
By the thieves’ own account, their motives were pious. According to Gonzalo 
de Medina, the two friars had stolen the bones because they “were in a church 
that was not [Trinitarian], and did not receive the appropriate veneration, be-
cause the church [of San Tommaso in Formis] was half ruined [and] in an 
unpopulated area within the city of Rome.”1 Their crime was the product of 
a tradition of reverence for the bodies of the saints that was as ancient as the 
saints themselves. From the second century onward, members of the early 
Christian community gathered the remains of pious people martyred for 
the faith at the hands of hostile authorities and venerated them in remem-
brance of their sacrifice and of the promise of the coming Resurrection. By 
the fourth century, believers had overcome traditional taboos against touch-
ing the dead and began to parcel out the remains of martyrs, dividing them 
up and spreading them and their cults throughout the expanding Christian 
world.2 With the end of persecution in the fourth century, the profile of the 
saint shifted, and martyrs were joined by confessors, “not those who had 
died for their faith but those who had lived for it, in a heroic and resolute 
way.”3 As the cult of the saints blossomed over the succeeding millennium, 
so too did the veneration of their bodies, around which there developed a 
rich array of beliefs and practices. Bodily remains, corporeal relics, were ac-
companied by contact relics, bits of clothing or other objects that had been in 
intimate contact with the body of the saint, dust or oil from the tomb, or even 
water in which the saint’s holy bones had been washed. The most sacred and 
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most sought-after relics were those of Christ and his mother, but throughout 
medieval Europe, Christians enthusiastically venerated the bodies of saints 
both famous and obscure.

As these bits and pieces of the holy dead began to circulate, so too did 
fears about fraud and about distinguishing saintly remains from those of 
everyday Christians. Already in the early fifth century, St. Augustine worried 
about imposters masquerading as monks who peddled “the limbs of mar-
tyrs, if indeed [they are] of martyrs,” to the faithful.4 Seven centuries later, the 
historian Guibert of Nogent complained of the dangers posed to the laity by 
the veneration of dubious saints’ bones and decried those who profited from 
their credulity, while the stock comic figure of the corrupt cleric and his ques-
tionable relics found in late medieval writers like Chaucer, Boccaccio, and 
Masuccio Salernitano suggests that the problem persisted.5 Thus, the ques-
tions raised by the friars’ criminal act in 1655 were not new. While Medina 
and Vidal (and their superior, Pedro Arias Portocarrero) may have sought to 
ensure that their founder received proper veneration, their pious misdeed 
instead cast the very identity of the bones into doubt. Were the bones stolen 
from San Tommaso in Formis really those of St. John of Matha? And was 
the body now in Spain one and the same as that which had lain in the tomb? 
What of the bones of other saints—how certain could one be of the identity 
and authenticity of their remains? How was one to know and to recognize 
the bodies of the “very special dead”?6 Until Matha’s relics could be certified 
as truly belonging to the saintly founder of the Trinitarian Order, they could 
not be presented to the faithful as objects for devotion—a hindrance that 
could seriously affect the order’s public standing and impede its ability to 
gather funds to support its central mission, the ransoming of Christian cap-
tives from slavery in Islamic North Africa. The Trinitarian Order would now 
have to prove the identity of Matha’s stolen bones to the eagle-eyed members 
of the Congregation of Sacred Rites, the papal institution charged with over-
seeing the veneration of the saints and of their bodies. It would take three 
attempts and nearly seventy years for the order to win its case.

The uncertainties raised by Matha’s bones, and by all saints’ relics, took 
on a particular urgency in the context of the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies, as Protestant critiques shook the cult of the saints to its very foun-
dations. Whereas Catholic humanists had sought to rein in superstitious 
practices and reform popular devotion, Protestant reformers were set on 
pulling down the entire edifice of traditional devotion to the saints and their 
remains. For Martin Luther, relics “ought long ago to have been condemned, 
even though there were some good in them,” since they were “without God’s 
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word neither commanded nor advised. It is a completely unnecessary and 
useless thing.”7 Jean Calvin went further, thundering against the veneration 
of relics as “the mother of idolatry.” It was an “execrable sacrilege,” he de-
clared, to give worship to “dead and insensible creatures” rather than to “the 
one living God.”8 In towns and cities across Protestant Europe, reforming 
crowds swept the altars clean, pulling down images and burning and de-
stroying the once-holy bones, sometimes ritually “disenchanting” them with 
parades and public expositions that parodied traditional acts of veneration.9

