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Rotting ulcers and ripped wounds. The discursive construction of leprosy as 

a (dis)ability in the vitae of Alpais of Cudot (d. 1211) and Alice of 

Schaerbeek (d. 1250)* 

[…] tam diu in lectulo iacuit resupina, quod pectus eius et humeri, renes et viscera omnia 

usque ad intestina exesa et putrefacta, tantum horrorem cernentibus ingerebant, tantumque 

fetorem ex se emittebant, quod etiam mater eius […] et fratres […] propter intolerabilem 

vulnerum suorum fetorem ad eam propius accedere refugiebant.1 ang 

([…] lay down on her back in her small bed […] for such a long time, that her chest and 

shoulders, kidneys and all her internal organs up to her intestines, [were] consumed and 

disintegrated, which caused such a horror in those around her, and emitted such a smell, 

that even her very own mother […] and brothers […] recoiled from going near her, because 

of the unbearable stench of her wounds.) 

About a century later, around 1275, a monk from the abbey of Villers recorded the vita of Alice 

of Schaerbeek (1204-1250), a Cistercian nun of La Cambre in the diocese of Liège. From a 

young age already, Alice was upheld as an example of piety to all Cistercian nuns. As a reward 

for her piety, she was struck with leprosy as a divine gift.2 Her hagiographer described her 

illness as follows:  

[…] nam a planta pedis usque ad verticem, non erat in ea sanitas. Omnes ipsum intuentes, 

timore quasi monstri horribilis subito steterunt perculsi; et aestimabant, aliam creaturam, 

ei in horrore comparandam, nusquam posse reperiri. Fuit itaque ab officio, corporis scilicet 

et membrorum, tota destitute; et more cadaveris in terra putrescentis, in lectulo suo tradita, 

quasi putredine extitit consummanda.3 

(From the sole of her foot up to her brow, there was no health in her. All who caught sight 

of that body were shocked to a standstill, awestruck as at seeing some horrible monster. 

They were convinced no creature could anywhere be found comparable with her for horror. 

Wholly deprived of the use of her body and any of its members, she was committed to bed 

just as a rotting corpse is committed to the earth as if to let the rotting itself finish her off.)4 

 
1 Vita venerabilis Aupes virginis de Cudot, ed. by Elisabeth STEIN, in Leben und Visionen der Alpaïs von Cudot 

(1150-1211). Neuedition des lateinischen Textes mit begleitenden Untersuchungen zu Auteur, Werk, Quellen und 

Nachwirkung, Tübingen, 1995, p. 122. 
2 Martinus CAWLEY (trans.), Alice the Leper: Life of St Alice of Schaerbeek, Lafayette, 2000, p. x-xv; Alicia 

SPENCER-HALL, Christ’s Suppurating Wounds: Leprosy in the Vita of Alice of Schaerbeek (d. 1250), in Larissa 

TRACY AND Kelly DEVRIES (ed.), Wounds and Wound Repair in Medieval Culture, Leiden, 2015, p. 389-90. 
3 Vita auctore aevi eiusdem cisterciensi..., in Acta Sanctorum, Volume 21: June II, Antwerp, 1698, 482C. 

Consulted through ProQuest, https://www.proquest.com/books/vita-auctore-aevi-eiusdem-

cisterciensi/docview/2684137687/se-2 (accessed 18 December 2023)   
4 CAWLEY (trans.), Alice the Leper… [see n. 3], p. 27. 

https://www.proquest.com/books/vita-auctore-aevi-eiusdem-cisterciensi/docview/2684137687/se-2
https://www.proquest.com/books/vita-auctore-aevi-eiusdem-cisterciensi/docview/2684137687/se-2
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The images created here, are almost those of the stereotypical ‘lepers’: disintegrating bodies 

covered in ulcers, causing shock and horror in those surrounding them. But, whereas Alice’s 

hagiographer explicitly diagnosed Alice with leprosy at the beginning of her vita, Alpais’ 

hagiographer never mentioned leprosy, despite having portrayed her with symptoms that were 

undeniably leprosy-like to a medieval reader/listener.5 As many scholars have pointed out 

already, any sort of skin condition was likely to be labelled as leprosy, to the extent that the 

number of people actually suffering from the Mycobacterium leprae should probably not be 

overestimated.6 Aside from her physical symptoms, other clues in Alpais’ vita make it all the 

more plausible that a medieval audience would have imagined Alpais as suffering from leprosy 

(more on this below).  

The observation that one hagiographer was explicit and the other rather implicit about the 

disease, prompts questions about the hagiographers’ perceptions of their illnesses. Did they 

perceive the disease somehow differently, and did these possibly differing perceptions impact 

the ways in which they advocated for their subject’s sainthood? To consider the different 

responses or instrumentalization of leprosy in a hagiographical context, I will analyse the vitae 

of Alpais of Cudot and Alice of Schaerbeek through a disability lens.  

The field of medieval disability studies has been rapidly expanding over the last two decades, 

during which time multiple models have been developed to understand disability in the Middle 

Ages. From its early stages, disability studies have criticized the ‘medical model’ of disability, 

which understands disability as an individual matter, rendering their body non-normative. 

Consequently, cure or treatment is necessary in order to fix the disabled individual so that they 

reach a normative body and meet the societal standard.7 Evidently, such a medical model is not 

applicable to medieval disability, as medical knowledge then was not as authoritative as it is 

nowadays. The social model, on the other hand, considers disability not only as a medical state, 

but also as a social construct. In that sense, disability is the amalgam of social and cultural 

 
5 Scholars have previously assumed Alpais was suffering from leprosy: Peter DINZELBACHER, Europa im 

Hochmittelalter 1050-1250: eine Kultur- und Mentalitätsgeschichte, Darmstadt, 2003, p. 96; Renate 

BLUMENFELD-KOSINSKI, Holy Women in France: A Survey, in Alaistair MINNIS and Rosalynn VOADEN (ed.), 

Medieval Holy Women in the Christian Tradition, c. 1100 – c. 1500, Turnhout, 2010,  p. 242-44; STEIN, Leben 

und Visionen… [see n. 1], p. 23.   
6 Elma BRENNER and François-Olivier TOUATI, Introduction, in Elma BRENNER and François-Olivier TOUATI (ed.), 

Leprosy and Identity in the Middle Ages, Manchester, 2021, p. 10;  Jesper L. BOLDSEN, Epidemiological Approach 

to the Paleopathological Diagnosis of Leprosy, in American Journal of Physical Anthropology, 115 (2001), p. 

385-86; Griet MARECHAL, Lepra in Vlaanderen, in Spiegel Historiael: Maandblad voor geschiedenis en 

archeologie, 15/3 (1980), p. 137-41.  
7 Rachel ADAMS, Benjamin REISS, and David SERLIN, Disability, in Rachel ADAMS, Benjamin REISS, and David 

SERLIN (ed.), Keywords for Disability Studies, New York, 2015, p. 5-11.  
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assumptions projected onto an impaired body and thus becomes an analytical framework, like 

gender.8 Medievalist Irina Metzler adheres to this social model of disability in her pioneering 

work Disability in medieval Europe (2006) and draws a sharp distinction between impairment 

(the biomedical reality) and disability (the social construct).9 Other scholars have since drawn 

upon Metzler’s insights, and have further adapted her social model of medieval disability. 

Edward Wheatley, for example, has put forward the religious model, arguing that the influence 

of the Church resembled the current authoritative position of medicine and that the way in 

which people experienced and perceived disability was largely influenced by religious 

imagery.10 Currently, the cultural model of disability seems to be the most favoured among 

scholars. This model steers away from a sharp distinction between impairment and disability, 

and instead draws attention to the inherent fluidity of disability and ability alike. Depending on 

the condition and context, people constantly transition from disabled to able-bodied and vice 

versa. Moreover, the cultural model recognizes the lived reality of having a certain biomedical 

condition.11 

Bodily suffering in women’s vitae has received considerable scholarly attention, primarily from 

a gender perspective. Caroline Walker Bynum, for instance, has argued that illness and frequent 

pain were given more significance in women’s spirituality than in men’s, because of the 

association of the female body with sin, but also because of the theological idea that Christ’s 

flesh was female through his virgin-mother Mary.12 Nonetheless, hagiographies have proven to 

be a goldmine for disability scholars. Metzler, for instance, has studied miracle narratives in 

particular, to reveal underlying assumptions about impairment and non-normative bodies. She 

thereby specifically focused on devotees, suffering from all sorts of conditions, seeking the help 

of the saint.13 More recently, Jenni Kuuliala has analysed the infirmities of saints, shifting the 

