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LITERATURE

AN EGYPTIAN, MAURICE WAS BORN IN THEBES IN THE 3RD CENTURY AD AND ROSE THROUGH THE RANKS OF THE
ROMAN ARMY AS AN ACKNOWLEDGED CHRISTIAN TO BECOME COMMANDER OF THE THEBAN LEGION. HE WAS IN CHARGE

OF OVER ONE THOUSAND MEN ALL OF WHOM WERE CHRISTIANS. THE LEGION WAS DISPATCHED TO GAUL TO ASSIST
EMPEROR MAXIMIAN IN PUTTING DOWN A REVOLT AND THEN ORDERED TO CLEAR THE GREAT ST BERNARD PASS

ACROSS MONT BLANC. BEFORE GOING INTO BATTLE THEY WERE INSTRUCTED TO OFFER SACRIFICES TO THE ANCIENT



ROMAN GODS AND PAY HOMAGE TO THE EMPEROR. MAURICE PLEDGED HIS MEN’S MILITARY ALLEGIANCE TO ROME, BUT
STATED THAT THEIR FAITH WAS IN THE ONE TRUE GOD AND SERVICE TO HIM SUPER-CEDED ALL ELSE. HE DECLARED

THAT TO WANTONLY KILL INNOCENT CHRISTIANS WHO WERE NOT ENEMIES OF THE EMPEROR WAS INCONCEIVABLE TO
HIS SOLDIERS AND SO REFUSED THE DIRECT ORDER TO HARASS LOCAL CHRISTIAN BELIEVERS. MAXIMIAN THEN HAD

EVERY TENTH THEBAN SOLDIER KILLED, A MILITARY PUNISHMENT KNOW AS ‘DECIMATION’. MORE ORDERS WERE GIVEN
AND AGAIN, ENCOURAGED BY MAURICE, THEY REFUSED AND A SECOND DECIMATION FOLLOWED. WHEN A FINAL

REFUSAL TO ATTACK FELLOW CHRISTIANS WAS RECEIVED, MAXIMIAN ORDERED ALL THE REMAINING MEMBERS OF THE
LEGION TO BE EXECUTED. THE PLACE OF THEIR MARTYRDOM IN 287 AD WAS KNOWN AS AGAUNUM AND IS NOW A SITE OF

PILGRIMAGE, THE ABBEY OF ST MAURICE-EN-VALAIS IN SWITZERLAND. 

     ST MAURICE BECAME A PATRON SAINT OF THE GERMAN HOLY ROMAN EMPERORS AND IN 926 AD HENRY THE FOWLER
(919 - 936 AD) CEDED THE PRESENT SWISS CANTON OF AARGAU TO THE ABBEY IN RETURN FOR THE HOLY RELICS OF
MAURICE’S LANCE, SWORD AND SPURS. THESE RELICS BECAME IMPORTANT INSIGNIA OF THE IMPERIAL THRONE AND
WERE PART OF THE REGALIA USED AT THE CORONATIONS OF THE AUSTRO-HUNGARIAN EMPERORS RIGHT UP UNTIL

1916. MAURICE IS ALSO CONNECTED TO THE LEGEND OF THE HOLY LANCE OF VIENNA, SAID TO HAVE BEEN THE SPEAR
THAT PIERCED CHRIST’S SIDE WHEN ON THE CROSS. 

     IN SWITZERLAND THE TOWN OF ST MORITZ IS NAMED AFTER HIM AND OVER 650 RELIGIOUS FOUNDATIONS IN EUROPE
ARE DEDICATED TO HIM. HE IS THE PATRON SAINT OF THE DUCHY OF SAVOY, OF THE SWISS VALAIS AND IS REVERED IN
PIEDMONT AND SARDINIA. HE IS THE PATRON SAINT OF SWORD-SMITHS AND SOLDIERS, ESPECIALLY THE PAPAL SWISS

GUARDS, AND WEAVERS AND DYERS, ESPECIALLY THE GOBELINS TAPESTRY MANUFACTURE. IN ART, AS CAN BE  SEEN IN
AN OIL ON WOOD BY LUCAS CRANACH THE ELDER, HE IS USUALLY REPRESENTED AS NEGRO FOOT SOLDIER. ALTHOUGH
HE HAS OFTEN BEEN PORTRAYED AS BLACK SINCE THE 12TH CENTURY, HIS IMAGE SOMETIMES RESEMBLES THAT OF AN
EGYPTIAN, WHERE HE IS STILL VENERATED BY THE ORTHODOX COPTIC CHURCH. BY THE MID 16TH CENTURY IMAGES OF

SAINT MAURICE STOPPED BEING PRODUCED, HIS POPULARITY UNDERMINED, IT HAS BEEN SAID, BY THE DEVELOPING
ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE. 
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