The response of the Catholic Church to the threat of Protestantism 
came in many forms, chief among them the ecumenical gathering known as 
the Council of Trent (1545–63).10 The council aimed to counter Protestant cri-
tiques by clarifying and affirming Church doctrine and by reforming beliefs 
and practices through the reinforcement of the borders between the sacred 
and profane. In 1563, the assembled prelates took up the question of the cult 
of the saints and of their relics. They affirmed the validity and importance of 
the saints and relics but also tasked bishops with regulating the cult:

All superstition must be removed from invocation of the saints, ven-
eration of relics and use of sacred images; all aiming at base profit 
must be eliminated; all sensual appeal must be avoided, so that im-
ages are not painted or adorned with seductive charm; and people 
are not to abuse the celebration of the saints and visits to their relic 
for the purpose of drunken feasting, as if feast days in honour of the 
saints were to be celebrated with sensual luxury. And lastly, bishops 
should give very great care and attention to ensure that in this mat-
ter nothing occurs that is disorderly or arranged in an exaggerated 
or riotous manner, nothing profane and nothing unseemly, since 
holiness befits the house of God.11

In the years and decades that followed, the council’s decrees were taken up 
and implemented by provincial councils and reforming bishops. In so doing, 
ecclesiastical officials found themselves forced to contend with the questions 
and doubts that could surround relics, especially those that were newly dis-
covered or those, like the bones stolen from the little church in Rome, that 
were poorly documented or acquired by questionable means.12

The veneration of relics was but one part of the cult of the saints, one of 
Western Christianity’s most important forms of cultural expression. Like the 
faithful themselves, the saints were human, but they were understood to be a 
special class of people, extraordinary in their virtues and piety. They were also 
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seen as ideal examples of Christian living, role models for imitation. Though 
they were remembered for their exemplary lives, death marked not their ends 
but their beginnings, as they transcended its boundaries and linked Heaven 
and Earth both in their physical presence and in their continuing power as 
members of the heavenly assembly before the throne of God, with whom they 
interceded on behalf of the living. Whether they were martyrs for Christ or 
whether they were women and men who had lived lives of exceptional holi-
ness, saints were invoked by Christians of all social levels and petitioned in 
times of need. They responded by working miracles, healing the sick, and 
saving the imperiled. Their stories were told and retold in hagiography; their 
images could be found in churches and chapels, homes and streets. People 
named their children after saints and left goods and property to them in their 
wills. They sought saints out in nearby shrines or traveled to distant pilgrim-
age centers, where they commemorated the saints’ interventions with votive 
paintings and wax images of body parts miraculously healed. People called on 
the saints for their aid before going into battle and childbirth or when seek-
ing a cure or a lost sheep. The saints, in sum, were firmly interwoven with all 
aspects of medieval Christian social, religious, and political life.13

Relics and relic culture were not some morbid, marginal oddity of Cath-
olic religious life; rather, they occupied an important position within the 
sprawling complex of beliefs and practices that surrounded the saints. Care-
fully stored in ornate reliquaries and housed in altars and shrines, relics were 
regularly sought out by petitioners seeking a cure and pilgrims fulfilling a 
vow. Cathedral churches and rich abbeys accumulated treasuries of holy bod-
ies, and kings and emperors magnified their greatness with collections of 
priceless and powerful saintly remains. Other people, if they were wealthy 
and pious enough, wore tiny relics contained in pendants around their necks. 
People swore oaths on the bodies of the saints and carried them into battle; 
they transported the relics in processions of celebration and rogation. A gift 
of a relic could seal an important alliance or family tie, while a dispute over 
competing claims to a holy body could provoke much bad blood and wind up 
in court.14 Relics might also be acquired by means of furta sacra, holy theft, 
while others, lost or hidden, were discovered in relic inventios, inventions. De-
spite legal prohibitions on the sale or purchase of holy bodies, relics were also 
a commodity exchanged within an exclusive and often clandestine market.15

All of these practices rested on the relationship between the saints and 
their bodily remains. Unlike images, relics did not represent the saint’s 
likeness or recall her to memory—they were the saint and made her pres-
ence palpable in the here and now. Operating on a logic of pars pro toto, any 
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fragment made present the whole of the saintly body and thus the saint her-
self. In the words of the fourth-century bishop Victricius of Rouen, the whole 
of the saint resides in even the smallest shred, since “what is divine cannot 
be diminished, because it is wholly present in the whole. And wherever it 
is anything, it is whole.”16 In relics, the visible fragment made manifest the 
invisible whole. For this reason, its identity was of paramount importance, 
since what was venerated was not just anybody’s body, but that of the saint, 
because of the person that she had been and still was. “We do not venerate a 
lifeless body [of the dead saint],” said St. Thomas Aquinas, “for what it is in 
itself, but by reason of the soul which was once united to it and which now 
enjoys God; by reason also of God whose servants they were.”17