 
8 Jonathan HSY, Tory V. PEARMAN, Joshua R. EYLER, Introduction: Disabilities in Motion, in Jonathan HSY, Tory 

V. PEARMAN, Joshua R. EYLER (ed.), A Cultural History of Disability in the Middle Ages, London, 2020,  p. 8-10; 

Jenni KUULIALA, Saints, Infirmity, and Community in the Late Middle Ages, Amsterdam, 2020, p. 20-24.  
9 Irina METZLER, Disability in Medieval Europe: Thinking About Physical Impairment During the High Middle 

Ages, c. 1100-1400, London, 2006, p. 21-34; Irina METZLER, Disability in the Middle Ages: Impairment at the 

Intersection of Historical Inquiry and Disability Studies, in History Compass, 9/1 (2011), p. 45-60. 
10 Edward WHEATLEY, Stumbling Blocks before the Blind: Medieval Constructions of a Disability, Ann Arbor, 

2010, p. 8-14. 
11 Richard GODDEN and Jonathan HSY, Analytical Survey: Encountering Disability in the Middle Ages, in New 

Medieval Literatures, 15 (2013), p. 315-17; HSY, PEARMAN, and EYLER, Introduction… [see n. 9], p. 8-12. 
12 Caroline WALKER BYNUM, Fragmentation and Redemption. Essays on Gender and the Human Body in Medieval 

Religion, New York, 1992, p. 181-239; on p. 188-189 Bynum even refers to Alpais of Cudot, as well as in Caroline 

WALKER BYNUM, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: the Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women, Berkeley, 

1987, p. 73, p. 83-4, p. 91, p. 134-5, etc. 
13 See, for instance, METZLER, Disability in Medieval Europe… [see n. 10], p. 127-72. 
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focus on the devotees to the saints themselves. She concludes that the ways in which saints’ 

infirmities were understood, differed fundamentally from the pain and suffering that the 

miraculés had to endure. Whereas the pain of normal people was considered problematic and 

something to be cured, the suffering of saints was considered an opportunity to showcase 

patience and humility. Through an investigation of canonization proceedings, Kuuliala 

demonstrates how communities reconstructed a person’s sainthood through their infirmities.14 

While Kuuliala’s research is very insightful, it remains that not many venerated saints were 

canonized in the medieval period already, therefore limiting Kuuliala’s corpus of sources.15 In 

addition, leprosy and other chronic illnesses have been relatively ignored by the aforementioned 

disability historians, as well as by the field in general, favouring instead the more easily 

identifiable disabilities such as blindness, deafness, etc.16 Leprosy, however, is a prime example 

of how sociocultural assumptions were disabling for the person identified as a ‘leper’, and of 

how responses changed over time due to socio-economic and religious factors.17 As mentioned 

above, many people identified  by society as ‘lepers’, might not have been actual leprosy-

sufferers biomedically speaking. One could thus argue that medieval leprosy was as much a 

disease resulting from the Mycobacterium leprae as it was a social construct that imposed social 

disadvantages upon people identified as leprosy-sufferers (fear, shame, …).18 

Through an investigation of Alpais of Cudot and Alice of Schaerbeek, two holy women not yet 

canonized in the Middle Ages, and moreover suffering from leprosy, this article aims to 

demonstrate that a disability lens is helpful to uncover seemingly paradoxical ambiguities 

regarding leprosy and paralysis in a hagiographical and religious context.19 I will approach these 

 
14 KUULIALA, Saints, Infirmity, and Community… [see n. 9], p. 187-95. 
15 Alpais of Cudot, for instance, was only canonized in 1874, Alice of Schaerbeek in 1907; Michael GOODICH, The 

Vita Perfecta: the Ideal of Sainthood in the thirteenth century, Stuttgart, 1982, p. 24-25; Aviad KLEINBERG, 

Prophets in Their Own Country: Living Saints and the Making of Sainthood in the Later Middle Ages, Chicago, 

1992, p. 13-31.  
16 METZLER, Disability in the Middle Ages… [see n. 10], p. 49; METZLER, Disability in Medieval Europe… [see 

n. 10], p. 5-6; for more on chronic pain and illness, see ALICIA SPENCER-HALL, Chronic Pain and Illness. 

Reinstating Chronic-Crip Histories to Forge Affirmative Disability Furtures, in Jonathan HSY, Tory V. PEARMAN, 

Joshua R. EYLER (ed.),  A Cultural History of Disability in the Middle Ages, London, 2020,  p. 51-67. 
17 See for instance Elma BRENNER, Leprosy and Charity in Medieval Rouen, Woodbridge, 2015.    
18 METZLER, Disability in Medieval Europe… [see n. 10], p. 55-62. 
19 Another example is the gesta of Gervinus of Saint-Riquier (d. 1075) written by Hariulf of Aldenburg in his 

Chronicon Centulense. The abbot Gervinus led a virtuous life and was struck with leprosy by the end of his life. 

However, the disease was not at all essential to his identity as a saint. See Stefan MEYSMAN, Virilitas in tijden van 

verandering. Religieuze en profane mannelijkheden in de Nederlanden, ca. 1050-1300, unpublished doctoral 

thesis, University of Ghent, 2016, p. 132-37; Hariulf of Aldenburg, Chronicon Centulense, in F.  LOT (ed.), 

Chronique de l’abbaye de St-Riquier (Ve siècle – 1104) (Collection de textes pour server à l’étude et à 

l’enseignement de l’histoire, 17), Paris, 1894.    
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texts with the insights offered by the cultural model of disability, to take into account the fluidity 

of concepts such as health and disease, or able-bodied/enabled and disabled. In doing so, this 

article hopes to contribute to the burgeoning field of disability studies, as well as the scholarship 

on the rather unknown vita of Alpais of Cudot.20  

In what follows, I will first sketch the context in which the vitae of Alpais and Alice came into 

being, since contextual factors are crucial in trying to understand perceptions projected onto 

leprosy and paralysis. Here I will also consider their manuscript traditions to assess the 

functionality of these vitae and their potential impact. The second section of this article will 

consider both Alpais’ and Alice’s illness as a saintly situation, i.e. a circumstance through which 

they could prove their sainthood.21 Here, I will particularly focus on becoming ill, their 

responses to illness, as well as their environments’ responses to their illness. The third and final 

section will investigate the ways in which Alpais’ and Alice’s illness enabled a saintly career, 

or how they were able to perform their living sainthood through their bodily conditions. 

 

 

 

Environments of holiness 

Alpais’ vita was probably written around 1180 and therefore during her lifetime, which is 

indicative of her living sainthood.22 Although her hagiographer remained anonymous, he wrote 

that he was a Cistercian monk from the neighbouring abbey of Les Écharlis and that he had met 

Alpais on multiple occasions. Throughout the text, he is meticulous in referring to his sources, 

whether he was an eyewitness himself or whether he had gotten his information second-hand.23 

The vita is preserved in two extant manuscripts dating from the 13th century, and three from the 

 
20 Although Alpais sometimes appears in scholarship on female spirituality, for instance by Caroline Walker 

Bynum [see n. 13],  and Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski [see n. 6], only Elisabeth Stein [see n. 1], and Patrick Henriet 

have thoroughly studied her vita. This article therefore primarily focuses on Alpais, as the meaning of Alice’s 

leprosy has been explored by Alicia Spencer-Hall [see n. 3]. Through a comparison of Alpais’ vita and Alice’s 

vita, supported by Spencer-Hall’s findings, I hope to offer a substantiated understanding of illness in Alpais’ vita; 

Patrick HENRIET, La recluse, le corps, le lieu. À propos d’Alpais de Cudot (d. 1211), in Paradoxien der 

Legitimation. Ergebnisse einer deutsch-italienisch-französischen Villa Vigoni-Konferenz zur Macht im Mittelalter, 

Firenze, 2010, p. 403-423.  
21 KLEINBERG, Prophets in Their Own Country… [see n. 16], p. 13-31. 
22 STEIN, Leben und Visionen… [see n. 1], p. 5-6; HENRIET, La recluse… [see n. 21], p. 405 n. 8. 
23 For example: Vita venerabilis Aupes… [see n. 2], p. 138-39, p. 149-50; KLEINBERG, Prophets in Their Own 

Country… [see n. 16], p. 46.  
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14th century.24 The provenance of the books in which the vita surfaces, signals a range of 

religious orders that were engaging with the text: Augustinian, Cistercian, Benedictine, 

Carthusian. As with so many medieval texts, the number of copies cited here comprises only a 

fraction of the number of copies that were once written. Considering the extant copies as a 

sample, then, it appears that Alpais’ reputation was not limited to the archdiocese of Sens, nor 

to the Cistercian order in particular. The abbey of Les Écharlis, located within the myriad of 

interconnected Cistercian and other religious communities in the archdiocese of Sens, 

seemingly acted as the epicentre from which her fame spread, given the multitude of other 

contemporary sources referring to the ‘venerable virgin of Cudot’.25 Robert of Auxerre 

(c. 1156-1212), a regular canon, wrote about Alpais in his entry for the year 1180 in his 

chronicle about the archdiocese of Sens, and his continuator added a note on her death in the 

year 1211.26 Ralph of Coggeshall (d. 1227), an English Cistercian monk, likewise mentioned 

her in the Chronicon Anglicanum.27 Aside from these chronicles, Alpais also surfaces as an 

exemplum in influential texts such as Caesarius of Heisterbach’s (1180-1240) Dialogus 

Miraculorum, the Tractatus de diversis materiis praedicabilibus written by the Dominican 

preacher Etienne of Bourbon (d. 1261), and James of Vitry’s (1160/1170-1240) Historia 

Occidentalis.28 Interestingly, the mere mention of Alpais in James’ work indicates that her 

reputation must have reached the diocese of Liège, as he was also active there as the confessor 

of mulier religiosa Marie of Oignies (1177-1213).29 In addition to these narrative sources, 

 
24 Stein mentions the following manuscripts in the introduction to the critical edition of Alpais’ vita: ms. ROME, 

BIBLIOTHECA NAZIONALE, Fondo Sessoriano, 328 (128); ms. BRUGES, 404; ms. CHARLEVILLE, 77; ms. 

