(or one of its several other names), 2014

Fig.53 A hot, dry summer
view of the chapel at
Abbotsbury

Fig.54 One of the
Millennium kneelers
from Abbotsbury
parish church

Fig.55 Silver St
Catherine pilgrim badge
from Mary Buckle’s
gallery, Abbotsbury,
early 2000s
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Figs.56-58 Items from the votive deposit in the chapel at Abbotsbury,
in 2002, 2017 & 2018
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Fig.59  The ‘wheel of light’ on Chapel Hill, 2018

50



Fig.62  The folly ‘chapel’ at
St Catherine’s Hill,

Fig.63 St Catherine’s Chapel, Guildford -
a 19th-century print

Fig.64 St Catherine’s Well, Guildford
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Fig.66  Cows at Abbotsbury, 2016

Fig.65 The good folk of St Nicolas’ parish,
Guildford, at St Catherine’s Chapel for mid-day
prayer, St Catherine’s Day 2017

Fig.67 Pilgrim and badge

Fig.68 St Catherine vestments
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St Catherine by Matthew Alderman

Fig.71 In St Peter’s Church,
Hascombe, Surrey
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Fig.72 At Cumberland Lodge
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