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For Trish Wright.... after 38 years, a long overdue recognition

PREFACE

This book reflects my idiosyncratic approach to university teaching, in
which I have tried to follow the observation of the British medievalist R.W. Southern who noted, we “learn after all by being puzzled and
excited, not by being told”.1 I did my first PhD at Cambridge with Bob
Scribner. He prompted me to look carefully at the margins of the medieval
world. His own work on visual images is well known.2 I accepted a number of Bob’s methodologies including the preoccupation with religious
mentalities, the need for adopting wider paradigms for understanding religion and culture, and the importance of religion in its varied manifestations. The idea that religion was not defined by adherence to particular
theological convictions but by the shape of popular practice presented
new avenues of exploration while prompting new questions. I also learned
that messages of all types, including religious and theological ones, underwent transformation, especially in the hands and minds of the audience,
between utterance by a leader and reception by the masses. Above all,
Scribner underscored that primary sources comprised the weight of evidence and did not require the flimsy thread of theoretical approaches
either for nurture or support. I became a believer.
Historical investigation exposes those seeking to control rather than
participate in history. Examples include the Roman damnatio memoriae
policy. This condemnation of memory was a Roman Senate directive
mandating that certain persons were not to be remembered, meaning
total erasure from historical records.3 The Soviet practice of airbrushing
photographs to eliminate all trace of those expelled from the party, and
considered personae non gratae, is also germane.4 A third example was
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the 1970s vitriolic controversy surrounding the holocaust museum in
Washington, D.C.5 Another example is the revisionism of the Christian
faith of the American founding fathers.6 Intellectual stagnation is also
revealed. One theologian bragged that during his long tenure at Princeton
of nearly sixty years his colleagues “were not given to new methods or new
theories. They were content with the faith once delivered to the saints.
I am not afraid to say that a new idea never originated in this Seminary.
Their theological method was very simple. The Bible is the word of God.
That is to be assumed or proved. If granted; then it follows, that what
the Bible says, God says. That ends the matter.”7 Charles Hodge was not
alone. Testifying under oath, three-time nominee for the presidency of
the USA, William Jennings Bryan, asserted “I have all the information I
want to live by and to die by…I am not looking for anymore.”8 Liberal
thinkers like William Cowper Brann deplored the approach claiming such
men “could look thro’ a keyhole with both eyes at once” while characterizing Baylor University as a conglomeration of “intellectual eunuchs, who
couldn’t father an idea if cast bodily into the womb of the goddess of
wisdom.”9 What a predicament!
The other Middle Ages will seem strange to modern readers. Historians
are like archaeologists who dig up buried treasure and bring it into the
light of a new era. In this way, we are forced to reconsider assumptions
and judgements about the past, human civilization, truth, the future, and
the meaning of human existence. In this manner, it is possible to avoid the
“enormous condescension of posterity” and escape to some degree the
confines of the intellectual prisons we have built which determine our
appreciation of truth and reality. The past is the future of the world to the
extent that history provides new possibilities and perspectives.10
If we accept that people took seriously the things discussed in this book,
matters we might consider odd, misguided, or dangerous, surely we can
learn that historical context shapes assumptions we hold to be inviolable
and true in our own liberal, western democracies. For example, draconian
drug laws and judicial sentencing guidelines handed down in the 1980s,
based upon prevailing wisdom at the time, sent people to prison in the USA
for fifty years for simple possession of a restricted substance. Few would
support such measures now, yet some jurisdictions remain unchanged.
Views on sexuality today are considerably different from the Middle Ages
or even the 1960s.11 The severity of judicial punishment in the aftermath
of moral panics associated with alleged ritual child abuse in the 1980s and
1990s in the UK, the USA, and New Zealand is now properly regarded
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as misguided.12 Nevertheless, people like the American Kelly Michaels and
the New Zealander Peter Ellis endured prison terms having been convicted on highly suspect evidence. If medieval beliefs, once held as divinely
inspired and immutable, can be set aside, is it not possible that a fresh
critical approach to contemporary challenges may produce another paradigm shift enabling a re-evaluation of personal truths, social realities, legal
policies, and cultural practices? If medieval religion and society cannot
be privileged as something absolute and binding for all time, then what
basis exists for regarding our policies, practices, and assumptions as normative for everyone for the foreseeable future? There is no epistemological
basis to support such arrogance or intellectual certainty short of subjective
personal belief systems predicated on notional pre-determination. Such
claims are breathtakingly ambitious.
The other Middle Ages are filled with extraordinary history and mystery. In those days, we find priests wearing masks, running through church
choirs, laughing uproarishly, celebrating the Feast of the Ass. We encounter fortress-churches, images of judgement, punishment, torture, and hell.