CHARTRES, 84 (31); ms. CHARTRES, H.1.51; see STEIN, Leben und Visionen… [see n. 1], p. 104-11. 
25 About the interconnectedness of Cistercian communities, see for instance, Anne LESTER, Creating Cistercian 

Nuns: The Women’s Religious Movement and Its Reform in Thirteenth-Century Champagne, Itaca, 2011; Emilia 

JAMROZIAK, The Cistercian Order in Medieval Europe. 1090-1500, London – New York, 2013; Constance 

BERMAN, The Cistercian Evolution. The Invention of a Religious Order in Twelfth-Century Europe, Philadelphia,  

2000. 
26 Robert of Auxerre, S. Mariani Autissiodorensis Chronicon, ed. by A. HOLDER-EGGER (MGH: Monumenta 

Germanae Historica SS XXVI: XIX), Hannover, 1882, p. 243-44, p. 278 (continuatio); P. BLANCHON, La vie de 

la bienheureuse Alpais, vierge, de Cudot, Marly-le-Roy, 1893, p. 21-3; STEIN, Leben und Visionen… [see n. 1], p. 

83-85. 
27 Ralph of Coggeshall, Chronicon Anglicanum, ed. by J. STEVENSON, London, 1875, p. 125-28; BLANCHON, La 

vie… [see n. 28], p. 21; STEIN, Leben und Visionen… [see n. 1], p. 80-83. 
28 Caesarius of Heisterbach, Dialogus Miraculorum, ed. by J. STRANGE, Turnhout, 2010, cols. 1346-56; James of 

Vitry, Historia Occidentalis, ed. by John Frederick HINNEBUSCH (Spicilegium Friburgense, 17), Fribourg, 1972, 

p. 86-88; Etienne of Bourbon, Tractatus de diversis materiis praedicablilibus, ed. by A. LECOY DE LA MARCHE, in 

Anecdotes historiques, legends et apologues tirés du receuil inédit d’Etienne de Bourbon, dominicain du XIIIe 

siècle, publiés pour la Société de l’Histoire de France, Paris, 1877, p. 26-28.  
29 Marie d’Oignies, in Lexikon des Mittelalters 6, Stuttgart, 1999, col. 280; Jakob v. Vitry, in Lexikon des 

Mittelalters 5, Stuttgart, 1999, col. 294-95; James of Vitry, Vita Marie de Oegnies, ed. by R. B. C. HUYGHENS 

(Corpus Christianorum Continuatio Mediaevalis, 252), Turnhout, 2012, p. 41-164; James of Vitry, The Life of 



 

7 

 

Alpais is also mentioned in contemporary administrative sources. More specifically, two royal 

charters, issued by Adele of Champagne (1140-1206) and king Philip II of France (1165-1223) 

respectively in 1180 and in 1184, refer to Alpais.30 The varied typologies of sources, as well as 

the different religious affiliations and geographical ranges of their authors, indicate that Alpais’ 

reputation as a holy woman was widespread and acknowledged by many. However famous 

Alpais might have been in her own time, she has not received nearly as much attention as the 

so-called mulieres religiosae from the Low Countries, though some of them were her 

contemporaries.31  

Alice of Schaerbeek, who is considered a mulier religiosa, was probably less well-known than 

Alpais during her own lifetime. Her vita was recorded approximately twenty to twenty-five 

years after her death and beside this hagiographical work, there are no other sources informing 

us about Alice’s life. Neither in the prologue to her vita, nor in the vita itself, did the 

hagiographer mention the sources or eyewitnesses that had informed him about Alice’s 

sainthood.32 The author of Alice’s vita remained anonymous, yet belonged most likely to the 

Cistercian order. Martinus Cawley, who has translated her vita into English, identifies Arnulf II 

of Ghistelles (d. 1276), an abbot of Villers, as the author.33 Two of the five extant manuscripts 

date from the 13th century and originate from the Cistercian monasteries of Villers and La 

Cambre.34 Alice’s vita appears alongside other vitae of (female) saints, such as Elisabeth of 

Hungary (1207-1231), Beatrice of Nazareth (1200-1268), and Christina Mirabilis (1150-

1224).35  

Though the vitae of Alpais and Alice were written in different times and places, leprosy(-like) 

disease plays a fundamental role in the construction of their sainthood, as I will demonstrate 

 
Mary of Oignies, transl. by Margot KING, in Anneke MULDER-BAKKER (ed.), Mary of Oignies: Mother of 

Salvation, Turnhout, 2007, p. 34-127. 
30 This charter is actually a reiteration of an earlier charter, issued in 1180 by the king’s mother Adele of 

Champagne (1140-1206) in 1180; STEIN, Leben und Visionen… [see n. 1], p. 29; BLANCHON, La vie… [see n. 27], 

93; M. QUANTIN (ed.), Cartulaire général de L’Yonne. Receuil de documents authentiques, Auxerre, 1854-60, vol. 

2, p. 347-8. 
31 See for instance Sara MOENS, The mulieres religiosae, daughters of Hildegard of Bingen? Interfaces between a 

Benedictine Visionary, the Cistercians of Villers, and the Spiritual Women of Liège, in Steven Vanderputten, 

Tjamke Snijders and Jay Diehl (ed.), Medieval Liège at the Crossroads of Europe. Monastic Society and Culture, 

1000-1300, Turnhout, 2017, p. 301-38. 
32 CAWLEY (trans.), Alice the Leper… [see n. 3], p. ix-x. 
33 CAWLEY (trans.), Alice the Leper… [see n. 3], p. v-viii; this claim has been contested by other scholars, see 

SPENCER-HALL, Christ’s Suppurating Wounds… [see n. 3], p. 389-95. 
34 SPENCER-HALL, Christ’s Suppurating Wounds… [see n. 3], p. 394-95; Ms. BRUSSELS, KBR, 4459-70 (3161); 

Ms. BRUSSELS, KBR 3206 (8609-20).  
35 For a fundamental study of these mystic biographies written by Cistercians in the diocese of Liège, see Simone 

ROISIN, L’hagiographie cistercienne dans le diocese de Liège au XIIIe siècle, Louvain, 1947.  
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below. Saints suffering from leprosy, is however not a common trope in the hagiographical 

genre, especially because leprosy was usually considered a punishment from God for sinful 

behaviour: the decay of the body then reflected the moral decay of that individual’s soul.36 

Leprosy could thus be met with fear and shame, which has led some scholars to conclude that 

lepers were stigmatized and ostracized from society. In 1987, for instance, Robert Ian Moore 

argued that lepers, just like Jews and heretics, were being segregated by ‘the persecuting 

society’ because they were seen as a threat to Christianity.37 Other scholarship has nuanced 

such a view and has instead pointed out the relative integration of lepers in society.38 While it 

remains that negative perceptions of leprosy were persistent throughout time, lepers were 

increasingly viewed with compassion in the 12th and 13th centuries. Such attitudes were 

motivated by religious motives, more specifically the vita apostolica: a lifestyle modelled on 

the lives of Christ and the Apostles, which could be attained through contemplation as well as 

an active apostolate, or actions such as teaching, manual labour, and caring for the poor and 

sick. 39  Precisely because lepers were predominantly viewed negatively by society, the aspiring 

religious caring for them considered themselves all the more fervent in their piety. To facilitate 

empathy with lepers, caretakers imagined them as the suffering Christ (Christus quasi 

leprosus), while, in caring for the lepers, they believed themselves to be following the example 

of Christ.40 The pursuit of this ideal through caretaking, is illustrated by the vita of Yvette of 

Huy (1158-1228), recorded by Hugh of Floreffe around 1228. From the beginning of her vita, 