The concepts and customs surrounding the cult of the saints and their 
physical remains did not spring up fully formed but grew and changed over 
time, and for this reason, scholars of medieval and early modern Catholicism 
have long pointed to the saints as interpretive tools with which to understand 
broader dynamics within culture and society. Cults came into being and dis-
appeared, were promoted or suppressed, in ways that reflected and responded 
to the changing concerns of each age. The wonder-working missionary saints 
of the early Middle Ages, for example, saints like St. Columba and St. Pat-
rick, offer a window into the dynamics of Christianity’s expansion beyond the 
Mediterranean, while the emergence of lay female saints St. Marie d’Oignes 
and St. Francesca Romana can tell us much about the values and expectations 
of Europe’s increasingly city-centered society after 1200.18 The cult of relics, 
too, reveals much about the societies in which it took root. For example, the 
custom of swearing oaths on relics, a common practice in the ninth, tenth, 
or eleventh centuries, gradually gave way by the later Middle Ages to swear-
ing on the Gospels, as an increasingly universal religious culture influenced 
more local and regional traditions.19 As Julia M. H. Smith has pointed out, 
“Relics were a small subset of much larger issues. On the one hand, they 
epitomized the weighty cultural meaning vested in saints and sanctity in early 
modern Catholicism as well as the deep anxieties surrounding them. On the 
other, they refracted long-term evolutions and tensions in western thought, 
as new forms of knowledge, changing modes of proof, and different methods 
of reasoning marked the transition from Scholasticism to Enlightenment.”20

In just this way, the uncertainties surrounding the identity of St. John of 
Matha’s stolen bones were representative of a broader collection of concerns 
and changes that surrounded holy bodies. In an age of persistent interconfes-
sional conflict and reforming impulses both within and outside the Catho-
lic Church, relics were a focal point for anxieties about fraud and forgery, 
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the boundaries between the sacred and the profane, and the relationship 
of human beings to the divine. As the physical remains of holy women and 
men, relics were inherently ambivalent: they were both things and people, 
both mundane and exceptional. Like another object of contemporary contro-
versy, the consecrated Eucharistic Host, relics brought the material and the 
spiritual into a meaning-laden tension, and, like the Host, they concealed 
their holiness under their ordinary appearance. Removed from their ornate 
reliquaries and separated from their identifying documents or inscriptions, 
to the naked eye, there was little that distinguished a holy person’s remains 
from those of a common sinner. A few saintly bodies made themselves known 
through miracles, revealing the truth of their sanctity through their ability 
to move without human intervention, their healing exudate and unearthly 
light, their sweet smells and resistance to decay and, by extension, proving the 
Church’s claim to be God’s true institution.21 Miracles were not, however, un-
problematic evidence of a bone’s identity, and most relics stubbornly refused 
to demonstrate their holiness. Just as one could not be sure of the identity of 
the remains said to belong to the Trinitarians’ founder, it could be difficult to 
be fully certain of the identity or authenticity of any of the relics held up to the 
faithful as those of saints.

These concerns overlapped with broader changes at work within the 
cult of the saints during the early modern centuries. While the saints and 
their remains remained as important in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
Catholic devotional life as they had been before Luther, new institutions like 
the Congregation of Sacred Rites and revived ones like the Inquisition re-
worked the standards for the creation of new saints and the veneration of 
existing ones. Their aim—to defend the Church’s ancient traditions while 
trimming back the exuberant excesses of popular superstition—drew on 
trends at work in other areas of early modern intellectual and religious life. 
New developments in philological and historical scholarship, for example, 
challenged traditional understandings of holy people and their bodies. In a 
push to craft a more solid, credible, and certain foundation for sacred his-
tory and for the Church’s claims to unchanging historical continuity, writers 
of hagiography, ecclesiastical history, and related genres adopted the new 
techniques, sources, and perspectives pioneered by Renaissance human-
ists. The destabilizing effects of these innovations on sacred history and on 
the veneration of the saints could be felt throughout the Catholic world, as 
Church leaders trimmed the liturgical calendar, suppressed doubtful cults, 
and reworked concepts of sanctity to fit the needs of a new, revitalized Catho-
lic Christianity. Similarly, methods and modes of thought developed among 
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the practitioners of an increasingly empirical new science effected changes 
in the saint-making process, as doctors, surgeons, and even mathematicians 
were brought into canonization cases to assess critically alleged miracles and 
the bodies of candidates for sainthood.

