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The central comic deviee in the SEL's *St. Vincent™ is exaggerated repetition in the
brutal contest of wills between the evil prefect. Dacian. and Vincent. The two
antagonists elash seven times, and. once begun. these rounds follow each other
quickly. In the space of onc hundred lines, Vincent is scourged twice, hung on a
gibbet. burnt at the stake. fried on a white-hot grill, sprinkled with salt. and thrown
into a dark prison eell “*so ful of sweordes pointes i-pigte : ase mede is ful of gras.”™"
The SEL aceount contains, in fact, more tortures for Vineent than the accounts in
cither Prudentius’ Peristephanon or Jacobus de Voragine's Legenda Aurea ™' How-
ever, mere multiplication of tortures in sacred biography is not a sign of comedy. As
Delchaye has noted. sacred biographers multiplied tortures to “improve” their
accounts and to increase cdification (pp. 107-10). The seriousness of Vincent's
tortures would be unquestioned if it were not for other comic mechanisms in the
v

Inthe SEL Dacian is clearly a comic character because throughout the legend he
iseonstantly degraded. He begins as a self-confident ruler, but as his henchmen fail
im, he 1s put inte the humiliating pesition of having to torture his own men as
punishment for their incompetence. Dacian’s frustration grows until, after applying
seven ineffective tortures, he capitulates and orders Vineent placed on the soft bed
where the martyr finally dies. After Vincent is reported dead. Dacian attempts to
nave the final victory by defiling the saint’s corpse. Nevertheless, his attempts to do
so imevitably fail. and he is led to a final cry of despair: ““Alas, alas.’ pe king seide :
‘Pe schame and pe schondce! / We ne mowe him ncuere ouer-come : quik ne ded, a-
watere ne a-londe’ " (lines 163-64). A man so powerless that he cannot even defeat a
corpse is indeed pitiful. but the SEL audience is nowhere invited to empathize with
Dacian. Rather, because he is a stock villain, the audience is distanced from his
sufferings. They laugh. then. at his degradation. They laugh out of a sense of
superiority: they laugh at the incongruity of the powerlessness of worldly power: and
they laugh at his thoughtless. inelastic behavior.

If Dacian is a comic buffoon in “St. Vincent.” it would scem to follow that
Vincent. the “hero.” should be taken seriously. However, there is evidence in the
text that he, too. either purposely or inadvertently, may be comic. On the onc hand,
the SEI writers are clearly trving to present Vincent as a heroic martyr, who,
dccording to F. J. E. Raby. is:
lan) aggressive soldier of faith. Fearless. uncompromising. proud and violent, he is always
master of the situation. He is strong: his enemies arc feeble. No torture can daunt him: the
malice of his judge 1s powerless cven to devise a torture which can preducc more than a
wntemptuous smile. In the agony of death, he calmly addresses his tormentors. often at
tedious length, . .. [The] end comes only when he has said enough.™

If one excludes the last sentence. this is an apt description ot'}hc SvEL St. \t'mecn‘l‘
On the other hand. however. the text never gets far into a justification of Vincent's
sufferings. Never. for example. docs 1t go bevond lht_:: surf_a.cc level of !hc narra.l:o‘n
lo conspicuously work at its presumed goal of edification. Never is the saint’s
inierrogation offered as a forum for theological anf moral sermonizing. Never does
Vineent address his tormentors “at tedious 1cng!h_ although, as [_)clchayc remarks,
ditionally a favorite place for hagiographers’ elabo-
f their theological rationale, the saint's actions
those of Dacian. Given that the SEL is an

he saint’s interrogation was tra
fations (Leégendes, p. 106). Slrl_p!:cd o
ieem just as ludicrously repetitious as