 
36 Carole RAWCLIFFE, Leprosy in medieval England, Woodbridge, 2006, p. 14-17; Damien JEANNE, The Disease 

and the Sacred: the Leper as a Scapegoat in England and Normandy (eleventh-twelfth centuries), in Elma 

BRENNER and François-Olivier TOUATI (ed.), Leprosy and Identity in the Middle Ages, Manchester, 2021, p. 68-

71. 
37 Robert I. MOORE, The Formation of a Persecuting Society. Authority and Deviance in Western Europe, 950-

1250, Oxford, 1987, p. 54-61; see also Françoise BÉRIAC, Histoire des lépreux au Moyen Âge: une société d’exclus, 

Paris, 1988.  
38 For instance, François-Olivier TOUATI, Maladie et Société au Moyen Âge: la lèpre, les lépreux et les léproseries 

dans la province ecclésiastique de Sens jusqu’au milieu du XIVe siècle, Bruxelles, 1998; Daniel LE BLÉVEC, Les 

lépreux peuvent-ils vivre en société? Réflexions sur l’exclusion sociale dans les villes du Midi à la fin du Moyen 

Âge, in Claude CAROZZI, Daniel LE BLÉVEC and Huguette TAVIANI-CAROZZI (eds.), Vivre en société au Moyen 

Âge. Occident Chrétien, VIe-XVe siècle, Aix-en-Provence, 2008, p. 281-91. Consulted through 

https://books.openedition.org/pup/6360 (accessed 18 December 2023). 
39 Adam DAVIS, Hospitals, Charity, and the Culture of Compassion in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries, in 

Sharon FARMER (ed.), Approaches to poverty in medieval Europe: Complexities, Contradictions, Transformations, 

c. 1100-1500, Turnhout, 2015, p. 24-27. 
40 Anne LESTER, Making the Margins in the Thirteenth Century: Suburban Space and Religious Reform Between 

the Low Countries and the County of Champagne, in Parergon, 72/2 (2010), p. 84-87; Anne LESTER, Cares beyond 

the Walls: Cistercian Nuns and the Care of Lepers in Twelfth and Thirteenth Century Northern France, in Emilia 

JAMROZIAK and Janet BURTON (ed.), Religious Laity in Western Europe, 1000-1400: Interaction, Negotiation and 

Power, Turnhout, 2006, p. 220; RAWCLIFFE, Leprosy… [see n. 38], p. 110, p. 133; DAVIS, Hospitals… [see n. 40], 

p. 30-34. 

https://books.openedition.org/pup/6360
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it is clear that Yvette wanted to live a vita apostolica. When she was twenty-three years old and 

a widow already, she withdrew from the secular world and entered a leprosarium to care for 

lepers to come closer to God. 41 Hugh did not depict the inhabitants of the leprosarium as 

ostracized monsters, yet he stressed Yvette’s self-sacrifice and selflessness precisely through 

the negative connotations surrounding the disease.42 A little further in Yvette’s vita, Hugh 

recounted how she wanted to contract the disease herself so desperately, to which end she 

prayed incessantly, ate together with ‘lepers’, shared their bath water and even mixed their 

blood with hers.43 The lepers in this vita remained completely anonymous and were only 

inserted as a means for Yvette to prove her holiness.44 Because taking care of the sick and poor 

in leprosaria was seen as an ideal way to live a religious life, many new communities developed 

out of – and around – those caretaking facilities.45  

The vita apostolica became popular in a time of increasing and rapid urbanisation. One could 

then wonder whether leprosy imposed a bigger threat now that people lived more closely 

together, and whether the hospitals and leprosaria were necessary to protect the healthy from 

the sick.46 Archaeological evidence has shown that only a small proportion of the people cared 

for in leprosaria actually suffered from leprosy, which indicates that people suffering from all 

sorts of conditions could be considered ‘lepers’. The question then rises whether the surge in 

hospital foundations can be explained through a perceived socio-medical need, or rather 

because of the spiritual agenda of the 12th and 13th centuries.  

François-Olivier Touati has studied leprosy in the archdiocese of Sens and concludes that the 

many leprosaria in the region were just as religious as the many religious communities there. 

Touati demonstrates through the institutions’ founding charters and statutes that they operated 

according to regulations comparable to those monastic in nature.47 Similarly, Anne Lester has 

 
41 Hugh of Floreffe, Life of Yvette of Huy, transl. by Jo Ann MCNAMARA, in Anneke MULDER-BAKKER (ed.), 

Living Saints of the Thirteenth Century: the Lives of Yvette, Anchoress of Huy, Juliana of Cornillon, Author of the 

Corpus Christi Feast, and Margaret the Lame, Anchoress of Magdeburg, Turnhout, 2011, p. 92. 
42 LESTER, Making the Margins… [see n. 41], p. 64-5, p. 83-5. 
43 Hugh of Floreffe, Life of Yvette of Huy… [see n. 42], p. 94.  
44 SPENCER-HALL, Chronic Pain and Illness… [see n. 17], p. 53-4. 
45 Walter SIMONS, Cities of Ladies: Beguine Communities in the Medieval Low Countries, 1200-1565, 

Philadelphia, 2003, p. 75-76; André UYTTEBROUCK, Hôpitaux pour lépreux ou couvents de lépreux? Réflexions 

sur le caractère des premières grandes léproseries de nos régions à leurs origines, in Annales de la Société belge 

d’histoire des hôpitaux, 10 (1972), p. 25-27; DAVIS, Hospitals… [see n. 40], p. 27-30; LESTER, Cares beyond the 

Walls… [see n. 41], p. 199-200.  
46 François-Olivier TOUATI, Contagion and Leprosy: Myth, Ideas and Evolution in Medieval Minds and Societies, 

in Lawrence CONRAD and Dominik WUJASTYK (ed.), Contagion. Perspectives from Pre-Modern Societies, 

London, 2000, p. 179-202. 
47 TOUATI, Maladie et Société… [see n. 39], p. 402-04. 
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shown that many female Cistercian monasteries originated around hospitals and especially 

leprosaria within the County of Champagne. Through studying both administrative and 

narrative sources, Lester points out that caring for lepers was fundamental to these Cistercians’ 

collective identity and particularly advantageous for their spirituality.48 Benjamin Laqua 

likewise points to the spiritual motives for founding hospitals and leprosaria and concludes that 

the leprosaria in the diocese of Liège implemented monastic norms to such an extent that they 

were imposed upon both the sick and the healthy people.49  

From these studies, an ambivalent image of leprosy emerges, not only because of the changing 

circumstances throughout time, but the differing perceptions of leprosy also depend on who 

carried the disease. Because, whereas lepers enclosed in a leprosarium in the 12th and 13th 

centuries were seen as valuable from a religious perspective, wandering lepers continued to be 

perceived as a threat and were stigmatized as a consequence. Moreover, not all perceived 

‘lepers’ were welcome in leprosaria, which indicates that socio-economic status might have 

impacted the ways in which some leprosy-sufferers were treated.50 It should be noted that 

although the attitude of the religious towards leprosy and lepers might have been more 

favourable in the 12th and 13th centuries, such a response was nonetheless rooted in a rather 

negative understanding of the disease. As Lester points out, it was through the marginalisation 

of lepers, the stigma and prejudices surrounding this disease, that the aspiring (semi-)religious 

could pursue their religious ideals.51 Similarly, Daniel Le Blévec has demonstrated that even 

during these centuries, lepers were isolated from the healthy part of the society, but that they 

nevertheless were still part of that society and could benefit from financial support, caretaking, 

etc. Le Blévec argues that rather than a ‘société d’exclus’, lepers in a leprosarium formed a 

‘société de reclus’.52 Within this context of a charitable revolution and a more positive 

appreciation of leprosy, the vitae of Alpais of Cudot and Alice of Schaerbeek are to be situated.  

 

Becoming ill as a saintly situation  

 
48 LESTER, Creating Cistercian Nuns… [see n. 26], p. 28, p. 142; LESTER, Cares beyond the Walls… [see n. 41], 

p. 207-8; LESTER, Making the Margins… [see n. 41], p. 65, p. 75-6. 
49 Benjamin LAQUA, Bruderschaften und Hospitäler während des hohen Mittelalters: Kölner Befunde in 

Westeuropäisch-vergleichender Perspektive, Stuttgart, 2011, p. 347. 
50 While it would of course be interesting to bring socio-economic status in the discussion of the present article, 

the scant information on both Alpais’ and Alice’s social status does not really allow to draw any conclusions on 

this front; BRENNER and TOUATI, Introduction… [see n. 7], p. 3: LE BLÉVEC, Les lépreux… [see n. 39], paragraphs 

[14], [21]. 
51 LESTER, Making the Margins… [see n. 41], p. 64-5, p. 83-5.  
52 LE BLÉVEC, Les lépreux… [see n. 39], paragraph [25]. 
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Before delving into the ways in which the authors used leprosy (or a leprosy-like disease) in 

the hagiographic narratives, it might be helpful to understand how the illnesses of Alpais and 

Alice develop throughout their vitae. 