We see men and women stripped, burned alive, and miscreants dragged
naked into churches by ropes fastened around their necks. We learn of
men standing on pillars in wildernesses for decades on end and women
willingly walled up in churches and convents. What are we to make of
women on medieval churches who invite us to look closely at their fully
exposed genitals? Or sodomites on church corbels engaging in anal intercourse? Or the man on an Abbey Church fellating himself? In these other
Middle Ages we observe the piety of honey bees, animals occupying court
dockets, the skin of a dead man made into a drum, and thousands of
Christians walking pilgrimage paths to sacred sites. We encounter perverts, murderers, and a serial killer who hears Mass and kneels to receive
the sacrament. We observe religious women tasting the foreskin of Jesus,
others whipping themselves until the blood flows, bishops biting off bits
of relics with their teeth before fleeing with their sacred treasures. We read
of religiously generated orgasms, deep faith, extraordinary post-mortem
instructions, more relics than mathematically possible, and communities
practicing their religion in forests completely nude. We enter churches,
religious houses, towns, latrines, prisons, cemeteries; we are taken into
deserts, to islands, mountains, along roadways from one end of Europe
to the other. With R.W. Southern we are startled, amazed, puzzled, and
excited.
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The investigations which follow are not definitive assessments but interim
suggestions requiring further reflection and modification. As the medieval
Czech chronicler Petr of Zittau wrote: “Someone will come after me who
will refine this roughly written material with a file of subtlety.”13 Instead
of attempting some grand metahistorical explanation for the curiosities of
the past, I have indulged the possibility of less spectacular causal factors.
By introducing the idea of other Middle Ages, the study of topics outside
the mainstream calls into question the historiographical construct of the
Middle Ages itself and suggests the medieval world is still not adequately
understood. The incompleteness of this endeavour is part of the obligatory
humility of the historian who must consider his or her researches as works in
progress.14 The other Middle Ages were rooted not in crowns and kingdoms
nor yet in prelates or politics but rather in the mentalities of ordinary people
living their lives in a sort of inchoate religious anthropology which shaped
the multiple medieval worlds in profound and lasting ways.15 Those who
lived so long ago, so far away, in such strange and wonderful worlds, slumber
in silence until they are given the power to speak once more. For it is true
“the dead have no existence other than that which the living imagine for
them.”16 Those men and women of the other Middle Ages all require “a little
of our blood to return to fleeting life, to speak to and through us. For they
do wait for us, you know, not as the faint spoor of long-vanished existence,
but as real persons, real yet speechless until some questioning voice dissolves
the spell of their silence.”17
My indebtedness to many people goes back, in some cases, twentyfive years, reflecting personal or professional relations or the influence of
their work and ideas. The list includes Bob Scribner, František Šmahel,
Howard Kaminsky, David R. Holeton, Malcolm Lambert, Gail Solberg,
Charles Zika, Jiří Kejř, Helmut Puff, Marcia Colish, Anne Hudson, Larry
Silver, Peter Dinzelbacher, Constant Mews, Ben Parsons, James Penney,
Cary Nederman, Vincent Orange, Claire Daunton, Irv Brendlinger, Franz
Bibfeldt, my students especially at Canterbury University and the University
of New England, the anonymous readers for Palgrave Macmillan, and Bonnie
Wheeler for including the book in her series The New Middle Ages. My son
Jakoub assisted with photographing gargoyles and Last Judgements. Ian
Campbell read the entire text making cogent comments towards clarity and
improvement. At Palgrave, I am grateful to Brigitte Shull, Ryan Jenkins,
and Paloma Yannakakis for attending to the usual myriad of technical and
administrative challenges required in turning a typescript into a book.
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This book is dedicated to Trish Wright, my secretary (or so I think of
her), whose real job is Academic Manager of the School of Humanities at the
University of New England. Her virtues are many. She is enthusiastic, professional, energetic, humourous, supportive, competent, reliable, and willingly accepts “other duties as required.” Her office radar detects passengers a
mile away, can scotch MBA and deflect AP without batting an eye, and even
quicker than a rat up a rafter in the unplumbed and plumbingless depths of
Café 39. Further, she knows more about corn than any agronomist. Beyond
this, she has rescued this hopeless Luddite from numerous small catastrophes. With fortitude suggesting the Stoics of antiquity, she heard the entire
text orally performed and with much forbearance listened to indelicate ranting and raving on the part of its author. As I mentioned recently to one of
my Canadian colleagues, “everyone needs a Trish.” This book is offered as a
token of genuine and lasting gratitude.
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