
St GUILHEM, SAINT-GUILHEM-LE-DÉSERT

For pilgrims traveling west from Montpellier, Saint-Guilhem-le-Désert in the Hérault gorge appears to have been the next popular objective, the following recommended stage in the pilgrimage to Compostela. There can be little doubt that a group of badges recently found on London sites were souvenirs of visits to this place. The badges take the form of a rectangular plaque on which is depicted a knight riding into battle (246h, VRY89 [V652]; 246ij, both TEXsp; the last, BM MLA 1997,1-5,1). The knight wears a conical helm and carries a lance with a pennon fluttering from it. He holds a large, kite-shaped shield with a curved top and a star-like motif on the front. A horn is slung over his shoulder. The horse has a collar of bells. In the background stands a castellated tower, perhaps part of the fortifications of a town. Narrow borders at the base and sides are neatly pearled, and the slightly wider upper margin is inscribed S[?IGILLVM]: B[EA]T[I]: GVILIELMI. Badges similar to 246j from the Thames at Brooks Wharf (recovered in 1987) and from the Seine at Paris (Musée de Cluny, 18033) are simply inscribed GVILIELM (reversed) and SIGILLVM, respectively. The form of some of the letters and, more especially, of the knight's helm and shield suggests that either the badges themselves or the prototype (?seal) on which they may have been based were of 12th-century date.
Guilhem or Guilielmus was a regional version of the name, Guillaume (William), Count of Toulouse. He was a cousin and loyal lieutenant of Charlemagne and trusted counsellor of Charlemagne's son, Louis, King of Aquitaine. In 793, Guilhem halted an invasion of the Frankish kingdom by the Arabs of northern Spain and subsequently played a vital part in a campaign within Spain, which culminated in 803 in the siege and capture of Barcelona and the creation of a frontier region between southern France and the Spanish Saracens. He was everywhere celebrated as a redoubtable soldier of God, fearless and relentless in combating enemies of the Christian faith. In 804 he founded an abbey at Gellone, which in the 12th century was to take its founder's name, Saint-Guilhem-le-Désert, the word désert probably referring to the high garigue nearby. Two years later Guilhem renounced worldly goods and honours to become a monk at Gellone, where he spent the last six years of his life in humble devotion. He was buried in a chapel he had built in honour of St Michael, patron of the Carolingian dynasty. Eventually, in 1138, his remains were translated to a marble tomb beside the abbey church's high altar (Alzieu & Saint-Jean 1992, 1-6; Melczer 1993, 270-1).
It was this tomb and the relic of the True Cross, which Charlemagne had given to Guilhem when he was a monk, that was to make the abbey at Saint-Guilhem-le-Désert famous among pilgrims, many of whom made gifts 'to the blessed Guilhem and the wood of the Holy Cross'. The abbey reached its peak of prosperity in the 12th and 13th centuries, owning property not only in almost every diocese in the south of France but also in Spain and Portugal, along the route to Compostela.
The dashing figure depicted on pilgrim signs served to remind the wearers that Guilhem, the humble saint, was also a legendary hero, who went by such names as Guillaume Fièrebrace, because his right arm was of such marvelous strength, or Guillaume Courtnez, because he lost the tip of his nose to a sword blow delivered by the giant Corsolt (see 246j for a possible shortening of the nose). It was from the monks of Gellone that minstrels learned the story of this heroic warrior figure. In the telling and retelling, new exploits were added until, in the 12th and 13th centuries, there emerged a series of chansons de geste, second only in this genre to the near-contemporary Chanson de Roland. Minstrels as well as pilgrims, therefore, helped to spread the fame of Guilhem throughout Christendom.
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).
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