Alpais of Cudot fell ill and suffered vehemently, after she had been working relentlessly on the 

farm of her parents. She then prayed to Christ and Mary to be healed. Mary appeared to her and 

miraculously healed her wounds, though Alpais would remain paralysed. Then a long period of 

abstinence followed, of being confined to bed, and of experiencing many visions that she was 

instructed by Mary to reveal to those surrounding her. Her hagiographer did not recount her 

death, nor did her vita reach a conclusion.53 The narrative scheme of Alpais’ vita could be 

simplified as follows: working in the farm (vita exterior) – illness and isolation – miraculous 

(partial) healing – paralysis and occasional suffering while experiencing visions and 

revelations.  

Alice of Schaerbeek, on the other hand, was struck with leprosy as a token of divine love, after 

she had been living an exemplary life as a Cistercian novice and nun. Initially, the illness was 

seemingly rather mild compared to Alpais’ symptoms. In the final year of her life, however, her 

condition deteriorated, and she became very ill, her symptoms resembling those of Alpais’ 

disease in its initial phase, as cited in the introduction of the present article. In her final illness, 

the hagiographer describes Alice as a horrible monster.54 After this final tribulation, her 

hagiographer recounted how she died and joined Christ in heaven. A simplification of the 

narrative scheme in her vita goes: vita exterior – illness and isolation – comparatively mild 

symptoms and occasional suffering – mystic experiences – deterioration of the disease – 

revelations – death. 

For both Alpais and Alice, illness due to (a) leprosy(-like disease) is essential for their identities 

as holy women.55 As is custom to the hagiographical genre, their hagiographers started by 

recounting the exemplary life their subject was leading, after which there is a challenge or 

tribulation to be overcome with exceptional behaviour, or ‘saintly behaviour’.56 Only in difficult 

and challenging situations – ‘saintly situations’ according to Aviad Kleinberg –  one can prove 

 
53 STEIN, Leben und Visionen… [see n. 1], p. 5-6.  
54 Vita auctore aevi eiusdem cisterciensi… [see n. 4], col. 0482B; CAWLEY (trans.), Alice the Leper … [see n. 3], 

p. 27. 
55 For more examples of female saints for whom illness (though not leprosy) was a crucial factor in their sainthood, 

see WALKER BYNUM, Fragmentation and Redemption… [see n. 13], p. 186-189. 
56 The opposite is also possible: the subject is leading a rather sinful life and then converts as a result of a certain 

situation. 
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their moral excellence and spiritual perseverance.57 Leprosy in these vitae then seems to act as 

such a saintly situation, yet the ways in which their illness is treated, differs considerably.  

Contrary to Alice’s explicit suffering from leprosy, Alpais suffered from an unspecified disease. 

Nevertheless, the author did not refrain from describing her symptoms in graphic – almost 

grotesque – detail. Alpais’ body was disintegrating, covered in rotting ulcers and ripped 

wounds, and smelled horrible. Her appearance and smell were so intolerable and repulsive that 

she became completely isolated and forsaken of all human help. Even her family recoiled from 

going anywhere near her.58 Utterly desperate, Alpais prayed to both Mary and Christ:  

‘Aperi oculos tuos et vide afflictionem contritionis mee; illos misericordes oculos tuos, 

quibus super Lazarum in monument fetentem lacrimatus es, ad me, Deus converte, ut sanari 

possint omnes infirmitates mee’.59 

(Open your eyes and see the deep sorrow of my conscience; God, turn your compassionate 

eyes, with which you mourned the rotting Lazarus in the tomb, to me, so that all my 

infirmities might be healed.) 

In comparing Alpais to Lazarus, the hagiographer actually portrayed Alpais as a leper. From 

the 12th century onwards, the biblical figure Lazarus became increasingly venerated as the 

‘good leper’, even though leprosy is never mentioned in the Bible when it comes to Lazarus.60 

In this period, Lazarus often featured as the patron saint of leprosy-sufferers and leprosaria in 

multiple regions, especially in the archdiocese of Sens - as Touati has convincingly shown.61 

Given this decoding of Lazarus as a leper in 12th-century Sens, and given the description of her 

disfiguration and the negative response of her environment to her disease, it seems unlikely that 

a medieval audience would have imagined Alpais to be suffering from any other disease but 

leprosy. 62 

 
57 KLEINBERG, Prophets in Their Own Country… [see n. 16] p. 1-8; Kuuliala too used the term ‘saintly situation’ 

to investigate the canonization proceedings, see KUULIALA, Saints, Infirmity, and Community… [see n. 9], p. 14-

15. 
58 Vita venerabilis Aupes… [see n. 2], p. 122; see JEANNE, The Disease and the Sacred… [see n. 37], p. 68-69, 

p. 80 for references to the foul smell and horrible appearance associated with lepers in medieval literature.  
59 Vita venerabilis Aupes … [see n. 2],  p. 125. 
60 The Lazarus Alpais was referring to, is the brother of Mary in Martha in John 11. 1-44. Another Lazarus-figure 

appears in the Bible too, in Luke 16. 19-31.  
61 For more information on Lazarus and leprosy in the high Middle Ages: Sharon FARMER, The Leper in the Master 

Bedroom: Thinking through a Thirteenth-Century Exemplum, in Rosalynn VOADEN and Diane WOLFTHAL (ed.), 

Framing the Family Narrative and Representation in the Medieval and Early Modern Periods, Tempe, 2005, 

p. 89; RAWCLIFFE, Leprosy… [see n. 37], p. 115-23; BÉRIAC, Histoire des lépreux… [see n. 38], p. 122-8; TOUATI, 

Maladie et Société… [see n. 39], p. 204-5, p. 382-4. 
62 MARECHAL, Lepra… [see n. 7], p. 137; DAVIS, Hospitals… [see n. 40], p. 27; LESTER, Making the Margins… 

[see n. 41], p. 64-65, p. 83-85.  



 

13 

 

This subtle diagnosing of Alpais with leprosy stands in sharp contrast to the way in which 

Alice’s hagiographer is fully transparent about Alice’s leprosy, its cause and its purpose. 

Precisely because of Alice’s piety, she was elected by God and struck down with leprosy, so 

that her leprous body could cleanse and purge all sin of the secular world. To underline her 

divine election, the hagiographer writes how  

Tanta denique mox odoris suavitate divinitus fit perfuia, tantis deliciis quasi paradisi voluptatibus 

fit repleta, quod si pristinæ sanitatis optio ejus relinqueretur arbitrio, & tamen ad illam deberet 

sublimari gloriam, ad quam jam spe trahebatur; certissime affirmabat se sanitatem refutare.63 

(Soon too she was all drenched with a divinely soothing fragrance, all replete with paradisiac 

delights – so much so that, were it left to her to choose to have back her former health, she would 

have refused it. Indeed, she used to claim she was perfectly certain that she would still refuse, even 

if opting for health would allow her the same sublime glory as now attracted her hope.)64 

The odor suavitatis, the sweet fragrance associated with the divine, had to emphasize that 

Alice’s leprosy was a divine gift, not a punishment. A foul odour, which was more likely to be 

emanating from a leprous body, was on the contrary associated with sinfulness, decay, 

putrefaction, hell and the devil.65 The fact that the author makes effort to acquit Alice of any 

personal responsibility for the leprosy she contracted, is indicative of how public opinion was 

not particularly favourable towards leprosy.66 This general, rather negative perception of 

leprosy as a divine punishment, had to be countered through the invocation of the sweet smell 

that emanated from her leprous body. It is of course probable that the hagiographer exaggerated 

the negative perception of leprosy as to emphasize the enormity of Alice’s saintly situation.  

Interestingly, Alpais’ leprous body did not smell sweet, but smelled rather horrible. 

Nonetheless, the same olfactory associations with good and evil also come to the surface in 

Alpais’ vita. For instance, when Alpais experienced a vision of heaven (after the miraculous 

healing), she saw and smelled fragrant flowers, whereas the unfailing horrible smell was one of 

the torments to be endured ad loca Tartarea (hell). Alpais’ hagiographer furthermore used the 

same word (fetor) to describe both Alpais’ body odour during her initial leprosy-like illness and 

 
63 Vita auctore aevi eiusdem cisterciensi ... [see n. 4], col. 0479D. 
64 CAWLEY (trans.), Alice the Leper … [see n. 3], p. 10. 
65 See Martin ROCH, L’odeur suave des saints dans le haut Moyen Age, entre miracle et ritualité, in 

Béatrice CASEAU-CHEVALLIER and Elisabetta NERI (ed.), Rituels religieux et sensorialité: Antiquité et Moyen Age, 

Milan, 2021, p. 447-61; Thomas SEILER, Filth and stench as aspects of the iconography of Hell, in Clifford 

DAVIDSON and Thomas SEILER (ed.), The Iconography of Hell, Kalamazoo, 1992, p. 132-40. 
66 SPENCER-HALL, Christ’s Suppurating Wounds… [see n. 3], p. 414. 
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the smell in hell.67 This seems to be rather counterproductive when advocating for Alpais’ 

sainthood, especially when bearing in mind that Alpais was still alive when her vita was 

recorded, and the claim of her sainthood thus all the more fragile. Leprosy in Alpais’ vita 

seemingly served a different purpose than leprosy in Alice’s vita.  