Proving Identity Within a Culture of Relic Knowledge

The Stolen Bones of St. John of Matha examines the theft of the relics of St. John 
of Matha and its lengthy legal aftermath as a means of investigating the cul-
tural meanings and anxieties invested in the relics of the saints and the chang-
ing modes of thought with which early modern Catholics approached them. 
Matha’s stolen remains and the almost seventy-years-long campaign to secure 
their identity offer a unique opportunity to open up and explore the questions 
that surrounded relic identity and authenticity in seventeenth-century Europe: 
How could one know whether an object said to be a relic of a saint truly be-
longed to that saint, and how certain did one need to be about that knowledge? 
How could one tell the remains of the saints from those of the common dead 
or, worse, from those of an animal? What kinds of evidentiary instruments 
could prove the identity and authenticity of an alleged relic? What kinds of 
knowledge could be brought to bear on holy bodies? Were miracles necessary 
or sufficient evidence, or were other proofs needed? In the coming chapters, 
I explore the changing ways in which early modern Catholics sought solutions 
to these uncertainties. I argue that the bodies of the saints were objects of a 
specialized knowledge, surprisingly understudied by modern historians, that 
had its own conventions, proof strategies, procedures, and values. Through a 
close study of the events and arguments surrounding Matha’s stolen bones, 
this book traces some of the contours of that knowledge.

In 1655, at the time of the theft, St. John of Matha (d. 1213) was not yet 
formally canonized. A product of the same evangelical ferment from which 
emerged such well-known saints as St. Francis (d.  1226) and St. Dominic 
(d. 1221) and of the same climate of interfaith conflict that fostered the Cru-
sades, St. John of Matha was a professor of theology in Paris whose visionary 
experiences drove him to found the Order of the Most Holy Trinity and of the 
Captives, aka the Trinitarian Order or the Trinitarians, a new religious estab-
lishment dedicated to ransoming Christian captives from slavery in Islamic 
lands. In the centuries that followed, his spiritual sons and daughters of the 
Trinitarian Order committed their energies more to their charitable mission 
than to venerating their founder. By the late sixteenth century, however, the 
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Trinitarians were increasingly claiming Matha as a saint, and by the 1620s, 
this informal, uncanonized sainthood had become an embarrassment. The 
order’s leadership set the wheels in motion to win approval of his cult and, 
with it, papal affirmation of his saintly status.

The case to establish the identity of Matha’s stolen relics thus operated 
in tandem with the campaign to shore up his sainthood. The documentation 
marshaled to ensure Matha’s place among the company of the saints was 
critical to proving the identity of his remains, but the origins and authentic-
ity of that documentation were themselves the subject of controversy. The 
Stolen Bones of St. John of Matha examines how the Trinitarians mobilized 
the past to achieve results in the present as chroniclers of the past crafted a 
new history for their order, a history based in no small part on an ambitious 
program of invention and forgery. Even as historians of all genres, including 
ecclesiastical history and hagiography, adopted new methods and evidentiary 
expectations, for some, forgery remained a resource, the disreputable hand-
maid to more legitimate forms of historical writing. In an era in which the 
process of saint-making was increasingly rigorous, legalistic, and grounded 
in written records rather than in other forms of proof, the Trinitarians’ reli-
ance on forged documents and an imagined past was both typical and risky. 
This book uncovers the ways in which history and historical invention and 
forgery were created and deployed as a form of proof within the culture of 
knowledge around the bodies of the saints.

Early modern discussions of how questionable relics might be identified 
and authenticated pointed to many acceptable forms of evidence, many dating 
from the earliest origins of the cult of the saints in late antiquity. Commenta-
tors on relics laid out a wide array of possible indicators, ranging from divine 
revelations and miracles to pilgrimages and processions. In practice, how-
ever, seventeenth-century ecclesiastical authorities operated within a more re-
strictive regime of proof that favored what one writer of the time described as 
“human evidence,” that is, the physical appearance of the remains, multiple 
forms of textual and historical documentation, reliable witness testimony, 
and local traditions.22 These preferences, I argue, were representative of the 
tendency toward the centralizing, standardizing, and streamlining of sanc-
tity and saint-making, a tendency that had already been slowly transforming 
the medieval cult of the saints since at least the twelfth century, when popes 
began to assert their exclusive right to judge and to declare just who may be 
venerated as a saint. The specialized culture of knowledge that surrounded 
the bodies of the saints reflected that transition in its blend of traditional and 
modern modes of thinking about and interpreting the evidence for sanctity.
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The Stolen Bones of St. John of Matha maps out some of the key aspects 
of the culture of relic knowledge by exploring how the Trinitarians deployed 
lines of reasoning and proofs that met early modern evidentiary preferences 
while also situating them within older modes of knowing. The friars pre-
sented their case in multiple hearings between 1669 and 1721 before the 
Congregation of Sacred Rites. Through a close reading of the arguments 
presented before the congregation, I examine how the Trinitarians produced 
their proofs, which centered on the bones’ material qualities, their documen-
tary support, their place within the order’s history and tradition, and the tes-
timony of witnesses, and how the Trinitarians located their proofs within a 
framework of Scholastic concepts of individuation, identity, change, and per-
sistence. I also consider how, when existing evidence was found to be inade-
quate, the friars produced new proofs by doubling down on forgery and their 
order’s invented history and by enacting carefully scripted acts of inspection 
and viewing that blended highly traditional methods of relic recognition with 
a pragmatic and empirical approach to the holy that reflected new trends at 
work in the broader intellectual culture of early modern Europe.

