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VIRGIN OF THE
CARMELITE FRIARS,
TOULOUSE
After Saint-Guilhem-le-Désert, the next stopping-off place was Toulouse, the chief attraction of which was the cathedral and its shrine of St Sernin. A badge found on the Swan Lane site, however, attests the fame of a rival attraction: 
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Badge of seal-like appearance, quadrilobe in form, the upper and lower lobes being pointed, those at the sides semicircular. Four stitching rings are disposed around the edge, one at each junction of the lobes. At the centre, beneath a six-pointed star, is depicted a figure of the Virgin, crowned and dressed in robes that hang in deep folds over her knees and right forearm. She sits on a throne with a chequered cushion and raised footrest. Over her right shoulder she holds a fleur-de-lys sceptre. In the crook of her left arm she supports the Child Christ, who appears to be naked above the waist. He turns his head and shoulders in three-quarter profile and raises his right hand in a gesture of blessing. The image of the Virgin is flanked by two pilgrims, shown in profile and depicted at about half the Virgin's height. The female pilgrim in the left-hand lobe kneels in supplication, and at that very moment is being miraculously delivered from insanity, a winged devil taking flight from her mouth. This miracle took place in 1265 (Staring 1991, 141-2). In the opposite lobe, a male pilgrim stands up, his hand crutches on the ground, and takes a step forward to demonstrate his miraculous recovery from paralysis. In the lower lobe, beneath a shallow, three-centred arch, a monk, or more specifically a Carmelite friar, wearing his habit and pointed cowl, kneels at the Virgin's feet, his head raised towards her, his hands joined in prayer. These figures are reserved on a background that has been deliberately scored, presumably to provide a better key for paintwork. It is not altogether clear whether a scraper was applied to the badge itself or to its mould. Traces of a pinkish pigment were observed on the scored surfaces when the badge was freshly excavated. The surrounding border is inscribed with the words + S[IGNVM]: BEATE:MARIE:DE:MONTE:CARMELI: THOL[OS]E: (Sign of the blessed Mary of Mount Carmel of Toulouse) in mixed roman and Lombardic capitals. The Es are closed with vertical strokes, except for the final E. the crossbar of which is developed into a quacking duck's head. H 53mm. See Prin 1984, 15; Spencer 1985a, 318; Lassure & Villeval 1987, 1988.
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The badge appears to be the only visual evidence surviving from the medieval period that commemorates the importance and possible appearance of Our Lady of Mount Carmel. The date (c.1270-9) suggested by the archaeological context in which the badge was found is corroborated by internal stylistic evidence - the whimsical form of the final letter E for instance, which was not uncommon in the late 13th century (Lassure & Villeval 1987, 178), as well as the epigraphy generally and such features of fashion as the lowness of the Virgin's crown and the 'pill-box' hat and barbette, or chinstrap, worn by the woman cured of madness. As for the friar, the depiction of a small figure at prayer beneath an arch at the base was a common practice on 13th century seals. The distinctive shape of the Swan Lane badge, with its pointed upper and lower lobes, has so far been found in only one other pilgrim sign, perhaps a little later in date, from the cathedral of San Salvador, Oviedo (Asturia, Spain), which lay close to the main pilgrim road to Compostela, this badge was found in the Seine at Paris (Forgeais 1865, 56). Earlier versions of the badge, also showing Christ the Saviour enthroned, have semicircular lobes above and below as well as at the sides (ibid., 58; van Heeringen et al. 1987, 118). The underlying pointed oval shape of the Swan Lane badge and its inscribed border are, however, echoed by many seals at the turn of the 13th century and, as noted above (see pp 233-4), by badges issued around that time at some other shrines, which, like Toulouse and Oviedo, were situated on or close to the pilgrim routes to Compostela in southern France and northern Spain.
The Swan Lane badge alludes to the order of Our Lady of Mount Carmel (otherwise known as the Carmelite or White Friars). The order grew out of a congregation of hermits who settled on the slopes of Mount Carmel from the middle of the 12th century, having been drawn to the Holy Land initially as crusaders or pilgrims. About 1238, seeking to escape further persecution by the Saracens, the hermits of Carmel migrated in groups to various parts of Europe.
One such group set out for Toulouse, taking with them an image of the Virgin. Welcomed by the bishop there, they were allocated an isolated site on the outskirts, and here the miracle-working image of the Virgin was to be venerated for a quarter of a century. Aiming to adopt a more apostolic role, in 1264 the Carmelites secured permission from the civic authorities to move to a site in the heart of Toulouse. The document confirming this agreement makes reference to the number of miraculous cures already effected by the image of the Virgin belonging to the friars. On their new site the Carmelites set about building a church and convent dedicated to the Blessed Mary of Mount Carmel (Lesur 1973, 102-5). The church, which seems to have been completed by 1270, was of modest size and yet was large enough to have been given a doorway of remarkable grandeur, crowded with sculptured figures. The popularity of the Carmelites and of their image of the Virgin was such that the new church was almost immediately deemed to be too small, and in 1277 there began the first stage of its enlargement, the construction of a new apsidal choir, incorporating a cluster of radiating chapels (Lesur 1974, 275-6).
It is to this crucial, pioneering phase in the establishment of the Carmelite order, not only at Toulouse but elsewhere, that the badge found at Swan Lane appears to belong. The pilgrim who wore it would have returned to London to find that there also the new order was consolidating itself on a Thames-side site in Fleet Street, next to the Knights Templars. This pilgrim seems likely to have journeyed to Toulouse a little too early to have benefited from the 100 days' indulgence granted by the Pope in 1309 to all who visited the church of Our Lady of Mount Carmel during feasts of the Virgin. By then the famous image was standing in the new choir above the high altar. Income from the offerings of pilgrims subsequently helped to sustain an ambitious building programme that was to include a remarkable transverse nave, converting the plan of the church into a vast, upturned letter T (ibid., 1974l 279 ff). [END]