This becomes especially clear when considering Alpais’ and Alice’s responses to their leprosy-

like illnesses. Since Alice’s leprosy was a divine gift, she was thankful for it and did not wish 

to be healthy again. Alpais, on the other hand, turned to Christ and Mary ‘ut sanari possint 

omnes infirmitates mee’ (so that all my infirmities could heal).68 That Alpais was praying to be 

healed, could be considered quite remarkable in a hagiographical context, especially since 

bodily suffering and unhealthy conditions were often idealized in spiritual and hagiographical 

texts, as ideal ways to pursue asceticism and an imitatio Christi.69 Through her prayers, 

however, the hagiographer revealed why Alpais needed to be healed: 

 

Sic enim, pia Domina, alienata sum a meipsa immanitate doloris, ut vix sensum habeam 

enormis langoris. Tantum ex sordibus ulcerum meorum sentio fetorem, ut vix aperire os 

meum valeam ad orationem.70 

 

(Because, dear Mother, through the monstrosity of the pain I am already so alienated from 

my body, that I barely feel the enormous disease. And I experience the stench from the filth 

of my wounds so badly, that I can barely open my mouth enough to pray.) 

The hagiographer implied that the pain was so numbing, which prevented Alpais from suffering 

sufficiently, or from being ascetic. It thus appears that Alpais’ lack of suffering – because of 

the monstrosity of the pain – was problematic and needed to be solved.71 Additionally, it 

appears that Alpais, or at least her hagiographer, was particularly alarmed by the prospect of 

not being able to pray anymore. On this note, it is once more relevant to compare Alpais to 

 
67 Vita venerabilis Aupes … [see n. 2], p. 137: ‘[…] odoris flagrantiam, ut omnium aromatum vinceret suavitatem 

[…]’; Vita venerabilis Aupes … [see n. 2], p. 181: ‘Erant in arboreis ramis innumeri flores odoriferi exterius liliis 

candidiores et aliquantulum interius purpurei tante suavitatis hodorem habentes, ut odoranti numquam gignerent 

fastidium’; Vita venerabilis Aupes… [see n. 2], p. 136: ‘ad loca Tartarea respiciet indempnis spiritus tuus, 

videbisque tormenta gehennalia, in quibus anime impiorum pro reatibus suis cruciantur, ignem videlicet 

tenebrosum et inextinguibilem, aquam frigidissimam et urentem, vermem perpetuum insatiabilem, fetorem 

pessimum et indeficientem, flammas inextinguibiles et voraces, penas eternales, tenebras indeficientes, tetras 

demonum ymagines et deformes, visu terribiles, respectu horribiles […]’. 
68 Vita venerabilis Aupes… [see n. 2],  p. 125: ‘Sana me, sanitas sanitatum, et sanabo; salvam me fac et sana ero’. 
69 Esther COHEN, The Modulated Scream: Pain in late Medieval Culture, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 

2010, p. 32; WALKER BYNUM, Fragmentation and Redemption… [see n. 13], p. 182-86; RAWCLIFFE, Leprosy… 

[see n. 37], p. 148. 
70 Vita venerabilis Aupes … [see n. 2], p. 126. 
71 KUULIALA, Saints, Infirmity, and Community… [see n. 9], p. 13-21; COHEN, The Modulated Scream… [see 

n. 70], p. 26-8, p. 36-7.  
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Alice, especially to Alice in her final illness. After the hagiographer had described how she 

looked like a monster, he also stipulated how she could no longer use her feet or hands; the only 

body part still functioning, was her tongue. As such, it seems that her final illness, even though 

it was horrific, was not really problematic for Alice since she could still sing God’s praises, as 

opposed to Alpais in her initial illness.72 Through the prayers, Alpais’ hagiographer explained 

that she needed to be healed because the numbing pain disabled her to suffer properly, and the 

fact that she could no longer open her mouth to pray, put her salvation in jeopardy. Here it 

becomes clear how for Alpais, her illness resulted in a spiritual disadvantage, and was thus 

spiritually disabling. This again stands in sharp contrast to the way in which Alice welcomed 

her physical deterioration and considered it as a spiritual advantage, for it enabled her mystical 

experiences.73  

However different their individual responses to their conditions, the ways in which their 

respective environments responded to their leprosy-like disease is more similar. Shortly after 

becoming ill, they were both isolated from their communities: Alpais from her family and Alice 

from her Cistercian sisters at La Cambre. Although Alice accepted her leprosy as a divine gift, 

it becomes clear how her isolation could be challenging too. For instance, her vita describes 

how she was put in a leper hut and was no longer allowed to participate in important feasts or 

even receive the Holy Communion, out of fear of contagion.74 Leprosy, or the perceptions about 

the contagiousness of the disease, imposed a spiritual disadvantage, or disability if you will, on 

Alice, in that she could no longer be a member of the Cistercian community. Not leprosy itself, 

but rather the ensuing isolation from her community, imposed a ‘saintly situation’ or tribulation 

on Alice. 75 As such, the hagiographer succeeds in portraying Alice as an ideal Cistercian nun, 

which is even further emphasized by the structure of the vita according to the rhythm of the 

liturgical calendar of the monastery.76 Alpais became isolated as a result of what one might call 

a ‘social death’, an image which is reinforced through the grotesque description of her decaying 

 
72 Vita auctore aevi eiusdem cisterciensi … [see n. 4], col. 0482C: ‘Nullum membrum quietum, nullum ab 

infirmitate impossessum retinebat, nisi solam linguam, qua sine intermission, quamdiu poterat, Deo laudes 

decantabat’; METZLER, Disability in medieval Europe… [see n. 10], p. 48. 
73 SPENCER-HALL, Christ’s Suppurating Wounds… [see n. 3], p. 398.  
74 Vita auctore aevi eiusdem cisterciensi ... [see n. 4],  cols. 0479C-0480A; CAWLEY (trans.), Alice the Leper… 

[see n. 3], p. 9-10, p. 14-15; SPENCER-HALL, Christ’s Suppurating Wounds… [see n. 3], p. 396; see also TOUATI, 

Contagion and Leprosy… [see n. 47], p. 179-202.  
75 This confirms Kuuliala’s conclusion that saints’ infirmities were not considered to be problematic, but rather a 

means to an end; KUULIALA, Saints, Infirmity, and Community… [see n. 9], p. 13-21. 
76 For instance: CAWLEY (trans.), Alice the Leper… [see n. 3], p. 14-15 (a consolation over missing the chalice); 

p. 15-16 (the promise on St. Ursula’s Night), p. 17-18 (A joyous fast on Ascension Day). 
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body and her body emanating a foul smell.77 Her ‘social death’ meant that she could no longer 

work on the farmland, which is not really considered a problem or disability in a hagiographical 

context. People aspiring a religious or contemplative life, also sought a ‘social death’, or a 

withdrawal from the world, as Paulette L'Hermite-Leclerc has argued. She even compares 

recluses to lepers, claiming that ‘both are the living dead’.78 Alpais seemingly did not 

experience her isolation as problematic or challenging, which is illustrated by Alpais’ prayers 

to Mary and Christ. Rather than praying for her life to go back ‘to normal’ so that she could 

work on the farm, she instead prayed to be resuscitated as a ‘semivivam derelictam’ (‘half-living 

derelict’).79  

 

Illness enabling a saintly career 

After Alpais’ prayers to Christ and the Virgin Mary respectively, Mary appeared to her and 

healed her wounds. When Alpais was healed, she no longer smelled horrible, but rather had a 

sweet fragrance – similar to Alice’s odor suavitatis as proof of divine election. Her sweet smell 

and her wounds being healed are moreover tropes common to miracle or translation narratives, 

in which the saints’ bodies are depicted as ‘uncorrupted’ (corpus incorruptum).80 Given the fact 

that Alpais’ appearance and especially foul smell were the main reasons for her isolation, there 

would technically be no reason for Alpais to be isolated still. Yet, there are no observable 

changes in her lifestyle. When she was ill, she was laying down on her bed, and when she was 

healed, she continued to be paralysed and confined to her bed. It is furthermore noteworthy that 

although Alpais remained paralysed, her hagiographer depicts her as healed, which indicates 

that being paralysed or immobile in a religious context was not necessarily considered 

disabling.81 Isolation, or rather, reclusion, was seen as an ideal way to devote oneself to 

contemplation. Alpais’ hagiographer, however, did not include many details on her life as a 

recluse.82 Other sources, meanwhile, did portray Alpais as a recluse. 83 In his Chronicon 