Because the Trinitarians’ arguments for the identity of Matha’s stolen 
bones depended on human testimony and human memory, it opened them to 
doubts about the credibility and certainty of their evidence. They sought to ad-
dress those doubts by emphasizing another characteristic of relic knowledge, 
a lesser form of certainty known as “moral certainty.” A common feature on 
the scientific and philosophical landscape of the seventeenth century, moral 
certainty was regularly invoked in casuistry, moral and natural philosophy, 
law, and elsewhere. It offered an acceptance of doubt and an acknowledgment 
of the limits—but not the impossibility—of human knowledge. I examine 
how the Trinitarians applied moral certainty to the case of their founder’s 
remains, revealing in the process how the category accommodated the uncer-
tainty and inherent ambiguity of relics.

Thinking with Saints

In recent decades, interpretations of the religious transformations of the 
early modern period have undergone a thoroughgoing sea change. Scholars 
have stepped away from older narratives grounded in a supposed gulf be-
tween a Protestant sphere that was “disenchanted” and modern and a Catho-
lic sphere that embraced the magical and, by extension, a nonmodernity often 
dismissed as “medieval.” Similarly, models that presumed an opposition 
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between religion, especially Catholicism, and changes in science and medi-
cine have largely been discarded. Studies on sanctity and sainthood and on 
closely related concepts like the miraculous and the demonic have repeatedly 
revealed the ways in which “religious authorities alternately collaborated 
with philosophers in studying the natural world, viewed natural philosophy 
as a separate sphere of knowledge, or, indeed, even opposed certain investi-
gations into nature.”23 While Protestants largely discounted miracles, early 
modern Catholics promoted them as irrefutable signs of the Church’s su-
premacy and monopoly on truth. As recent scholarship has shown, miracles 
and other manifestations of the sacred were not accepted acritically; they re-
quired interrogation, testing, verification, and authentication, processes that 
overlapped with and participated in contemporary developments in natural 
science and medicine. For example, Fernando Vidal’s work on miracles ex-
plores the ways in which saint-making and experimental natural philosophy 
shared an understanding of the role of testimony in making knowledge, 
while Bradford Bouley’s recent study on autopsies performed on the bodies 
of candidates for sainthood in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth 
centuries reveals how ecclesiastical officials brought recent developments in 
anatomy to bear on a means for knowing and recognizing holiness and how 
the Church looked to the expertise of university-trained physicians in inter-
preting the saintly body.24

Studies like these demonstrate how sanctity and sainthood were not 
merely products of the culture and society in which they were rooted; they 
were sites on which people could work out concepts and concerns, new ideas 
and nagging uncertainties. The saints, as Simon Ditchfield has suggested, 
were “good to think with,” for sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Catholics 
and for twenty-first-century historians alike.25 Holy people and concepts of 
holiness were one arena in which people contended with the pervasive cri-
sis of certainty at work within early modern European culture. This was an 
age in which long-established certainties were brought into question. Unex-
pected continents, for instance, reworked the map, and the strange inhab-
itants of those continents occasioned doubts about how to interpret alien 
cultures. Likewise, encounters with the fauna and flora of distant lands and 
the new empirical methods being developed by scientists strained traditional 
natural philosophy to the breaking point. Religious upheaval transformed 
Truth into competing confessional truths, and Christians found themselves 
grappling with uncertainty about the relationship between truth and the ap-
pearance of truth and the discernment of the true from the false, reality from 
appearance, being from seeming.26
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While contemporaries explored these issues in arenas that ranged from 
witchcraft trials and exorcisms of the demon possessed to concerns about 
counterfeit converts and handwringing about Machiavellian dissimulation, 
the saints and their bodies offered a particularly rich terrain on which to 
work out the uncertainties inherent in knowing and recognizing the sacred.27 
In taking up the question of the early modern culture of relic knowledge, 
this book speaks to a growing literature on saint-related subjects, such as 
pretended sanctity; the many new cults that blossomed, waned, or were sup-
pressed; and ideas about miracles and the miraculous.28 It also engages a 
growing body of work on early modern historical forgery, on hagiography 
and other forms of sacred history, and on the friction between historical 
and doctrinal truth.29 Relics have been largely incidental to these researches, 
however, and those few that have included the bodily remains of the saints 
within the scope of their analysis have focused mainly on the beati moderni, 
the recent holy dead under consideration for canonization. Most of the ex-
isting literature on relics deals with the medieval cult, rather than its early 
modern continuator, and to date, only a handful of scholars have plumbed 
the ways in which early modern Catholics investigated and authenticated the 
thousands upon thousands of ancient or medieval holy bodies scattered in 
churches and chapels across the Catholic world or uncovered in inventios.30 
This book builds on this small body of scholarship, using the case of St. John 
of Matha’s stolen bones to examine the largely unstudied regulatory and evi-
dentiary regime that surrounded the early modern cult of relics. As key parts 
of the devotional landscape, relics and relic culture served as a critical prov-
ing ground on which early modern Catholics contended with the uncertainty 
that surrounded the discernment of the sacred and worked out their ideas 
about evidence, authenticity, and doubt.

