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Doctoral Dissertation Abstract

This study aimed to explore preaching in the Benedictine abbey of St. Lambrecht (Styria) in the second half of the thirteenth century. A case study was performed by means of researching the historical, institutional, social, and literary dimensions of St. Lambrecht preaching, in the broader context of contemporaneous practices. 

Two unedited thirteenth-century sermon manuscripts from St. Lambrecht constituted the core source material of this study. One of these manuscripts, UB Graz MS 841, has been identified by earlier scholarship as an anonymous collection of locally produced and once preached sermons for peasants, copied in the scriptorium of St. Lambrecht ca. 1270. The other manuscript, UB Graz MS 830, has never been studied. For comparative purposes, I enlisted also other contemporaneous manuscripts from St. Lambrecht, as well as the published and unpublished sources from other areas. 

I began my study by reviewing the aspects of the abbey’s and regional history of the thirteenth century which seemed to be important for the understanding of the source. 

I then authenticated the St. Lambrecht origin of MSS 841 and 830 and verified that, in terms of palaeography and codicology, the dating of MS 841 to 1270 was conjectural: either manuscript could have been transcribed any time within the second half of the thirteenth century. Using a variety of criteria, I established dates for some of the sermons and discovered that these texts stemmed from the period between 1248 (or 46?) and 1285 at the latest. This conclusion considerably extended the time-frame of the sermons in MS 841 as proposed by earlier scholarship. Assuming that a peculiar liturgical sequence of entries at the beginning of the manuscript reflected the year when the transcription was begun, I dated it to 1266 (or 1274) at the earliest and 1288 at the latest. Apart from placing the sermons and the manuscript into a better-defined time-frame, investigation of identifiable historical references strongly suggested the reliability of these texts as a source on the St. Lambrecht’s specifics.

Analysis of the contexts, in which preaching took place according to sermons’ implicit and explicit clues, further confirmed the local connection of these texts and their reliability as a source on the local customs. I was able to pinpoint connections between sermons and the peculiarities of the local cult of saints, parish network, and the liturgical usus. In particular, sermons’ indications regarding the number and the kinds of public processions practiced in St. Lambrecht revealed a custom that was considerably different not only from the canonic norm but also from the customs adopted in the other monastic institutions in the area and in other regions.

The phenomenon of monks’ popular preaching was scrutinized in the broader context of the thirteenth-century Benedictine preaching. I found out that the grounds of the St. Lambrecht monks’ engagement in the cura animarum lay in the regional ecclesiastical and landowning system and in the abbey’s institutional and financial organization and legal standing.  I also discussed the sermons’ indications in favour of St. Lambrecht’s co-operation with the nearby Dominican convent.

I proceeded with examination of the sermons’ portrayal of the monastic and the lay audiences they presumably addressed. By means of selecting and comparing the most typical features of the speeches targeting these distinct audiences, I assessed how the sermons balanced stereotypical commonplaces with credible realities of the recipients’ daily life. I also established the sermons’ definition of the communities they catered to. Based on this analysis, I evaluated the St. Lambrecht sermons’ place between live preaching and standard sermons ad status and reviewed the accepted definition of the lay audience as peasants. Indeed, many of these sermons might have been based on the once delivered speeches directed to the largely peasant local audience. However, the texts preserved in MS 841 seemed to have been a product of editing, rather than faithful recordings of live delivery. The texts as we have them were not meant specifically for peasants. They assumed as the recipients a community of lay parishioners of mixed social standing. Rather than ‘peasant,’ their common denominator was ‘illiterate.’ Importantly, the strong links to the locality of St. Lambrecht allowed calling these sermons rural. They were rural by virtue of having originated in the rural area.

In the next part of my study I dealt with the literary aspects of the St. Lambrecht sermons. I ascertained whether one specific salutation formula, occasionally used in the St. Lambrecht sermons, had a literal meaning as a denominator of the audience or was part of the preacher’s communication strategy. The sermons’ use of pronouns served as a touchstone to detect the differences, in this respect, in speeches directed to the two distinct audiences, and to suggest the possibility of a certain rhetorical strategy.

In the last part of this study I identified the categories of the texts included in the two redactions of the St. Lambrecht sermonary, and authenticated their origin. Once again, I gave a detailed consideration to the question whether the ‘genuine’ St. Lambrecht sermons were the original recordings of the live sermons or edited models. Indeed, many of the texts in MS 841 were suitable for delivery as preserved; but certifying that they were preached in this form was impossible. My hypothesis regarding these texts’ generic features was reconfirmed through detecting other symptoms of model sermons. I concluded, therefore, that MS  841 was a collection of models, some grown out of the previously delivered sermons, some borrowed from elsewhere. In its present form, MS 841 was not yet a useable compilation but, most likely, an intermediary clean copy created on the way to possibly becoming a model sermon collection. The ultimate purpose of this collection seemed to have been to offere a choice and diversity of models, occasions, and categories of listeners. This would explain the attachment, at the end of the manuscript, of what seemed to be a stand-alone little collection of sermons united by their generic character and common liturgical function. Accordingly, also MS 830 could have been used as an accomplished collection. Its likely purpose was to serve as a handy reference material for the use of preachers. Moreover, the character of annotations in MS 830 bespoke its actual use by some not very educated aspiring preacher.

In sum, the sermons preserved in MS 841 did originate from local preaching and, due to their incomplete transformation into generic models,  could, to an extent, be relied upon as a source on parish preaching in St. Lambrecht. However, more barriers are separating us from the live words of the preacher and the realities of the listeners, than has previously been believed. 

None-the-less, both the original compositions and the revision thereof into models appeared to have been produced locally, which definitely made the collection a valuable source on the non-mendicant preaching in the thirteenth century. 

For these two reasons, a case study of preaching in St. Lambrecht has presented a valuable contribution to the field of sermon studies in particular and medieval studies generally. Placed in the context of local specifics on the one hand, and contemporaneous preaching on the other, it offered an insight into how the patterns of preaching in this area, by these preachers, and for these target audiences differed from or accorded with what has been established in regard to other instances of preaching.
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