Anglicanum, Ralph of Coggeshall elaborated on Alpais’ reclusive lifestyle. This account is not 

 
77 Paulette L’HERMITTE-LECLERC,  La femme, la recluse et la mort, in E. S. MARTIN (ed.), Muerte, religiosidad y 

cultura popular : Siglos XIII-XVIII, Zaragoza, 1994, p. 151-5. 
78 L’HERMITTE-LECLERC, La femme… [see n. 78], p. 151-5. 
79 Vita venerabilis Aupes… [see n. 2], p. 124. 
80 Arnold ANGENENDT, Corpus Incorruptum. Eine Leitidee der mittelalterlichen Reliquienverehrung, in Saeculum 

42 (1991), 320-48.  p. 320-48.  
81 SPENCER-HALL, Chronic Pain and Illness… [see n. 17], p. 56-60. 
82 HENRIET, La recluse… [see n. 21], p. 407-08. 
83 STEIN, Leben und Visionen… [see n. 1], p. 80-93. 
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merely a synopsis of Alpais’ vita, but rather complements it.84 Ralph recorded how Alpais’ 

reputation reached the archbishop of Sens and uncle of king Philip II, William of Sens (1135-

1202), who then investigated the rumours on her living sainthood. William was convinced, 

which allegedly prompted him to commission the construction of a church next to Alpais’ bed 

and appoint priests and canons to celebrate the Divine Offices. The mere fact that the archbishop 

wanted to build a church for Alpais, implies a strong belief in her sainthood and the will to 

provide a sacred space around her. This is rather remarkable as recluses often lived in cells 

adjacent to already existing chapels or churches.85 

Following her miraculous healing, Alpais’ spiritual life changed a great deal, since she started 

to experience visions. Alpais’ visions comprise three books, which is the bulk of her vita. Not 

surprisingly then, other authors mentioned her clairvoyance after the miraculous healing of her 

initial disease especially.86 In Saints, Infirmity and Community, Kuuliala argues that infirmity 

often served as the starting point for a saintly career.87 Such a trope appears in the vita of Alpais 

too: although she was healed by the Virgin Mary, it seems that it is precisely because her health 

was not fully restored and because of her paralysis, that her career as a living saint was initiated. 

Throughout the text, the hagiographer oftentimes contrasted Alpais’ infirm, immobile body 

with her clairvoyant, mobile spirit.88 Both in the prologue and in the second book of the vita, 

the hagiographer described Alpais’ body whenever she was experiencing visions:  

Clausis quidem oculis resupina iacens in lectulo nullum vite signum, nullum viventis 

flatum aut hanelitum, nullum dormientes dabat sonum vel strepitum, in tantum ut defuncte 

 
84 That Alpais’ reputation reached the archbishop and his acknowledgement of her sainthood must have impacted 

the further spread of Alpais’ saintly reputation. Ralph went on to narrate that archbishops, Cistercian abbots, kings, 

princes, nobles and non-nobles visited Alpais. Aside from the countess of Châteaurenard (see below) and the abbot 

of Les Écharlis, Alpais’ vita makes no mention of such nobles visiting her, which can be explained by the fact that 

her vita was recorded early on, around 1180. However, Ralph’s account is neither false nor exaggerating, given 

the fact that there are royal charters in which Philip VII of France, and his mother Adele of Champagne before 

him, promised to make a yearly donation to the regular canons of Cudot, for his salvation and the salvation of his 

father’s soul (Louis VII), and for the love of Alpais. Not surprisingly, these charters remain silent on Alpais’ 

bedridden condition, but the king making a donation to the canons who had to take care of Alpais, implies that a 

cult around Alpais’ living sainthood had been established; QUANTIN (ed.), Cartulaire général… [see n. 31], p. 

347-8, ‘[…]. Philippus, Dei gratia Francorum rex. […] quoniam Adela, mater nostra, regina, canonicis Cudoi, 

intuit Dei et ob remedium anime sue et mariti sui, patris nostri, bone memorie regis Ludovici, et pro amore 

Alpessie, vitam inibi ducentis gloriosam et admirabilem, dedit et concessit, quamdiu ipsa viveret, annualem 

redditum unius modii frumenti, […]annuatim in crostino Purificationis Beate Marie, percipiendum.’   
85 Ralph of Coggeshall, Chronicon Anglicanum… [see n. 28],  p. 125-27: ‘Coram lecto suo fabricata est ecclesia, 

et sacerdotes ac ministri deputati, qui divinum officium coram ea celebrarent.’; Anneke MULDER-BAKKER, Lives 

of the Anchoresses: The Rise of the Urban Recluse in Medieval Europe, Philadelphia, 2005, p. 4, p. 12-5; see also 

HENRIET, La recluse… [see n. 21], p. 407-08 
86 STEIN, Leben und Visionen… [see n. 1], p. 80-93. 
87 KUULIALA, Saints, Infirmity, and Community… [see n. 9], p. 31-40. 
88 See Jeroen DEPLOIGE and Katrien HEENE, Colette’s Travels. The discursive framing of the mobility of women in 

saints’ lives from the low countries (thirteenth to fifteenth centuries), in Itineraria, 8-9 (2010), p. 15-55. 
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similis videretur, nisi rubor in facie eius candori superfusus aliquod in ea vite vestigium 

intuentibus ostenderet. 89 

(With her eyes closed, laying down on her little bed, she gave no sign of life, no breath or 

snort of someone living, no sound or noise of someone sleeping, so that she appeared dead, 

only the blush on her radiant white face showed those surrounding her that she was alive 

at that moment.)  

Here it already appears that Alpais’ request to be resuscitated as a half-living (or half-dead) 

derelict was granted, for her body appeared to be dead, while her spirit was travelling to the 

different regions of the afterlife.90 Through sensorial descriptions of heaven, hell and purgatory, 

the hagiographer enabled his audience to vividly imagine these locations. Moreover, by 

describing them as places where to Alpais travelled, the hagiographer further stressed her 

spiritual mobility.91 Particularly worth mentioning here, is Alpais’ experience in purgatory.92 

In the fourteenth chapter of the second liber, the countess of Châteaurenard asked Alpais to 

reveal where the soul of her deceased son wanders. According to her vita, Alpais was guided 

by an angel ad loca purgatoria, where she saw the deceased count amongst many tormented 

souls. The angel accompanying Alpais urged her to tell the countess how many alms, prayers 

and masses she would have to give for the salvation of her son. Alpais expected the countess 

not to believe her, and asked the angel for proof. The angel obliged and raised Alpais’ hand, 

which was indeed a miracle given her entire body was ‘tam infirma tamque debilis extiterat’ 

(reputed to be so infirm and so crippled).93 Upon return from purgatory, Alpais became very ill 

and her body destitute of bodily strength, except for her raised hand. Her body then illustrated 

the torments awaiting in purgatory and served as proof of her revelations.  

In the vita of Alice of Schaerbeek, purgatory played an important role too, especially in the 

final chapters. Whereas Alice’s symptoms had been relatively mild initially, they deteriorated 

 
89 Vita venerabilis Aupes … [see n. 2], p. 149-50. 
90 This image of Alpais’ body in a state of physical death is also mentioned by James of Vitry, Historia 

Occidentalis… [see n. 29], p. 87: ‘In noctibus autem sabbathi et dominicis diebus pax dei, que exuperat et sepelit 

omnem sensum, ipsam in spiritu raptam adeo quietam et immobilem reddebat, quod non erat ei vox neque sensus, 

nec etiam respirare videbatur.’ 
91 DEPLOIGE and HEENE, Collete’s Travels… [see n. 89], p. 28-29. 
92 Although it is beyond the scope of this article, it is worth mentioning here that the presence of purgatory is 

remarkable, since the vita was written around 1180, around the same time Jacques Le Goff and others have situated 

the so called birth of purgatory. See, Jacques LE GOFF, La naissance du Purgatoire, Paris, 1981; Barbara NEWMAN, 

Hildegard and the “Birth of Purgatory”, in Mystics Quarterly, 19 n. 3 (1993), p. 90-1; Barbara NEWMAN, From 

Virile Woman to WomanChrist. Studies in Medieval Religion and Literature, Philadelphia, 2011, p. 109-11. 
93 Vita venerabilis Aupes … [see n. 2], p. 163: ‘Mane venit videre eam mater sua vidensque manum eius sursum 

elevatam baculumque tenentem nimis obstupuit, eo quod per multum tempus tam infirma tamque debilis extiterat.’ 
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in her final year and Alice turned into a monstri horribilis (‘horrible monster’).94 Here again, 

the hagiographer was transparent about the purpose of her suffering for the salvation and 

redemption of the living and the deceased alike. 