Part of what made relics both fruitful and challenging to think with is 
their very material nature. The bodies of the saints were both wholly unique 
and utterly generic objects, and early modern Catholics struggled to con-
tend with the fact that a relic was both sacred and mundane, that it was si-
multaneously a very special, very unique person and a very common object. 
The materiality of the relic was critical to its meaning and to its place in the 
lived religion of Catholics of all social levels. In this book’s exploration of the 
culture of relic knowledge, it participates in scholarship’s recent “material 
turn,” a turn to material culture and materiality as a way of opening up new 
questions, especially within the study of religion.31 In examining the argu-
ments and practices with which the Trinitarian Order sought to establish the 
identity of Matha’s remains, this book uncovers some of the ways in which  
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the ecclesiastical authorities who crafted the culture of relic knowledge con-
fronted relics’ very materiality and the tools and assumptions they brought to 
that encounter. I do not attempt, however, to address all of the practices and 
performances through which Catholics engaged with relics, nor do I claim 
to have encompassed the entirety of relic knowledge. Unofficial or lay modes 
of encountering the divine in the material remains of the saints, such as 
the production of little buns containing the ashes of martyrs, or liturgical 
practices, such as grand public relic displays on feast days, do not appear 
here much, for the simple reason that they did not figure in the evidence and 
arguments brought to bear on the case of St. John of Matha’s stolen bones.32 
My hope is that these omissions will prove productive terrain for other re-
searchers into the materiality of relics.

St. John of Matha and the Trinitarian Order in Contemporary Scholarship

For centuries, the Order of the Most Holy Trinity and of the Captives was 
a regular feature on the religious landscape throughout France and Spain 
(and elsewhere). Trinitarian monasteries were fixtures in many cities and 
towns, and Trinitarian friars regularly circulated among the population, col-
lecting funds to pay for the ransoming of Christian captives. Given the or-
der’s ubiquity, it is a bit surprising that it has not been the focus of much 
sustained scholarship. While the Trinitarians’ medieval past has been the ob-
ject of important research by Giulio Cipollone and James Brodman, among 
others, the early modern period is comparatively unknown.33 There are a 
handful of older works, most notably those of Paul Deslandres and Antonino 
de la Asunción, that remain indispensable, and the more recent scholarship 
of Juan Pujana and Bonifacio Porres Alonso has shed new light on the or-
der’s reform and of its redemptorist pursuits.34 A new wave of work on the 
Mediterranean slave trade has also brought the Trinitarians much deserved 
attention. Most recently, Daniel Hershenzon has explored the crucial role 
of the Trinitarian friars (among others) in the system of enslavement and 
redemption that bound together the early modern Mediterranean. His study, 
together with other recent works, makes clear the order’s centrality in the po-
litical economy of ransom.35 Beyond these, however, one finds a curious pau-
city of studies that focus in on the order and its inner workings, institutional 
culture, and ethos or on its connections with the society around it during 
the early modern centuries. And if secondary scholarship on the Trinitarian 
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Order is skimpy, sustained work on its cult of its founding father, St. John of 
Matha, is nearly nonexistent. The only real exception to this rule is the work 
of María Cruz de Carlos Varona, whose excellent 2005 doctoral dissertation 
on images and the veneration of Trinitarian saints in the Calced (traditional) 
Trinitarian monastery in Madrid has become a landmark in the order’s his-
toriography. To date, only De Carlos Varona and Lisa Beaven have written 
about the theft that stands at the center of this book. The legal struggle that 
followed has never been studied.36

