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ST DENIS,
SAINT-DENIS, PARIS
Paris was regarded as the main gateway to the most northerly route to the Pyrenees. English pilgrims, approaching Paris from the north, would be among the first to see Paris's principal attraction to the devout, the abbey and shrine of Saint‑Denis. Now engulfed in a suburb of modern Paris, the abbey then stood outside the city walls, some five miles from the city's centre. The rue Saint‑Denis linking the abbey with Notre Dame Cathedral and the royal palace on the Île de la Cité was the scene of triumphal entries and funeral processions of generations of French kings. It was also trodden by countless pilgrims. In the early 12th century, Abbot Suger described the crowds at the abbey church: 'On feast‑days ... the mass of struggling pilgrims spilt out of every door ... As they fought their way towards the holy relics to kiss and worship them, they were so densely packed that none of them could so much as stir a foot.' Women were crushed and trodden underfoot and had to be lifted above the heads of the crowd “and passed to the back of the church and thence to the fresh air. In the cloister outside, wounded pilgrims lay gasping their last breath” (Sumption 1975, 213‑14) . It was under Abbot Suger's patronage that a new church of SaintDenis, regarded now as the first truly Gothic building, was constructed and adorned with a dazzling display of wealth and craftsmanship. The church was further enriched a century later by King Louis IX (St Louis), who was buried there in 1270. In 1285 the English King, Edward I, visited the shrine. It was at about this period, too, when the church was at the peak of its splendour, that the owners of the following two pilgrim badges went to Saint-Denis.

239 SWA81 [2270] <2255> CP9
Rectangular plaque with pediment, which forms a low, ogival arch with plain cresting at the apex and with a crown in the tympanum. The martyrdom of St Denis is depicted below. The scene is divided by a stylised tree. 'l`o the left of it, St Denis, his hands joined in prayer (or perhaps tied to the tree), sinks to the ground after being decapitated. Behind him stands the executioner with a huge axe poised to deliver a further blow. To the right of the tree, St Denis's companions, Rusticus, a priest, and Eleutherius, a deacon, turn aside in distress, anticipating their own exevution. Around the edge of the badge, in a border of double lines, is an inscription, beginning in the top right‑hand corner: + SIGILLVM: : BEATI : DYONISII : ARIOPAGITE : [ET]SOCIORVM (The seal of the blessed Dyonisius the Areopagite and companions). Originally the badge would have had stitching-loops at the four corners. That they were lost while the badge was in use is suggested by the secondary stitching‑hole drilled near the point of the arch. The badge was excavated from a late 13th‑century deposit. When found, it retained several traces of red pigment, perhaps vermilion. H 41mm (Spencer 1985a, 313, no. 257).
A similar, and presumably contemporary, badge with the same inscription, was also recovered from the Swan Lane car park site (239a, SWAsp). Here the scene is reversed. On the extreme right the executioner, with axe poised, rests one foot on the plinth on which St Denis kneels. Again the saint's hands may [p.225] be tied to the slender tree‑trunk. He is bearded and appears to be wearing a mitre. Eleutherius, with arms upraised, turns away from the exevution, while Rusticus looks over his shoulder and raises his right hand. The crown on the tympanum is accompanied here by the axe of St Denis, emblem of his martyrdom. On the reverse a crosier signifies his status as bishop. Later badges were to depict the scene in openwork (Bruna 1996b, 130).
St Denis was one of seven bishops sent from Rome in the 3rd century to preach the gospel to the Gauls. He became first Bishop of Paris and suffered martyrdom in 251. He and his holy companions (they were added to the story in the late 5th century) were led to the top of Montmartre and there beheaded. Then took place the miracle for which St Denis was best known. He picked up his head and carried it to his chosen burial place, the site of the abbey church of Saint‑Denis. This fabled episode is commemorated on later pilgrim signs (Forgeais 1865, 153‑5).
The cult of St Denis received an enormous boost in the 9th celltury when St Denis the martyr was falsely identified, first, with Dionysius, disciple of St Paul (Acts 17:34), and, second, as the inscriptions on the badges imply, with Dionysius the Areopagite (i.e., of Areopagus, suburb of Athens), author of some famous mystical writings in the 5th century.
The crowns on both badges mark the role of St Denis as special guardian of the monarchy. From the Merovingian period onwards French kings had consciously promoted the cult of St Denis. From the time of Dagobert I the abbey of Saint‑Denis became the normal burial place of French kings. It was probably Dagobert who commissioned a gold plaque from St Eloi (see p. 221). This was placed above the high altar where it attracted admiration throughout the Middle Ages. From the 12th century until the Capetian dynasty came to an end in 1328 the kings of France paid formal homage to the saint and increasingly looked on him as national saint as well as supreme patron of the royal house. They carried Montjoie, the ancient banner of St Denis, into battle and rallied their followers with the cry “Montjoie Saint Denis,” thus stressing the saint's function as protector of the realm of France (Spiegel 1983, 1534). A 15th‑century pilgrim sign of St Denis bears t:his battle cry (Forgeais 1863,1‑3).
One of Paris's minor attractions was the abbey of Saint‑Maur‑des‑Fossés, which had gained possession of the relics of St Maur in the 9th century. Like Saint‑Denis, the abbey lay in the suburbs, in a loop of the Marne, just before it joined the Seine. St Maur was chiefly celebrated for having introduced the rule of St Benedict to France in the 6th century. Two late medieval badges from his shrine have been recovered from the Thames at London (MoL 75.1/12; cf. Forgeais 1863, 114; Bruna 1996b, 178‑83).
Leaving Paris for the next stage of the journey, to Orléans, the London pilgrim might make a diversion from the most direct route in order to visit Chartres Cathedral.