[…] tanto cruciabatur tormento; quod singulis diebus, trinis vicibus atque quaternis, gravia 

& intolerabilia, apud inferos vel in purgatorio, se assereret sustinere cruciamenta […].95 

(So great would this torment be that, on her own assertion, she would three or four times a 

day undergo an intolerably severe and excruciating experience of Hell itself, or of 

Purgatory.)96  

Throughout Alice’s vita, leprosy and suffering are compared to purgatory. This comparison was 

made quite often in the 13th century, as the doctrine of purgatory became more influential. 

Leprosy-sufferers were then often seen as experiencing purgatory on earth, as doing penitence 

for their sins, through their illness. Since Alice was not struck with leprosy to atone for her own 

sins, but to do penance on behalf of others, her leprosy enabled her to perform and perfect her 

imitatio Christi.97 Both in Alpais’ vita and in Alice’s vita, the ill, bedridden body seems to have 

been a canvas on which the torments of purgatory and hell were demonstrated. However, 

whereas Alice acted as an intercessor for other people’s salvation through her leprosy, Alpais 

merely served as the messenger. Alpais was supposed to tell others about her visions so that 

they could do penance themselves, whereas Alice did penance through leprosy on behalf of 

others. Alpais’ visions of the afterlife were more detailed and described as actual travel to the 

different regions in the hereafter, whereas the relationship between leprosy and purgatory were 

merely metaphorical in Alice’s vita. It should therefore come as no surprise that Alice did not 

experience visions in heaven.98 

By definition, these vitae had a moralising function. However, their manuscript context does 

give the impression that the purpose of Alpais’ vita was slightly different from the purpose of 

Alice’s. Alice of Schaerbeek appears alongside many other (female) saints and seems to be just 

another example of piety and, in particular, the imitatio Christi, as well as contemplative 

perfection. Alpais of Cudot is situated among other saints too, but also alongside the Tractatus 

de Purgatorio Sancti Patricii or the Visio Tnugdali, and/or other texts of a more theological 

nature. Moreover, Alpais’ vita seems to have been an illustration of such theological ideas and 

 
94 Vita auctore aevi eiusdem cisterciensi … [see n. 4], cols. 0480E-0480F; CAWLEY (trans.), Alice the Leper… 

[see n. 3], p. 19-21;  SPENCER-HALL, Christ’s Suppurating Wounds… [see n. 3], p. 408-09, p. 414. 
95 Vita auctore aevi eiusdem cisterciensi  … [see n. 4], col. 0481D. 
96 CAWLEY (trans.), Alice the Leper… [see n. 3], p. 23. 
97 SPENCER-HALL, Christ’s Suppurating Wounds… [see n. 3], p. 408-09. 
98 SPENCER-HALL, Christ’s Suppurating Wounds… [see n. 3], p. 395-6. 
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‘living proof’ of what would happen after death, either in hell, purgatory or in heaven. Her vita 

is furthermore interspersed with theological ideas around the Holy Trinity (liber IV, chapter II) 

and the soul (liber IV, chapter XVII). It would then seem that her immobile, bedridden, 

‘halfdead’ body enabled her to have such visions, to have access to a certain type of knowledge, 

and to thus possess some sort of authority that she would lack otherwise. In that sense, Alpais’ 

body functioned as a sermon, since preaching itself was not an option for her as a woman.99 Her 

initial disease, which caused her disfiguration and degeneration, appears to be a literary device, 

necessary to cleanse her which would cause a regeneration, or her resuscitation as a living 

saint.100 Although her hagiographer did not depict her as being confined to her bed, he did not 

really present Alpais’ condition as disabling: since her reclusion and clairvoyance were enabled 

through her paralysed body. Whereas the numbing pain and foul smell resulting from her initial 

leprosy-like disease were disabling her to pray and to pursue a religious lifestyle, paralysis did 

not. Here, it becomes clear how Alpais transitioned from being disabled to being enabled, even 

though her physical condition did not change fundamentally, aside from her rotting ulcers and 

ripped wounds being healed. Nonetheless, it must have been clear to the reader that Alpais’ 

paralysis, just like Alice’s leprosy, was a burden too. When describing visions that had taken 

place in the afterlife, the hagiographer compared Alpais’ body to a dark dungeon, a prison to 

which she had to return.101 Comparing her body to a prison suggests that her bodily condition 

was something she would rather be liberated from. This image is reinforced in the chapters 

where the devil appeared to her as a healer, suggesting she should take a potion for her health 

to be fully restored. As such, health was presented as a devilish temptation, and therefore as 

Alpais’ weak spot. Aside from enabling her clairvoyance, Alpais’ infirmity was also a saintly 

situation in which she had to prove her moral superiority by not succumbing to a restoration of 

her health.102   

 

Conclusion 

It was the aim of this article to understand why leprosy and the ensuing physical conditions 

were treated differently in the vita of Alpais of Cudot and the vita of Alice of Schaerbeek. At 

 
99 See Catherine M. MOONEY (ed.), Gendered Voices: Medieval Saints and Their Interpreters, Philadelphia, 1999. 
100 Stavroula CONSTANTINOU, Grotesque Bodies in Hagiographical Tales: The Monstrous and the Uncanny in 

Byzantine Collections of Miracle Stories, in Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 64 (2010), p. 43-54; METZLER, Disability 

in Medieval Europe… [see n. 10], p. 55-56; ANGENENDT, Corpus Incorruptum… [see n. 81], p. 320-348.  
101 Vita venerabilis Aupes… [see n. 2], p. 182; STEIN, Leben und Visionen… [see n. 1], p. 11-12. 
102 STEIN, Leben und Visionen… [see n. 1], p. 11-12. 
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first glance, these narratives seem quite alike: both the subjects fall ill, which then initiates their 

contemplative life and as such, their saintly career. Yet, there are even more differences to be 

observed in the ways the hagiographers dealt with illness in relation to their sainthood.  

To Alpais, leprosy was a tribulation causing her a spiritual disadvantage, or disability if you 

will, because she was not able to suffer like an ascetic, and almost not able to open her mouth 

to pray. Yet, the very same leprosy-like disease also initiated her reclusion, and in a way, her 

saintly career as a clairvoyant. After the degeneration and cleansing (rather than healing) by the 

virgin Mary, Alpais was resuscitated as a ‘half-living’ oracle, floating between life and death 

with her bedridden body yet mobile spirit, travelling across the regions in the afterlife. Alice’s 

leprosy, on the other hand, was a divine gift and a way for Alice to perfect her imitatio Christi. 

Contrary to Alpais, Alice’s leprosy imposed a spiritual advantage upon her, for it enabled 

mystic experiences. Nevertheless, her vita also makes clear how the perceptions projected onto 

a leprous body, resulting in isolation, could be debilitating. It seems that Alice suffered more 

from the isolation and the incapacity to participate in the Cistercian community at La Cambre, 

rather than from leprosy itself. Throughout this article, it emerged that the male hagiographers 

instrumentalised these women’s ill bodies in the advocacy for their sainthood and to represent 

their spirituality. At the same time, it also became clear how leprosy was treated differently and 

how these differing meanings illustrate the fluidity of the responses to the same (or at least a 

very similar) disease. Moreover, while being not healthy in the medical sense, both Alpais and 

Alice shift from being enabled to being disabled, depending on the circumstances.  

The question remains, however, why the hagiographer of Alpais did not mention leprosy 

explicitly, as it is rather unlikely that a medieval audience would have diagnosed her with a 

different disease. Moreover, the text was written in a time and context which did not consider 

leprosy univocally as a divine punishment, although negative perceptions about the disease 

remained persistent throughout the 12th and 13th centuries. Alpais’ vita was written about 100 

years prior to Alice’s vita; could it be that leprosy was still very much taboo because of all the 

stigma attached to it and that an explicit mention of leprosy could jeopardize Alpais’ credibility 

as a living saint, and the authority of her revelations accordingly? By the time Alice’s vita was 

written, many leprosaria had been established, and many vitae had been written in which the 

subject went to work in leprosaria, and even wished to contract the disease themselves. In the 

vitae recorded after the vita of Alpais, leprosy became a spiritual ideal to achieve: a perfect way 

to experience and imitate the suffering of Christ, as could be witnessed in the vita of Alice of 

Schaerbeek.  
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Conditions considered disabling by hagiographers were slightly different from what we would 

consider disabling nowadays. A modern, secularised society would consider Alpais’ inability 

to work on the farmland a disability, but to 12th-century Cistercian monks, not being able to 

pray was definitely worse, since it could jeopardize her salvation. In the vitae of these women, 

paralysis especially is not considered a disability, but rather an ability, as it granted them to 

intercede in the salvation of others, to experience visions, and to have a certain authority when 

communicating those revelations.  
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