This state of affairs is due in no small part to the order’s fate in the up-
heavals of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Unlike the 
Jesuits, the Trinitarians did not have a strong tradition of centralized admin-
istration. Rather, each monastery or convent seems to have undertaken the 
maintenance of its own papers, a responsibility that some houses seem to 
have fulfilled better than others. When the order was suppressed in France in 
1790 and underwent exclaustration in Spain in 1835 or, in the case of England, 
was wholly dissolved in 1534, much documentation was destroyed or disap-
peared. Other records were probably lost when the traditional wing of the 
order went extinct in 1894 and its last remaining monastery was handed over 
to the Dominicans. As a result of these vicissitudes, state archives absorbed 
some of the order’s records, but the events of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, coupled with the wars, invasions, floods, fires, and other usual ca-
lamities of history, mean that it can be surprisingly difficult to write about the 
order’s past.

While many sources have disappeared, however, some have survived, 
and The Stolen Bones of St.  John of Matha is closely based on a wealth of 
manuscript and printed material written primarily in Latin, Spanish, Italian, 
and French. Few of these materials have ever been examined by modern 
researchers. The lion’s share of the sources related to the case of Matha’s 
stolen bones are housed in the archive at San Carlino alle Quattro Fontane, 
the Trinitarian monastery in Rome. I found other materials in different re-
positories around the Eternal City, including the Vatican Library, the Vatican 
Archives, the Archive for the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (i.e., 
the Roman Inquisition), and the Biblioteca Angelica, as well as in Madrid at 
the National Library of Spain and the Royal Academy of History. Due to the 
harsh realities of time and money and especially to the chaos created by the 
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, some materials were entirely inacces-
sible, while others I could consult only in their digitized form. Thus, readers 
will also find cited manuscript material from libraries and archives that lie 
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farther afield, like the State Public Library in Palma de Mallorca or the rare 
books collection of the University of Granada. Digitizing initiatives like the 
ones that made these resources available are a godsend to researchers; my 
hope is that by making public how essential they have been to this project, 
I can help foster better awareness of the great need for their continued fund-
ing and support.

The Structure of This Book

Together, the manuscript and print sources gathered from libraries and ar-
chives in Rome, Madrid, and beyond form the foundation for the chapters 
that follow. Chapter 2 returns to the crime first introduced in the prologue and 
situates it within the broader context of the history and institutional culture of 
the Trinitarian Order. The chapter charts the development of the Trinitarian 
Order from its origins in southern France in the late twelfth century and its 
spread throughout France, the Iberian Peninsula, and other parts of Europe, 
and its splintering in the sixteenth century into competing wings of Calced 
(traditional), Discalced (“unshod,” reformed, or observant), and Reformed 
(a separate observant group). Smaller and less well known than other reli-
gious groups founded in the same period, the Trinitarians were nevertheless 
key players in their main area of activity, the Mediterranean slave trade. Un-
like many other orders, however, by the late 1620s, the Trinitarians had not 
yet undertaken the formal canonization of their founder, St. John of Matha, 
and his legendary companion, St. Felix of Valois. Drawing on a wide array of 
medieval and early modern sources, I trace the development of Matha’s cult 
and demonstrate that, until the late 1500s, Matha does not seem to have been 
particularly important to his spiritual sons and daughters. By the turn of the 
century, however, in an era of increasing emphasis on standardization and 
centralized control over the cult of the saints, Matha’s uncanonized status had 
become a pressing issue. In effect, Matha was a problem for the order long 
before the 1655 robbery, and after the theft, the two issues, the recognition 
of his long-standing veneration—and, by extension, his sainthood—and the 
authentication of the relics’ identity, would be closely intertwined. Chapter 2 
concludes by examining the Trinitarian Order’s first efforts toward the autho-
rization of Matha’s cult: a reworked and modernized saintly vita published in 
1630 and a failed petition in that same year for extension to the whole of the 
order of the “English breviary,” a supposedly medieval liturgical commemora-
tion of the two founders.
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Chapter  3 picks up the question of the case for Matha’s immemorial 
veneration and the narrative thread of the 1655 theft and moves with the 
thieves and their booty across the Mediterranean from Italy to Spain. The 
historical narratives and documentation crafted in support of Matha’s cult 
would become load-bearing supports for the case to prove the identity of 
his stolen relics. This chapter focuses in on the writing of histories and the 
concomitant forging of sources as a central part of the order’s campaign 
to win recognition of Matha’s immemorial cult. I examine the work of two 
historian-forgers who both “invented” missing historical evidence. The first, 
a Trinitarian friar named Juan Figueras Carpi, laid the groundwork by craft-
ing a fully developed life of St. John of Matha and a detailed recounting of 
his order’s more than four hundred years of existence, both grounded in 
imaginary authors, invented traditions, and forged documents—including 
the very same English breviary that had been the focus of the failed 1630 peti-
tion discussed in chapter 2. The second, a historian-for-hire named Antonio 
Lupián Zapata, built on Figueras’s work to create new documents that would 
help shore up the shaky foundations of the Trinitarian Order’s new history 
and its case for Matha’s canonization. I contextualize the work of the two 
forgers within contemporary developments in historical theory and method 
and argue that for early modern historians, especially those writing in the 
service of religious truths, historical criticism, forgery, and a generous ap-
proach of “pious affection” were all compatible.

In 1666, armed with the evidence created by Figueras and Lupián, the 
Trinitarian Order won the formal recognition of Matha’s ancient cult and 
could finally address the problem of the identity of their founder’s stolen 
bones. Chapter 4 follows the case back to Rome, where in 1669 the Dis-
calced Trinitarians petitioned the Congregation of Sacred Rites for a ruling 
that would confirm the relics’ identity as the remains of St. John of Matha. 
While theoretical discussions of relic knowledge commonly pointed to a wide 
array of possible proofs, in practice, investigating Church authorities pre-
ferred physical evidence and documents as tools for evaluating both relic 
identity and the closely related issue of relic authenticity. In the first third 
of the chapter I examine a collection of legal briefs developed for the case 
to uncover how the Trinitarian legal team met that evidentiary requirement 
and linked the question of the identity of Matha’s relics—that is, their same-
ness through time—to their unchanging material qualities, especially their 
size and color, and to the documentary support provided by an extract from 
the same forged English breviary discussed in chapters 2 and 3. The second 
third of chapter 4 connects the Trinitarians’ evidentiary approach to another 
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aspect of relic knowledge, moral certainty. Through a close analysis of one 
legal brief, I trace the history of this category and its use in a wide range of 
intellectual arenas and argue that as an interpretive mode, moral certainty 
took into account the inherent ambivalence of relics. In the final portion of 
the chapter, I analyze why these strategies failed. While the cardinals and 
their advisers appear to have accepted moral certainty as the correct kind of 
certainty for relics, they rejected the evidence adduced in support of the case 
as untrustworthy and incomplete. I connect the congregation’s objections in 
the case of Matha’s relics to broader trends as Rome sought to bring the cult 
of the saints under tighter control and discipline.

Chapter 5 follows the case of Matha’s stolen bones from 1669 to 1715 and 
1721, when it again came before the Congregation of Sacred Rites. I contextual-
ize the renewed effort within, on the one hand, sharpening internal disputes 
between different wings of the Trinitarian Order and, on the other, the military 
conflict that played out in the Iberian and Italian Peninsulas in connection 
with the War of Spanish Succession (1701–14) and the concomitant upheaval 
in the international political order. In the wake of the failed petition of 1669, 
the Trinitarians sought to create new, more acceptable evidence in 1671 by 
putting the relics through a formal act of inspection. This act, a “recognition,” 
brought to bear on the bones other aspects of relic culture by using the senses, 
especially sight and touch, as ways of knowing. My analysis contextualizes the 
event in relation to other acts of relic inspection, quasi-scientific testing, and 
medical inspection and connects it to the role of witnessing in early modern 
natural science. These practices demonstrate how the cult of the saints and 
relic knowledge did not stand alone and isolated from the cultural and intel-
lectual movements at work in other areas of inquiry.

The new evidence created in 1671, together with a renewed emphasis on 
the Trinitarians’ invented past and on the forged documents on which it re-
lied, formed the foundation of the order’s second failed attempt in 1715 and a 
third, successful effort in 1721. My discussion devotes special attention to the 
role of Prospero Lambertini, who, during his long career within the Congrega-
tion of Sacred Rites and later as Pope Benedict XIV, helped consolidate ideas 
about proof and evidence within saint-making and within relic culture as well. 
Lambertini’s personal intervention into the framing of the arguments proved 
critical to the Trinitarian Order’s final victory. Using an eyewitness account 
probably written by the Trinitarians’ main representative in Rome, I examine 
how under Lambertini’s guidance, the Trinitarians reframed the evidence to 
meet the changing standards of early Enlightenment historical criticism as 
it was being developed by scholars like Jean Mabillon and Ludovico Antonio 
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Muratori. In the end, it was as much canny political maneuvering as it was 
arguments and evidence that finally pushed the congregation to confirm the 
identity of Matha’s stolen remains. An epilogue concludes by following the 
fortunes of Matha’s bones through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
and into the upheavals of the Spanish Civil War (1936–39), when new ques-
tions may have arisen about the identity of the remains.


